
 

STAFF REPORT 
DATE:  December 21, 2022 
TO:  Planning Commission 
FROM:  Ann Siegenthaler, Senior Planner 
RE: Small Subdivisions and Pipestem Lots – Code Update 
 

 
 
I. BACKGROUND 
 

The 2021 Sumner Housing Action Plan (HAP) identified the need for housing in Sumner.  The HAP described 
options for reducing barriers to creating infill housing, such as raising the number of lots in a short 
subdivision and raising the number of pipestem lots allowed. This is one of the City Council’s priorities for 
addressing housing needs. 

 
Why is this update needed?  
 
• The State Growth Management Act and related laws require cities to create land use plans (zoning, 

transportation, etc.) that accommodate projected population growth.  Based on data from the State and 
County, Sumner is projected to need about 2,000 additional housing units by 2044. This is Sumner’s 
“fair share” of the growth assigned to all cities in Pierce County. Sumner has the zoning and land 
capacity to accommodate its share. However, housing unit production is far behind the assigned target. 

 
• Sumner code requires a short subdivision (short plat) of more than 4 lots to go through a full subdivision 

process, which is time consuming and costly.  Increasing the number of single-family lots allowed in a 
short subdivision greatly reduces permit time, costs, and barriers to creating housing. 

 

• Subdividing lots into pipestem lots provides single-family dwellings on underdeveloped sites throughout 
the city.  However, current code limits pipestem lots to 1 additional lot behind the main house, which is 
a barrier to infill development. 

 
 
II.    DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSAL 
 

The proposal will update the subdivision process for short subdivisions and for pipestem lots. City staff, 
working with consultant LDC Inc., is proposing to make the short subdivision process easier and to increase 
the number of lots that can be created.  Below is a summary of the proposed changes.   
 
 

A. Goals for this code update 
 

• Increase opportunities for single-family infill development, making use of underutilized pockets of 
land throughout the city. 

• Allow more homes to be created through the short subdivision process (versus full subdivision). 
• Make the process of subdividing single-family lots easier and less costly. 

 
 

B. Zones affected 
 
Single-family dwellings in subdivisions and pipestem lots are allowed in all Low Density Residential 
(LDR) zones and in Medium Density Residential (MDR) and High Density Residential (HDR) zones.  
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C. Short subdivision process  

 
Land may be subdivided either as a “full subdivision” process (for 5 or more lots) or a simple “short 
subdivision” (short plat) (4 lots or less).  A full subdivision process is much more extensive, lengthy and 
costly than a short subdivision process, and costs can more easily be spread out over more lots. 
Requiring the full subdivision process for smaller subdivisions can be a barrier to increasing housing 
infill.  State law currently allows cities to set higher thresholds for a short subdivision, up to 9 lots. Many 
cities are now increasing their subdivision thresholds to match the higher State threshold.  Below is a 
summary of proposed short subdivision changes. 

 
• Number of lots allowed.  Raise the threshold for short subdivisions to 9 lots, matching the State-

allowed threshold of 9 lots.  This will: 
o Create more lots through a less costly and more streamlined process, encouraging single-family 

infill development; 
o lncrease opportunities for smaller developers to create housing. 

 

• Density.  The proposed code allows new lots to be created more easily. It does not increase density 
over what is already allowed in each zone.   
 

• Reduced access width.  Allow short subdivisions to use shared driveways and narrow private drive 
aisles for access (versus wider streets).  This provides more flexibility in site design, consolidates 
access for more efficient use of available land, and reduces construction and land costs. (See Access 
Standards below) 

 
• Public notice.  Under current code, short subdivisions up to 4 lots do not require public notice.  New 

code would require short subdivisions between 5 to 9 lots (the raised threshold) to provide public 
notice. There would be no public hearing, but neighbors would be informed of the proposed project.   

 
 

D. Pipestem lots 
 
Pipestem lots (flag-shaped lots with a driveway “stem”) are created through the same subdivision 
process as other lots.  However, the current limit of 1 lot behind the main streetfront house is a barrier 
to single-family infill. The proposal will update these lot standards. 
 
• Number of lots allowed:  Raise the threshold for pipestem lot subdivisions from 1 to 4 lots. This will 

increase opportunities for infill such as: 
o Difficult, narrow lots can be developed into single-family homes. 
o Homeowners can create new lots in underutilized areas behind their existing home, and realize 

more of the development value of their property. 
o More housing capacity can be created that fits into existing neighborhoods. 

  
• Incentive to maintain existing house:  Maintaining existing homes also helps Sumner meet housing 

capacity and affordability goals. 
o The proposed pipestem lot code will allow a 5-lot pipestem subdivision, if the streetfront home is 

preserved. This allows 4 lots in the back of the existing house and exempts the existing home 
from the count. 

o Where the front house on the street is preserved, its rear yard setback can be reduced from 30 
to 15 feet. The intent is to prevent demolition of the existing house, which often occurs when 
developers cannot fit their desired number of new lots on the parcel. 

 
• Building height. Would be changed to be the same as currently allowed for other single-family 

homes in the zone (LDR zones are 30 feet height). 
 

• Setbacks.  Require a 15-foot perimeter setback to increase privacy.  Under current code, a home on 
a pipestem lot could be set back 5 feet from another home (the same as for non-pipestem lots). The 
proposal would increase this to 15 feet. 

 
 

E. Access and private drive aisle standards 
 
Access within a short subdivision is an important factor in how feasible a development may be. 
Sumner’s current code requires a public street (60-foot width) with features such as standard  
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streetlights, etc. for a subdivision over 4 lots. Such street improvements can be costly and a barrier to 
single-family infill. Proposed code will allow narrower access lanes for short subdivisions (including 
pipestem lots) as follows: 
 
• Allow a “shared driveway” for up to 4 lots.  This is a 15-foot wide drive with 2-foot wide shoulders 

that meets engineering standards. 
 

• Allow a “private drive aisle” for 5-9 lots (the same access as for Zero Lot Line Subdivisions). This is 
generally a 25-foot wide drive aisle that meets current fire truck access and construction standards. 
 

• These changes will reduce street construction costs and create access drives that are more in scale 
with the development, while still providing safe access. 

 
• Remove current code language that limits access drives to serving only one lot, which prevents 

adjoining property owners from sharing a driveway. Consolidating access drives is a more efficient 
use of land and reduces the number of curb cuts along the sidewalk, which improves walkability. 

 
• Public streets are important for connecting neighborhoods and creating walkable neighborhoods, so 

will still be required in some circumstances.  Proposed code will maintain the current requirement for 
a public street when the city engineer determines that the public street criteria listed in the code are 
met (e.g. need to align with adopted street grid, need break up super block) 

 
 

F. Maximum lot size for MDR/HDR zones 
 

Current code allows detached single-family development in Medium Density Residential (MDR) and High 
Density Residential (HDR) zones.  These zones were established to provide areas where higher density 
developments could be built, such as townhomes and apartments. However, often land in these zones is 
used for very low density, large single-family homes on very large lots.  This reduces available capacity 
for higher density housing, which is an essential component of Sumner’s housing stock.  
 
The proposal is to limit the amount of new single-family dwellings in the MDR/HDR zones. The new code 
would establish a maximum lot size of 6,000 s.f. This will: 

 
• Not affect existing homes or lots, but new lots would have to meet the maximum lot size. 
• Not dictate size of the house; and a developer could still get single-family dwellings of a reasonable 

size (e.g. 2,000-2,200 s.f.) to fit on the lots. 
• Help keep land in MDR/HDR zones available for more dense single-family infill and multifamily 

development, which is the original intent of those zones. 
 
 

G. Updated definitions and terms 
 
Various definitions and terms are to be updated, including: 
• Front lot line measurement relative to a short subdivision driveway 
• Making pipestem lot definition the same in zoning code and subdivision code 
• Clarifying terms for private road versus public street. 

 
 
III. ANALYSIS 
 

The proposed Municipal Code amendments are consistent with the intent and policies of the Comprehensive 
Plan, and the Sumner Municipal Code, specifically the intent and provisions discussed below. 
 
Land Use Element 
 
The proposed code update will increase opportunities for single-family infill development, within existing 
allowable densities.  It also includes development standards such as setbacks to minimize impacts, 
consistent with the following policies: 

 
1.1.2 “Maintain zoning and subdivision regulations to ensure adequate setbacks, landscaping, and buffering 

are required where land use conflicts and impacts may occur.”  
 
 
 



Page 4 of 5 
 

  
1.2 “Encourage infill development on vacant properties with existing public services and public utilities, 

and new development in areas with existing or planned public facilities.” 
  

Land Use Element - Land Use Designations 
 
The Comprehensive Plan establishes a density range for Low Density Residential districts of 2.9-5.0 dwelling 
units per acre (du/ac) (e.g. LDR-8.5) at the lower end, to 7.0-10.0 du/ac (e.g. LDR-6) at the highest 
density.  No change in allowed density is proposed; the code would streamline the subdivision process and 
allow new dwellings up to the maximum allowed in the zone.  Therefore, the proposed code is consistent 
with the purpose, uses and densities anticipated in these residential districts.   
 
In contrast, the Medium- and High-Density Residential (MDR and HDR) districts allow higher densities 
ranging from 8 du/ac to 25 du/ac.  In the Comprehensive Plan, MDR is “intended to provide for multi-family 
living to ensure that opportunities to obtain reasonable-cost housing exist for community residents. Primary 
uses include multi-family housing of various types including duplexes, zero-lot line structures, townhouses, 
condominiums, senior apartments and retirement homes, etc…”  The HDR designation “allows for higher 
density multi-family developments to allow for a broad range of housing choices in areas with existing and 
planned infrastructure, and to allow for infill development and the reduction of sprawl. Primary uses include 
multi-family housing of various types including townhouses, condominiums, apartments, etc.” The proposed 
maximum lot size in the MDR and HDR zones is intended to limit very low density single family dwellings in 
these zones. This supports the Comprehensive Plan’s intent for primarily multifamily uses these higher 
density zones. 

 
Community Character Element 
 
The proposed code update will increase opportunities for single-family infill, particularly smaller housing 
developments that can fit into the surrounding neighborhood.  The code does not change the housing types 
allowed or the density allowed; therefore, is consistent with these policies: 
 
1.1  “Encourage development which enhances the human, pedestrian scale, creating a sense of community 

and place.” 
 
2.6 “In recognition of the need for a variety of housing, allow through the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning 

Code a mix of residential uses as appropriate to the neighborhood character.” 
 

Housing Element 
 
The proposed code update will help meet Sumner’s housing targets, and will create more streamlined, cost-
effective processes for subdivisions, consistent with the following policies: 

 
2.2.5 “Incorporate reasonable measures as necessary to accommodate the projected population growth.” 
 
2.3 “Encourage a variety of housing available to all economic segments of the community.” 

 
2.3.1 “Review the Zoning Code, Subdivision Code, Building Codes, and other development-control 

ordinances to identify and remove excessive, duplicative, or unnecessary regulations. The analysis 
shall consider in particular lot width, access widths, street improvement standards, parking, common 
service lines as well as other issues.” 
 

3.4 “Establish standards for street widths, landscaping, and parking lots to reduce heat loss or provide 
shade.” 

 
Transportation Element 

 
New access standards for subdivisions will allow narrower access drives to serve more lots.  This will support 
the following policy: 
 
6.5 “Provide incentives for the use of low impact development techniques that will reduce impervious  

surfaces, provide for stormwater infiltration, and protect the natural environment and systems…” 
 

 
 
 
 

Subdivision Code 
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The purpose of the subdivision code is to “regulate the division of land lying within the corporate limits of 
the city of Sumner, and to promote the public health, safety, and general welfare in accordance with the 
standards established by the state and the city,” and to…”prevent the overcrowding of land; lessen 
congestion and promote safe and convenient travel by the public on streets and highways; promote the 
effective use of land…”  The proposed code amendments are consistent with the purpose of the subdivision 
code. 

 
Zoning Code Low Density Residential zone 
 
The purpose of the Low Density Residential zone is “to stabilize and preserve low density residential 
neighborhoods, to create a stable and satisfying environment for family life and to prevent intrusions by 
incompatible land uses.”  The proposed code to raise the threshold for short subdivisions and pipestem lots 
is consistent with this purpose.  
 
Zoning Code Medium- and High-Density Residential (MDR and HDR) zones 
 
The purpose of the Medium- and High-Density Residential (MDR and HDR) zones is “to reserve appropriately 
located areas for multifamily living at a broad range of dwelling unit densities consistent with the 
comprehensive plan. They are further intended to protect the public health, safety and general welfare by 
ensuring that opportunities to obtain reasonable cost housing exist for households representing a variety of 
income categories and lifestyles, facilitating the provision of utility services and other public facilities 
commensurate with anticipated population and dwelling unit densities…” 

 
Conclusion:   
 
Sumner’s Comprehensive Plan provides a general policy basis for raising the threshold number of lots in 
short subdivisions and pipestem lot subdivisions, and updating access standards, as a means of encouraging 
single-family infill development. The Comprehensive Plan, and stated purposes in the Subdivision Code and 
Zoning Code, support the proposed subdivision code updates, and support the proposal to maintain capacity 
in Medium- and High-Density Residential zones for multifamily uses.  Increasing single-family housing 
supply and maintaining capacity for multifamily development in the intended zones can have a positive 
impact on housing affordability.  

 
 
IV. SEPA ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 

A SEPA environmental checklist and analysis of the proposed amendment has been completed.  A 
Determination of Non-Significance was issued on December 7, 2022.  No public comments were received on 
the SEPA determination. 

 
 
V. PUBLIC & AGENCY COMMENTS 
 Consistent with City regulations, a public hearing notice was published 10 days prior to the hearing. No 

agency comments or public comments were received during the comment period. 
 
 
VI. STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Provide direction to staff. Depending on comments and results of the public hearing, give recommendations 
for forwarding to City Council. 

 
 
VII. PLANNING COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 

Pending.   
 
 
VIII. EXHIBITS 
 

A. Draft Ordinance No. XXXX – Small Subdivisions and Pipestem Lots 
 


