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Introduction

The Downtown Seattle Association 
publishes a Development Guide each 
year to measure building construction 
activity taking place downtown. We’ve 
tracked comparable data since 2005. 
An explanation of criteria used in this 
analysis and a glossary of terms are 
included at the end of this document.

Note that our mid-year development 
updates reflect data as of June.

For more information, please email 
info@downtownseattle.org.

• While 2021 will see near-record levels of buildings completed, 
the pipeline for future projects is much reduced compared to one 
year ago. 

• Residential projects continue to dominate, representing about 
two-thirds of all projects under construction. 

• After an incredible decade of growth where inventory grew 
by nearly 20 million square feet, office space development is 
slowing. The amount of space under construction has fallen 
below historic averages.

• Excluding an exceptional year in 2018, hotel development 
is roughly on par with historic averages. However, due to 
temporary and permanent closures, the existing inventory of 
hotel rooms shrank compared to pre-pandemic.

KEY FINDINGS

Over the past decade, developers 
delivered a staggering amount of 
hotel, office and residential space in 
downtown Seattle. More than 28,000 
new apartment units, 4,200 hotel 
rooms and 17.5 million square feet of 
office space transformed the Seattle 
skyline, raising our profile around 
the world. Construction of many 
projects was paused in 2020, and 
that year saw the smallest number 
of building completions in 10 years. 
By contrast, 2021 is shaping up to be 
one of the busiest years for building 
completions downtown.

That said, downtown is facing a 
slowdown in construction. In the 
short term, supply-chain issues 

and material shortages have 
increased the cost of construction. 
Uncertainty in the commercial 
real estate market may also give 
investors and developers pause.1 In 
2020, many office-based employees 
began working from home and 
continue to do so as of mid-2021. In 
response, occupied office space fell 
by 2.7 million square feet. By the first 
quarter of 2021, a record 4.2 million 
square feet of office space was up for 
sublease. Apartments were also hit 
hard, with downtown losing roughly 
2,000 apartment households in the 
second and third quarters of 2020 and 
rents plummeting 11% year-over-year 
by the fourth quarter.

However, there are already signs of a 
turnaround in commercial real estate. 
Downtown saw the first net increase 
in office space occupancy in the 
second quarter of 2021. Apartment 
occupancy and rents are now above 
pre-pandemic levels with a record 
percent rent increase expected for 
2021. Hotels will likely take more 
time to recover but have already seen 
occupancies rise from single digits 
early in the pandemic to above 50% in 
June 2021. These trends should bring 
confidence back to a market that was 
hit hard by the economic effects of 
the pandemic.

This guide was made possible 
with generous support from

1. Rents and occupancy data cited in this report 
are from custom queries on CoStar.com for DSA’s 
downtown boundary.
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Likely due to delays from COVID-19 shutdowns in 
2020, downtown Seattle saw the fewest construction 
projects completed in a decade. In the first half of 
2021, developers completed 21 building projects 
downtown. This matches the total for all of 2020. 
There are another 25 projects slated for completion in 
the second half of the year, bringing the total to 46. 
With headwinds from uncertainty in the commercial 
real estate market and rising material costs, the 
construction pipeline has slowed. Only 34 projects 
are scheduled for completion over the following two 
years (2022 through 2023).

As of June 2021, there were 226 projects still in 
the pipeline, including 45 under construction, 
16 in demolition, shoring and excavation 
phases and 30 with land-use permits that 
have yet to break ground. Another 93 are in 
predevelopment phases (projects in this stage 
tend to be less certain). In total, this is 40 fewer 
than the number in the pipeline in June 2020. 

Overview

Buildings by Current Status and Delivery Year
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The numbers next to each bar 
indicate the total building 
construction projects completed or 
scheduled for completion each year. 

Demolition, Shoring and Excavation

Completed

Under Construction

Land-use Issued

PIPELINE / 2020 VS. 2021

2020 2021

Under Construction 59 45

Demolition, Shoring and 
Excavation

12 16

Land-use Issued 30 30

Predevelopment 122 93

Total 266 226
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Residential Units by Current Status and 
Completion Year
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The numbers next to each bar indicate the number of residential 
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While the number of condo units under construction 
increased over the past several years, apartments 
continue to dominate, accounting for 84% of 
residential construction. There are 6,265 apartment 
units under construction, down from 7,643 a 
year ago and 1,167 condominium units under 
construction, down from 1,516. For both residential 
types, construction activity is well above the 
historic average.

Residential Units Under Construction 
Each Year

Apartment Units Condominium Units
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A Record Year for  
New Residential Units
Two-thirds of all construction projects downtown 
have a residential component. In fact, in all but two 
years since we began tracking, residential accounted 
for at least half of all new building projects. In 2020, 
there were 2,020 residential units completed, about 
half of what was originally planned for that year. 
Nearly all construction projects were delayed due to 
the pandemic, leading to what will be a record year 
for apartment completions in 2021. So far, 2,027 units 
have been completed. Another 4,388 are scheduled 
for completion by the end of the year. This totals 
6,415 new residential units for 2021. Another 5,564 
are scheduled for completion in 2022. Despite this 
being the largest number of units added downtown 
over any two-year period on record, rents are 
expected to increase 25% in 2021.
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With an inventory of 83 million square feet, 
downtown Seattle has the highest concentration of 
office space in the region. Through new construction 
and conversions such as the former Macy’s Building, 
nearly 20 million square feet of office space has 
been added since 2010. This increased the office 
inventory by 31% in just over 10 years. Despite the 
recent downturn, the amount of occupied office space 
increased by 34% (nearly 19 million square feet) over 
that same period. In 2020, 1.2 million square feet of 
new space was completed. This was down from 4.5 
million in 2019 — a record year, with the completion 
of new buildings for Expedia, Amazon, Apple and 
Google as well as the new Qualtrics Tower.

So far in 2021, 1.3 million square feet of office has been 
completed and 1.2 million more feet are scheduled for 
a total of 2.5 million square feet expected by the end 
of 2021. While down from record high levels of new 
completions in 2017 and 2019, this still represents an 
above-average year.

A Slow Start for Office Recovery 

Office Space Square Footage by Status and Completion Year
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The numbers next to each bar indicate 
the square feet of office space 
completed or scheduled for completion 
each year.
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Currently, there is 1.7 million square feet of office 
space under construction downtown. This fell 
steadily since 2018 when there were 6.5 million 
square feet under construction. The current level 
of construction is significantly below historic 
averages. This pause in office construction activity is 
not surprising given uncertainty around the post-
pandemic return to the office and record levels of 
sublet space on the market. Still, the second quarter 
of 2021 did see a net increase in office occupancy of 
about 500,000 square feet — a positive change in 
direction for the market.

In addition to space under construction, there 
are also 1.6 million square feet in demolition, 
shoring and excavation phases. This represents 
projects with construction activity under way. 
An additional 7 million square feet are in earlier 
stages of development (“land-use issued” and 

“predevelopment” phases) and do not yet have 
building permits.

Office Space Under Construction
Square feet
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A Long Trip to Recovery for Hotels

The hotel industry has been among the hardest hit by 
the economic fallout from COVID-19, but it has improved 
significantly in recent months. Occupancy in June was 
52%. This is much lower than the occupancies over 80% 
seen in the years prior to the pandemic. However, it is an 
improvement over the 31% occupancy in April 2021 and 
10% in April 2020 (for the hotels that remained open at the 
time). Various projections show the industry recovering 
slowly in the months ahead, not reaching pre-COVID-19 
levels until at least 2023.

Hotel Rooms by Status and Completion Year
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The numbers next to each bar indicate 
the number of hotel rooms completed or 
scheduled for completion each year.
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Despite seven hotels with 703 rooms unavailable due 
to temporary closures and an additional two hotels 
permanently closed due to redevelopment, downtown’s 
nearly 14,000 available hotel rooms still represent about 
two-thirds of the inventory in Seattle. There are two hotel 
projects with 336 rooms total under construction. An 
additional three hotels representing 519 rooms are in the 
demolition, shoring and excavation phase. There are four 
hotels with land-use permits still waiting on building 
permits and an additional 14 in the predevelopment phase.

1.  Hotel occupancy and projections provided by Visit Seattle.
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Conclusion

The pandemic disrupted many parts of our economy and our 
lives, including the development of new buildings downtown. 
Changes in demand created uncertainty, the cost of materials 
and labor increased and regulatory measures slowed progress.  
However, there are already some signs of movement toward 
recovery. With a successful vaccine rollout, businesses are are 
opening back up in our state, though the emergence of the delta 
variant may slow some of that progress. Residents and visitors 
have already returned to downtown in significant numbers. 
Office workers are poised to return in large numbers as well. 
While it has not yet translated to a large number of workers 
returning to downtown offices, the number of jobs in the Seattle 
region is already above 2019 levels. 

Full recovery for commercial and hospitality sectors is likely 
to take some time. Downtown was in a strong position before 
the pandemic, but there are many challenges to further growth. 
There will likely be some level of continued remote work on the 
part of office workers, particularly in tech. This will likely put 
downward demand pressure on the office market. In addition, 
many large employers such as Amazon and Facebook have 
focused their future expansion on the Eastside. That said, 
downtown Seattle has proven a highly resilient market and is 
well positioned for continued growth in the years to come, as 
new multi-billion dollar projects like Climate Pledge Arena, the 
Central Waterfront Park, Convention Center Addition and light 
rail extensions open.
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Completed 
January 2020 
–June 2021

Under 
Construction

Demolition, 
Shoring and 
Excavation

Land-use Issued Predevelopment Total

Biotech/Medical 2 1 0 2 6 11

Hotel 3 2 1 1 4 11

Hotel/Residential 0 0 2 3 12 17

Mixed-use 1 0 0 0 1 2

Office 4 7 2 4 17 34

Office/Residential 1 1 1 0 2 5

Other 1 5 0 0 2 8

Residential 30 29 10 20 49 138

Total 42 45 16 30 93 226

Status of Downtown Development Projects
As of June 2021

BY PROJECT CATEGORY

Completed 
January 2020 
–June 2021

Under 
Construction

Demolition, 
Shoring and 
Excavation

Land-use Issued Predevelopment Total

Apartment Units 3,050 6,265 3,923 2,641 9,250 25,129

Condo Units 997 1,167 963 148 1,429 4,704

Residential Units  
(unknown type)

0 0 0 1,479 1,749 3,228

Hotel Rooms 593 336 519 588 2,143 4,179

Office (sq. ft.) 2,471,700 1,721,500 1,668,000 2,223,857 4,778,544 12,863,601

Biotech/Medical (sq. ft.) 132,000 405,509 0 1,300,000 2,533,000 4,370,509

Retail (sq. ft.)* 275,972 341,560 72,200 134,203 403,522 1,227,457

BY SPACE USE TYPE

*Most retail is a component of other project types 
(e.g. residential, office).

082021 MID-YEAR DEVELOPMENT GUIDE



Notes on Criteria

Definitions of Development Project Status

Included in this report are downtown Seattle projects 
with structural components that have construction 
costs of $1 million or more (occasional exceptions 
to these criteria are made for some high-profile 
projects). Transportation projects are only included 
if they involve a building structure. (Infrastructure 
such as rail and roads are not included.) 

The geography used for this analysis is the area 
within downtown Seattle. The Downtown Seattle 
Association uses the following boundaries for 
downtown: South Lake Union to the north to South 
Lander Street to the south; Elliott Bay to the west 
and Broadway to the east. 

Permit activity determines project 
status. Note that the criteria 
changed in 2016 to allow for a more 
refined examination of projects 
by status. To ensure accurate 
reporting, please contact the 
Downtown Seattle Association at 
info@downtownseattle.org before 
comparing this report’s numbers to 
reports from previous years. 
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Predevelopment 

Project has no land-use or 
construction permits issued 
related to a planned new building 
construction.

Land-use Issued 

Project has land-use permits issued 
but not building construction permits. 

Demolition, Shoring and Excavation 

Project has construction permits 
issued related to demolition or 
shoring and excavation to prepare for 
construction of a new building. 

downtownseattle.org/devguide

Under Construction 

Project has building construction 
permits issued and passed 
preconstruction and first ground-
disturbance inspections. 

Completed 

Final inspections related to the 
building permits are completed.

DOWNTOWN 
SEATTLE 
NEIGHBORHOODS
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