
 

M E M O R A N D U M 

 

TO:  City of Vancouver Planning Commission 

FROM:   Chad Eiken, Director, Community & Economic Development Department 

DATE:  November 6, 2017 

SUBJECT:  Proposed Changes to the Human Services Facilities Siting Ordinance, VMC 20.780 

In 1991 the City Council adopted the Human Services Facilities (HSF) Siting Ordinance, which has the 
stated intent of dispersing services (such as shelters, soup kitchens, food pantries, etc.) for people who 
are unable to pay for them, as well as to institute development and operating standards that would 
apply to all human service facilities in order to mitigate for impacts to neighboring properties.  

The ordinance, which was developed with substantial input from neighborhood representatives, has for 
the most part achieved its original goal of dispersing such services beyond the downtown, where many 
services have historically chosen to locate. However well-intended the ordinance may have been at its 
inception, it has come under recent scrutiny by the City Law Department in light of subsequent legal 
rulings; particularly, court decisions prohibiting discriminatory treatment of facilities that serve 
individuals of limited financial means or individuals with disabilities. The City Attorney’s Office has 
advised that the existing HSF ordinance is susceptible to legal challenge because it subjects facilities 
serving such individuals to additional review, approval and dispersal requirements, thereby making it 
more difficult to site facilities that serve disabled or economically-disadvantaged citizens.  

City staff have concluded that the HSF Ordinance including the dispersal requirement should be 
repealed and that any use currently regulated as “human services facilities” should be treated the same 
as its most similar (e.g. operational characteristics and impacts) for-payment commercial use in the land 
use code use tables and regulated in the same way, wherever possible. For example, if the most similar 
commercial use to a soup kitchen where clientele do not pay is an eating and drinking establishment use 
where customers do pay, then soup kitchens should be allowed to locate anywhere eating and drinking 
establishments are. By eliminating the requirement to disperse a soup kitchen from other uses where 
clientele do not pay and allowing them wherever a restaurant is allowed, the code would be “facially-
neutral” which would substantially lower the legal risk to the City.  

At the November 14 workshop, city staff will present an overview of the ordinance, specific legal 
concerns with aspects that create risk to the City, key changes including a repeal of the ordinance that 



would address such concerns, and possible additional code changes that could mitigate identified 
impacts to neighboring properties.  

There are several exhibits which staff will be referring to during the presentation, as follows: 
 Exhibit 1: VMC 20.870 Human Services Facilities Siting Ordinance. This is the current version of 

the HSF Ordinance. 
 Exhibit 2: Compatibility of Alternate Similar Uses to HSF Uses. This document summarizes 

analysis by city staff of how other uses contained in the land use code have similar 
characteristics as separate human services. 

 Exhibit 3: Practical Result of Integrating HSF Uses into Commercial Use Category. This analysis 
summarizes key differences between where HSF uses are currently allowed and where they 
would be allowed as commercial uses under a possible code amendment. This exhibit, in addition 
to explaining the use table matrix in Exhibit 4, illustrates the dual challenges of treating the HSF 
uses the same as for-payment commercial uses while trying to address neighborhood concerns 
regarding potential impacts from the uses. 

 Exhibit 4: Summary of Use Tables Showing Where HSF and Alternate Similar Uses Allowed. This 
use table shows where HSF uses are currently allowed (e.g. permitted outright, by conditional 
use, as a limited use, or prohibited) by zoning district, and where such uses would be allowed if 
incorporated into a commercial-type use. Where the “new uses” are less restricted than the 
current HSF designation, the table indicates this with a red color; where the new uses are more 
restricted, the table indicates this with a green color. 

CED and Law staff will also show a power point presentation at the November 14 workshop to further 
explain these exhibits and staff’s recommendation regarding the Human Services Facilities Siting 
Ordinance.    

 

 

 

 


