
www.seattle.gov/dpd
City of Seattle 
Department of Planning & Development

700 5th Avenue, Suite 2000 
P.O. Box  34019 

Seattle, WA  98124-4019 
(206) 684-8600

                    
Printed on totally chlorine free paper made with 100% post-consumer fiber

Seattle Permits

Ti
pdpdDepartment of Planning and  

Development

— part of a multi-departmental City of Seattle series on getting a permit

229

Residential Use of a 
Floating Home, House 
Barge, Floating On-Water 
Residence, or Vessel 
with a Dwelling Unit
Updated June 2, 2015

The Seattle Department of Planning and Development 
(DPD) enforces City shoreline regulations and other 
laws that regulate use and construction over water.  All 
floating residences must comply with Seattle’s Shore-
line Master Program (SSMP) rules as contained in 
Seattle Municipal Code (SMC) Chapter 23.60A. This 
Tip is a summary; you should consult the code and 
obtain guidance from DPD if you are planning to move 
or change your floating residence.

As part of the 2015 updated Seattle Shoreline Master 
Program (SSMP), owners of floating residences must:

1.	 Obtain and display a City-issued identification 
number; and 

2.	 Follow City-established best management prac-
tices; and

3.	 Obtain DPD authorization prior to starting any exter-
nal repair, remodel, expansion, or rebuilding.

DPD determines if a residence over water is a float-
ing home, house barge, floating on-water residence, 
or vessel with a dwelling unit. This Tip is intended to 
help owners of a floating residence determine which 
of these categories applies to their property and what 
kinds of development are allowed.

IMPORTANT:  Be sure to read all four descriptions 
below in order to determine which category applies to 
your residence.

Floating Homes
A floating home is a legally-established, single-
family dwelling constructed on a float that is moored, 
anchored, or otherwise secured in waters.  Seattle’s 
construction codes apply to floating homes and have 
requirements similar to those for houses built on land. 
Floating homes must be located in legally-established 
floating home moorages and must have direct connec-
tions to sewer and water utilities, in addition to other 
location and design restrictions.  The number of autho-
rized moorage locations for new floating homes is very 
limited. Floating homes must be legally established 
within the City or have a building permit on June 15, 
2015.

As required in the SSMP, owners of floating homes 
must: register their home with the City; obtain and 
display a City-issued identification number; and follow 
City-established best management practices.

House Barges and Floating On-Water Resi-
dences (FOWRs)
The SSMP defines a house barge as a vessel that:

1.	 Is designed and used for navigation but lacks a 
means of self-propulsion and steering equipment 
or capability (for example, it is designed and used 
for navigation by towing); and 

2.	 Has been continuously moored and used for resi-
dential purposes at a recreational marina within the 
City of Seattle since July 1, 1990 or earlier.

A Floating On-Water Residence (FOWR) was used as 
a dwelling unit and moored under a lease or owner-
ship interest at a marina within the City of Seattle 
before July 1, 2014.

As required in the SSMP, owners of house barges 
and FOWRs must verify their residence with the 
City; obtain and display a City-issued identification 
number; and follow City-established best manage-
ment practices.  House Barge owners can choose to 
verify their residence as either a House Barge or as a 
FOWR.  The two residences are subject to the same 
development regulations.
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LEGAL DISCLAIMER:  This Tip should not be used as a substitute for codes and regulations.  The applicant is responsible for compliance 
with all code and rule requirements, whether or not described in this Tip.

To apply for verification of a FOWR, please see the 
Floating On-water Residence form included as part 
of this Tip.  To apply for verification of a House Barge, 
please call the shoreline inspector at (206) 684-5040.

If you have a verified House Barge or FOWR, you must 
obtain DPD authorization before you start any exte-
rior repair, remodel, expansion, or rebuilding, includ-
ing the following:

�� 	You may add railings around existing exterior spaces 
and stairs to access these spaces, with some restric-
tions on the height of the railing.

�� 	You may expand vertically in some cases: The height 
of the residence is measured from the main deck or 
3 feet above the surface of the water, whichever is 
lower. Usually, you are limited to 18 feet in height. If 
the current height of the residence is less than 18 
feet, you can apply to permit a vertical expansion if 
the height of the residence after the expansion will be 
18 feet or lower. If the current height is more than 18 
but less than 21 feet, any rebuild or new vertical de-
velopment cannot increase the residence’s height. If 
the current height is already at least 21 feet high, any 
new portion of the FOWR must be 21 feet or lower.

�� 	You may not expand your overwater coverage, 
except that a one-time expansion at or below the sur-
face of the water may be allowed to provide stability, 
if a naval architect certifies that the proposed expan-
sion is the minimum necessary to provide stability 
for the structural size and configuration that existed 
before July 1, 1990 (house barge) or before July 1, 
2014 (FOWR). The area of the expansion cannot be 
used for any purpose other than to provide stability.

�� 	If the total expansion over the life of the residence 
exceeds 120 square feet, you will be required to use 
gray water containment or a waste-water hookup 
that disposes the gray water to the City’s waste-water 
disposal system.

�� 	You can replace your residence to the same size and 
configuration that existed at the time of the verification.

Vessels Containing Dwelling Units (VDUs)

The SSMP defines a vessel containing a dwelling unit 
as a ship, boat, barge, or other floating craft that:

1.	 Is designed for navigation; and

2.	 Is used for navigation; and

3.	 Does not interfere with the normal public use of the 
water; and

4.	 Contains a dwelling unit; and

5.	 Was used as a dwelling unit before June 15, 
2015; and

6.	 Was lawfully moored within the City of Seattle 
before June 15, 2015.

If your vessel is a conventional recreational vessel as 
outlined in SMC 23.60A.214.B, you do not need to verify 
your vessel with the City.  If you own a VDU that is not 
one of the types of vessels listed in SMC 23.60A.214,  
you  must verify the vessel with the City and obtain and 
display the City-issued identification plate.  

To apply for verification, please see the Vessel with a 
Dwelling Unit form included as part of this Tip.

A VDU must be designed to be used for water trans-
portation. If a VDU is used for residential purposes it 
must be able to travel under its own power to open 
water, with a method for steering and propulsion, deck 
fittings, navigational and nautical equipment, and the 
required marine hardware.  A structure on the water 
lacking any of these features does not qualify as a 
VDU and may not be used as a residence.  However, 
having these features alone does not mean that the 
vessel is designed for navigation; an expert must 
make that determination.

Uses on vessels must be consistent with the SSMP, 
even if no shoreline substantial development permit 
is required.

If you have a Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit that is 
required to be verified under 23.60A.214.D, you must 
obtain DPD authorization prior to starting any exte-
rior repair, remodel, expansion, or rebuilding.

�� Any repair, remodel, expansion, or rebuilding must 
maintain the VDU as a vessel as defined by the City.

�� You can maintain, repair, remodel, or alter the VDU 
within the vessel’s existing envelope, including 
height, width, depth, and overwater coverage as 
all existed on June 15, 2015, with one exception: 
you can also add railings up to 36 inches in height 
around exterior spaces and stairs to access these 
spaces.

�� 	You can rebuild your VDU if it is destroyed by fire, 
act of nature, or other causes beyond the control 
of the owner if you act towards rebuilding the VDU 
within 12 months after destruction.  Normal dete-
rioration of vessels constructed in or over the water 
is not included in this rebuild provision.  The VDU 
must be rebuilt to the same or smaller configuration 
that existed immediately before the destruction.
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LEGAL DISCLAIMER:  This Tip should not be used as a substitute for codes and regulations.  The applicant is responsible for compliance 
with all code and rule requirements, whether or not described in this Tip.

Links to electronic versions of DPD Tips, Direc-
tor's Rules, and the Seattle Municipal Code are 
available on the "Tools & Resources" page of our 
website at www.seattle.gov/dpd.  Paper copies 
of these documents, as well as additional regula-
tions mentioned in this Tip, are available from our 
Public Resource Center, located on the 20th floor 
of Seattle Municipal Tower at 700 Fifth Avenue in 
downtown Seattle, (206) 684-8467.

Access to Information

Questions?

If you have a question about residential uses permit-
ted over water in Seattle, please contact the shoreline 
inspector on DPD's Code Compliance staff at (206) 
684-5040.

If you wish to report a complaint about a potential 
violation of Seattle's shoreline regulations, call DPD's 
24-hour Complaint Hotline at (206) 615-0808.
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FLOATING ON-WATER RESIDENCE 
VERIFICATION FORM 

The intake fee for a Floating On-water Residence form is $95.00. This amount must be included when 
submitting your application. Submit this form to DPD after June 15, 2015 but before December 15, 2015. 

OWNER #1 INFORMATION  

Last Name: First: Middle: Email Address: 

Mailing Address: Home Phone No. (REQUIRED): Alternate Phone No: 

(          ) (          ) 

City: State: ZIP Code:

OWNER #2 INFORMATION (OPTIONAL) 
 NOT THE OWNER?  RELATIONSHIP TO PROPERTY:____________________________________________ 

Last Name: First: Middle: Email Address: 

Mailing Address:  Home Phone No. (REQUIRED): Alternate Phone No.: 

(          ) (          ) 

City: State: ZIP Code:

RELOCATION: Floating on-water residences may be moved between marinas or to a new slip within the same marina. Please notify DPD 
within 60 days of relocating (SMC 23.60A.203.C) so that we can update your verification records. Failure to update relocation is a violation of 
Chapter 23.60A.

FLOATING ON-WATER RESIDENCE LOCATION INFORMATION 
Name of marina where moored: 

Address of  marina where moored: Slip number if applicable: 

ADDITIONAL REQUIRED INFORMATION 

�  1.  Attach information that documents the proposed floating on-water residence was moored pursuant to a lease or ownership interest at a
marina within the City of Seattle and used as a dwelling unit  prior to July 1, 2014.  Accepted verification includes but is not limited to a copy of 
a dated and signed lease (this is the preferred verification method) and confirmation of use as set forth in box 5 below. Other information such 
as a written statement from the marina owner, dated historical photographs, licenses, or other material clearly demonstrating that the 
proposed floating on-water residence was lawfully in place and in use will be considered. 

�  2.   Attach at least three photographs showing the front (bow), rear (stern), and full side views of both sides of the floating on-water
residence. 

�  3.   Physical description/dimensions:
 Height of the structure (measured from the top of the roof down to either the main deck or 3 feet above the surface of the

water, whichever is lower):  __________ ft.

 Length (excluding any propulsion systems):  __________ ft.        Width (beam): ___________ ft. 

 Interior space dimensions:  Lowest deck or floor _____________ sq. ft. / Second deck or floor ___________ sq. ft. /

Third deck or floor ________ sq. ft.  /  Other interior area (specify): ___________________________sq. ft.

�  4.   This proposed floating on-water residence has detachable utilities: � Yes  � No

�  5.   This proposed floating on-water residence was used as a dwelling unit within the City of Seattle, prior to July 1, 2014.  � Yes  � No

�  6.   Attach a sketch or plan showing a side view (elevation or profile) and a view from above (exterior dimensions plan view).

I DECLARE AND AFFIRM THAT THE INFORMATION I HAVE PROVIDED HERE IS TRUE AND CORRECT 

Applicant Printed Name Applicant Signature Date 

Mail check for $95.00 (made out to City of Seattle) with this form to: City of Seattle DPD, Attn. Cashiers, P.O. Box 
34234, Seattle, WA 98124. You can also submit your application in person at the Public Resource Center counter on 
the 20th floor of the Seattle Municipal Tower at 700 5th Avenue and pay with check, cash, or credit card at that time. 

CITY OF SEATTLE 
Department of Planning and Development
700 Fifth Ave., Suite 2000 P.O. Box 34019 
Seattle, WA  98124-4019 
Phone: (206) 684-8850 
www.seattle.gov/dpd 

Application Received in DPD 
(DPD Date Stamp) 

For DPD Use Only 



FLOATING ON-WATER RESIDENCE VERIFICATION CERTIFICATE 

(This part to be completed by Department of Planning and Development staff) 

The floating on-water residence at  (location /address) _________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
meets the requirements of 23.60A.203.B and 23.60A.203.D.1 and  DPD has issued the following Floating On-Water 
Verification Number. This does not certify compliance with any other section of the Seattle Municipal Code. 

Number: 

Not valid unless stamped by DPD with a verification number. 

DPD AUTHORIZATION 

Verification Issued  
(Date Stamp) 

 In Person Applicant 

 Mailed Application 

 Fee Paid 

DPD Reviewer DPD A/P Number: 

Version 6/02/2015 



VESSEL CONTAINING a DWELLING UNIT 
VERIFICATION FORM 

The intake fee for a Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit verification application is $345.00. This amount 
must be included when submitting this form. In addition to this initial fee, you may also be charged for 
research and inspection at the City rate of $250.00 per hour. These fees are not refundable. 
Submit this form to DPD after June 15, 2015, but before December 15, 2015. 

OWNER #1 INFORMATION 

Last Name: First: Middle: Email Address: 

Mailing Address: Home Phone No. (REQUIRED): Alternate Phone No.: 

(          ) (          ) 

City: State: ZIP Code:

OWNER #2 INFORMATION (OPTIONAL) 
 NOT THE OWNER?  RELATIONSHIP TO PROPERTY:____________________________________ 

Last Name: First: Middle: Email Address: 

Mailing Address:  Home Phone No. (REQUIRED): Alternate Phone No.: 

(          ) (          ) 

City: State: ZIP Code:

RELOCATION: A Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit may be relocated to a new moorage if the moorage complies with the marina standards in 
23.60A.200 of the Seattle Municipal Code. DPD must be notified if this relocation takes place, to update your verification records. 

VESSEL CONTAINING a DWELLING UNIT LOCATION INFORMATION 
Name of marina or dock where vessel is moored: 

Address of marina or dock where vessel moored: Slip number if applicable: 

ADDITIONAL REQUIRED INFORMATION 

�  1. Attach information that documents the proposed Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit was moored pursuant to 
a lease or ownership interest at a marina within the City of Seattle and used as a dwelling unit prior to June 
15, 2015. Accepted verification includes but is not limited to a copy of a dated and signed lease (this is the 
preferred verification method) and confirmation of use as set forth in box 5 below. Other information such 
as a written statement from the marina owner, dated historical photographs, licenses, or other material 
clearly demonstrating that the proposed Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit was appropriately in place and 
in use will be considered. 

�  2. a) Attach a letter dated and signed by a naval architect licensed as a professional engineer in the state of 
Washington that certifies that the Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit is designed and used for navigation OR 
b) Attach other evidence clearly demonstrating that the proposed vessel containing a dwelling unit is
designed and used for navigation (SMC 23.60A.942) OR
c) For historic vessels with dwelling units that do not have means of self-propulsion and steering equipment,
attach documentation that shows that the vessel is a landmark as defined in Chapter 25 of the Seattle
Municipal Code.

�  3. Attach at least three photographs showing the front (bow), rear (stern), and full side views of the Vessel 
Containing a Dwelling Unit. 

�  4. Attach a sketch or plan showing a side view (elevation or profile) and a view from above (exterior dimensions 
plan view). 

�  5. This structure was used as a dwelling unit within the City of Seattle, prior to the 2015 effect date of the 
Shoreline Code 23.60A.  � Yes  � No 

Application continues on other side. 

CITY OF SEATTLE 
Department of Planning and Development
700 Fifth Ave., Suite 2000 P.O. Box 34019 
Seattle, WA  98124-4019 
Phone: (206) 684-8850 
www.seattle.gov/dpd 

Application Received in DPD 
(DPD Date Stamp) 

For DPD Use Only 



�  6.  Physical description/dimensions: 
 Height of the structure (measured from the top of the structure down to either the main deck or 3 feet 

above the surface of the water, whichever is lower):  __________ ft.  
 
 Length (excluding any propulsion systems):  __________ ft.        Width (beam): ___________ ft.  

 
 Interior space dimensions:  Lowest deck or floor _____________ sq. ft. / Second deck or floor 

___________ sq. ft. /   
 
 Third deck or floor ________ sq. ft.  /  Other interior area (specify): 

___________________________sq. ft. 
 

 Engine size: ________________     Engine type: __________________     Engine location: 
______________________ 

 
 Description or photos of bridge and steering station and description of how the bridge station  functions:   
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

I DECLARE AND AFFIRM THAT THE INFORMATION PROVIDED HERE IS TRUE AND CORRECT 

Applicant Printed Name Applicant Signature Date 
 
 

 
Mail check for $345.00 (made out to City of Seattle) with this form to: City of Seattle DPD, Attn. Cashiers, P.O. Box 
34234, Seattle, WA 98124. You can also submit this application in person at the Public Resource Center counter on 
the 20th floor of the Seattle Municipal Tower at 700 5th Avenue and pay with check, cash, or credit card at that time. 
 

VESSEL Containing a DWELLING UNIT VERIFICATION CERTIFICATE 

(This part to be completed by Department of Planning and Development staff)  

 
The Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit at  (location /address) 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
meets the requirements of 23.60A.214.D.1 and DPD has issued the following Vessel Containing a Dwelling Unit Verification 
Number. This does not certify compliance with any other section of the Seattle Municipal Code. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Number: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not valid unless stamped by DPD with a verification number. 

DPD AUTHORIZATION 

  
Verification Issued  

(Date Stamp) 

 In Person Applicant 
 

 Mailed Application 
 

 Fee Paid 

 

 
DPD Reviewer 
 

DPD A/P Number: 
 

Version 06/02/2015 
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