The ABCs of ADUs

A guide to
Accessory Dwelling Units
and how they expand housing options
for people of all ages
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An accessory dwelling unit is a small residence that
shares a single-family lot with a larger primary dwelling.

As an independent living space, an ADU is self-contained,
with its own kitchen or kitchenette, bathroom and living/ The ABCs of ADUs
sleeping area. (Garage apartments and backyard

cottages are each a type of ADU.) , AARP. org/ADU

ADUs can enable homeowners to provide needed
housing for their parents, adult children, grandchildren
or other loved ones.

AARP Livable
An ADU can provide older adults a way to downsize on Communities
their own property while a tenant or family member
resides in the larger house. e-Newsletter

Since homeowners can legally rent out an ADU house or
apartment, ADUs are an often-essential income source.

ADUs help to improve housing affordability and diversify AARP.org/Livable-Subscribe
a community’s housing stock without changing the
physical character-of a neighborhood.

ADUs are a beneficial — and needed — housing option MRP®
for people of all ages. —
Real Possibilities
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Practical Solutions for ADUs

Local laws can both allow and appropriately control the creation of accessory dwellings

There are more than 19,000 cities, 16,000 towns and
3,000 counties in the United States. Regulations about
ADUs are typically written or adopted at the local
government level.

Where it’s legal to build ADUs, homeowners still need
to follow rules about where it can be done, how tall
they can be, how many square feet they can contain,
what they can look like and how they can be used.
These rules can be found in the local zoning code.

Over the past few decades it has become clear that
there’s a balance to strike between the strictness of
ADU regulations and how often ADUs get built.

For instance, after Portland, Oregon, relaxed its ADU
rules in 2010 and waived impact fees (a savings of up
to $12,000), the number of ADUs built there increased
from about 30 per year between 2000 and 2009 to
practically one ADU a day in 2015.

Changes in California’s ADU laws allowed Los Angeles to
achieve an even,more dramatic increase, going from
80 permit applications in 2016 to nearly 2,000 in 2017.
Allowing both an ADU and a “Junior ADU,” or JADU
— an interior ADU of 500 square feet or fewer — on
properties in Sonoma County were among the urgent

policies adopted in the wake of Northern California’s
many devastating fires.

Meanwhile, in many jurisdictions, well-intentioned but
burdensome rules can stymie the creation of ADUs.
ADU-related zoning codes should be restrictive
enough to prevent undesirable development but
flexible enough that they actually get built.

When a community is worried about a potentially
undesirable outcome, it can — and many do — craft
regulations to prevent particular building types,
locations or uses. A city concerned about the
environmental impact of new structures might
prohibit placing detached ADUs in precarious
locations, such as on steeply sloping lots. Communities
wary of ADUs becoming, for instance, off-campus
student housing could establish occupancy rules.

Every community has its own priorities and concerns,
and there’s a wide enough range of regulatory controls
that communities can write appropriate ADU rules.

This inherent flexibility in the form and function of
ADUs allows them to pass political muster and get

adopted in a wide range of places. (See page 16 for
more about uses and rules.)

Rules that discourage ADUs

dwellings (e.g., owner-occupancy requirements)

for the primary dwelling

e restrictions that limit ADUs to certain geographic areas,

particular zoning categories or to large lots

' e caps on square footage relative to the primary house
| that make it easy to add an ADU to a large home but

hard or impossible to add one to a small home

e ADU-specific regulations that don’t also apply to primary

e complex design compatibility critefia and approval steps
e off-street parking requirements beyond those required

Are ADUs allowed in
your community?

Find out by calling the office in charge

of land use and permits or stopping by
in person. You can also search for and

read the zoning code through the local
government’s website.

e |f ADUs are allowed, ask what
conditions, permit needs and impact
fees apply.

If ADUs are not allowed in your
community and you want them to be,

TRADING SPACES: An ADU is always the smaller
of two dwellings on a property, but it’s possible for

an existing home to become the ADU when a larger

house is built and becomes the primary dwelling.
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ask an elected official or the local
department of zoning and planning for
information about how the codes can
be updated. Then get organized and
start advocating!




Creating (or Understanding)
an ADU Zoning Code

The ADU section of a community’s zoning code needn’t be overly complicated.
It just needs to establish clear, objective and fair rules for the following:

1. A Definition: A good zoning code clearly defines its
terminology. Here, for example, is a useful outline for what,
in the real world, is a very fluid term: “An ADU is a smaller,
secondary home on the same lot as a primary dwelling. ADUs
are independently habitable and provide the basic
requirements of shelter, heat, cooking and sanitation.”

2. The Purpose: This is where the code describes key
reasons a community allows ADUs. They should:

e increase the number of housing units while respecting
the style and scale of single-dwelling development

e bolster the efficient use of existing housing stock and
infrastructure

e provide housing that’s affordable and respond to the
needs of smaller, changing households

s serve as accessible housing for older adults and
people with disabilities

3. Eligibility: Who can build an ADU and on what type of
property? A statement in this part of the code clarifies that
an ADU can be placed only on a “residentially zoned,
single-family lot.” (Some communities provide lot size
standards, but many don’t.)

4. Creation: This is where the code sets out how an ADU
can be built. For instance: “An ADU may be created through
new construction, the conversion of an existing structure,
as an addition to an existing structure or as a conversion of
a qualifying existing house during the construction of a new
primary dwelling on the site.”

5. Quantity: Most municipalities that permit ADUs allow
one per lot. Vancouver, British Columbia; Sonoma County,
California; and Tigard, Oregon, are among the few that
allow two per lot (typically one internal and one external).
Some communities also allow duplexes or townhomes to
have ADUs, either in the backyard or on the ground floor.

6. Occupancy and Use: A code should state that the
use-and-safety standards for ADUs match those that apply
to the primary dwelling on the same property. (See page 17
for more about ADU uses.)

7. Design Standards:

e Size and height: A zoning code might specify exactly
how large and tafl an ADU is allowed to be. For
instance, “an ADU may not exceed 1,000 square feet

or the size of the primary dwelling, whichever is
smaller.” Codes often limit detached ADUs to 1.5 or 2
stories in height. (An example of that language: “The
maximum height allowed for a detached ADU is the
lesser of 25 feet at the peak of the roof or the height
of the primary dwelling.”)

¢ Parking: Most zoning codes address the amount and
placement of parking. Some don’t require additional
parking for ADUs, some do, and others find a middle
ground — e.g., allowing tandem parking in the
driveway and/or on-street parking. (See page 16 for
more about parking.)

¢ Appearance: Standards can specify how an ADU’s
roof shape, siding type and other features need to
match the primary dwelling or neighborhood norms.
Some codes exempt one-story and internal ADUs
from such requirements. (See page 16 for more
about making sure that ADUs fit into existing
neighborhoods.)

o Entrances and stairs: Communities that want ADUs
to blend into the background often require that an
ADU’s entrance not face the street or appear on the
same facade as the entrance to the primary dwelling
(unless the home already had additional entrances
before the ADU was created).

8. Additional Design Standards for Detached ADUs:

¢ Building setbacks: Many communities require
detached ADUs to either be located behind the
primary dwelling or far enough from the street to be
discreet. (A code might exempt preexisting detached
structures that don’t meet that standard.) Although
this sort of rufe can work well for neighborhoods of
large properties with large rear yards, communities
with smaller lot sizes may need to employ a more
flexible setback-and-placement standard.

¢ Building coverage: A code will likely state that the
building coverage of a detached ADU may not be
larger than a certain percentage of the lot that is
covered by the primary dwelling.

¢ Yard setbacks: Most communities have rules about
minimum distances to property lines and between
buildings on the same lot. ADUs are typically required
to follow the same rules.

Visit AARP.org/ADU to see examples of ADU zoning codes from selected cities.
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ADU “Hot Topics”

As communities allow ADUs or update existing zoning codes and rules to be more
ADU-friendly, they inevitably wrestle with some or all of the following issues:

Adding ADUs to neighborhoods

Recognizing that ADUs may represent a new housing
type for existing neighborhoods, communities often
write special rules to ensure they’ll fit in well. These
guidelines typically address visual compatibility with
the primary dwelling, appearance from the street (if
the ADU can be seen) and privacy for neighbors.
Rules that help achieve these goals include:

e height and size caps mandating that ADUs be
shorter and smaller than the primary dwelling

e requirements that detached ADUs be behind the
main house or a minimum distance from the street

¢ mandates that the design and location of detached
ADUs be managed the same way as other detached
structures (e.g,, garages) on the lot

e design standards for larger or two-story ADUs so
they architecturally match the primary dwelling or
reflect and complement neighborhood aesthetics

¢ encouragement for the creation of internal ADUs,
which are often unnoticed when looking at the house

Each community can strike its own unique balance
between strict rules to ensure that ADUs have a
minimal impact on neighborhoods and more flexible
rules that make them easier to build.

A top floor ADU can be a suitable rental for a student
or someone who travels a lot for work. ADU expert Kol
Peterson grew up in a home with an attic ADU that was
usually rented to law school students. “They had to walk
up the primary house’s interior stairs in order to access
the affordable attic unit,” he writes in Backdoor
Revolution: The Definitive Guide to ADU Development.
“Over the years that each of them lived there, the tenants
became parts of our family.”

Providing places to park

ADU regulations often include off-street-parking
minimums on top of what’s already required for the
primary dwelling. Such rules can prevent homeowners
from building ADUs if there’s insufficient physical space
to accommodate the parking. However, additional
parking often isn’t needed.

Data from Portland, Oregon, shows that there are an
average of 0.93 cars for each ADU, and that about half
of all such cars are parked on the street. With fewer
than 2 percent of Portland homes having ADUs (the
highest percentage in the country), there is about one
extra car parked on the street every six city blocks.
This suggests that any impacts on street parking from
ADUs are likely to be quite small and dispersed, even
in booming ADU cities.

More-realistic parking rules might:

o require the creation of new parking only if the ADU
displaces the primary dwelling’s existing parking

e waive off-street-parking requirements at locations
within walking distance of transit

e allow parking requirements for the house and ADU
to be met by using some combination of off-street
parking, curb parking, and tandem (one car in front
of the other) parking in a driveway

Dealing with unpermitted ADUs

It’s not uncommon for homeowners to convert a
portion of their residence into an ADU in violation
(knowingly or not) of zoning laws or without permits.

Such illegal ADUs are common in cities with tight
housing markets and a history of ADU bans. One
example is New York City, which gained 114,000
apartments between 1990 and 2000 that aren’t
reflected in certificates of occupancy or by safety
inspections.

Some cities have found that legalizing ADUs,
simplifying ADU regulations andfor waiving fees can
be effective at getting the owners of illegal ADUs
to “go legit” — and address safety problems in the
process.
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Allowing and Restricting Uses

Communities get to decide whether to let ADUs be used just like any other housing type or to create special
rules for them. Some municipalities take a simple approach, regulating ADUs just as they do other homes.
So if a home-based childcare service is allowed to operate in the primary dwelling, it is also allowed in an
ADU. Conversely, communities sometimes adopt ADU-specific regulations in order to avoid undesirable
impacts on neighbors. Examples include:

Limiting short-term rentals

ADUs tend to work well as short-
term rentals. They’re small and the
owner usually lives on-site, making
it convenient to serve as host.
However, if ADUs primarily serve
as short-term rentals, such as for
Airbnb and similar services, it
undermines the objective of
adding small homes to the local
housing supply and creating
housing that’s affordable.

In popular markets, short-term
rentals can be more profitable
than long-term ones, allowing
homeowners to recoup their ADU
expenses more quickly. In addition,
short-term rentals can provide
owners with enough income that
they can afford to occasionally use
the ADU for friends and family.

A survey of ADU owners in three
Pacific Northwest cities with
mature ADU and short-term rental
markets found that 60 percent of
ADUs are used for long-term
housing as compared with 12
percent for short-term rentals.

Respondents shared that they
“greatly value the ability to use an

ADU flexibly.” For instance, an
ADU can be rented nightly to
tourists, then someday rented to a
long-term tenant, then used to
house an aging parent. ADUs
intended primarily for visting
family are sometimes used as
short-term rentals between visits.

Cities concerned about short-term
rentals often regulate them across
all housing types. If there are
already rules like this, special ones
might not be needed for ADUs. An
approach employed in Portland,
Oregon, is to treat ADUs the same
except that any financial incentives
(such as fee waivers) to create
them are available only if the
property owner agrees not to use
the ADU as a short-term rental for
at least 10 years.

Requiring owner-occupancy

Some jurisdictions require the
property owner to live on-site,
either in the primary house or its
ADU. This is a common way of
addressing concerns that absentee
fandlords and their tenants will
allow homes and ADUs to fall into
disrepair and negatively impact the
neighborhood.

While not technically ADUs,
tiny houses can serve a similar purpose

Because tiny houses — such as the 100-square-foot “Lucky
Penny,” pictured — are built on a trailer with wheels rather than
on a fixed foundation, they are typically classified as recreationat
vehicles (RVs) rather than permanent residences. Although tiny
homes are usually smaller than 400 square feet, many of them do

contain a kitchen and bathroom.,

Design and Builder: Lina Menard, Niche Consulting | Photos by Guillaume Ditilh, PhotoXplorer

Owner-occupancy rules are usually
implemented through a deed
restriction and/or by filing an
annual statement confirming
residency. Some cities go further,
saying ADUs can be occupied only
by family members, child- or
adult-care providers, or other
employees in service of the family.

Owner-occupancy requirements
make the financing of ADUs more
difficult, just as they would if
applied to single-family homes.
But as ADUs have become more
common, owner-occupancy
restrictions have become less so,
which is good. Such requirements
limit the appraised value of
properties with ADUs and reduce
options for lenders should they
need to foreclose.

Enforcing owner-occupancy laws
can be tricky, and the rules have
been challenged in courts,
sometimes successfully. However,
according to a study by the Oregon
Department of Environmental
Quality, more than two-thirds of
properties with ADUs are owner-
occupied even without an owner-
occupancy mandate.




