Are ADUs the Answer?

Zoning ordinances attempt to tackle housing shortages and
affordability by allowing designs that increase density, but with
new regulations come some challenges.
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Could ADUs (accessory dwelling units) help solve America’s housing crisis? Both
homebuyers and renters are feeling the pinch of tight supply and high prices for
housing in many parts of the country. The Harvard University Joint Center for
Housing Studies (JCHS) found that nationwide, home prices have gone up 47% since
early 2020, while rents have increased 26% in the same period.

Half of U.S. renters are considered rent-burdened. This means they are spending more
than 30% of household income on housing. Homelessness has reached an all-time
high. Several factors are contributing to this housing crisis. Home building hasn’t kept
pace with demand since the housing bubble burst in 2008.
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The economic recession led to the closure of a number of home-building companies
and drove some tradespeople to other jobs. As the industry slowly recovered, demand
grew as millennials began shopping for their first homes. Adding to the problem are
today’s shortages of materials and labor, resulting in higher costs for both, And land
for new homes in and around cities is typically both limited and expensive. Some
policymakers have focused on this last issue in an attempt to address the problem.

Changes to Zoning Can Help

While local governments can do little to increase the number of tradespeople or to
address supply-chain problems, they can change zoning regulations. Most land in the
U.S. is zoned exclusively for single-family homes, JCHS found. Increasing the
density on these lots can increase the land available for new housing.

Municipalities from Seattle to Boston have adopted zoning ordinances that allow this
increase in residential density. JCHS reports that six states (California, Maine,
Montana, Oregon, Vermont, and Washington) have enacted statewide laws overriding
local zoning ordinances to permit different housing types on land previously
designated exclusively for single-family homes.

Projects on lots up-zoned to increase density fall into three main categories: adding
one ot more accessory dwelling units (ADU) within an existing single-family
residence; adding a detached accessory dwelling unit (DADU) to a property witha
single-family home; and creating multiple single-family homes on one lot. All of
these options present new challenges for residential designers, and they can also be
very costly for homeowners and homebuyers.

Changes Bring Challenges

New ordinances are just that—new, and therefore untested. As designers comply with
new regulations, they might stumble across some aspects that complicate things. They
can seek a zoning modification or variance, or work around the complexity and hope

the municipality revises the ordinance for future projects. But specific regulations are
just one potential difficulty.

In some cases, the project team might have to deal with opposition from an adjacent
property owner resisting the densification of the neighborhood. Matt Hutchins, AIA, a
principal at CAST Architecture in Seattle, says he has been designing ADUs and
DADU:Ss for 15 years with no complaints from neighbors.
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Utility Expenses Add Up

Design challenges may increase costs as well as difficulty. One example is the
requirements for utility services, which can vary by location or project type. Architect
John Linnert, AIA, of J Linnert Architecture in Costa Mesa, Calif,, has had to include
upgrading the water meter in the project budget when adding kitchens or bathrooms.

“This can be an expensive endeavor because there are additional processing fees
(more than $10,000 in one case) in addition to the extra expense of construction--
related costs to install the new water meter as well as a new line from the new meter
to the main water line under the street,” he says.

Architect Thomas Hirsch, FAIA, principal of Hirsch Group in Madison, Wis.,
identified some design considerations for basement ADUs. “One challenge is
providing two exits; outside stairs can be intrusions into required side yards,” Hirsch
says. Another is the basement’s existing headroom. Creating a continuous one-hour
fire-separation assembly can be difficult where there is existing piping, ductwork, and
other protrusions below the ceiling.

It can be more cost-effective to design an ADU as part of new construction, Architect
Jasmit Rangr of Rangr Studio in Berkeley, Calif,, designed a hillside home with an
ADU planned for the future. While the house can comfortably accommodate a large
family now, the clients anticipate their five children moving out some day.

Rangr designed the single-family home so it can easily be divided into two one-story
apartments and one lower-level ADU. Kitchenettes, bathrooms, and fire-separation
details on each floor allow for the future conversion, Rangr also had to comply with
height restrictions, which he accomplished by stepping back the structure with the
uphill slope of the lot so no more than two stories overlap. To meet the off-site
parking regulations, he added a garage by excavating into the hill.

DADU by Des:gn -

Converting an existing two -car garage into this DADU meant reusing the garage's
foundation and slab, saving money and materials. But the location came with
challenges: No window openings are permitted on the south and east walis because
of their proximity to the property lines. To compensate, a lofted upper level lets in
daylight from a south- facmg dormer window, which is 5 ft. back from the property
line. : :



But Michael Malinowski, FAIA, president of Applied Architecture in Sacramento,
Calif., had a different experience. His firm converted a single~family house on a
corner lot into four units, each with its own entrance. Although the design was
achieved with no additional building area and limited changes to the exterior, one
neighbor was strongly opposed to the change.

Malinowski was understanding but unmoved. “I believe that increasing density does
change the character of a block and a street, but it’s really a necessary move,” he says.
Ultimately the city approved the project over the neighbor’s objections, since it
complied with the new zoning ordinance. However, the delay cost the developer time
and money.

Design considerations, while similar to those in any other residential project, can
become more difficult to address on denser sites. Some ordinances allowing greater
density don’t expand the allowable buildable area on each lot. Others place limitations
on the allowable area of new construction. Fire separation, acoustical privacy, visual
privacy, and daylight; access to the units and site amenities; additional parking where
required; and stormwater management and utility services can all become more
challenging.

ADUs Inside the Building Envelope

Converting the unfinished space of an existing home is an option allowed in many
zoning ordinances written to promote greater density. For example, Chicago is
piloting a program in five neighborhoods that allows dwelling units in attics,
basements, or attached garages (or as freestanding structures). As in other locations,
the city’s goal is to increase housing supply and affordability.

Architect Jean Dufresne, AIA, principal of SPACE Architects -+ Planners, serves on a
neighborhood zoning committee in Chicago. His firm has designed two ADUs as part
of the city’s pilot program. Converting a home’s unfinished basement or attic can be
more affordable than building a detached ADU behind an existing home, Dufresne
says. Yet he estimates the cost at $200,000 to $250,000—which is out of reach for
many homeowners.

In many markets, a homeowner who imagines creating a rental stream by building an
ADU might need some straight talk from a building professional. “Frequently it
doesn’t pencil out, by the time all the costs to build are considered,” says Casey
Hughes, AIA, LEED AP, principal of Hughes Architecture + Design in Napa, Calif.
“The impacts on privacy, and negligible profits, mean that people shouldn’t
automatically think an ADU will add value to a house.”



