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 SCALE  

 FAR  

 Would measuring FAR from inside 
walls help better achieve our home 
energy goals (by not counting floor 
area for thicker walls) 
(Oswill) 

Not necessarily. See summary of DEQ’s findings:  
http://www.oregon.gov/deq/FilterDocs/2050-ResidentialGreenBuilding.pdf  

1) Of the 30 different material reduction and reuse practices evaluated, reducing home size 
achieved the largest greenhouse gas reductions along with significant reductions in human 
health and ecosystem quality impacts. (emphasis added) 

2) Reducing home size by 50 percent results in a projected 36 percent reduction in lifecycle 
greenhouse gas emissions.  

3) Reducing home size can be a significant leverage point to reduce environmental impacts and 
can be more effective than achieving minimum levels of current “green” certification programs.  

4) Reducing home size can reduce the initial cost of the home, utility bills, and cost to 
maintain/repair the home over time. 

5) Wall framing systems that use more materials to conserve energy typically create more waste 
but have overall benefit due to their energy saving properties.  

 
NOTE: At the 6/7 work session, the PSC indicated support for discounting thick walls from size 
limits. 
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 Could we allow existing unfinished 
attics to be finished even when that 
would put the house’s FAR above the 
new requirements, effectively 
grandfathering them in? (Oswill) 

FAR does not differentiate between finished and unfinished attic space. It counts based on the 
ceiling headroom. So long as the ceiling height is not being altered, the FAR is not affected.  
 
Alterations that could increase an attics floor area include: raising the entire roof, or putting in 
dormers or other roof modifications to increase ceiling height.  
 

 The landmarks commission suggests 
the plan will increase tuck under 
garages and flat roofed development. 
Does staff share this perspective, if so 
what could be done to address? 
(Oswill) 
 

Factors that encourage tuck under garages include how FAR is calculated. At grade garages come 
at the cost of more useable living space. Factors that discourage tuck under garages is the 
additional excavation cost, grade and drainage challenges for the driveway, and the revised height 
method that uses the low point (which would often be the driveway). 
 
Flat roofs are more likely the result of combining the low point for tuck under garages and FAR 
calculations (though portions of living space under gables would be excluded from FAR.) 
 
There are several ways to address this, depending on what the desired outcome is. For example, if 
flat roofs should be discouraged (or pitched roofs encouraged), then different height limit 
approaches could be applied. If garages should always be discouraged (tuck under or otherwise), 
then garages could count toward FAR. If tuck under garages are okay, but broad exposure of the 
street facing basement wall is the concern, then additional limitations on this exposure could be 
applied.  

 Demolitions   
 Staff response to opponents to RIP 

assertion that demolitions will 
increase. (Houck)  
 

The Johnson Economic report notes that with the reduction in allowable building square footage, 
demolitions are reduced by approximately 22%. As structures are allowed to get larger, this will 
affect the outputs of this modeling. 
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 Reducing demolition under the lens of 
the climate Action Plan and 
Neighborhood Compatibility is a 
consideration, but I do not feel that it 
is a primary goal in and of itself. I 
would be interested in understanding 
what percentage of homes have been 
demolished since the recession and of 
those how many had true or potential 
historical importance. (Schultz)  
 

Single Dwelling zoned house dmeolitions 2006-2017 

 
Historical Program planning staff estimate that on average, roughly 5 homes of potential historical 
significance are demolished each year. 

 Height  

 Do the examples of height work the 
same on a sloped lot as flat? If not 
what is the difference and how much 
of the city would the difference 
impact? (Baugh) 
 

There are specific alternative height limits and measurement methods for “steeply sloping lots”. 
These apply to down sloping lots that have an average grade of 20% or more. The height of the 
house is limited to 23’ above the average street elevation. 
 
For lots with moderate slopes where there is a difference in grade of 10 feet or more between the 
high and low points around the building, the proposed changes to height measurement do not 
significantly affect the resulting measurement. 
 
Due to the way that average slope is calculated (measured between the lot’s average uphill 
elevation and average downhill elevation) it is not feasible to calculate how many lots qualify as 
“steeply sloping” 
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 HOUSING CHOICE RESPONSE 
 Additional Housing Types  
 R10 and R20 lots have more land 

capacity to support more than one 
ADU. Why were they not included in 
the proposal? (Schultz) 
 

It’s not just about land capacity, it’s about where public facilities are needed and required. It 
impacts capital budgets.  
  
We are required to have set standards for certain public services, which must be planned and 
actually provided in tandem with expected growth. This includes paved streets to accommodate 
projected traffic, sidewalks, transit, water lines, sewers, adequate access to fire stations, schools, 
parks, etc. The planned density is a careful balance of housing goals against our ability to cost-
effectively provide required public services. The RF, R20, R10 zones are mapped in areas where 
we have determined it is too difficult and too expensive to provide all of these services.  
  
Allowing all of the lots in R10 and R20 zones to have several additional units would require a 
major re-evaluation of public facility plans (the CSP, TSP).  Additional density in these areas would 
likely require identification of new capital projects to serve these areas. Or, if developers were 
required to pay as they go, the cost of that housing would be unaffordable.  Because public 
facilities plans are financially-constrained lists, it also would require identifying projects that we 
would take off the list in order to add the new ones. 
 
It basically makes no financial sense to put a lot of growth in the hilly R10 and R20 areas.  It would 
be a big drain on the City’s finances, and any housing built there would be inherently expensive.  
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 My biggest priority/concern is with the 
testimony we heard that the project 
will lead to 1 to 1 replacements being 
a financially appealing prospect. 
 
I am interested in learning more about 
the Johnson financial analysis, but if 
I’m reading the zoning assumptions 
table correctly, we decreased the 
value per square foot of duplexes and 
triplexes much more than we did 
single family. The end result seems to 
be a stronger incentive for one to one 
replacements. 
 
Could staff provide an idea of what it 
would look like to shrink the envelope 
for SF homes, creating a smaller unit 
size?  
 
If my understanding is correct, this 
could shift the financial incentive 
towards creating duplexes and 
triplexes in place of single family 
homes.  
(Oswill) 

The comparison you refer to is an example proforma, and not representative of all development 
scenarios across the city. It also utilizes assumptions for “current duplexes” that include higher 
FAR than what would be allowed by the proposal (.75 vs .5) and for proposed triplexes that are 
smaller than what would be allowed (.5 vs .65). So what you are comparing is a house that was 
built to 2,750 square feet now capped at 2,500 square feet with a net reduction in residual 
property value of ~$2/sf versus a duplex that was 3,400 square feet now capped at 2,500 square 
feet with a new reduction in residual property value of ~10/sf. In the latter case, the land was 
worth more because you could build more.  
 
In other words, the reduction in residual land values is a function of FAR reductions regardless of 
product (duplex, triplex, single house). Therefore, if the proposed FAR allowance for a single 
family structure were to decrease while maintaining the proposed FAR allowance for a duplex or 
triplex, then the likelihood of development for the duplex or triplex would likewise increase.  
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 My memory is part of the missing 
middle rationale was that the biggest 
(older) house in the neighborhood was 
a proxy for the scale people were 
comfortable with and you could put 
multiple housing units in that shell and 
not be adversely received by the 
neighborhood.  
 
Parking could still be an issue as more 
housing units may well result in more 
cars but we already have multiple cars 
per single family residential house as 
young adults renting may get a 
bedroom, share the common areas, 
and park in the driveway or on the 
street.  
 
What is the maximum number of 
housing units the RIP allows within an 
existing shell and in new construction? 
(Rudd) 

The operating principle for these proposals was to get the scale set an a generally acceptable 
level, while providing some room for homes to modify and adapt over time. Once we established 
what was a reasonably sized structure, dividing that space into several smaller units provided 
more lower cost alternatives than just a single house.  
 
The zoning code defines a household as “One or more persons related by blood, marriage, 
domestic partnership, legal adoption or guardianship, plus not more than 5 additional persons, 
who live together in one dwelling unit; or one or more handicapped persons as defined in the Fair 
Housing Amendments Act of 1988, plus not more than 5 additional persons, who live together in 
one dwelling unit.” This is not a great determiner of how many drivers will reside in a house or 
how many cars the occupant(s) in a dwelling may own. 
 
 
The maximum number of units proposed for a single lot is 3, with the potential for a 4th unit on 
corner lots when using the affordability bonus option. This is the same whether internally 
converting a house into a duplex and adding a detached ADU, converting to a triplex, or building 
new from the ground up. 

 Has staff looked at the current state of 
homeownership opportunities in 
plexes? In particular are we seeing the 
condo formation likely necessary for 
duplexes on one lot to be owned by 
more than one household? (Oswill) 
 

Condominiums are rare in small plexes, but that is in part due to the low number of small plexes 
in the city and state. There are a number of other considerations that make condos less popular, 
such as HOA formation and fees, warranty and liability issues for 10 years, and market preference. 
In Portland, about 23 percent of the rental housing stock is small multi family, where only 5.5 
percent of the ownership housing is small multi family. 
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 Staff response to Portland For 
Everyone recommendations which 
were supported by numerous testifiers 
and organizations. (Houck) 
 

Generally speaking, Portland for Everyone’s testimony is that the proposal is moving in the right 
direction and their recommendations are to take most of staff’s proposals a step further (expand 
the ‘a’ overlay further, allow triplexes on mid-block lots, rezone all historically narrow lots to R2.5, 
etc.)  
 
Staff still believes that our proposal strikes the right balance between all the Comprehensive Plan 
goals, including the policies that call for more residential units close to transit and services and for 
transitions in scale from higher-density zones to lower-density zones. 

 
 Several pieces of testimony 

emphasized the need to create fee-
simple ownership opportunities. How 
difficult is this to do with duplexes, 
ADUs, etc.? Can these be "condoized" 
or otherwise split to allow fee-simple 
ownership? (Smith) 
 

Condo platting is already allowed through the State of Oregon. The City does not review condo 
plat requests. In theory, duplexes and ADUs can be converted to condos, but the practice is not 
widespread.  
 
The easiest and most common way to create fee simple ownership is to partition property (or 
confirm lots). There are two proposal that facilitate this: 

- Rezoning ~7000 tax lots from R5 to R2.5. 
- Allowing small flag lots in R2.5 (which also preserves the front house) 

 
The R2.5 rezone proposals are intended to establish clear and transparent expectations of which 
lots could be split into small lots (generally 2,500 s.f.). These are the areas where small fee simple 
lots for attached housing is intended. Allowing R5 duplexes and triplex lots to be split: 

1) makes them attached houses and not duplexes or triplexes anymore 
2) requires a 2 or 3 lot partition, which can be expensive and time consuming 
3) is the equivalent as rezoning to R2.5 or “R1.6” (1 unit per 1666 sf of site area). 

 
 Cottage cluster education, what are 

other cities doing and what is 
currently allowed? (Smith) 

See attached Cottage Cluster Information Summary 
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 If a house is large enough to 
accommodate multiple internal units 
and the only reason we are not 
allowing that is concern about 
triggering commercial building code 
standards, should we be lobbying the 
state to treat, for example, fourplexes 
as residential? How much open space 
would we reasonably retain on a 5000-
sf lot if we allowed fourplexes outside 
the context of internal conversions? 
(Rudd) 
 

The City has submitted a request to the State Building Official for an exception to the commercial 
code to allow internal conversions of existing buildings into 4 units or less to be reviewed under 
the 1-2 dwelling code instead.  
 
BPS staff has heard preliminarily that the request is unlikely to be granted. 

 I think Rick [Potestio] raises an 
interesting question about whether 
we're targeting the right metric. Using 
bedrooms as a proxy for 'people 
capacity', scenarios that produce more 
units, but don't increase the number 
of bedrooms are presumably just 
adding bathrooms and kitchens, not 
overall housing capacity? Do those 
cases actually detract from 
affordability? 
I'd be interested in staff's reaction to 
this and whether we have any data or 
modeling that could answer whether: 
a) there are 'surplus bedrooms' (not 

used for housing people) out there 
that would be captured by internal 
conversions or redevelopment 

b) the extent to which redevelopment 
adds bedrooms versus just units  

(Smith) 
 

Based on PUMS data, the city has approximately 65,000 spare bedrooms (see below). This is 
somewhat reflective of census trends that show declining household sizes. While cohousing is one 
way to share housing costs (by sharing one house between multiple households), it represents a 
very small portion of household preference overall.  

 Number of spare bedrooms 

 2 3 4 5+ 
Number of owner-occupied SFR households 36,430 22,214 5,201 1,435 

Source: Portland (PUMAs) 2014-2016, 3-year sample from IPUMS, University of Minnesota. 
 
One key objective of the Residential Infill Project is to provide housing choice. With more housing 
options in neighborhoods, it allows more smaller units so that households can “right size” to suit 
their particular situation and needs.  
 
From a plan review standpoint, stipulating number of bedrooms versus number of units would be 
a difficult (if not infeasible) code requirement.  
 
Another consideration is that spare bedrooms are used for a variety of purposes – guest 
bedrooms, playrooms, home offices, etc. 
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 ADUs  
 Is there a reason we should avoid 2 

internal ADUs or 2 attached external 
ADUs? (Oswill) 
 

Two internal ADUs: 
We don’t have a policy issue with two internal ADU’s, apart from the blurred line between what is 
a house versus a triplex.  
 
Of greater impact is that the state building code considers a house with two internal ADUs to be a 
triplex. Only in the rare case where the units are arranged in a row side-by-side, could they be 
reviewed as “townhouses” under the 1&2 dwelling building codes.  
 
Meeting commercial construction requirements adds considerable expense for both the materials 
used, as well as fire protection and increased water service (a separate meter is required for fire 
sprinklers). This seemed out of reach for most homeowners, and staff did not feel it would be 
utilized frequently. 
 
Two external ADUs attached to each other: 
For two attached external ADU’s this creates a yet undefined residential structure type. “Attached 
detached accessory dwelling units” or “duplex accessory dwelling unit”. There are some form 
considerations including the greater likelihood that this combination of units in a single structure 
could lead to a large structure that approaches or even surpasses the size of the primary dwelling. 
There is also the potential for greater privacy impacts to rear yards of adjacent properties. 
 
Note: At the 6/7 worksession, about half of the PSC expressed support for any arrangement of 
ADUs on a property.  
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 I'd like to see some analysis of 
economics in two different scenarios. I 
believe the "residual land value" 
approach primarily captures the 
scenario where a developer is going to 
acquire a property for 
redevelopment/enhancement. But it 
seems to me another potentially 
important scenario is a homeowner 
who wants to extract additional value 
from their property via one or two 
ADUs or an internal conversion. It 
seems to me the economic choices are 
very different if you already own the 
property and are perhaps considering 
financing via home equity? (smith) 
 

Refer to Seattle’s draft EIS: 
http://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/Council/ADU_DEIS_2018.pdf  
 
 
Also, see responses to the economic questions pertaining to ADUs, below. 
 

 Let's keep it simple, particularly for 
home-owner driven redevelopment. 
Making ADUs more complex or 
restricted is not a good thing. I'm also 
concerned that BDS has concerns 
about their ability to enforce the FAR-
driven approach. (Smith) 
 

The distinctions between living area and floor area were addressed in the previous staff 
responses. 
 
Note: At the 6/7 worksession, 8 members of the PSC expressed support to remove the proposed 
.15 FAR size limit restrictions on detached accessory structures, thereby retaining current size 
limit restrictions for detached ADUs. 

 Testimony mentioned waiving SDC 
fees in internal ADU conversions. Is 
this an option? (Oswill) 

City Council can determine policies for application of SDCs and wiavers. SDC’s were outside the 
project scope. 

 What is the percent of new homes 
built with ADUs? (Spevak) 

About 10% of new single family homes built in 2017 included an ADU. 
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 Visitability  
 Will there be challenges building 

visitable units on lots with high slopes? 
(Oswill) 
 

There are 4 key visitability requirements. Three of these affect interior aspects of the home 
(visitable living area, bathroom, hallways and doors) and are not adversely affected by lot 
topography. The visitable entrance requirement calls for a no step path between the street and 
the front door that doesn’t exceed a 10% grade.  
 
There are two exceptions to this standard. Lots with an average slope of 20% or more (a 
consistent threshold for exempting other zoning code standards), and for units added to existing 
structures.  

 Testimony mentioned adding 2 inches 
to door width for visibility. Can staff 
illuminate this conversation point? 
(Oswill) 

Universal design principles call for 34 to 36 inch wide doors. Wider doorways better 
accommodate people in mobility devices, but also can increase room sizes for needed clearances.  

 I'm concerned that "visitability" may 
not be enough to support our goals for 
aging in place, etc. I'd like to see us 
look at Universal Design as a standard. 
I'd like to understand the cost per unit 
to achieve visitability versus Universal 
Design (Alan DeLaTorre suggested he 
had such data). We should consider 
supporting the higher standard with 
bonus FAR. (Smith) 
 

Visitability is a baseline standard to address some of the most expensive attributes when 
retrofitting a home for increased accessibility. Universal design is much more involved and 
addresses entrances (including covered ones), interior circulation, vertical circulation, light and 
color, hardware, switches and controls, home automation features, plumbing fixtures, bathrooms, 
kitchens, laundry, storage, windows, decks, and garages. 
 
See also attached documents – Universal Design 

Note: At the 6/7 worksession, the PSC expressed support to remove proposed covered entry 
requirements for additional units and ADUs. This is one of the many features listed for universal 
design. 
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 Affordability Bonus  
 What options exist for adding a bonus 

unit for affordable housing on interior 
lots? (Oswill) 
 

The Commission may decide to allow a bonus unit on interior lots. Staff revised its initial proposal 
to remove 4 units from interior lots based on a concern about the necessary FAR to make 4 units 
workable, and how these units would orient to the public realm. 
 
Triplexes are only proposed for corner lots and not on interior lots. This larger single primary 
structure works better on corner lots since these lots effectively have two street frontages, which 
mitigate and work well with the larger building by providing more light and air separation on two 
sides as opposed to one. The greater street frontage also provides for more on-street parking in 
addition to enhanced opportunities for units to orient to the public street in a way that is more 
characteristic of older Portland neighborhoods.   
 
Triplexes on interior lots are more difficult to integrate and design successfully and are not 
allowed in this proposal. They frequently result in rows of units that face the neighboring property 
and turn sideways to the public street.  
 
See attached documents for additional rationale for capitalizing on corner lots . 
 
 

 Is the requirement that each 
additional housing unit on a property 
must be rented or sold to someone 
earning less than 80% of MFI feasible? 
Will the affordability mandate 
undermine the goal of creating more 
units and diverse types of housing? 
(Bachrach) 
The affordability requirement was one 
of the chief concerns raised by BDS. 
The Bureau recommends using 
existing subsidy programs instead of 
introducing new requirements. 
(Bachrach) 
 

There is no affordability requirement. There is a bonus provision that allows an additional unit 
(+some additional FAR) if one of the units is affordable. An alternative bonus provision is the 
allowance for additional FAR if one of the three units is affordable.  
 
When applicants take advantage of either bonus, they will be utilizing a program similar to that 
established for inclusionary housing. 



PSC Questions RE: RIP Proposal  6/26/2018 Page 13 
 

 Historic Incentives  
 Can homes in historic districts use the 

‘a’ overlay? If a new historic district 
was formed, how would this effect use 
of the overlay? (Oswill) 

Yes, the overlay includes additional flexibility (triplexes, 2 detached ADU’s, combined site FAR) for 
historic properties to add units. Depending on the degree of exterior alteration proposed and type 
of historic resource, historic resource review may be required. Newly formed historic districts 
would be treated the same as existing districts.  

 As pointed out by BDS, it is 
problematic to use the Historic 
Resource Inventory (HRI) as a 
regulatory tool because the inventory 
was adopted more than 20 years ago 
and was intended only to be 
informational. (Bachrach) 

We agree that the HRI needs to be updated and understand wasn’t created with the intention of 
being a regulatory tool. To the extent that the proposal can offer voluntary incentives to 
encourage HRI home retention, this is not problematic. An issue with the language as proposed is 
that the alteration limits for HRI sites are currently mandated, and not tied to when the additional 
incentive flexibility is being used. Staff will introduce an amendment to rectify this inconsistency. 

 Displacement mitigation  
 The Meg Merrick submittal has a map 

of renter occupied single family 
housing. Is the map correct? (Rudd) 
 

The method of using tax assessor mailing address information as a proxy for rental units has a 
high margin of error. A more reliable dataset is the Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy 
(CHAS) from the Census Bureau. The CHAS data was used as one of four vulnerability factors when 
determining displacement risk areas. The other vulnerability indicators are race, income, and 
education attainment, with a specific focus on the intersection of race and the other three factors.   

 Does the Cully Neighborhood letter 
make any difference in thinking about 
including all of Cully in the overlay? Is 
staff more inclined to add in parts of 
Cully, knowing that programs are 
already in place for that 
neighborhood. (Larsell) 
 

Cully was advocating for expanding the affordability bonus (4th unit) to all lots, not just corner lots, 
and to allow the affordable bonuses to be made available to more properties (notably those not 
in the proposed overlay). Cully may be better positioned than other areas of the City with the 
organizations that are operating there; however, BPS staff has not evaluated these organizations 
for how effective they can mitigate potential displacement pressure.  
 

 NARROW LOTS  
 I'm not convinced yet that we have the 

balance on skinny lot zoning correct 
yet. I agree that rezoning to R2.5 is the 
correct transparent way to do this, but 
I'm not I'm fully convinced that the 
subset of lots where we've chosen to 
do this is correct. (Smith) 

The methodology that staff applied is described in Volume 1 of the staff report, see pages 52-55. 
We can discuss this as part of the narrow lot work session.  
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 PARKING  
 Preserving the street. I took the 

comments about tuck-under garages 
and wide curb cuts/driveways with 
'wings' to heart. I'd like us to put a 
premium on minimizing curb cuts and 
preserving streetscapes. (Smith) 
 

We will be exploring this issue in conjunction with a PSC/PBOT subcommittee. 

 MISCELLANEOUS  
 Short-Term Rentals  
 On short term rentals, could there be 

a comparable program to the SDC 
waivers for ADUs that incentivizes 
using duplexes and triplexes for long 
term rental instead of short term 
rental? (Comment ID #27333)  (Oswill) 

We have not evaluated SDC waivers as an incentive for production of additional units under RIP.  
There have been some changes in SDC structure for parks and PBOT that recognizes the 
distinction between smaller and larger units. SDCs for water and BES are based on fixtures which 
are typically fewer in smaller units.  
Parks SDC’s differentiate for units less than 700 s.f.; 1,200 s.f., 1,700s.f. and 2,200 s.f. and larger 
PBOT SDC’s differentiate for units less than 1,200 s.f. 
ADU’s are exempt from BES sewer, Transportation, and parks SDC’s if not used as ASTR 
Projects receiving waivers from the Housing Bureau are exempt from SDC’s 
 
Other modifications to the SDC structure would need council and bureau concurrence. 

 Why are vacation rentals not 
prohibited, as a strategy for 
affordability?  (Baugh) 

Full house vacation rentals are only allowed with a conditional use permit. Accessory short-term 
rentals (up to two bedrooms) are allowed with a simplified permit, with the condition that the 
primary unit remains the dwellers’ primary residence. This acts to prevent homes from being fully 
converted to short term occupancies, while continuing to allow flexibility for owners to utilize 
additional space on a less regimented schedule (As opposed to a full-time roommate). In addition, 
a portion of the transient occupancy tax collected in conjunction with Accessory Short Term 
Rentals is paid to the affordable housing fund.  
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 Reducing Costs  
 Has staff discussed developing a 

construction cost reduction strategy? 
It would likely be a separate project, 
but it seems construction costs are 
becoming the largest barrier to BPS’s 
Housing plans, what more could the 
City do to address this challenge? 
(Oswill)  
 

Would this include costs outside the permit and impact fee realm? 
 
There are hard costs and soft costs in construction: 
Hard costs are related to the building’s structure, the site and to the landscape. All labor and 
materials required for construction are included in hard costs. In terms of the building site, all 
utilities, life safety systems and equipment, HVAC systems, paving, grading etc. are considered 
hard costs. Generally, hard costs are more tangible and therefore easier to estimate. The range of 
hard costs varies widely. 
 
Soft costs are any costs that are not considered direct construction costs. Soft costs include 
everything from architectural and engineering fees, to legal fees, pre- and post-construction 
expenses, permits and taxes, insurance, etc. Depending on the project, soft costs can also include 
expenses that continue after completion such as building maintenance, insurance, security and 
other fees associated with the asset’s upkeep. 

 Economic Questions  
 I'd like to see some analysis of 

economics in two different scenarios. I 
believe the "residual land value" 
approach primarily captures the 
scenario where a developer is going to 
acquire a property for 
redevelopment/enhancement. But it 
seems to me another potentially 
important scenario is a homeowner 
who wants to extract additional value 
from their property via one or two 
ADUs or an internal conversion. It 
seems to me the economic choices are 
very different if you already own the 
property and are perhaps considering 
financing via home equity? (Smith) 
 

If an ADU costs $250/sf to build and the ADU is 700 square feet, the ADU costs a total of $175,000 
to build. For a homeowner with enough home equity to access a line of credit HELOC) (20-year 
fixed at 6.49% APR) for $175,000 would be a $1,300 monthly payment. Increased property taxes 
would be approximately $125/month for the new ADU. The homeowner would need to charge 
$1,425/month in rent to break even.  
 
Recent research from the Portland State University Institute for Sustainable Solutions (ISS( found 
that 48% of long term rental ADUs in Portland have been self-financed through cash savings and 
23% have been financed by home equity lines of credit. Additionally, access to home equity is 
closely tied to how long a home owners has owned the home. The ISS research found that 49% of 
home owners with long term rental ADUs have lived in their neighborhood for more than 10 
years.  
 
Costs for internal conversions vary widely but are on average range from $125 to $250 per square 
foot. The biggest cost increase for internal conversions occurs when a structure is converted to 
three or more units and is required to renovate to a commercial building standard.  
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 I would like staff to go through the 
economics and likely impact of the 
non-profit requests for more density. 
Also many homeowners were claiming 
this would move us in the entire other 
direction. They were claiming 
demolition of modest homes to put 
two smaller houses that are high 
priced. They had some examples. Does 
the math work at all or are these 
unicorns? In some neighborhoods? 
Which neighborhoods? (Larsell) 
 

Non-profit affordable housing developers are able to bring more affordable units to market at 
lower overall costs when efficiencies can be increased by allowing more units on the same parcel.  
 
The price at which an existing structure can be purchased for redevelopment and the new 
replacement residential units is highly variable across neighborhoods in Portland. New 
construction units in high value neighborhoods will be more expensive because they demand a 
cost premium above lower value neighborhoods. The same development type in two different 
neighborhoods will results in two very different supportable acquisition prices for existing 
structures for redevelopment and very different supportable sales values for new units in different 
neighborhoods.  
 

 How sensitive are single family 
neighborhoods to the economics? 
Does the RIP have to get it just right? 
or is there slop. Economic conditions 
will change continually. What, in the 
economy, would need to change to 
make RIP ineffective. IE, very few 
people use it to build anything, or 
Everyone uses it to demolish and build 
everything. (I found it really 
interesting that a lot of homeowners 
were not even charging for their 
ADU's -- made me wonder how much 
economics is a driver) (Larsell) 
 

The four biggest variables that could change and impact utilization of the RIP proposal are 
achievable sales prices/achievable rents, construction costs, land costs and interest rates/lending 
costs. These variables can change over time and thus make utilization of the RIP allowances more 
attractive or less attractive depending on which variable change and how much. 

 The Johnson Report details which pro 
and con argue will either doom RIP to 
failure or won’t achieve what RIP 
purports to accomplish. (Houck) 
 

The updated Johnson Economics Analysis from March 2018 finds that the outcome of the RIP 
proposal falls right in the middle of some of the comments that PSC has heard. These findings 
indicate that there would be a net increase of 1,713 new residential units (31% increase above 
current zoning allowances), less demolitions and one-for-one replacements (22% less demolitions 
compared to the current zoning allowances), and that when units are delivered they will be at a 
lower price point (35% less than current zoning allowances) due to the limitations on scale and 
unit size.  
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 It seems to me RIP most strongly 
responds to the Comp Plan goals 
associated with providing diverse 
housing opportunities and I support 
that as a main objective/goal with 
housing affordability as the second 
strongest goal of the proposal – but 
housing affordability within the lens of 
creating more housing as a piece of 
the puzzle that reduces the pressure 
on truly affordable units.  
 
I look forward to the presentation on 
the economics to better understand 
what adjustments could be made to 
the proposal to encourage more 
production. (Schultz) 

Increases in FAR allowances is the biggest variable if the goal were to achieve more housing 
production. However, as FAR allowances increase unit sizes also increase which increases the 
overall price of those housing units.  
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 Musing on Equity Analysis 
I'm trying to sort out in my own mind 
how the benefits and burdens of these 
potential changes land in the 
community, and would appreciate 
feedback from my colleagues and staff 
about the following ideas: 

1. Home ownership in this country has 
been a large engine for wealth 
generation and has historically been 
limited to certain segments of the 
population by a number of tools 
including redlining. The current 
status is not equitable and single-
family zoning by its nature is 
exclusionary. In the long term 
adding middle housing should 
reduce this inequity. 

2. Despite the concerns about impact 
to neighborhood character and 
quality of life expressed in 
testimony, I'm pretty confident that 
the net effect of middle housing 
zoning changes will be to increase 
property values in the affected 
zones due to increased development 
rights. This exacerbates inequity in 
the short term. 

3. Middle housing redevelopment 
opportunities also create 
displacement risk for the lowest 
income renters, further exacerbating 
current disparities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Allowing more middle housing could reduce inequities and lead to more intergenerational 
wealth creation. The ability to purchase a home to generate wealth is still subject to lending 
standards. Low down payment loans and first time home ownership resources and programs 
are an important piece to this puzzle.  

 

 

 

2. The impact of the RIP proposal is more nuanced than this. The proposal is actually a reduction 
across the board in terms entitlement and development rights. The biggest driver “value” in 
development rights in the impacted zones is total allowable building area, not necessarily the 
amount of units allowed. However, the Johnson Economics analysis indicates the middle 
housing allowances in the ‘a’ overlay and R2.5 zones does indicate a higher value than those 
parcels outside the ‘a’ overlay but still lower than the current allowances. 

 
 
 
 
3. This risk is most significant in areas with higher shares of renters in single family structures in 

neighborhoods with markets that support new construction of this development type. The level 
of displacement vulnerability is still a factor of race/ethnicity, income, education attainment, as 
well as tenure. In other words, renters in general are at increased risk based on the fact that 
they are not in charge of the property owner’s decisions related to property redevelopment. 
However, some renters have a greater ability to find other housing without being displaced. 
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4. On the plus side, middle housing 
should create new housing 
opportunities, probably mostly in 
the 80%+ MFI range. From an 
affordability perspective this is more 
valuable than multi-family 
development which is adding units 
at the top of the market. It 
presumably also helps push down 
the price of units lower down in the 
market to some degree. 

5. To the extent that the affordability 
bonus is used, we're creating units 
at the 80% MFI point, with similar 
impacts on the overall market. 

So net, I see: 

 long term policies that are more 
equitable 

 short term impacts that exacerbate 
inequities at the top and bottom of 
the income spectrum 

 short term impacts with favorable 
benefits in the middle of the income 
range, somewhat trickling down to 
lower income strata 

I look forward to feedback on this 
thinking, particularly on how to weigh 
these in combination. (Smith) 
 

4. The Johnson Economics analysis finds that development of the RIP development types (1,250 
square foot unit) is most likely to occur in the 100%- 120% MFI levels for a family of three, or 
$358,000 to $392,000 per unit. Current median home sales are approximately at the 140-150% 
MFI level. 
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 If the economics study shows the RIP 
will not result in substantial amounts 
of additional housing, why adopt the 
provisions for additional duplexes, 
triplexes etc. rather than focusing on 
supporting internal conversions and 
external ADUs? (Rudd) 

The economic study did not factor in ADU or internal conversions into the model: 
“The code increases the allowance for Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs). While this is both 
expected to marginally increase the yield on redevelopment, and encourage more residential 
development at a lower price point, the analysis does not factor this in. While we recognize that 
these units have seen market acceptance to-date, we feel that projecting the utilization rate of 
these allowances cannot be reliably done at this time.” – Johnson Economics Report 

 Floodplains  
 I’d like to know more about the 

regulations pertaining to floodplain 
construction (Schultz) 

The city regulates development in the floodplain primarily through its building regulations found 
in Chapter 24.50 of city code. New construction and substantial improvements must be built such 
that the lowest floor including a basement is elevated at or above the flood protection elevation 
(typically the base flood elevation plus two feet of freeboard). Fully enclosed areas below the 
floodplain are prohibited. Areas below the floodplain must allow the free flow passage of water. 
Land divisions are restricted and lots must be located outside the flood hazard area or provide for 
building sites that are outside the flood hazard area. All new fills below the base flood elevation 
shall be accompanied by an equal amount of excavation on the same site so that the storage 
capacity of the floodway and floodway fringe is retained. In the Johnson Creek flood zone area 
mitigation payments are allowed. In the flood risk area, payments are not allowed and building 
sizes are restricted (120-300 sq ft.) 
 
See also Land Divisions in Flood Plain information 

 
Attachments: 
1. Cottage Cluster Information Summary 
2. Universal Design and Visitability 
3. The Magic of Corners 
4. Land Divisions in Flood Plains 
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16 units: attached and detached condo 

 
R5 
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6 units: detached condo 

 
R2, R5 
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 Hastings Green 7021 SE Clinton St 

 
Reference #: LUR 01-00393 (PU AD) 

 
23 units: detached condo 
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1,000 to 1,300 square feet each and 1-1/2 story 
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 Colum
bia II, 42 lots) / LU 04-070129 LDS (New

 Colum
bia 

V, 3 lots for m
ulti-dw

elling) / LU 04-070145 LDS (New
 Colum

bia III, 4/5 lots SF developm
ent) / others? 

 
852 units: attached and detached for rental and hom

eow
nership. 234 hom

eow
nership units including 8 

developed as cohousing 
 

R2 and CS (rezoned from
 R2, R5, CS, and IG2) 
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ard St 
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17 units: detached 

 
R5 
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oodstock Gardens 6810 SE 45
th Ave  

 
LU 13-109052 LDS 

 
6 units: 3 detached, 3 ADU condos 

 
R5 

 
 

“W
e sw

itched to 
three lots in order to 
avoid the lengthy and 
involved  [planned 
developm

ent] review
 

as w
ell as m

axim
ize 

open space. W
e w

ere 
responding to 
neighborhood 
concerns about 
density.” – Kristy 
Lakin 
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C
ottage housing is a new

 m
odel of clustered single fam

ily housing that provides a transition 
betw

een single fam
ily housing neighborhoods and higher density areas, creating a developm

ent 
pattern that m

axim
izes land values, reduces infrastructure costs and provides housing next 

to services. A
s the region im

plem
ents the 2040 G

row
th C

oncept, the long range grow
th plan, 

M
etro is w

orking to help com
m

unities address the stark differences in scale, density and use 
that often appear betw

een established neighborhoods and new
er, higher density com

m
ercial or 

residential developm
ent in tow

n centers and corridors. T
hese transitions underutilize land and 

create a disjointed developm
ent pattern, often underm

ining the capacity of the region and the 
character of our com

m
unities.

M
etro highlighted cottage housing in the C

o
m

m
u

n
ity In

vestm
en

t To
o

lkit: In
n

o
vative 

D
esig

n
 an

d
 D

evelo
p

m
en

t C
o

d
es. A

fter learning of cottage housing in the toolkit, the C
ity 

of W
ood V

illage researched the concept further in partnership w
ith M

etro and adopted m
inor 

adjustm
ents to their developm

ent code to facilitate cottage housing developm
ents in their 

com
m

unity. T
he C

ity’s experience illustrates how
 local governm

ents in the region can use 
innovative strategies to build vibrant, sustainable com

m
unities. T

his case study sum
m

arizes this 
research for use by other com

m
unities w

ho m
ay w

ish to consider cottage housing.

C
o

ttag
e h

o
u

sin
g

C
ottage housing is used as a creative infill developm

ent betw
een higher density m

ixed-use areas 
and established neighborhoods of low

er density single fam
ily housing. T

he coordinated design 
plan and sm

aller units of cottage housing developm
ents allow

 densities that are som
ew

hat 
higher than typical single-fam

ily neighborhoods, sim
ilar to the density of attached row

 houses, 
but m

inim
ize im

pacts on adjacent residential areas because of their sm
aller overall bulk and 

scale. W
hile a cottage housing developm

ent focuses internally to the central outdoor space, the 
project m

aintains visual and pedestrian connections w
ith the existing neighborhood in form

 and 
scale and w

ith w
indow

s, doors and porches on the exterior façade oriented to hum
an activity on 

the street. 
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From
 a hom

eow
ner’s perspective, cottage housing offers an alternative housing opportunity 

that is responsive to changing household dem
ographics, lifestyles and housing needs. 

A
lthough average household size is decreasing, single-fam

ily housing still rem
ains the 

preferred housing type. C
ottage housing m

aintains a single-fam
ily housing environm

ent by 
providing a sm

all private yard space and detached units, but com
bines it w

ith the affordable 
cost and reduced m

aintenance attributes of attached housing. T
he site design also encourages 

neighborhood interaction and safety by orienting hom
es around a functional com

m
unity 

space. C
om

m
unity spaces are designed to be usable and can be easily tailored to the needs 

of the residents (e.g. past developm
ents have used the space as an art studio, a w

orkshop 
equipped w

ith shared facilities, or a com
m

unity garden). C
ottage housing is therefore ideal 

for retirees w
anting to dow

nsize but rem
ain in a single fam

ily neighborhood, as w
ell as for 

sm
all fam

ilies and single parent households desiring hom
eow

nership. C
o

ttag
e h

o
u

sin
g

 
layo

u
t

C
ottage housing is 

generally defined 

as a developm
ent 

of sm
all, detached 

single-fam
ily dw

elling 

units clustered around 

a central outdoor 

com
m

on space w
ithin 

a coordinated site plan. 

The cottage units are 

sm
aller than single-

fam
ily houses and are 

often oriented tow
ard 

the com
m

on space. 

W
hile houses share 

am
enities such as 

open space, gardens, 

a w
orkshop, or a 

com
m

unity building, 

each cottage house 

also has its ow
n yard 

and the privacy of a 

roofed porch.

C
om

m
unity Investm

ent Toolkit: Innovative design and developm
ent codes

2   “T
he C

ity of W
ood 

V
illage is leading 

the w
ay in applying 

an innovative tool 
that prom

otes 
efficient land use 
and supports 
their com

m
unity 

vision.  M
etro 

looks forw
ard to 

m
ore partnerships 

like this w
ith 

other com
m

unities 
around the region.”

– Rod Park, 
M

etro C
ouncilor



B
ecause cottage housing dem

ands m
ore com

pact developm
ent, existing 

code often m
ust be m

odified to allow
 for reduced m

inim
um

 lot size and 
setback requirem

ents. T
he table on page 4 outlines the m

odel cottage 
housing standards based on successful developm

ents in the state of 
W

ashington. K
ey elem

ents of the m
odel developm

ent standards include: 

H
ig

h
er d

en
sities th

an
 trad

itio
n

al sin
g

le fam
ily h

o
u

sin
g

. C
ottage 

housing densities typically require a low
 lot coverage m

axim
um

 of  
40 to 60 percent; m

oderate density lim
its such as .35 Floor A

rea R
atio 

(FA
R

); tw
o tim

es the zone density allow
ance; or one unit per 2,000 to 

5,000 square feet of land area. G
iven these densities, cottage housing 

is m
arketable and m

ost successful as a transition tool in single fam
ily 

or m
oderate density m

ulti-fam
ily zones w

here the cottage densities exceed the capacity 
of the underlying zone. C

ottage housing codes can avoid overly dense developm
ents by 

setting a m
axim

um
 allow

ed num
ber of units as w

ell as requiring at least 1,000 feet betw
een 

developm
ents. 

A
 m

axim
u

m
 h

o
u

sin
g

 size o
f 1,000 sq

u
are feet. W

hen the style w
as in its infancy, units 

w
ere betw

een 500 to 600 square feet, but the m
arket has driven up housing size – in som

e 
developm

ents to m
ore than 1,500 square feet. In order to m

aintain the intent of cottage 
housing, it is recom

m
ended that m

axim
um

 unit size average not exceed 1,000 square feet, 
w

ith a m
axim

um
 building height of 18 feet for houses w

ithout pitched roofs and 25 feet for 
houses w

ith pitched roofs. 

U
sab

le o
p

en
 sp

ace. D
evelopm

ent standards encourage the creation of functional 
com

m
unity open space not typically required or alw

ays available in single fam
ily housing 

developm
ents. For instance, a steep natural ravine on a site m

ay not qualify as usable open 
space in a cottage housing project because it w

ould be im
possible to build a com

m
unity 

facility or a com
m

unity garden w
ith such topographic constraints. In a com

parable planned 
developm

ent, a housing developer often requests that such spaces qualify for required 
open space. To m

aintain a single fam
ily environm

ent, functional private open space is also 
required for each cottage housing unit. 

Q
u

ality aesth
etics an

d
 p

arkin
g

 stan
d

ard
s. Q

uality design and aesthetic controls are often 
required in order to create an efficient use of space and ease transitions betw

een existing 
developm

ents. C
ontrols for garage and/or parking areas include setbacks of 20 to 40 feet 

from
 the street and an average m

axim
um

 parking requirem
ent of 1.5 parking spaces per 

unit. C
ottage housing codes and projects have also required an average of one space per unit. 

A
llow

ing reduced parking standards has been successful given the target dem
ographics of 

cottage housing, goals for increased densities, and the desire for a m
ore flexible, high-quality 

design. Q
uality design standards can include required covered front porches and northw

est 
architectural design and m

aterials. 

O
w

n
ersh

ip
. O

w
nership is an im

portant elem
ent of the cottage housing style. U

sually cottage 
housing developm

ents are sited on one com
m

only ow
ned parcel and each cottage is sold as a 

condom
inium

. H
ow

ever, cottage housing units can also be ow
ned fee-sim

ple by subdividing 
the land into individual parcels w

ith shared am
enities ow

ned in com
m

on by the cluster 

W
ash

in
g

to
n

 state

C
ottage housing is a 

relatively new
 concept 

to the Portland m
etro 

area, but has been 

a popular form
 of 

infill developm
ent in 

cities across the state 

of W
ashington since 

the early 1990s. Early 

success in cities such as 

Seattle, K
irkland, and 

Richm
ond prom

pted 

the Seattle H
ousing 

Partnership to develop a 

m
odel code for cottage 

housing in 2001. The 

W
ashington state m

odel 

code has provided a 

foundation for cottage 

housing standards across 

the state of W
ashington 

and w
as assessed by 

M
etro in the creation 

of the Regional M
odel 

for C
ottage H

ousing 

Standards included in 

this case study. 

C
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residents. T
his m

odel offers a unique hom
e ow

nership opportunity not com
m

only available. 
O

w
nership m

odels vary and are typically determ
ined by the developer based on the local 

m
arket, unless the city only allow

s one of these options in the zoning code. 

D
evelo

p
m

en
t review

. C
ottage housing provisions are placed w

ithin the m
unicipal code. 

Specific developm
ent plans can be review

ed and perm
itted through various avenues, a 

decision unique to each jurisdiction. E
xam

ples include adm
inistrative review

, the subdivision 
process, a design review

 board, or a public hearing w
ith a design review

 board or planning 
com

m
ission. W

hen review
ing cottage housing developm

ent designs, priority is given to 
plans w

ith functional, usable open space and a design that m
eets the intent and definition of 

cottage housing.
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C
ity o

f Sh
o

relin
e, 

W
ash

in
g

to
n

The C
ity of Shoreline, 

W
ashington, 

im
plem

ented cottage 

housing and learned 

that scaling and density 

standards are integral 

to the effectiveness 

of a cottage housing 

developm
ent. C

ity 

officials did not include 

such requirem
ents in 

their standards, and 

as a result developers 

utilized density bonuses 

and built cottage 

housing developm
ents 

w
ith double the density 

intended by the code. 

This w
as com

pounded 

by the lack of separation 

betw
een cottage 

developm
ents. D

ue to 

the resulting appearance 

of overcrow
ded units, 

Shoreline decided to 

repeal the cottage 

housing provisions four 

years after adopting  

standards into their 

code. 

M
o

d
el co

ttag
e h

o
u

sin
g

 co
d

e  
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A
p

p
licab

ility. C
ottage housing is an infill developm

ent opportunity to 
bridge transition gaps and create m

ore affordable housing opportunities 
near am

enities. Successful cottage housing standards clearly outline the 
intent of cottage housing and are allow

ed by right. T
hey are also placed in 

their ow
n section of code instead of being buried throughout other code 

sections, thereby lim
iting confusion and easing the ability of developers to 

im
plem

ent projects. 

Flexib
ility. O

verly rigid regulations m
ay hinder the ability of developers 

to im
plem

ent projects. T
herefore successful cottage housing standards 

are flexible, outlining a broad set of rules w
ithin w

hich the developer can 
refine the project to fit the specific m

arketplace and the hom
eow

ner. For 
instance, flexible height restrictions can give developers the creativity to allow

 for better 
transitions betw

een zones and m
ay lead to m

ore financially feasible projects. T
his flexibility 

is im
portant because full tw

o-story fram
ing is often less expensive than story-and-a-half 

fram
ing.

D
w

ellin
g

 size. C
ottage housing is designed to create cottages as an alternative style of 

housing to larger single-fam
ily hom

es. D
evelopers desiring to build larger hom

es m
ay do 

so under existing developm
ent regulations for single fam

ily dw
elling units. T

hus, cottage 
housing developm

ent codes usually lim
it building m

ass to 1,000 square feet or less in order 
to m

aintain the original intent of cottage housing. L
im

iting dw
elling size also ensures that 

cottage housing developm
ents can serve as an effective tool to bridge transitions.

Scalin
g

. C
reating a com

pact, aesthetically pleasing developm
ent pattern through scaling 

requirem
ents is also a key elem

ent of cottage housing. A
 m

inim
um

 of four units per cluster 
is needed in order to create a coordinated site design, w

hile a m
axim

um
 of 12 units w

ill 
prevent an over abundance of housing. In cities like Shoreline, W

ash., having no m
axim

um
 

resulted in abuse of density bonuses and m
assive developm

ents that underm
ined the 

effectiveness of cottage housing as a tool for bridging transitions. 

Parkin
g

. In cottage housing standards, parking requirem
ents are generally lim

ited and 
preferably clustered off to the side or in an adjoining alley. D

irect individual drivew
ay access 

to the street is not necessary. L
im

iting parking helps achieve the goals of cottage housing 
in increasing density and creating a m

ore pedestrian-friendly atm
osphere. It also increases 

flexibility, allow
ing developers to be m

ore creative w
ith site design to increase a project’s 

overall quality and its financial feasibility. 

A
ffo

rd
ab

ility. Providing high-quality housing units at an affordable price is one of the 
prim

ary goals of cottage housing developm
ents. D

ue to its sm
all scale, cottage housing 

is often a m
ore affordable alternative to traditional single fam

ily housing. In the areas 
surveyed, cottage housing units w

ere typically 20 to 30 percent below
 traditional m

arket 
housing. Incentives can be placed to ensure affordability, including relaxing standards for 
architectural or building m

aterial regulations. T
his is particularly useful in areas w

ith higher 
housing costs w

here the m
arket often dem

ands quality construction anyw
ay. 

C
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“I think it’s a 
significant trend

, 
better rather than 
bigger, quality 
over quantity. It’s 
som

ething people 
have been w

aiting 
for. It takes m

ore 
w

ork, details and 
supervision but 
– like the old pre-
194

0s craftsm
an 

hom
es w

ith m
antels 

and casings – they 
are hom

es that get a 
prem

ium
 price.”
– Jim

 Soules, 
C

ottage C
om

pany, LLC

K
eep in m
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A
fter attending a presentation by M

etro on the C
om

m
unity Investm

ent Toolkit, staff 
from

 the C
ity of W

ood V
illage becam

e interested in cottage housing as a good fit for 
redevelopm

ent of underutilized residential land, particularly in transition areas betw
een 

high density residential or com
m

ercial uses and single fam
ily residential areas. G

iven the 
lim

ited land supply, the C
ity felt it w

as im
portant to offer a variety of m

ore thoughtful 
housing options than the traditional single fam

ily subdivisions, duplex rentals or leased 
m

anufactured hom
e lots. B

y pursuing cottage housing, the C
ity w

as looking to prom
ote 

quality craftsm
anship and desirable grow

th in their existing neighborhoods. 

C
reatin

g
 co

ttag
e h

o
u

sin
g

 stan
d

ard
s fo

r W
o

o
d

 V
illag

e

C
ity staff contacted M

etro for technical assistance to research successful cottage housing 
developm

ents in other cities and to help create cottage-style housing provisions for the 
C

ity of W
ood V

illage. M
etro staff and city planners researched the cottage housing m

odel 
code from

 the state of W
ashington, as w

ell as cottage housing zoning requirem
ents in the 

follow
ing cities in the state of W

ashington: Federal W
ay, K

irkland, L
angley, Port Tow

nsend, 
R

edm
ond, Seattle and Shoreline. M

etro and C
ity staff also review

ed sim
ilar developm

ent 
projects w

ithin the Portland m
etropolitan region, including Salidge Ponds in Fairview

 and the 
“C

om
m

on G
reen” housing developm

ents in Portland. 

M
etro w

orked w
ith C

ity staff to synthesize the findings of the research and to address how
 

cottage housing could be adapted to the C
ity of W

ood V
illage, both geographically in term

s 
of w

here cottage housing w
ould w

ork w
ithin the city and in term

s of how
 to incorporate 

cottage housing standards into C
ity code. 

A
fter review

ing areas w
here cottage housing w

ould be m
ost beneficial, the C

ity decided to 
include this type of housing as an approved use in the M

ulti R
esidential M

R
2 and M

R
4 

zones. T
hey selected these zones because they represent the transition areas adjoining 

the tow
n center, the H

alsey Street corridor and the neighborhood com
m

ercial zone to 
single-fam

ily neighborhoods. T
hese areas also include larger parcels of land that have 

re-developm
ent potential and are generally flat for usable open space. T

he adjacent tow
n 

center and neighborhood com
m

ercial zones offer cottage housing developm
ents easy access 

to services and frequent transit routes. C
ottage housing developm

ents in these areas w
ill 

be subject to the standards adopted into the C
ity of W

ood V
illage’s zoning code as w

ell as 
subdivision and/or design review

 approval by the planning com
m

ission.     

In the prelim
inary developm

ent of the special cottage housing developm
ent standards, the 

C
ity considered no lim

itation to the square footage of each unit and also considered m
ore 

off-street parking than other jurisdictions because of the narrow
 streets and the num

ber and 
size of vehicles per household. Staff and the planning com

m
ission eventually recom

m
ended 

to the C
ity C

ouncil that a dw
elling unit size lim

itation of 1,200 square feet w
as im

portant 
to preserve the overall cottage housing character of single fam

ily m
ass and scale and to 

assure com
pact developm

ent. T
hey also recom

m
ended a reduction in the m

inim
um

 num
ber 

of off-street parking spaces required from
 1.5 to 1 space per dw

elling, to be consistent w
ith 

the existing single-fam
ily dw

elling m
inim

um
 parking standard. T

he planning com
m

ission 
recom

m
ended including individual garages w

ith design standards, set back and to the side or 

C
om

m
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Putting it together

“T
o address the 

realities of a 
lim

ited land supply 
and changing 
dem

ographics, 
the C

ity of W
ood 

V
illage has w

orked 
w

ith M
etro to 

identify a num
ber of 

innovative solutions.  
C

ottage housing 
allow

s the C
ity to 

use our land m
ore 

efficiently, w
hile 

providing greatly 
needed housing next 
to services.”– Sheila Ritz, 

C
ity of W

ood V
illage 

A
dm

inistrator



rear of each unit to respond to the characteristics and suspected dem
and 

of their com
m

unity. T
hey also recom

m
ended lim

ited parking structures 
or parking lots to be closer to streets in certain circum

stances in order to 
m

axim
ize internal com

m
on spaces, given the successful results of these 

standards im
plem

ented in other jurisdictions. Staff and the planning 
com

m
ission also outlined and recom

m
ended inclusion of architectural 

elem
ents and m

aterial standards in order to ensure quality cottage 
craftsm

anship. 

In order to better respond to the m
arket and changing dem

ographics, the 
W

ood V
illage Planning C

om
m

ission decided to offer either fee-sim
ple 

ow
nership through the subdivision of land or condom

inium
 ow

nership 
of each detached dw

elling. T
he choice w

ill be up to the developer,  although land ow
nership 

is encouraged. T
he com

m
ission also recom

m
ended an increase in the m

axim
um

 height of 
a pitched roof to 30 feet (versus 25 feet in the m

odel) for m
ore flexible design options. T

he 
W

ood V
illage C

ity C
ouncil agreed w

ith these recom
m

endations and unanim
ously adopted the 

cottage housing standards as recom
m

ended by the planning com
m

ission.

T
he C

ity adopted these special cottage housing standards w
ithin the m

ulti-fam
ily housing 

section of the C
ity’s zoning code. T

hus, this type of housing is a use allow
ed by right if a 

developer m
eets the outlined standards. In doing so, the C

ity chose not to em
bed the cottage 

housing standards w
ithin m

ore com
plicated sections of its code that require m

ore rigorous 
review

 processes, such as the Planned U
se D

evelopm
ent requirem

ents, in order to ease 
im

plem
entation for developers. B

y m
aking these decisions and choosing to m

aintain the other 
elem

ents of cottage housing, the resulting cottage housing standards for the C
ity of W

ood 
V

illage adhere to the original intent of cottage housing and are consistent w
ith the lessons 

learned in the cities in the state of W
ashington.

C
ity o

f Po
rtlan

d

W
hile the C

ity of Portland 

does not have cottage 

housing, it offers a sim
ilar 

style called “C
om

m
on 

G
reen” housing provi-

sions. H
astings G

reen in 

the South Tabor neighbor-

hood at Southeast C
linton 

betw
een 70th and 71st 

com
pleted phase one 

developm
ent in 2003 and 

includes 13 single-fam
ily 

dw
ellings. The w

ell-de-

signed, high-quality units 

sold as condom
inium

s, 

each w
ith about 1,100 

square feet and one to 

tw
o bedroom

s. A
 com

-

m
on space in the center 

of the units is used by 

residents as a com
m

unity 

garden and clustered 

parking is provided. The 

first 10 units sold in six 

w
eeks. Phase tw

o, con-

structed across the street, 

sold out prior to com
ple-

tion. The project has a 

density of 14 dw
elling 

units per acre.

Tip
s fo

r im
p

le
m

e
n

ta
tio

n

■
 Focus on the intent of cottage housing and how

 it fits into the context of transition 
zones w

ithin your com
m

unity.  

■
 Isolate areas w

here you think cottage housing w
ould w

ork and talk to the 
com

m
unity to get feedback.

■
 H

old a public hearing to fully explain the intent of cottage housing and the benefits 
of its use as a housing option and transition tool.  

■
 Invite housing developers and gather feedback from

 them
, as w

ell as local citizens, 
in order to guide the local cottage housing developm

ent standards.

■
 M

ake standards easy to understand. Include im
ages for clarification. 

■
 M

ake standards easy to im
plem

ent by creating a special section for cottage housing 
w

ithin the city’s zoning code.  

C
ottage housing in the city of W

ood V
illage: C

ase stu
d

y
7

H
astin

g
s G

reen
 d

evelo
p

ed
 b

y 
N

o
rth

w
est Pacifi

c D
evelo

p
-

m
en

t G
ro

u
p

 th
ro

u
g

h
 

Po
rtlan

d
’s “C

o
m

m
o

n
 G

reen
” 

p
ro

visio
n

s 



M
etro

People places. O
pen spaces.

C
lean air and clean w

ater do 
not stop at city lim

its or county 
lines. N

either does the need for 
jobs, a thriving econom

y and 
good transportation choices 
for people and businesses 
in our region. Voters have 
asked M

etro to help w
ith the 

challenges that cross those lines 
and affect the 25 cities and 
three counties in the Portland 
m

etropolitan area.

A
 regional approach sim

ply 
m

akes sense w
hen it com

es to 
protecting open space, caring 
for parks, planning for the 
best use of land, m

anaging 
garbage disposal and increasing 
recycling. M

etro oversees 
w

orld-class facilities such as the 
O

regon Zoo, w
hich contributes 

to conservation and education, 
and the O

regon C
onvention 

C
enter, w

hich benefits the 
region’s econom

y.
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1. Executive Sum
m

ary

General recom
m

endations across all four housing types

Cottage Clusters

http://w
w

w
.oregonm

etro.gov/rlis-live
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Internal Division of Larger H
om

es

Corner Duplexes

Accessory D
w

elling Units (ADUs)
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2. IN
TRO

D
U

CTIO
N

 AN
D

 PU
R

PO
SE

Transportation and Land U
se Planning

Sm
art Developm

ent Code H
andbook
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Single-D
w

elling vs. M
ulti-D

w
elling Zones



5

3. CO
TTAGE CLU

STERS

Third Street Cottages in Langley, W
A, is a com

m
unity of eight detached cottages located on four standard single-

dw
elling lots, oriented around a shared com

m
ons building and tool shed.

(Photo courtesy of Third Street Cottages and Ross Chapin Architects.) 

Cottage Cluster Characteristics

Cottage Clusters – Typical Characteristics
Form

O
w

nership 

D
ensity 
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H
istory &

 Regulatory Context

 

Journal of San Diego 
H

istory
H

ousing Finance 
International

W
ashington Grove, M

ontgom
ery 

County, M
D.

(Im
ages courtesy of the M

aryland 
H

istorical Trust.)
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Code Elem
ents

Attribute
Typical Single-D

w
elling Zones

Cottage Clusters

 http://w
w

w
.census.gov/construction/chars/highlights.htm

l

Cottage clusters on Cottage Street N
E, Salem

, OR.
(Photos courtesy of TGM

.) 
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Attribute
Typical Single-D

w
elling Zones

Cottage Clusters

 

Provision Type
Supportive Codes

Lim
iting Codes
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Provision Type
Supportive Codes

Lim
iting Codes

Recom
m

endations 
(1) Couple Density Bonuses w

ith H
om

e Size Caps

and 

(2) Avoid M
inim

um
 Individual Lot Size Requirem

ents

(3) Support Com
m

unity-Oriented Site Plans w
ith Flexible Subdivision or Planned 

Developm
ent Rules

(4) Strike a Balance w
ith Design Requirem

ents
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(5) Experim
ent w

ith Geographically-Speciic, Lim
ited Adoption

Bene
its and Lim

itations of the Cottage Cluster H
ousing Type

Bene
its

Lim
itations

M
ore Eficient Use of Land

Flexible Ow
nership M

odels

Flexible Scale of Developm
ent

Availability of Suitable Lots

Lack of Fam
iliarity w

ith Sharing Space

Conclusions
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CO
TTAGE CLU

STER
 CASE STU

D
IES

Com
m

ons at N
orthW

est Crossing – Bend, O
R

Irregular lot developm
ent in an experim

ental/opportunity district
Location:
O

w
ner/D

eveloper:
Architect:
Builder:
Type:

Square Footage:
Year Built:

1,200 square foot cottage, Com
m

ons at N
W

 Crossing, Bend, OR.
(Photo courtesy of Tyee Developm

ent.) 
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Com
m

ons at N
W

 Crossing site plan, Bend, OR.
(Im

age courtesy of Tyee Developm
ent.)



14

Supportive Code Provisions

Lim
iting Code Provisions

Lessons Learned

Current Status

http://thegarnergroup.harcourtsusa.com
/H

om
e/N

eighborhoods/The-
Com

m
ons-at-N

orthW
est-Crossing/5456

w
w

w
.codepublishing.com

/OR/Bend



15

Pocket N
eighborhoods: Creating Sm

all-Scale 
Com

m
unity in a Large-Scale W

orld, 

W
yers End – W

hite Salm
on, W

A
Site-speciic code adoption and subsequent expansion 
Location:
O

w
ner/D

eveloper:
Architect:
Builder:
Type:

Square Footage:
Year Built:

Live-w
ork hom

es, W
yers End, W

hite Salm
on, W

A.
(Photo courtesy of Ross Chapin Architects.)
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Cottages, W
yers End, W

hite Salm
on, W

A.
(Photo courtesy of Ross Chapin Architects.)

Site plan for W
yers End, W

hite Salm
on, W

A.
(Im

age courtesy of Ross Chapin Architects.)
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Supportive Code Provisions

Lim
iting Code Provisions

Lessons Learned

Current Status
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Cully Grove – Portland, O
R

Com
m

unity-oriented site layout achieved through Planned D
evelopm

ent 
Location: 
O

w
ner/D

eveloper:
Architect:

Builder:
Type:

Square Footage:

Year Built: 
 

Courtyard, Cully Grove, Portland OR.
(Photo courtesy of Com

m
unitecture.) 
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Site plan, Cully Grove, Portland OR.
(Im

age courtesy of Orange Splot, LLC.)
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Supportive Code Provisions
 Lim

iting Code Provisions

Lessons Learned

Current Status

w
w

w
.cullygrove.org
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Catterlin Cottages – Salem
, O

R
W

orld W
ar II-era cottage clusters becom

e m
arket-based affordable rentals

Location: 
O

w
ner:

Architect, Builder:
Type:

 
Square Footage:
Year Built: ~

The Catterlin Cottages in Salem
, OR, are six detached one-story hom

es, each approxim
ately 38’x24’, fronting onto a 

central courtyard.
(Photo by Eli Spevak.)
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w
ould not 

Supportive Code Provisions

Lim
iting Code Provisions

Lessons Learned
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isita

b
ility 

Fea
tu

res in
 th

e H
o

u
sin

g
 Sto

ck

S
U

M
M

A
R

Y

By 2030, one in five A
m

ericans w
ill be age 50 and 

older. 1 It is critical that com
m

unities address their 
range of needs now

. H
om

es m
ust be designed 

w
ithout barriers so residents can navigate safely 

from
 room

 to room
 as they age. M

any hom
es 

across the country do not currently m
eet that goal. 

A
dopting policies that encourage the integration 

of universal design and visitability features into 
existing and new

 hom
es can m

eet the needs of a 
variety of fam

ilies across all life stages. 

U
N

IV
E

R
S

A
L
 D

E
S

IG
N

 A
N

D
 V

IS
IT

A
B

IL
IT

Y
 D

E
F
IN

E
D

U
niversal design and visitability are strategies 

aim
ed at im

proving the safety and utility of 
housing for all people, including older adults and 
people w

ith disabilities. A
lthough closely related, 

universal design and visitability diff
er in their 

origins and scope. 

U
n

iv
e
rs

a
l d

e
s
ig

n
 

U
niversal design is an approach to designing 

products and environm
ents to be appropriate for 

all people, including those w
ith physical, cognitive, 

or sensory im
pairm

ents. A
s characterized by the 

C
enter for U

niversal D
esign, the intent of this 

concept, w
hich em

erged in the m
id-1980s, is to 

“sim
plify life for everyone by m

aking products, 
com

m
unications, and the built environm

ent 
m

ore usable by as m
any people as possible at 

little or no extra cost . . . benefit[ing] people of all 
ages and abilities.” 2 W

ithin a residential setting, 
exam

ples of universal design features include a 
no-step entrance, m

ultiple countertop heights, w
ide 

doorw
ays, lever faucets, and a curbless show

er 
w

ith handheld adjustable show
er head. 3 R

ather 
than being geared solely to older adults and people 
w

ith disabilities, universal design features are 
intended to have general utility and m

arket appeal.

A
s
 a

d
u
lts

 a
g
e
 a

n
d
 th

e
ir p

h
y
s
ic

a
l a

n
d
 c

o
g
n
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e
 a

b
ilitie

s
 c

h
a
n
g
e
, th

e
y
 m

a
y
 fa

c
e
 im

p
e
d
im

e
n
ts

 

in
 th

e
ir h

o
m

e
s
 th

a
t m

a
k
e
 liv

in
g
 in

d
e
p
e
n
d
e
n
tly

 a
 c

h
a
lle

n
g
e
. U

n
iv

e
rs

a
l d

e
s
ig

n
 a

n
d
 v

is
ita

b
ility

 

fe
a
tu

re
s
 c

a
n
 im

p
ro

v
e
 re

s
id

e
n
tia

l s
a
fe

ty
 a

n
d
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s
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 fo
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ld
e
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 a
n
d
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 w
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 d
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a
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ilitie

s
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A
A

R
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’s su
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p
o

rt a
n

d
 

p
a
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 th
e
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e
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e
 

To
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fu
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 h
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 c
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 visio
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a
c
c
e
ssib

ility c
h

a
lle

n
g
e
s. To

 le
a
rn

 m
o

re
, visit

h
ttp

:/
/

w
w

w
.a

a
rp

.o
rg

/
fu

tu
re

o
fh

o
u

s
in

g.

Shannon G
uzm

an
AARP Public Policy Institute

Em
ily Salom

on
Form

erly w
ith N

ational H
ousing C

onference
Janet Viveiros
N

ational H
ousing C

onference
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V
is

ita
b

ility
 

V
isitability, a concept form

alized 
in 1987 by the advocacy group 
Concrete Change, is based on 
the principle that all new

 hom
es 

should include a few
 basic features 

that m
ake them

 accessible to 
people regardless of their physical 
abilities (the building accessibility 
requirem

ents of the A
m

ericans 
w

ith D
isabilities A

ct does not 
extend to housing). 4 U

nlike 
universal design, w

hich can be 
applied to a variety of products 
and environm

ents, the notion of 
visitability is focused exclusively 
on housing. 

A
 visitable hom

e has a m
ain level 

that is easy to enter and exit. The 
three key features are at least one 
no-step entrance, w

ide interior 
doors, and at least a half bathroom

 
on the m

ain level. A
dvocates for visitability have 

lim
ited their focus to these three features because 

of concerns that a m
ore extensive list m

ay not be as 
readily adopted by builders and purchasers of new

 
hom

es, or that such additional features w
ould not be 

feasible for legislative and code requirem
ents. 5 But 

because of this lim
ited focus, a visitable hom

e m
ay 

not be as accom
m

odating as one that incorporates 
m

ore com
prehensive universal design elem

ents. 

W
H

Y
 A

R
E

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

A
L
 D

E
S

IG
N

 A
N

D
 V

IS
IT

A
B

IL
IT

Y
 

IM
P

O
R

T
A

N
T
?

A
ccording to an A

A
R

P survey, alm
ost 80 percent of 

adults ages 45 and older prefer to stay in their hom
es 

as long as possible as they age. 6 W
hile the hom

es of 
m

any older adults have som
e accessibility features, 

a great num
ber lack features that m

ake a hom
e 

universally designed or even visitable. O
nly about 

1 percent of hom
es in the U

nited States have five 
im

portant accessibility features—
no-step entry, all 

living space on one floor, sw
itches and outlets at easily 

reachable heights, w
ide hallw

ays and doors, and lever 
door handles and faucets—

that w
ould m

ake a hom
e 

accessible to individuals w
ith m

obility im
pairm

ents. 7

H
om

es that lack im
portant ease-of-use and 

convenience features m
ay m

ake it diffi
cult for older 

residents to use stairs, enter and exit, bathe, or m
eet 

other daily needs. Such barriers m
ay precipitate an 

unw
anted or prem

ature m
ove to an institutionalized 

setting, w
hich can lim

it independence and be 
em

otionally taxing and financially burdensom
e. 

Through hom
e m

odifications (i.e., custom
 

rem
odeling for a specific resident’s needs) or the 

adoption of im
proved standards in new

 hom
e 

construction, universal design and visitability 
features can enhance functionality, independence, 
and safety for everyone. These features thus enable 
older adults to age in their hom

es and com
m

unities 
and allow

 people w
ith disabilities to rem

ain 
involved in fam

ily and com
m

unity life.

Several federal law
s require that certain residential 

settings m
eet a set of accessibility requirem

ents. The 
A

rchitectural Barriers A
ct of 1968 m

andates that 
any facility (including som

e single-fam
ily hom

es) 
designed, built, altered, or leased w

ith federal 
funds, including federally subsidized housing, 
m

eet accessibility criteria outlined in w
hat are 

now
 the U

niform
 Federal A

ccessibility Standards 
(U

FA
S). 8 The U

FA
S contain num

erous accessibility 
requirem

ents, including specifications for doorw
ay 

dim
ensions, hardw

are used for handles, style 
of thresholds, w

idth of hallw
ays, and the ability 

to navigate through a unit and building in a 
w

heelchair. 9 Federally subsidized housing m
ust also  

A
A

R
P

 an
d

 p
artn

ers ren
o

vated
 a h

o
m

e in
 M

em
p

h
is, TN

 to 
in

co
rp

o
rate un

iversal d
esign features to

 acco
m

m
o

d
ate th

e n
eed

s 
o

f resid
en

ts as th
ey age.

Photo credit: Benjamin Rednour
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m
eet the accessibility requirem

ents of section 504 of 
the R

ehabilitation A
ct of 1973. A

dditionally, the Fair 
H

ousing A
ct requires that any residential building 

w
ith four or m

ore units constructed after 1991 m
eets 

accessibility design and construction criteria for

entrances and routes through the building; 
public and com

m
on space;

doorw
ays;

routes through the housing unit;
locations of sw

itches, outlets, and therm
ostats;

construction of w
alls to support grab bars; and

kitchens and bathroom
s. 10 

Federally subsidized housing w
ith four or m

ore 
units built after 1991 m

ust com
ply w

ith both the 
requirem

ents of section 504 of the R
ehabilitation 

A
ct and the Fair H

ousing A
ct. 

A
s im

portant as they are, these law
s do not 

generally require single-fam
ily hom

es (w
hich 

m
ake up m

ore than 70 percent of the nation’s 
housing stock), duplexes, triplexes, or m

ultistory 
tow

nhouse buildings w
ithout an elevator to 

m
eet any accessibility standards. 11, 12 Policies that 

encourage the adoption of universal design features 
and visitability criteria can ensure that hom

es 
not covered by existing federal law

 are accessible 

to people of all physical abilities. It is especially 
im

portant to incorporate these features into new
 

residential developm
ents because m

odifying 
existing hom

es is typically m
ore expensive. 13 

D
evelopm

ent of these policies to incentivize 
or require accessible features in new

 hom
e 

construction had taken place m
ostly at the local 

level in the 1990s and early 2000s before eff
orts 

trailed off
 in the m

id-2000s.

S
T
R

A
T
E

G
IE

S
 T

O
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R
O

M
O

T
E

 U
N
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E

R
S

A
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E
S

IG
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F
E

A
T
U

R
E

S
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N
D

 V
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IT
A

B
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IT
Y

 C
R

IT
E

R
IA

Beyond the federal law
s described above, few

 state 
or local residential building codes and ordinances 
address accessibility issues. Several different 
m

andatory and voluntary approaches to prom
oting 

the inclusion of universal design and visitability 
features in new

 and existing hom
es are discussed 

below
. A

lthough there is a lack of research on the 
relative effectiveness of these program

s, som
e 

housing practitioners and advocates favor m
andatory 

requirem
ents as a w

ay to increase the adoption of 
universal design and visitability features in hom

es. 

M
A

N
D

A
T
O

R
Y

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

A
L
 D

E
S

IG
N

 O
R

 V
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IT
A

B
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IT
Y

 

R
E

Q
U

IR
E

M
E

N
T
S

 

A
t the federal level, there is the potential to 

im
plem

ent policies that require universal design or 

A
fter in

terio
r ren

o
vatio

n
s, th

is h
o

m
e features an

 o
p

en sp
ace p

lan
 w

ith
 w

id
e h

allw
ays to

 allo
w

 fo
r 

w
alkin

g aid
s such

 as w
h

eelch
airs an

d
 a ro

o
m

 w
ith

 m
o

vab
le w

alls to
 create an

 o
ffice o

r caregiver’s 
b

ed
ro

o
m

. A
 n

ew
 b

ath
ro

o
m

 features a curb
less sh

o
w

er w
ith

 b
en

ch
 an

d
 co

un
terto

p
 w

ith
 d

ifferen
t 

h
eigh

ts th
at co

uld
 b

e used
 b

y sm
all ch

ild
ren o

r o
ld

er ad
ults in

 th
e fam

ily.

Photo credit: Benjamin Rednour
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visitability criteria in new
 hom

es. For exam
ple, the 

Eleanor Sm
ith Inclusive H

om
e D

esign A
ct proposes 

to increase the num
ber of hom

es usable by people 
w

ith disabilities by requiring that all new
ly built 

single-fam
ily hom

es and tow
nhouses receiving 

federal funds m
eet prim

ary visitability standards. 14

Several states and localities already require that 
hom

es not covered by the Fair H
ousing A

ct m
eet 

a set of universal design or visitability criteria. 
A

s w
ith the proposed federal legislation, m

ost 
m

andatory requirem
ents are lim

ited to residential 
projects built w

ith governm
ent assistance. For 

exam
ple, the cities of A

tlanta, G
eorgia, and 

Birm
ingham

, A
labam

a, adopted visitability 

ordinances for new
ly built single-fam

ily hom
es and 

duplexes that receive tax credits, city loans, land 
grants, or im

pact fee w
aivers. 15

A
 few

 localities m
andate that universal design 

or visitability features be included even in new
ly 

built hom
es that do not benefit from

 governm
ent 

assistance. Pim
a County and the city of Tucson in 

A
rizona, as w

ell as A
ustin, Texas, and Bolingbrook, 

Illinois (see profile below
), require that all new

 
single-fam

ily hom
es m

eet basic visitability criteria. 
A

s a result, these cities have produced thousands of 
visitable units since enacting their respective law

s. 16 

Som
e cities, like Chicago, Illinois, require that a 

P
R

O
F
IL

E
 O

F
 V

IS
IT

A
B

IL
IT

Y
 IN

 B
O

L
IN

G
B

R
O

O
K

, IL
L
IN

O
IS

*

In 1999, a Bolingbrook resident w
ith disabilities began educating tow

n leaders about the unm
et need for 

accessible housing in the com
m

unity for people w
ith disabilities and older adults. H

e suggested the tow
n 

require new
 hom

es to include accessibility features to help lim
it the need for hom

eow
ners to m

ake costly 
hom

e m
odifications. This resident’s efforts led the m

ayor, village board, and building inspector to support 
the creation of a m

andatory visitability ordinance for all new
 single-fam

ily hom
es. These tow

n leaders 
began inform

ing the com
m

unity about the need for, and benefits of, incorporating visitability design into all 
new

 hom
es. 

Initially, the local hom
e builders’ association objected to a m

andatory visitability ordinance over concerns 
that it w

ould increase developm
ent costs and m

ake hom
es less desirable to hom

ebuyers. To address these 
concerns and ease the transition to a m

andatory ordinance, the tow
n set a period of voluntary com

pliance 
betw

een 1999 and 2003 to allow
 developers tim

e to change their hom
e designs and test the process of 

building visitable houses before the village board w
ould vote on adopting a m

andatory ordinance. 

The visitability features of the ordinance included

no-step entrance,
bathroom

 on the ground level,
w

ide hallw
ays and doors, and

adjusted height for outlets and sw
itches.

By the tim
e the village board voted on the m

andatory ordinance in 2003, local developers had analyzed 
the im

pact of the ordinance and found that it w
ould have m

inim
al financial repercussions on their projects. 

Som
e developers voluntarily built several developm

ents in accordance w
ith the visitability ordinance at a 

very sm
all additional cost and found that the hom

es sold w
ell. The lim

ited cost of visitability features (an 
average of $2,911 per house) and their popularity am

ong hom
ebuyers led the hom

e builders’ association 
and local developers to support the adoption of the m

andatory visitability ordinance and led to the approval 
of the m

andatory ordinance by the village board in 2003. Since the ordinance passed, 1,916 visitable 
hom

es have been built in Bolingbrook in addition to the 1,288 visitable hom
es built voluntarily before the 

ordinance w
ent into effect. Bolingbrook m

aintains a m
ap of its subdivision w

ith visitable hom
es.**

* Fuller, K
atherine. “A

ssuring Accessible H
ousing: The V

isitability C
ode of the V

illage of Bolingbrook.” SPN
A Review

 Vol. 4, 
N

o. 1 (2008).

*See the Bollingbrook V
isibility M

ap at http://w
w

w
.bolingbrook.com

/m
aps
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portion of all new
 single-fam

ily hom
es and duplexes 

be visitable or easily adapted. 17

States and localities can also m
andate that builders 

offer universal design features as options in new
 

hom
es. A

s part of California’s H
ealth and Safety 

Code, builders m
ust provide a checklist of universal 

design “add-on options” to potential hom
ebuyers, 

enabling them
 to choose accessibility features for 

their hom
e. A

lthough this policy is not thought 
to have had a particularly significant im

pact in 
California, requiring builders to offer universal 
design features to buyers and m

onitoring com
pliance 

does allow
 consum

ers to directly influence the 
accessibility of their new

 hom
e as it is being built.

V
O

L
U

N
T
A

R
Y

 A
N

D
 IN

C
E
N

T
IV

E
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A
S

E
D

 P
R

O
G

R
A

M
S

Som
e states and localities have developed voluntary 

program
s to encourage developers or hom

eow
ners 

to adopt universal design features and visitability 
criteria in hom

es. These program
s often off

er 
financial incentives, building certification, 
stream

lined perm
itting, or fee w

aivers to those w
ho 

participate. Yet som
e housing advocates express 

concern that incentive-based program
s are not 

readily adopted by consum
ers or developers and 

thus do not significantly increase the stock of hom
es 

that are safe and convenient for all people. 

R
ecognizing that accessibility im

provem
ents can 

be expensive, som
e states designate tax credits or 

grants, or create deferred loan program
s to assist 

w
ith hom

e m
odifications for existing hom

es. 
In G

eorgia, for exam
ple, disabled low

-incom
e 

hom
eow

ners are eligible for state grants of up 
to $15,000 to com

plete hom
e m

odifications to 
im

prove the accessibility of their hom
e by w

idening 
doorw

ays, building ram
ps, and low

ering shelves. 18

A
t the local level, jurisdictions can w

aive 
construction perm

it fees or stream
line the perm

itting 
process for hom

es w
ith accessibility features, helping 

to reduce overall building costs. For exam
ple, in 

1999, offi
cials in Freehold Borough, N

ew
 Jersey, 

passed an ordinance to w
aive building perm

it fees 
for ram

ps and other universal design features in 
residential units. 19 In A

ustin, Texas, the S.M
.A

.R
.T. 

H
ousing Initiative uses expedited review

 and fee 
w

aivers to incentivize the production of single-fam
ily 

and m
ultifam

ily affordable hom
es. To participate 

in the S.M
.A

.R
.T program

, builders and developers 
m

ust build hom
es that m

eet visitability criteria put 
in place by an A

ustin ordinance enacted in 1998. 20 
A

pproxim
ately 12,000 housing units w

ere built 
betw

een 2000 and 2015 through the S.M
.A

.R
.T. 

program
. 21

V
oluntary certificate program

s are another incentive-
based approach that “brands” hom

es m
eeting 

accessibility standards under a recognizable label, 
creating a tool for m

arketing them
 to prospective 

hom
ebuyers or tenants. For exam

ple, Johnson 
County, Iow

a, operates H
om

es for Life, a tw
o-

tiered certification program
 that rates hom

es as 
either “Level I - V

isit-ability” or “Level II - Live-
ability,” depending on w

hich accessibility features 
are incorporated into hom

e construction. 22 Such 
certificate program

s could benefit from
 coordinated 

outreach and education efforts to increase aw
areness 

of the advantages associated w
ith accessibility 

features in hom
es. 

W
hen developing these policies, jurisdictions can 

refer to building codes, such as A
N

SI/ICC 117.1 (2009), 
the Standard for A

ccessible and U
sable Buildings and 

Facilities, for guidance on integrating visitable and 
accessible features into hom

es. 23

T
H

E
 L

IV
A

B
IL

IT
Y

 IN
D

E
X

A
A

R
P’s Livability Index: G

reat N
eighborhoods for A

ll A
ges is an online 

resource that m
easures com

m
unities across several categories, including 

housing, on how
 w

ell they are m
eeting the needs of people as they age. 

The tool scores any location in the U
nited States against a set of indicators 

that, w
hen com

bined, reflect A
A

R
P’s livable com

m
unities principles.  

The index includes several indicators that highlight a num
ber of housing 

issues and policy solutions discussed in this Insight on the Issues such as 
the prevalence of hom

es w
ith accessible features w

ithin the com
m

unity 
and the existence of state or local policies that support hom

e accessibility. 
To score your com

m
unity, visit http://w

w
w

.aarp.org/
livabilityindex.
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U
niversal D

esign in H
ousing

by R
onald L. M

ace, FAIA

U
niversal design in housing is a grow

ing and beneficial concept. It is subtle in its differences from
barrier-free, accessible, and industry standard housing. Accessibility standards and codes have not
m

andated universal design and do not apply to m
ost housing. U

niversal design exceeds their
m

inim
um

 specifications for accessible design and results in hom
es that are usable by and

m
arketable to alm

ost everyone. U
niversal hom

es avoid use of special assistive technology devices
and, instead, incorporate consum

er products and design features that are easily usable and
com

m
only available.

The m
arket for universal design in housing includes everyone at som

e point in their lives, and the
m

ovem
ent tow

ard universal design in housing and consum
er products is becom

ing m
ore viable as

our population ages. In view
 of this, The C

enter for U
niversal D

esign has follow
ed its developm

ent
of the seven Principles of U

niversal D
esign (C

enter for U
niversal D

esign, 1997) w
ith a draft list of

characteristic features of universal design in housing. This list is intended to serve as a guide for
designers, builders, and buyers today and in the future as universal design in the housing industry
evolves.

B
ackground

W
hy universal design in housing? W

hat is universal design in housing? H
ow

 does it differ from
accessible or barrier-free housing? These are all good questions w

ith subtle answ
ers that m

ake
universal design som

ew
hat difficult to understand in this application.

U
niversal design in housing is both accessible and barrier-free, but it carries these goals to a

greater and m
ore m

arketable extent than has been com
m

on practice for either of the other tw
o

design types. U
niversal design goes far beyond the m

inim
um

 specifications and lim
itations of

legislated m
andates for accessible and barrier-free facilities.

A
ccessibility Standards

Accessible and barrier-free design for building types other than private housing has been m
andated

by building codes or law
s and defined by m

inim
um

 standards. By law, codes and standards
stipulate the m

inim
um

 regulatory action necessary to accom
plish the stated goals, such as life

safety or, in this case, accessibility.

Early standards and codes required few, if any, building features to be accessible. In 1961, the
Am

erican N
ational Standards Institute published the first national accessibility standard, titled
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"A117.1-M
aking Buildings and Facilities Accessible to and U

sable by People w
ith D

isabilities." It
stated that, for a building to com

ply and be usable, it had to have "a reasonable num
ber but alw

ays
at least one" of the features it described, i.e., one accessible door, one accessible toilet room

, etc.
Thus, m

ost of the regulations and codes that adopted the standard have never m
andated truly

accessible or barrier-free buildings and facilities, but rather only parts and pieces of buildings w
ere

required to be accessible.

Also, only certain building types w
ere required to com

ply. Early codes and standards included no
provisions for private housing. The attitudes w

ere that hom
es are private places not for public use

and could not, or should not, be required to be accessible. Subsequent standards included som
e

m
inim

um
 specifications for accessible features in houses such as kitchen sinks, bathtubs, toilets,

etc. H
ow

ever, these specifications w
ere adopted and m

andated in m
ost localities only for

applications in m
ultifam

ily housing program
s, such as publicly ow

ned or m
anaged apartm

ents.

For m
any years, the accessible apartm

ent requirem
ents in m

any state building codes have
generally rem

ained applicable to only 5%
 of new

 units. U
nder the access requirem

ents for housing
program

s receiving federal financial assistance covered by section 504 of the R
ehabilitation Act of

1973, only 5%
 of new

 apartm
ents m

ust be w
heelchair accessible. An additional 2%

 m
ust be

equipped for visually im
paired and blind residents and another 2%

 for hard-of-hearing and deaf
tenants. These requirem

ents, therefore, predom
inantly affect only selected features in a sm

all
num

ber of rental apartm
ents in publicly assisted housing projects.

The Fair H
ousing Act Am

endm
ents TH

AA) of 1988 established a special and different accessibility
standard for rental m

ultifam
ily housing. The Act m

andates a low
er level of accessibility but covers a

greater num
ber of apartm

ents, including all units on ground floors and all units on floors served by
elevators. The m

inim
um

 level of access provided is an im
provem

ent over m
any conventional and

inaccessible apartm
ents, but it is not sufficient for m

any people w
ith disabilities and is far from

 being
barrier-free or accessible.

The Am
ericans w

ith D
isabilities Act of 1990 (AD

A) does not cover or address accessible housing
except for facilities such as m

otels, hotels, and dorm
itories. In these, the AD

A standards for
accessible design require, again, a lim

ited num
ber of units to m

eet m
inim

al specifications that are
special, not truly barrier-free, nor usable by m

any of the people w
ith disabilities they are intended to

accom
m

odate.

Private H
ousing

There are no requirem
ents that single-fam

ily or other form
s of private housing be accessible or

barrier-free and no incentives for the housing industry to change. M
ost accessible housing is built by

and for persons w
ith disabilities on an individual basis. Very little accessible housing is available on

the open m
arket and housing opportunities for people w

ith disabilities continue to be extrem
ely

lim
ited. R

ealtors, citing stigm
a, largely discount accessible houses as not m

arketable to others and
devalue them

 in the m
arketplace. D

esigners and builders are not taught how
 to build accessible

housing and usually either defer to early institutional standards and codes or seek advice from
rehabilitation specialists. This process too frequently results in unnecessary use of expensive
assistive technology devices, durable m

edical equipm
ent such as stainless steel and chrom

e grab
bars, and aw

kw
ard features such as ram

ps that give houses a clinical, "special" look. Thus, m
any

such accessible hom
es give the genre a negative im

age and, indeed, are devalued in the
m

arketplace.

U
niversal D

esign in H
ousing

U
niversal design in housing far exceeds the m

inim
um

 specifications of legislated barrier-free and
accessible m

andates. U
niversal design in housing applies the principles of universal design to all
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spaces, features, and aspects of houses and creates hom
es that are usable by and m

arketable to
people of all ages and abilities. Som

e features of universally designed hom
es are adjustable to

m
eet particular needs or needs that change as fam

ily m
em

bers age yet allow
 the hom

e to rem
ain

m
arketable on the open real estate m

arket. U
niversal design has the unique quality that, w

hen done
w

ell, it is invisible.

U
niversal design in housing:

is not m
andated and probably cannot be m

andated;
includes accessible and barrier-free design;
is not assistive technology;
avoids clinical im

ages, use of durable m
edical equipm

ent, and special features;
includes som

e adaptable or adjustable features;
seeks and uses consum

er products that are universally usable and com
m

only available;
m

akes houses easier and safer for everyone to use throughout the lifespan;
anticipates future needs;
supports the independent living, hom

e health care, and aging-in-place m
ovem

ents;
responds to com

m
on m

arket trends and hum
an needs; and

creates a m
arket for m

ore universally usable products.

 The idea for universal design in housing grew
 out of recognition that, because m

ost of the features
needed by people w

ith disabilities w
ere useful to others, there w

as justification to m
ake their

inclusion com
m

on practice. For exam
ple, raising electrical receptacles to 15 or 18 in. above the

floor elim
inates the need to bend over as far and m

akes them
 easier to use for everyone or m

ore
universal. Som

e universal features m
ake com

m
on activities easier for all. For exam

ple, m
oving is

m
uch easier in houses w

ith stepless entrances and w
ider doors and hallw

ays. Som
e universal

design features create experiences m
any people have not had before. For exam

ple, w
hen w

ell
designed, bathroom

s w
ith extra floor space to accom

m
odate users of m

obility aids are perceived as
luxurious and people revel in their new

-found ability to have furniture in the bathroom
. A chair,

bookcase, tow
el rack, or etagere can give bathroom

s a m
arketable elegance and utility, and they

can be rem
oved if the space is ever needed to accom

m
odate a fam

ily m
em

ber or friend.

U
niversal design in housing is not a new

 science, a style, or unique in any w
ay. It requires only an

aw
areness of need and m

arket and a com
m

onsense approach to m
aking everything w

e design and
produce usable by everyone to the greatest extent possible. In m

any instances, it requires only
slight changes in sim

ple things, such as the shape of an elem
ent, its placem

ent or size, the force
necessary to operate it, or the w

ay in w
hich the user m

ust interact w
ith the item

.

H
ierarchies of U

sability

The term
 universal is not ideal because nothing can be truly universal; there w

ill alw
ays be people

w
ho cannot use an item

 no m
atter how

 thoughtfully it is designed. H
ow

ever, w
e can alm

ost alw
ays

im
prove on the things w

e design to m
ake them

 m
ore universally usable. In fact, "m

ore universal" or
"m

ore nearly universal" are expressions frequently used to recognize that there are hierarchies
w

ithin universal design of building elem
ents. D

oors, e.g., can be arranged in a hierarchy that ranges
from

 those that are m
ost universal, i.e., require the least hum

an action to use, to those that are least
universal, i.e., require the m

ost hum
an action to use. The door hierarchy starts w

ith a cased
opening or an air door, w

hich has no door and therefore requires no hum
an action, then m

oves up
to pow

er doors w
ith autom

atic sensors or m
at sw

itches, w
hich require som

e action, and m
oves

through a series of increasingly difficult m
anual doors to one equipped w

ith a heavy autom
atic

closer, a round knob, and a key-operated full-tim
e lock.
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In the product arena, hierarchies also exist. A product m
ay m

eet the needs of m
ost people but om

it
a feature for one category of user. Is a product universal if essential inform

ation cannot be
perceived by blind users? The answ

er is no; it is neither truly universal nor as universal as possible.
It could be m

ore universal if its inform
ation w

ere com
m

unicated by voice m
odule or tactile m

ethod.

A
ssistive Technology

U
niversal design in housing is not assistive technology. Assistive technology devices are special

aids for use by individuals w
ith a particular disability. In housing, they m

ay include such item
s as

w
heelchairs, w

alkers, m
echanical ventilators, special adjustable-height toilet seats, offset door

hinges, bathtub lifts, and environm
ental control devices. U

niversally designed hom
es can elim

inate
the need for som

e assistive technology devices and m
ake installation and use of others m

ore
convenient should the special type of assistance they provide becom

e needed. For exam
ple,

installing show
ers and tubs that have built-in folding or fixed seats that can be used by everyone

elim
inates the need for special seats. Including extra blocking in ceilings and w

alls at critical
locations allow

s grab bars and track lifts to be installed if, w
hen, and w

here needed w
ithout

structural changes. Installing w
ide doors during initial hom

e construction elim
inates the need to

install offset hinges later, and additional electrical service in bedroom
s and baths accom

m
odates

add-on assistive technology as it is needed.

Thus, universal design in housing accom
m

odates but is not based on assistive technology.
U

niversal design in housing is usually possible only in new
 construction, but hom

e m
odifications can

im
prove the accessibility of existing hom

es. M
any assistive technology devices are aids for

functioning in existing inaccessible environm
ents and are, therefore, often needed to help avoid or

m
inim

ize the need for expensive and disruptive hom
e m

odifications. U
niversal design is based in

the m
ainstream

 consum
er m

arket and creates houses that at least do not hinder people from
 living

as actively as their abilities w
ill allow.

O
ne large difference betw

een assistive technology and universal design in housing is in their
aesthetics and associated m

arketing approaches. Assistive technology devices are generally not
the kind of products hom

eow
ners are eager to buy and use in their hom

es. Their design and
developm

ent are generally concerned w
ith function (as perceived by professional caregivers) and

determ
ined by com

petitive costs, not user preferences or experiences. Little or no attention is paid
to the aesthetics of assistive technology and rarely is com

petitive m
arketing an issue. U

sers,
considered to be patients, are expected to use the devices selected by their professional caregivers
and be grateful for the im

proved function or support they receive despite any stigm
a,

em
barrassm

ent, or negative im
age the devices m

ay generate. U
niversal design, on the other hand,

appeals to and is m
arketable to people of all ages and abilities.

C
onsum

er Products

U
niversal design in housing seeks and uses features and products that provide the sam

e support as
assistive technology devices but that are attractive and m

ass m
arketable to anyone. Som

e products
cross over from

 assistive technology to consum
er m

arkets and vice versa. O
ne such crossover

product w
as an im

ported listening system
 for hard-of-hearing people w

ho needed higher volum
e to

w
atch their televisions but didn't w

ant to disturb others. It consisted of w
ireless headphones w

ith a
built-in receiver, a discreet volum

e control, and an infrared or FM
 transm

itter that could be attached
to any television. The system

 becam
e available as an assistive device in the early 1980s and cost

approxim
ately $600. Today, it is a consum

er product m
arketed to audiophiles for hom

e stereos,
televisions, and other sound system

s. It is sold through retail outlets, electronic stores, and catalogs
for $69. Sim

ilarly, the inexpensive X-10 w
ireless residential rem

ote control w
idely m

arketed as a
convenience and hom

e security system
 for m

ore than 20 years is an excellent non-life-supporting
environm

ental control device that can bring hom
e autom

ation, lighting, and sm
all appliance control
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to people w
ith disabilities. These consum

er devices provide advantages sim
ilar to assistive

technology equipm
ent but are attractive and available at low

er costs because they are designed
and m

ass m
arketed as consum

er products.

Som
e com

m
on hom

e products such as the pow
er garage-door operator are essentially assistive

technology. They assist people w
ho cannot open or have difficulty opening overhead garage doors.

They are also a convenience item
 because, w

hen equipped w
ith rem

ote controls, one need not get
out of the car to open or close the door. Because they are m

ass m
arketed in a positive w

ay as
consum

er products, they are w
idely available for about $150 and are never perceived to be special

or assistive devices. R
esidential pow

er door operators for people w
ho have difficulty opening and

using entrance doors, on the other hand, are not w
idely available. Although no m

ore com
plex or

sophisticated, they cost four to six tim
es as m

uch as a garage opener and, as a result, are not seen
as a consum

er or convenience product. As their use increases, costs are com
ing dow

n. Positive
m

arketing could change the perception of this item
 and m

ake it a com
m

on am
enity, w

ith great
benefit to anyone bringing in groceries or doing sim

ilar daily tasks.

The Population of People w
ith D

isabilities

The num
ber of people w

ho could benefit from
 w

idespread adoption of universal design principles in
housing is large. It includes virtually everyone, by som

e m
easures. The frequently quoted

governm
ent-generated num

ber of 54 m
illion people w

ith disabilities (M
cN

eil, 1997) w
as determ

ined
from

 lim
ited census data and includes recipients of disability benefits program

s. It excludes m
illions

of people w
ho have lim

itations but are outside the categories counted. The Arthritis Foundation
estim

ates that 40 m
illion Am

ericans have arthritis alone (Arthritis Foundation, 1997). O
ther

associations list sim
ilarly large num

bers. M
ost non-governm

ent sources count people w
ho do not

identify them
selves as disabled or receive any form

 of disability benefits or services and are not
included in the 54 m

illion figure. Added to these people are others w
ho have no discernible cause of

lim
itation other than the reduced stam

ina, agility, eyesight, hearing, etc. that accom
pany the norm

al
process of aging.

All told, no one goes through life w
ithout experiencing som

e disabling conditions. Thus, the shift in
approach in the design of housing and consum

er products tow
ard m

ore universal usability has long-
term

 value as our aging population grow
s.

Exam
ples of U

niversal D
esign in H

ousing

There are good exam
ples that dem

onstrate that universal design in housing is progressing. Excel
H

om
es in Pennsylvania asked The C

enter for U
niversal D

esign to m
odify 24 of their best-selling

m
odular hom

e plans. The houses are now
 available w

ith optional kitchen and bathroom
 plans to fit

alm
ost any need. The H

om
e Store in W

heatly, M
A, m

arkets Excel and sim
ilar houses in the

northeast region and has had several additional universal units designed for their particular m
arket.

Am
herst H

om
es in C

incinnati now
 m

akes all of its new
 hom

es as universal as possible. M
iles

H
om

es in M
innesota offers universal hom

e design and m
arketing services. Planning is underw

ay for
the first com

m
ercially available book of universal house plans and related inform

ation. It is expected
to be available in 1999.

C
haracteristics of U

niversal D
esign in H

ousing

The C
enter for U

niversal D
esign has developed a draft list of the characteristic features of universal

houses. It is a w
ork in progress that is expected to evolve into a guide for designers, builders, and

consum
ers. The list is based on experience w

ith accessible, adaptable, and universal design in
housing and product developm

ent for over 30 years. This list is intended to serve as a guide. The
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features described are those w
e m

ight look for in a universal house, but not all are expected to be
included in any given hom

e.

The follow
ing list of characteristics includes elem

ents, features, ideas, and concepts that contribute
to or can be com

ponents of a universal house. Som
e are finite recom

m
endations. Som

e are
options. Som

e are scope statem
ents about how

 m
any of a feature m

ust or should be included.
O

bviously, the m
ore universal design characteristics or features included, the m

ore usable the
house. The C

enter w
elcom

es readers' com
m

ents and advice on these characteristics.

Entrances

N
o steps at entrances

M
aking all hom

e entrances stepless is best.
M

ore than one stepless entrance is preferred.
At least one stepless entrance is essential; if only one, not through a garage or from

 a
patio or deck.

Site design m
ethods for integrated stepless entrances

Level bridges to uphill point.
G

arage elevated to floor level so vehicles do the clim
bing.

Earth berm
 and bridge and sloping w

alk details.
Site grading and earth w

ork (w
ith foundation w

aterproofing) and sloping w
alks at 1-in-20

m
axim

um
 slope.

R
am

ps avoided; if used, ram
ps m

ust be integrated into the design.
M

axim
um

 rise of 1/2 in. at thresholds.
View

 of visitors for all people, including children and seated users
Sidelights,
W

ide-angle view
ers,

TV m
onitors, and/or

W
indow

s in doors or nearby.
A place to put packages w

hile opening doors: built-in shelf, bench, or table w
ith knee space

below
 located on the outside next to the door.

W
eather protection shelter w

hile unlocking and opening doors
Porch,
Stoop w

ith roof,
Long roof overhang,
Aw

ning, and/or
C

arport.
A w

ay for visitors to com
m

unicate w
ith residents

Lighted doorbell,
Intercom

 w
ith portable telephone link, and/or

H
ardw

ired intercom
.

Space at entry doors: m
inim

um
 5 ft X 5 ft level clear space on both inside and outside of entry

door for m
aneuvering w

hile opening or closing door (can be sm
aller if autom

atic pow
er door is

provided).
Light for operating at entry doors

Focused light on lockset,
G

eneral illum
ination for seeing visitors at night, and/or

M
otion detector controls that turn on lights w

hen som
eone approaches the door, help

elim
inate the problem

 of dark approaches to hom
e, and add to sense of security.

Address house num
ber: large, high contrast and located in a prom

inent place to be easy for
friends and em

ergency personal to locate.

Interior C
irculation



6/15/2018
U

niversal D
esign in H

ousing

https://hum
ancentereddesign.org/index.php?q=print/1818

7/11

At least one bedroom
 and accessible bathroom

 should be located on an accessible ground
floor entry level (on the sam

e level as the kitchen, living room
, etc.).

M
inim

um
 of 32 in. clear door opening w

idth (34-36 in. w
ide doors) for all doorw

ays.
M

inim
um

 of 18 in. clear floor space beside door on pull side at latch jam
b: provides space to

m
ove out of the w

ay of the door sw
ing w

hen pulling it open.
Accessible route (42 in. m

inim
um

 w
idth): provides m

aneuvering room
 in hallw

ays and
archw

ays.
Turning space of 5-ft diam

eter in all room
s.

Vertical C
irculation

All stairs to have appropriate w
idth and space at the bottom

 for later installation of a platform
lift, if needed.
At least one set of stacked closets, pantries, or storage spaces w

ith knock-out floor for later
use as an elevator shaft; or
A residential elevator w

ith m
inim

um
 3 ft X 4 ft clear floor installed at the tim

e of initial
construction.
Stair handrails to extend horizontally beyond the top and bottom

 risers.

Light and C
olor

C
ontrast betw

een floor surfaces and trim
: color or contrast difference that facilitates

recognition of the junction of floor surfaces and w
alls.

Avoid glossy surfaces.
C

olor contrast difference betw
een treads and risers on stairs.

Am
bient and focused lighting: lots of light, lighting that is thoughtful and variable, em

phasizing
lighting at entrances, stairs, and task lighting.
C

ontrast betw
een counter tops and front edges or cabinet faces.

H
ardw

are

Easy to use, requiring little or no strength and flexibility
Lever door handles,
Push plates,
Loop handle pulls on draw

ers and cabinet doors - no knobs,
Touch latches,
M

agnetic latches in lieu of m
echanical, and

Keyless locks.

Sw
itches and C

ontrols

Light sw
itches at 36-44 in. above floor m

axim
um

 and therm
ostats at 48 in. m

axim
um

 height.
Easy-touch rocker or hands-free sw

itches (see H
om

e Autom
ation, below

).
Additional electrical outlets at bed locations and desk for equipm

ent: fourplex boxes on each
side for com

puter and electronic equipm
ent as w

ell as personal use equipm
ent.

Electrical outlets at 18 in. m
inim

um
 height allow

s easy reach from
 a sitting position as w

ell as
for those w

ho have trouble bending over.
Electrical panel w

ith top no m
ore than 54 in. above floor located w

ith a m
inim

um
 30 in. X 40 in.

clear floor space in front.

H
om

e A
utom

ation
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M
otion detector light sw

itches in garages, utility spaces, entrances, and basem
ents.

R
em

ote controls for selected lights.
R

em
ote controls for heating and cooling.

D
oorbell intercom

s that connect to portable telephones.
Audible and visual alarm

s for doorbell, baby m
onitor, sm

oke detector, etc.

Plum
bing Fixture C

ontrols

Single-lever w
ater controls at all plum

bing fixtures and faucets.
Pressure balanced antiscald valves at tubs and show

ers.
H

and-held show
erheads at all tubs and show

ers in addition to fixed heads, if provided.

Single-lever diverter valves, if needed.

Adjustable-height hand-held show
erhead on 60 in. flexible hose: allow

s easy use by people of
all heights.
M

ixer valve w
ith pressure balancing and hot w

ater lim
iter: prevents scalds by people w

ho
cannot m

ove out of the w
ay if the w

ater tem
perature or pressure changes suddenly.

B
athroom

s

W
hen m

ore than one bathroom
 is provided, all are to m

eet the follow
ing criteria, including

bathroom
s on second floors.

At least one bathroom
 m

ust have one of the follow
ing accessible bathing fixtures:

M
inim

um
 5 ft long X 3 ft (4 ft preferred) deep curbless show

er (see w
et area show

er details
below

).
Tub w

ith integral seat, w
aterproof floor, and a floor drain.

 O
ther bathroom

s in the sam
e house m

ay have a tub w
ith an integral seat or a 3 ft X 3 ft transfer

show
er w

ith an L-shaped folding seat and 1/2 in. m
axim

um
 lip (curb) in lieu of the fixtures described

above. W
hen m

ore than one bathroom
 has the sam

e type of bathing fixture (a tub, show
er, or w

et
area show

er), at least one show
er should be arranged for left-handed use and one for right-handed

use.

Adequate m
aneuvering space: 60 in. diam

eter turning space in the room
 and 30 in. X 48 in.

clear floor spaces at each fixture. Spaces m
ay overlap.

C
lear space of 3 ft in front and to one side of toilet: allow

s for easy m
aneuvering to and around

toilet.
Toilet centered 18 in. from

 any side w
all, cabinet, or tub.

Broad blocking betw
een studs in w

alls around toilet, tub, and show
er: allow

s for future
placem

ent and relocation of grab bars w
hile assuring adequate load-bearing capacity

(elim
inates the need to open up w

all to add blocking later).
M

inim
um

 lavatory counter height of 32 in.
C

lear knee space 29 in. high under lavatory: allow
s som

eone to use the lavatory from
 a

seated position. M
ay provide open knee space or rem

ovable vanity or fold-back or self-storing
doors. Pipe protection panels m

ust be provided to prevent contact w
ith hot or sharp surfaces.

C
ountertop lavatories are preferred w

ith the bow
l m

ounted as close to the front edge of the
counter as possible.
W

all hung lavatories are acceptable w
ith appropriate pipe protection.

Pedestal lavatories are not acceptable.
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Long m
irrors should be placed w

ith bottom
 no m

ore than 36 in. above the finished floor and
top at least 72 in. high. Full-length m

irrors are good choices.
O

ffset controls in tub/show
er w

ith adjacent clear floor space: allow
s for easy access from

outside the tub w
ith no inconveniences w

hen inside.
Integral transfer seat in tub and in 3 ft X 3 ft show

er stall: allow
s people to sit in tub/show

er
w

ithout needing additional equipm
ent.

G
rab bars: if installed, should not be stainless steel or chrom

e. U
se colors to m

atch decor.

K
itchens

Space betw
een face of cabinets and cabinets and w

alls should be 48 in. m
inim

um
.

C
lear knee space under sink 29 in. high m

inim
um

: allow
s som

eone to use the sink from
 a

seated position. M
ay provide open knee space or rem

ovable base cabinets or fold-back,
bifold, or self-storing doors. Pipe protection panels m

ust be provided to prevent contact w
ith

hot or sharp surfaces.
Adjustable-height (28-42 in.) w

ork surfaces: electrically pow
ered continuously adjustable

counter segm
ents, som

e w
ith cook tops, others w

ith sink and disposal units; or
M

echanically adjustable counter segm
ents, som

e w
ith cook tops, others w

ith sinks and
disposal units, adjustable from

 28 in. to 42 in.: allow
s in-kitchen w

ork for people of all heights,
those w

ith back trouble, people w
ho are seated, and children.

C
ontrasting color border treatm

ent on counter tops: color or contrast difference that facilitates
recognition of the edges of counters and the different heights to prevent accidental spills.
Stretches of continuous counter tops for easy sliding of heavy item

s, particularly betw
een

refrigerator, sink, and stovetop for easy one-level flood flow.
Full-extension pull-out draw

ers, shelves, and racks in base cabinets for easy reach to all
storage space.
Adjustable-height shelves in w

all cabinets.
Pantry storage w

ith easy access pull-out and/or adjustable-height shelves for easy reach to all
item

s stored (e.g., Stor-Ease pantry storage system
).

Front-m
ounted controls on appliances to facilitate reach.

C
ook top w

ith knee space below
: allow

s som
eone to use the appliance from

 a seated position.
M

ay provide open knee space or rem
ovable base cabinets or fold-back or self-storing doors.

Pipe protection panels m
ust be provided to prevent contact w

ith hot or abrasive surfaces.
C

ook top or range w
ith staggered burners and front- or side-m

ounted controls to elim
inate

dangerous reaching over hot burners.
G

lare-free task lighting to illum
inate w

ork areas w
ithout too m

uch reflectivity. Side-by-side
refrigerator: allow

s easy reach to all item
s, particularly if pull-out shelving is provided; or

U
se under-counter or draw

er-type refrigerators and install them
 on raised platform

s for
optim

um
 access to storage space at 18 in. to 48 in. above finished floor.

Built-in oven w
ith knee space beside. Locate so one pull-out oven rack is at sam

e height as
adjacent counter top w

ith pull-out shelf.
D

rop-in range w
ith knee space beside. Locate top surface at 34 in. above finished floor.

D
ishw

asher raised on a platform
 or draw

er unit so top rack is level w
ith adjacent counter top.

This also puts bottom
 racks w

ithin easy reach, requiring less bending.

Laundry A
reas

Front-loading w
ashers and dryers w

ith front controls. W
ashers and dryers raised on platform

s
to reduce need to bend, stoop, or lean over.
Laundry sink and counter top surface no m

ore than 34 in. above finished floor w
ith knee space

below.
C

lear space 36 in. w
ide across full w

idth in front of w
asher and dryer and extending at least 18

in. beyond right and left sides (extended space can be part of knee space under counter tops,
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sink, etc.).

StorageFifty percent of storage to be no m
ore than 54 in. high.

Adjustable-height closet rods and shelves: allow
s for flexibility of storage options.

Provide low
er storage options for children, short, and seated people.

M
otorized cabinets that raise and low

er.
Pow

er operated clothing carousels.

W
indow

s

W
indow

s for view
ing to have 36 in. m

axim
um

 sill height.
C

asem
ents, aw

nings, hoppers, and jalousies are good choices but are not essential.
C

rank-operated w
indow

s.
Pow

er operators w
henever possible.

Sliding D
oors

Bypassing closet doors: each panel should create an opening at least 32 in. clear.
Interior pocket doors: w

hen fully open, door should extend 2 in. m
inim

um
 beyond doorjam

b
and be equipped w

ith an open-loop handle for easy gripping.
Exterior sliding doors: drop fram

e and threshold into subfloor to reduce upstanding threshold
track or ram

p finished flooring to m
atch top of track on both sides.

D
ecksBuild deck at sam

e level as house floor.
Keep deck clear of house and use slatted decking for positive drainage, e.g., a w

ood trench
drain.

G
arages and C

arports

Pow
er-operated overhead doors.

D
oor height and headroom

 clearances 8 ft

Availability Inform
ation: 
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In o
ur last po

st

(https://w
w

w
.plandesignxplo

re.co
m

/strai

ght-fro
m

-the-heart/2
0

1
8

/2
/1

8
/building-

blo
cks-1

) w
e dived in to

 the patterns o
f

land divisio
n that characterize m

o
st

prew
ar N

o
rth A

m
erican cities,

particularly tho
se o

n the w
est co

ast.

N
o

w
 it’s tim

e to
 explo

re (o
r…

 X
P

LO
RE)

ho
w

 these fo
rm

s can be used create great places, and ho
w

 w
e can use these lesso

ns

to
 build go

o
d buildings co

m
m

unities m
oving fo

rw
ard.

A
s w

e sho
w

ed previo
usly, blo

cks have an end grain, co
nsisting o

f the lo
ng sides o

f

rectangular lo
ts, and a side grain, w

hich co
m

prises the sho
rt ends o

f that series o
f

rectangles, facing the street m
id-blo

ck.

The blo
ck is typically rectangular, and it

has a nested hierarchy o
f lo

ts o
f sim

ilar

dim
ensio

nal ratio
s nested w

ithin it. This

fractal relatio
nship tells us so

m
ething

valuable abo
ut ho

w
 to

 o
rient buildings

o
n lo

ts. 

C
o

rners are unique because they allo
w

us to
 take that fractal relatio

nship a little

further by dividing again into
 a sm

aller

m
o

dule. O
f co

urse, there are o
ther w

ays

to
 divide land, and w

e’ll exam
ine these,

and their attendant pro
blem

s in
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subsequent po
sts. Fo

r no
w

, w
e’d like to

 explo
re the unique pro

perties o
f co

rners to

understand w
hy and ho

w
 w

e can use them
 to

 their full advantage w
hen lo

o
king fo

r

o
ppo

rtunities to
 add co

ntext-sensitive density to
 o

ur urban neighbo
rho

o
ds.

So
 w

hat’s so
 special abo

ut co
rners? It all co

m
es do

w
n to

 access to
 the public ro

o
m

,

the street. Let’s exam
ine w

hat that lo
o

ks like.W
o

uld yo
u rather live o

n the street

facing end, o
r o

n the side? There’s no

acco
unting fo

r preferences, and a few

peo
ple w

ill have their reaso
ns fo

r

cho
o

sing to
 live facing a glo

rified light-

w
ell, but fo

r the m
o

st part, peo
ple tend

to
 prefer light and air. In fact studies

(https://depts.w
ashingto

n.edu/hhw
b/Th

m
_

M
ental.htm

l)have fo
und that view

s o
f

nature have quantifiable so
cial and m

ental health benefits.
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Therefo
re, w

hen siting new
 m

ultifam
ily structures, w

e can take advantage o
f the

fractal nature o
f blo

ck and lo
t divisio

n to
 site co

rner buildings to
 m

axim
ize the access

to
 light, air and view

s.

O
rienting a building so

 that the lo
ng side

o
f the lo

t faces the street allo
w

s us to

treat that lo
t line like a m

ini versio
n o

f a

full-scale blo
ck face.

Trying to
 insert these sam

e building

typo
lo

gies m
id blo

ck creates a less

desirable co
nditio

n, since the m
ajo

rity

o
f the space inside these buildings has

co
nsiderably less direct access to

 air

and daylight.



6/15/2018
The M

agic of C
orners —

 Plan D
esign Xplore

https://w
w

w.plandesignxplore.com
/buildingportland/2018/2/18/the-m

agic-of-corners
5/6

A
gain, this is no

t to
 say it can’t be do

ne,

if Po
rtland w

ants to
 be judicio

us and

surgical abo
ut ho

w
 it inserts density into

its existing urban fabric, co
rners seem

like a no
-brainer. C

learly peo
ple can and

do
 build this w

ay, but if w
e’re talking

abo
ut up-zo

ning po
rtio

ns o
f already

built-o
ut neighbo

rho
o

ds, w
hy no

t do
 so

in a w
ay that is m

inim
ally invasive and

fo
llo

w
s a lo

gical pattern that is legible

w
ith in the existing neighbo

rho
o

d’s

spatial hierarchy?

The additio
nal linear curb fro

ntage also

m
itigates the parking pro

blem
s

asso
ciated w

ith dense infill; co
rner lo

ts

typically have ro
o

m
 fo

r up to
 six

vehicles to
 park alo

ng the curb. O
ur

case studies have fo
und m

any great

exam
ples o

f this.
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Flo
o
d
 H

azard
 A

reas, C
h
. 3

3
.6

3
1

W
h
at is a flo

o
d
 h

azard
 area?

A
 flood hazard area is land that is in the 100-year flood

plain, as currently defined by the Federal E
m

ergency
M

anagem
ent A

gency (FE
M

A
). T

he 100-year flood
plain is land that is subject to one percent or greater
chance of flooding in any given year.

W
h
at is a flo

o
d
w

ay?
A

 Floodw
ay is the portion of the flood hazard area that

is actively flow
ing during a flood.  T

he floodw
ay is

usually associated w
ith a stream

 channel or river.

H
o
w

 d
o
 I k

n
o
w

 if m
y p

ro
p
erty is in

a flo
o
d
 h

azard
 area?

If your property is w
ithin a 100-year flood plain, your

site is in a flood hazard area. T
he 100-year flood plain

is determ
ined by FE

M
A

. A
 copy of the FE

M
A

 flood
plain m

aps are available for your review
 in the D

evel-
opm

ent Services C
enter (D

SC
). T

he 100-year flood
plain is also m

apped digitally on the C
ity of Portland

G
IS system

. Y
ou m

ay ask Planning and Z
oning Staff in

the D
SC

 to view
 this inform

ation. Y
ou m

ay also view
digital G

IS inform
ation, including the 100-year flood

plain, at w
w

w
.portlandm

aps.com
.

H
o
w

 d
o
 th

ese reg
u
latio

n
s affect

p
ro

p
o
sed

 lan
d
 d

ivisio
n
s?

Single dw
elling zones - In single dw

elling zones all lots m
ust

be outside the flood hazard area. O
r, if it’s not possible

to have all lots outside of the flood hazard area, all
proposed building areas m

ust be outside the flood
hazard area.

A
ll other zones - In m

ulti-dw
elling residential and com

m
er-

cial, em
ploym

ent, and industrial zones w
here possible,

each lot m
ust have adequate area outside the flood

hazard area to accom
m

odate allow
ed or proposed uses

(this criterion does not apply to river-dependant uses).

W
here it is not possible to create lots that have ad-

equate area outside the flood hazard area to accom
m

o-
date allow

ed or proposed uses then the follow
ing

criteria m
ust be m

et:

•
L

ots m
ust be configured so that developm

ent on
them

 w
ill reduce the im

pact of flooding and
provide the greatest protection for developm

ent
from

 flooding;

•
L

ots m
ust be configured so that allow

ed or pro-
posed uses that are not river-dependent w

ill be able
to locate on the highest ground and near the highest
point of access, so that developm

ent on the lots can
be configured in a m

anner that w
ill m

inim
ize

obstruction of floodw
aters; and

•
W

here the proposed uses and developm
ent are river-

dependant, lots m
ust be configured so that develop-

m
ent on them

 w
ill m

inim
ize obstruction of floodw

a-
ters.

A
ll zones - Services proposed in the flood hazard area m

ust
be located and built to m

inim
ize or elim

inate flood
dam

age to the services; and the floodw
ay m

ust be
entirely w

ithin a flood hazard tract unless river-depen-
dent land uses and developm

ent are proposed on the
site.

S
u

b
m

ittal req
u

irem
en

ts – Z
o

n
in

g
 C

o
d

e S
ectio

n
3

3
.7

3
0

.0
6

0
.D

W
hen a land division application is subm

itted to the
C

ity, it m
ust include the follow

ing inform
ation regarding

flood hazard areas:

•
T

he V
icinity M

ap m
ust show

 the location of flood
hazard areas for the site and the area extending at
least 800 feet in each direction from

 the land
division site.

•
T

he E
xisting C

onditions M
ap m

ust include the
location of flood hazard areas, including elevations
of 100-year floodplains and FE

M
A

 Floodw
ay

boundaries.  Sites that contain a w
ater body not

show
n on the FE

M
A

 m
aps m

ust identify the loca-
tion of flood hazard areas.

•
If the proposed lots are w

ithin a flood hazard area,
the Proposed Im

provem
ents M

ap m
ust show

 the
proposed building locations.

F
or m

ore inform
ation visit or call the

P
lanning and Z

oning staff at the D
evelopm

ent Services C
enter at

1900 SW
 4th A

venue, Suite 1500, 503-823-7526

In
fo

rm
atio

n
 is su

b
ject to

 ch
an

g
e, fo

r cu
rren

t P
o

rtlan
d

 Z
o

n
in

g
C

o
d

e visit w
w

w
.p

lan
n

in
g

.ci.p
o

rtlan
d

.o
r.u

s/cd
_over.h

tm
l


