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Frequently Asked Questions: 

Accessory Dwelling Units 

Should an Ordinance Encourage the Development of ADUs? 

Yes, ADU law and recent changes intend to address barriers, streamline approval and expand potential capacity 

for ADUs recognizing their unique importance in addressing California’s housing needs. The preparation, adoption, 

amendment and implementation of local ADU ordinances must be carried out consistent with Government Code 

Section 65852.150: 

 (a) The Legislature finds and declares all of the following: 

(1) Accessory dwelling units are a valuable form of housing in California. 

(2) Accessory dwelling units provide housing for family members, students, the elderly, in-home health care 

providers, the disabled, and others, at below market prices within existing neighborhoods. 

(3) Homeowners who create accessory dwelling units benefit from added income, and an increased sense of 

security. 

(4) Allowing accessory dwelling units in single-family or multifamily residential zones provides additional rental 

housing stock in California. 

(5) California faces a severe housing crisis. 

(6) The state is falling far short of meeting current and future housing demand with serious consequences for 

the state’s economy, our ability to build green infill consistent with state greenhouse gas reduction goals, and 

the well-being of our citizens, particularly lower and middle-income earners. 

(7) Accessory dwelling units offer lower cost housing to meet the needs of existing and future residents within 

existing neighborhoods, while respecting architectural character. 

(8) Accessory dwelling units are, therefore, an essential component of California’s housing supply. 

(b) It is the intent of the Legislature that an accessory dwelling unit ordinance adopted by a local agency has 

the effect of providing for the creation of accessory dwelling units and that provisions in this ordinance relating 

to matters including unit size, parking, fees, and other requirements, are not so arbitrary, excessive, or 

burdensome so as to unreasonably restrict the ability of homeowners to create accessory dwelling units in 

zones in which they are authorized by local ordinance. 
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Are Existing Ordinances Null and Void? 

Yes, any local ordinance adopted prior to January 1, 2017 

that is not in compliance with the changes to ADU law will be 

null and void. Until an ordinance is adopted, local 

governments must apply “state standards” (See Attachment 

4 for State Standards checklist).  In the absence of a local 

ordinance complying with ADU law, local review must be 

limited to “state standards” and cannot include additional 

requirements such as those in an existing ordinance.   

Are Local Governments Required to Adopt 

an Ordinance? 

No, a local government is not required to adopt an ordinance. ADUs built within a jurisdiction that lacks a local 

ordinance must comply with state standards (See Attachment 4).  Adopting an ordinance can occur through 

different forms such as a new ordinance, amendment to an existing ordinance, separate section or special 

regulations within the zoning code or integrated into the zoning code by district.  However, the ordinance should be 

established legislatively through a public process and meeting and not through internal administrative actions such 

as memos or zoning interpretations.   

Can a Local Government Preclude ADUs? 

No local government cannot preclude ADUs.  

Can a Local Government Apply Development Standards and Designate Areas? 

Yes, local governments may apply development standards and may designate where ADUs are permitted (GC 

Sections 65852.2(a)(1)(A) and (B)). However, ADUs within existing structures must be allowed in all single family 

residential zones.   

For ADUs that require an addition or a new accessory structure, development standards such as parking, height, 

lot coverage, lot size and maximum unit size can be established with certain limitations. ADUs can be avoided or 

allowed through an ancillary and separate discretionary process in areas with health and safety risks such as high 

fire hazard areas. However, standards and allowable areas must not be designed or applied in a manner that 

burdens the development of ADUs and should maximize the potential for ADU development. Designating areas 

where ADUs are allowed should be approached primarily on health and safety issues including water, sewer, traffic 

flow and public safety. Utilizing approaches such as restrictive overlays, limiting ADUs to larger lot sizes, 

burdensome lot coverage and setbacks and particularly concentration or distance requirements (e.g., no less than 

500 feet between ADUs) may unreasonably restrict the ability of the homeowners to create ADUs, contrary to the 

intent of the Legislature.  

Courtesy of Karen Chapple, UC Berkeley 
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Can a Local Government Adopt Less Restrictive Requirements? 

Yes, ADU law is a minimum requirement and its purpose is to encourage the development of ADUs. Local 

governments can take a variety of actions beyond the statute that promote ADUs such as reductions in fees, less 

restrictive parking or unit sizes or amending general plan policies.  

 

Can Local Governments Establish Minimum and Maximum Unit Sizes? 

Yes, a local government may establish minimum and maximum unit sizes (GC Section 65852.2(c). However, like 

all development standards (e.g., height, lot coverage, lot size), unit sizes should not burden the development of 

ADUs. For example, setting a minimum unit size that substantially increases costs or a maximum unit size that 

unreasonably restricts opportunities would be inconsistent with the intent of the statute. Typical maximum unit 

sizes range from 800 square feet to 1,200 square feet. Minimum unit size must at least allow for an efficiency unit 

as defined in Health and Safety Code Section 17958.1. 

ADU law requires local government approval if meeting various requirements (GC Section 
65852.2(a)(1)(D)), including unit size requirements. Specifically, attached ADUs shall not exceed 50 
percent of the existing living area or 1,200 square feet and detached ADUs shall not exceed 1,200 
square feet. A local government may choose a maximum unit size less than 1,200 square feet as long 
as the requirement is not burdensome on the creation of ADUs.  

 

Requiring large minimum lot sizes and not allowing smaller lot sizes for ADUs can severely restrict their 

potential development. For example, large minimum lot sizes for ADUs may constrict capacity throughout 

most of the community. Minimum lot sizes cannot be applied to ADUs within existing structures and could 

be considered relative to health and safety concerns such as areas on septic systems. While larger lot 

sizes might be targeted for various reasons such as ease of compatibility, many tools are available (e.g., 

maximum unit size, maximum lot coverage, minimum setbacks, architectural and landscape requirements) 

that allows ADUs to fit well within the built environment.  

Santa Cruz has confronted a shortage of housing for many years, considering its growth in population from 

incoming students at UC Santa Cruz and its proximity to Silicon Valley. The city promoted the development 

of ADUs as critical infill-housing opportunity through various strategies such as creating a manual to 

promote ADUs. The manual showcases prototypes of ADUs and outlines city zoning laws and 

requirements to make it more convenient for homeowners to get information. The City found that 

homeowners will take time to develop an ADU only if information is easy to find, the process is simple, and 

there is sufficient guidance on what options they have in regards to design and planning.  

The city set the minimum lot size requirement at 4,500 sq. ft. to develop an ADU in order to encourage 

more homes to build an ADU. This allowed for a majority of single-family homes in Santa Cruz to develop 

an ADU. For more information, see http://www.cityofsantacruz.com/departments/planning-and-community-

development/programs/accessory-dwelling-unit-development-program. 

 

http://www.cityofsantacruz.com/departments/planning-and-community-development/programs/accessory-dwelling-unit-development-program
http://www.cityofsantacruz.com/departments/planning-and-community-development/programs/accessory-dwelling-unit-development-program
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Can ADUs Exceed General Plan and Zoning Densities? 

An ADU is an accessory use for the purposes of calculating allowable density under the general plan and zoning. 

For example, if a zoning district allows one unit per 7,500 square feet, then an ADU would not be counted as an 

additional unit. Minimum lot sizes must not be doubled (e.g., 15,000 square feet) to account for an ADU. Further, 

local governments could elect to allow more than one ADU on a lot.  

 

  

New developments can increase the total number of affordable units in their project plans by 
integrating ADUs. Aside from increasing the total number of affordable units, integrating ADUs 
also promotes housing choices within a development. One such example is the Cannery project 
in Davis, CA. The Cannery project includes 547 residential units with up to 60 integrated ADUs. 
ADUs within the Cannery blend in with surrounding architecture, maintaining compatibility with 
neighborhoods and enhancing community character. ADUs are constructed at the same time as 

the primary single‐family unit to ensure the affordable rental unit is available in the housing 
supply concurrent with the availability of market rate housing.   
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How Are Fees Charged to ADUs? 

All impact fees, including water, sewer, park and traffic fees must be charged in accordance with the Fee Mitigation 

Act, which requires fees to be proportional to the actual impact (e.g., significantly less than a single family home).   

Fees on ADUs, must proportionately account for impact on services based on the size of the ADU or number of 

plumbing fixtures. For example, a 700 square foot new ADU with one bathroom that results in less landscaping 

should be charged much less than a 2,000 square foot home with three bathrooms and an entirely new 

landscaped parcel which must be irrigated. Fees for ADUs should be significantly less and should account for a 

lesser impact such as lower sewer or traffic impacts. 

 What Utility Fee Requirements Apply to ADUs? 

Cities and counties cannot consider ADUs as new residential uses when calculating connection fees and capacity 

charges.   

Where ADUs are being created within an existing structure (primary or accessory), the city or county cannot 

require a new or separate utility connections for the ADU and cannot charge any connection fee or capacity 

charge.   

For other ADUs, a local agency may require separate utility connections between the primary dwelling and the 

ADU, but any connection fee or capacity charge must be proportionate to the impact of the ADU based on either its 

size or the number of plumbing fixtures.   

What Utility Fee Requirements Apply to Non-City and County Service Districts? 

All local agencies must charge impact fees in accordance with the Mitigation Fee Act (commencing with 

Government Code Section 66000), including in particular Section 66013, which requires the connection fees and 

capacity charges to be proportionate to the burden posed by the ADU. Special districts and non-city and county 

service districts must account for the lesser impact related to an ADU and should base fees on unit size or number 

of plumbing fixtures. Providers should consider a proportionate or sliding scale fee structures that address the 

smaller size and lesser impact of ADUs (e.g., fees per square foot or fees per fixture). Fee waivers or deferrals 

could be considered to better promote the development of ADUs.  

Do Utility Fee Requirements Apply to ADUs within Existing Space? 

No, where ADUs are being created within an existing structure (primary or accessory), new or separate utility 

connections and fees (connection and capacity) must not be required.  

Does “Public Transit” Include within One-half Mile of a Bus Stop and Train 

Station? 

Yes, “public transit” may include a bus stop, train station and paratransit if appropriate for the applicant. “Public 

transit” includes areas where transit is available and can be considered regardless of tighter headways (e.g., 15 

minute intervals). Local governments could consider a broader definition of “public transit” such as distance to a 

bus route.   
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Can Parking Be Required Where a Car Share Is Available? 

No, ADU law does not allow parking to be required when there is a car share located within a block of the ADU. A 

car share location includes a designated pick up and drop off location. Local governments can measure a block 

from a pick up and drop off location and can decide to adopt broader distance requirements such as two to three 

blocks.  

Is Off Street Parking Permitted in Setback Areas or through Tandem Parking? 

Yes, ADU law deliberately reduces parking requirements. Local governments may make specific findings that 

tandem parking and parking in setbacks are infeasible based on specific site, regional topographical or fire and life 

safety conditions or that tandem parking or parking in setbacks is not permitted anywhere else in the jurisdiction.  

However, these determinations should be applied in a manner that does not unnecessarily restrict the creation of 

ADUs.  

 

Is Covered Parking Required? 

No, off street parking must be permitted through tandem parking on an existing driveway, unless specific findings 

are made.  

Is Replacement Parking Required When the Parking Area for the Primary 

Structure Is Used for an ADU? 

Yes, but only if the local government requires off-street parking to be replaced in which case flexible arrangements 

such as tandem, including existing driveways and uncovered parking are allowed. Local governments have an 

opportunity to be flexible and promote ADUs that are being created on existing parking space and can consider not 

requiring replacement parking.  

Are Setbacks Required When an Existing Garage Is Converted to an ADU? 

No, setbacks must not be required when a garage is converted or when existing space (e.g., game room or office) 

above a garage is converted. Rear and side yard setbacks of no more than five feet are required when new space 

is added above a garage for an ADU.  In this case, the setbacks only apply to the added space above the garage, 

not the existing garage and the ADU can be constructed wholly or partly above the garage, including extending 

beyond the garage walls.    

  

Local governments must provide reasonable accommodation to persons with disabilities to promote equal 

access housing and comply with fair housing laws and housing element law.  The reasonable 

accommodation procedure must provide exception to zoning and land use regulations which includes an 

ADU ordinance.  Potential exceptions are not limited and may include development standards such as 

setbacks and parking requirements and permitted uses that further the housing opportunities of individuals 

with disabilities.   
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Also, when a garage, carport or covered parking structure is demolished or where the parking area ceases to exist 

so an ADU can be created, the replacement parking must be allowed in any “configuration” on the lot, “…including, 

but not limited to, covered spaces, uncovered spaces, or tandem spaces, or….” Configuration can be applied in a 

flexible manner to not burden the creation of ADUs.  For example, spatial configurations like tandem on existing 

driveways in setback areas or not requiring excessive distances from the street would be appropriate. 

Are ADUs Permitted in Existing Residence or Accessory Space? 

Yes, ADUs located in single family residential zones and existing space of a single family residence or accessory 

structure must be approved regardless of zoning standards (Section 65852.2(a)(1)(B)) for ADUs, including 

locational requirements (Section 65852.2(a)(1)(A)), subject to usual non-appealable ministerial building permit 

requirements. For example, ADUs in existing space does not necessitate a zoning clearance and must not be 

limited to certain zones or areas or subject to height, lot size, lot coverage, unit size, architectural review, 

landscape or parking requirements. Simply, where a single family residence or accessory structure exists in any 

single family residential zone, so can an ADU. The purpose is to streamline and expand potential for ADUs where 

impact is minimal and the existing footprint is not being increased.  

Zoning requirements are not a basis for denying a ministerial building permit for an ADU, including non-conforming 

lots or structures. The phrase, “within the existing space” includes areas within a primary home or within an 

attached or detached accessory structure such as a garage, a carriage house, a pool house, a rear yard studio 

and similar enclosed structures. 

Are Owner Occupants Required? 

No, however, a local government can require an applicant to be an owner occupant. The owner may reside in the 

primary or accessory structure. Local governments can also require the ADU to not be used for short term rentals 

(terms lesser than 30 days). Both owner occupant use and prohibition on short term rentals can be required on the 

same property. Local agencies which impose this requirement should require recordation of a deed restriction 

regarding owner occupancy to comply with GC Section 27281.5 

Are Fire Sprinklers Required for ADUs? 

Depends, ADUs shall not be required to provide fire sprinklers if they are not or were not required of the primary 

residence. However, sprinklers can be required for an ADU if required in the primary structure.  For example, if the 

primary residence has sprinklers as a result of an existing ordinance, then sprinklers could be required in the ADU.   

Alternative methods for fire protection could be provided. 

If the ADU is detached from the main structure or new space above a detached garage, applicants can be 

encouraged to contact the local fire jurisdiction for information regarding fire sprinklers. Since ADUs are a unique 

opportunity to address a variety of housing needs and provide affordable housing options for family members, 

students, the elderly, in-home health care providers, the disabled, and others, the fire departments want to ensure 

the safety of these populations as well as the safety of those living in the primary structure.  Fire Departments can 

help educate property owners on the benefits of sprinklers, potential resources and how they can be installed cost 

effectively.  For example, insurance rates are typically 5 to 10 percent lower where the unit is sprinklered.  Finally, 

other methods exist to provide additional fire protection.  Some options may include additional exits, emergency 

escape and rescue openings, 1 hour or greater fire-rated assemblies, roofing materials and setbacks from property 

lines or other structures.     
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Is Manufactured Housing Permitted as an ADU? 

Yes, an ADU is any residential dwelling unit with independent facilities and permanent provisions for living, 

sleeping, eating, cooking and sanitation. An ADU includes an efficiency unit (Health and Safety Code Section 

17958.1) and a manufactured home (Health and Safety Code Section 18007).  

 

 

Can an Efficiency Unit Be Smaller than 220 Square Feet? 

Yes, an efficiency unit for occupancy by no more than two persons, by statute (Health and Safety Code Section 

17958.1), can have a minimum floor area of 150 square feet and can also have partial kitchen or bathroom 

facilities, as specified by ordinance or can have the same meaning specified in the Uniform Building Code, 

referenced in the Title 24 of the California Code of Regulations. 

 

 

Does ADU Law Apply to Charter Cities and Counties? 

Yes. ADU law explicitly applies to “local agencies” which are defined as a city, county, or city and county whether 

general law or chartered (Section 65852.2(i)(2)). 

  

Health and Safety Code Section 18007(a) “Manufactured home,” for the purposes of this part, means a 

structure that was constructed on or after June 15, 1976, is transportable in one or more sections, is eight 

body feet or more in width, or 40 body feet or more in length, in the traveling mode, or, when erected on 

site, is 320 or more square feet, is built on a permanent chassis and designed to be used as a single-

family dwelling with or without a foundation when connected to the required utilities, and includes the 

plumbing, heating, air conditioning, and electrical systems contained therein. “Manufactured home” 

includes any structure that meets all the requirements of this paragraph except the size requirements and 

with respect to which the manufacturer voluntarily files a certification and complies with the standards 

established under the National Manufactured Housing Construction and Safety Act of 1974 (42 U.S.C., 

Sec. 5401, and following). 

 The 2015 International Residential Code adopted by reference into the 2016 California Residential Code 

(CRC) allows residential dwelling units to be built considerably smaller than an Efficiency Dwelling Unit 

(EDU).  Prior to this code change an EDU was required to have a minimum floor area not less than 220 sq. 

ft unless modified by local ordinance in accordance with the California Health and Safety Code which could 

allow an EDU to be built no less than 150 sq. ft.  For more information, see HCD’s Information Bulletin at 

http://www.hcd.ca.gov/codes/manufactured-housing/docs/ib2016-06.pdf . 

 

http://www.hcd.ca.gov/codes/manufactured-housing/docs/ib2016-06.pdf
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Do ADUs Count toward the Regional Housing Need Allocation? 

Yes, local governments may report ADUs as progress toward Regional Housing Need Allocation pursuant to 

Government Code Section 65400 based on the actual or anticipated affordability.  See below frequently asked 

questions for JADUs for additional discussion.   

Must ADU Ordinances Be Submitted to the Department of Housing and 

Community Development? 

Yes, ADU ordinances must be submitted to the State Department of Housing and Community Development within 

60 days after adoption, including amendments to existing ordinances. However, upon submittal, the ordinance is 

not subject to a Department review and findings process similar to housing element law (GC Section 65585) 

  


