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Standards for Contextual Infill Development

By Thomas P. Smith

Cities suffering housing shortages, a lack of
housing choice, and a scarcity of affordable
housing options are now examining existing
neighborhoods to identify infill opportuni-
ties. The most difficult locations to promote
infill development are in existing single-
family zones. The promise of single-Family
zoning is often low density, peace and quiet,
and a lack of congestion. Despite these
expectations, many cities are looking at infill
options such as accessory dwelling units,
duplexes, cottages, town homes, and small
apartment buildings in single-family neigh-
borhoods. Ensuring that these new building
types are consistent with the existing con-
text has been a challenge.

A number of cities and their planning
departments have initiated plans and zoning
code revisions designed to expand housing
choice within existing neighborhoods. Many
of these code revisions focus on expanding
housing options in single-family zones—a
controversial idea. In September 2018, the
Vancouver, British Columbia, city council
approved a portion of the city’s Making
Room Plan that called for duplexes in all
existing single-family zones. On December

19, 2018, the city council changed the zoning
law allowing duplexes as a permitted use in
the RS (single-family) zone on a trial basis
for one year. In Minneapolis, the city council
adopted the 2040 Comprehensive Plan in
December 2018, calling for a zoning change
to allow duplexes and triplexes in single-
family zoning districts. Some existing home
owners and neighborhood organizations

“have promised to fight this change.

Planners need to look for opportunities
to allow more intensive development of exist-
ing properties. In some cases, this will mean
opening up single-family zoning districts to
accessory dwellings, duplexes, triplexes,
and other forms of housing. In others, it will
mean making it easier to build apartments,
town houses, and courtyard homes within
multifamily or commercial zones, or reducing
lot size requirements in order to reduce land
costs, Generally, it will mean creating zoning
incentives such as added building height,
reduced parking requirements, and more

flexible density regulations to help stimulate
housing development.

This issue of Zoning Practice focuses
on communities that have adopted or are
in the process of adopting infill housing
standards to ensure that such development
“fits” with the character of existing low-
density neighborhoods.

EXPANDING GPTIONS IN

SINGLE-FAMILY DISTRICTS

It is no secret that home owners tend to
resist adding density to single-family

zones, Many home owners in high-growth
single-family neighborhoods attribute the
skyrocketing values of their homes to restric-
tive single-family zoning. Despite this, cities

across the United States are trying to expand

contextually appropriate forms of new hous-
ing to meet local demand.

Poriland, Oregon—Proposed Zoning

for Small-Scale Infill

Portland is pursuing an aggressive effort to
expand housing choice in most of its single-
family zoning districts. The city planning
department has proposed an “Additional
Housing Options Overlay Zone” that applies
to more than g5 percent of the city's Rs, R7,
and R 2.5 districts. These districts make up

the vast majority of single-family zoning
districts in Portland. Within the overlay the
city is proposlng to allow more accessory
dwelling units, duplexes, triplexes, and
fourplexes in order to increase the supply of
housing. The major goal is not only to allow
more multifamily housing, but also to control
the building scale and height so that these
buildings are contextual with neighboring
single-family homes. In addition, the plan-
ning department is proposing to allow small
clusters of cottage homes on larger lots
within single-family districts.

The proposed ordinance calls for allow-
ing multiple dwellings per lat, but with tight
limits on floor area and building heights.
The overlay would permit the following
housing types: a house with an internal
and a detached accessory dwelling unit; a
duplex; a duplex with a detached accessory
dwelling unit; a triplex; and a fourplex. It
is interesting to note that the city planning
staff’s original proposal did not recommend
including fourplexes in single-family zones.
Additionally, triplexes were only suggested
for corner lots.

Under the current proposal, the size of
duplexes, triplexes, and fourplexes would be
guided by the size limitations in the table on
page 3. Table 1 makes it clear that the sizes of
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Ahistoric duplex in Partiand, Qregon. The city’s “residentiat infill
nrojectt seeks taallowduplexes and atheiforms at'a size and scale
similar ta'olderand smaller single-family homes:
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TABLE 1. PERMISSIBLE FARS FOR PORTLAND, OREGON'S
PROPOSED ADDITIORAL HOUSING OPTIONS OVERLAY ZONE

# of Units Altowed Housing Type " Ry-FAR Ry-FAR Rz2.5-FAR
Base With Bonus Base With Benus Base \Wfith Benus
1 House 0.4 NA 0.5 NA 0.7 NA
2 Duplex or House + ADU 0.5 0.6 a.6 0.7 0.8 ) 0.9
3 Triplex, Duplex +ADU, or 0.6 0.7 a.7 0.8 0.9 1,0
House + 2 ADUs
4 Fourplex
Current allowed FAR {based on setbacks, 1.1 1.35 1.75

height, and building coverage)

new multiunit buitdings would be substan-
tially smaller than the current cede allows
for single-Family homes. Even single-family
homes would be downsized under the pro-
pased revisions,

Under the plan, tot size requirements
far triplexes or fourplexes in existing single-
family districts would increase: The Ry
district lot size would increase from a mini-
mum of 4,200 square feet to 5,000 square
feet; the Rg district lot size would increase
from a minimum of 3,000 square feet to
4,500 square feet; and the Rz district lot size
would increase from a minimum of 1,600
sguare feet to 3,200 square feet,

Table 1 shows that the number of units
permitted is increased but the total floor
area permitted is actually reduced when
compared with the current floor area ratios
for single-family homes. Bonus floor area
is atlowed for projects that include qualify-
ing affordable units and for existing homes
that add units without altering the existing
home’s front facade.

In March 2019, the Portland Planning
and Sustainability Commission voted 5—4 in
favor of advancing the infill zoning amend-
ment to the city council. The close vote is
largely attributed to lingering concerns over
displacement, esbecially in lower income
and minority neighborhoods where the
lower cost of land may reward teardowns of
existing homes in favor of new three- and
four-unit buitdings.

Seattle’s Proposal for

Expanding Urban Villages

Saattle’s city councii recently approved a
broad upzoning of commercial and mul-
tifamily districts citywide, as well as the
incorporation of some single-family districts

into designated “urhan village™ areas. In
exchange for taller and denser buildings,
developers are required to include a ter-
tain level of “affordable housing” in their
projects, or to pay the city a fee to fund con-
struction elsewhere. Previously, allowances

. to exceed the base zoning were confined to

the downtown and surrounding districts.
The most controversial aspect of the
rezoning is the expansion of nine of the city’s
27 urban viliage districts. Urban village dis-
tricts are residential areas close to public

* transit centers and neighborhood services.

The areas where the “urban village” bound-
aries have recently been expanded are all
currently zoned for single-family hames. In
effect, this meant a rezoning of about six per-
cent of the city’s single-family zoned area.

Of the six percent, about two-thirds were
bumped up to a zoning classification labeled

. “Residentiat Smalt Lot” where the new rules

allow cottages or duplexes. About one third
of the area was changed to a low-rise zone
classification that allows town houses and
small-scale apartment buiidings.
Development in the upzoned areas
would trigger the city’s Mandatory Housing
Affardability reguirements, which require
any new commercial and multifamily devel-
epment to contribute to affordable housing.
It foliows a state-approved mechanism to
enforce affordability requirements, requiring
developers to either bulld new affordable
units on-site or contribute to an affardable
housing fund that can be used throughout
the city. The housing created or funded
would be affordable to a household at 60

- percent of the area median income, which for

a family of four is about $57,000 peryear.
Representatives of neighborhood orga-
nizationslegally challenged the proposed

changes. In assessing these challenges, the
city’s hearing officer ook 19 days oftestirhony
{over a period of more than two months) that
focused on whether the city’s assessment for
the environmental impact of the proposed
ordinance changes was sufficient.

in November 2018, the hearing officer
concluded that the city planning staff’s
assessment was sufficient, with a minor
recommendation for added consideration of
impacts on historically significant buildings.
Seattle Mayor Jenny Durkan said the “ruling
is a step forward for mare affordable housing
i Seattle” and that her administration will
“move quickly to do the minor work required
s0 we can begin to build these much needed
affordable homes,” )

On March 18, 2019, the city councit voted
unanimously to approve the measure. The
Seattle planning department has estimated
that with the new legislation implementing the
“mandatory housing affordability” require-
ments the city should “generate at least 6,c00
new rent-restricted homes for fow-income
people over the next decade.”

FINDING THE “Ri1SSING RIDDLE™ IN
SINGLE-FAMILY AND MULTIFARILY ZONES
The concept of “missing middle housing”
(developed by Dan Parolek of the consulting
firm Opticos Design) refers to a range of mui-
tiunit or clustered housing types compatible
it scale with low-density neighborhoods that
are designed to help meet the demand for
more affordable housing types.

Cities in Oregon and Washington
have been particularly active in adopting
ordinances promoting many of the “miss-
ing middie” housing types. Most of these
communities adopted zoning amendments
that allowed town houses, small apartment
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buildings, courtyard buildings, and attached
and detached cottages in both multifamily
districts and in lower-density town house
districts. Spokane, Washington, adopted an
infill development code in 2012 and is con-
sidering a series of amendments that provide
greater flexibility in lot sizes and lot area
requirements, building heights, and parking
regulations to make it easier to build infill
housing. Bellingham, Washington, adopted
an infill development ordinance for cottages,
carriage houses, town houses, duplexes,
shared courtyard housing, and garden
courtyard housing. However, nearly all of
this development is subject to some form of
discretionary or design review.

Olympia, Washington’s Missing

Middle Ordinance

In November 2018, the Olympia city council
adopted a broad set of amendments to

its unified development code designed to
promote a greater diversity of housing types
consistent with the low-density, low-scale
character of the community. The city’s effort
focused on expanding housing options
consistent with the concept of the “missing
middle” housing types.

Many of these housing forms were
previously addressed in the Olympia devel-
opmentordinance but had not been built
because of limitations and restrictions.

The new ordinance is intended to create
some incentives for new housing and to clar-
ify and simplify the locations and procedures
for building courtyard housing, triplexes,
and fourplexes.

The amendment provides some incen-
tives for building different housing types. For
example, in the case of detached accessory
dwelling units, the new ordinance allows
greater building height (from 16 feet to 24
feet) and removes the existing requirement
that the principal home be owner-occupied.
The new ordinance also waives parking
requirements for an accessory dwelling
unit if the existing home currently has two
parking spaces.

In establishing the parking reduction,
the city recognized that on-street parkingis
available and that some of the missing mid-
dle housing forms need less parking than
the city typically requires. Only one park-
ing space per unit is required for cottage
homes, courtyard apartments, duplexes,

Front
landscaping

Street Front entry
facing patio

\ Variations in
front facade

| Modative Architects

@ FayAvenue Arts District dwellings include seven homes an seven lots. Front units

include entryways, patios, and landscaping co nsistentwith city reguirements.

town homes, triplexes, and fourplexes
when on-street parking is available. The

city anticipates that the one-space-per-unit
standard will apply to most cases, since
on-street parking is not restricted in most of
Olympia’s neighborhoods.

The ordinance amendments require
courtyard apartments, triplexes, and four-
plexes to be located in areas mapped as
“high density corridor transition areas,”
and the city’s development code provides
a map of areas where the residential Infill
standards apply.

In residential districts, most of the
“missing middle housing” types are subject
to design review, with the remainder subject
to the city’s “infill residential development
standards.” The city’s design review board
criteria are detailed in Chapter18.175 of the
unified development code. The criteria for
neighborhood scale and character address
building orientation and entries, building
modulation and articulation, windows, and
garage design.

REDUCING LOT SIZE REQUIREMENTS

Land is an important companent of housing
costs. The National Association of Home-
builders’ most recent construction cost
survey (conducted in September 2017) shows
that, on average, 21.5 percent of the cost of
anew home was associated with the cost of
a finished lot (Ford 2017). The term “finished
lot” refers to a‘lot that has access to required

utilities, access to improved roadways, and
that the lot meets all local subdivision and
zoning requirements for a developable lot.

In high-growth communities the cost
of land often exceeds national averages. By
reducing lot size requirements, local gov-
ernments can reduce the costs of building
homes in these areas.

Los Angeles Promotes Small-Lot Subdivisions
Los Angeles has considerable experience
with infill housing through the administra-
tion of its small-lot subdivision ordinance.
The small-lot subdivision ordinance was first
adopted In 2005 and was comprehensively
updated in September 2016 with final urban
design standards adopted in March 2018,

. The city’s ordinance allowed for the cre-
ation of detached town homes on land zoned
for commercial and multifamily housing.
Most of the projects look like town house
projects, but the units are not attached—
they do not have shared sidewalls. The
small-lot ordinance eliminated side-yard
sethacks, reduced other front and rear-yard
requirements, and substantially reduced
minimum lot area requirements. Home
buyers may benefit from small-lot subdivi-
sions because they avoid the home owner
association fees commeon to town house
developments,

The small-lot ordinance created incen-
tives for infill residential developmentin
areas zoned for multifamily and commercial
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uses to spur more fee-simple housing
preduction. Small-lot subdivisions are an
attractive alternative in Los Angeles. An
August 2016 staff report noted that since the
city adopted the ordinance, approximately
331 small-lot subdivision projects had been
approved, yielding a total of 3,412 homes.

In 2016, the city amended the ordi-
nance to extend the small-lot subdivision
option to owners of existing cottage home
developments, allowing these homes to be
sold to individual owners, This option faor
older cottage homes should encourage their
preservation and rehabilitation. The city has
asignificant number of small clusters of cot-
tages, and these homes are often the most
affordable homes in many existing single-
family neighborhoods.

However, the ordinance and the design
of small-lot homes were sharply criticized by
neighbors and neighborhood organizations
concerned about density, scale, massing,
and the lack of compliance with the city’s
advisory Small Lot Design Standards: An
Nlustrated Guide. To address these concerns,
the department of city planning made a wide
variety of changes to the code requiring
more attention to design detalls, especially
when small-lot homes are built next to more
traditional housing types. In particular, the
March 2018 amendments translate portions
of the city’s Small Lot Design Guidelines inta
new mandatory design standards. The 2018
amendment establishes a code-required
process whereby projects must be reviewed
and a determination of compliance must
be made. Adoption of the design standards
was necessary in order to make the small-lot
subdivision approval process more straight-
forward and reduce the number of appeals
and disputes that arose in the subdivision
approval process.

The city’s Small Lot Design Standards
addresses building design, pedestrian con-
nectivity and access, landscaping, mixed use
small lots, and bungalow courts and exist-
ing structures. Notably, it includes design
standards governing the appearance and
orientation of primary entrances to protect
the public realm and views from the street;
the appearance, massing, and clustering of
buildings to avoid visual monotony; and the
articulation of upper-story facades and ori-
entation of rooftop decks to protect privacy
and provide adequate light and air.

Denver Addresses ‘Sloi Homes’

In 2010, Denver adopted a form-based code
that created new opportunities for infill
housing within the city’s existing neighbor-
hoods. For example, the new code allowed
more mixed use development and permitted
new housing types. While these changes
were generally well received, some appli-
cants found loopholes and used creative
ordinance interpretations to build housing
forms that city residents and neighborhood
organizations felt violated the purpose and
intent of the ordinance.

“Slot homes” are one of the more prob-
lematic new housing forms identified by the
city. They are a particularly aggressive form
ofinfill housing where developers maximize
the amount of development on small lots
by building a multiunit residential struc-
fure consisting of attached dwelling units
arranged 'side'-by-side and primarily perpen-
dicular to the street, Numerous slot homes
were built without the benefit of design review
or design guidelines or standards.

Developers found that they could yse
form-based criteria for “general building
forms,” “shopfront building farms,” “garden
court building forms,” and “apartment build-
ing forms” to build slot homes. For example,
developers were able to successfully apply for
the “garden court building form” where the
garden court was simply a driveway or narrow
pedestrian walkway between the two rows of
town homes.

Generally, devel-

noncontextual slot homes. The planning -
department’s Slot Home Task Force took testi-
mony on slot homes in all the neighborhoods
where these homes had been constructed.
Generally, the task force found that neighbors
identified the following problems:

e Slot homes often orient their front doors,
windows, and most active facade areas
toward adjacent properties, leaving blank
walls facing the street and sidewalk.

o Slot homes often incorporated driveways,
parkingareas, and garage doors that were
clearly visible from the street.

* Some slot homes used exceptions and
allowances to build roof decks and other
roof enclosures that gave the building an
appearance of being four stories in zoning
districts where the limit had always been
three stories.

In March 2018, the city adopted a com-
prehensive revision of the zoning ordinance
for slot homes. It created a new “townhouse
bullding form™ and set of criteria for this form.
It eliminated the option of zero front yard set-
backs for residential projects in “mixed use”
zones. It required that town houses face the
streetif these homes are located proximate to
the street. In the higher intensity zoning clas-
sifications (mixed use zones and multiunit
zones) town houses may be located behind
the homes facing the street but in the lower
intensity zone (row house zones) town homes

opers built slot homes
in low-intensity mixed
use, multiunit, and row
house zones. These
zones, however, are
characterized by a mix
of housing types with
many single-family
homes and small
apartment buildings.
None of the zones

are considered high-
density districts, and
the row house zone is
typically described as
low density.

Denver neighbor-
hood organizations
reacted strongly
to the presence of
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@ Manyslothomes had nafront doors and few
windaws facing the street, and many placed water
and alectrical meters adjacenito the sidewalls
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may not be built behind the street-facing
urits. The new code defines and Hlustrates
details that are required as part of the build-
ing frantage—porches, stoops, entryways,
front steps, windows—and it allows these
features as encroachments within front yards.
The illustration above highlights a zone-spe-
cific “slot home” solution.

Asheville, North Carolina, Reduces Lot
- Size Requiremenis
in August and October of 2017, the Ashevilie
city council adopted changes to the city’s
unified development ordinance aimed at
addressing the city’s housing supply gap and
te provide more housing variety in a primar-
ily single-family market.

Historicalfy, Asheviile’s zoning ordi-
nance had allowed a more diverse range

of housing types. According to Vaidila
Satvika, alcp, city planner with the Depart-
ment of Planning and Urban Design, when
Asheville neighborhoods were more pedes-
trian oriented and relied on the city’s
streetcar system, “it had a greater mix

of hausing types including single-family
homes, duplexes, and smati apartmeni
puildings.” As the city expanded, “the pre-
dominant housing type became single-famity
homes on large lots and the diversity of
housing types was greatly diminished,”

In single-family and multifamily zon-
ing districts, the planning department
suggested reducing the minimum lot width
and minimum lot size in order to encour-
age property owners to split their lots and
create opportunities for infilt homes. A city
study found numerous neighborhoods where

single-family lot sizes were 30-300 percent
latger than required by the city unified devel-
opment ordinance. Table 2 highlights three
Asheville neighborhoods where it appears
there may be opportunities te subdivide
existing lots in order to build more housing.

The city council reduced both the lot
width requirements and the lot area require-
ments by 20 percent for alt residential
districts except for those coverad by the city’s
steep slope restrictions. For example, in the
city’s RS-8 Single-Family District, the lot width
requirement was reduced from so feet to 40
feet and the minimum lot area was reduced
from 5,000 square feet to 4,000 square feet.

City surveys found that the reduc-
tion in tot area requirements would permit
the subdivision of almost 10 percent of all
single-family zoning tots in the city. This
subdivision would create the opportunity to
build more homes in existing neighborhoods.

The 2017 amendments also allowed
for duplexes on any multifamily zoning lot.
They aiso greatly reduced the minimum lot
area requirements for each dweiling unit
within a muttifamily structure, In the previ-
ous code, each dwelling unit was subject
to the district's minimum lot area require-
ments. For example, in the RM-8 district, 2
developer was required fo have 5,000 square
faet of land for a single-family home, but
10,000 square feet for a duplex. Each unit in
a structure triggered the minimum lot area
requirement.

The new ordinance states that in mul-
tifamily zones, an added unitis allowed for
each 1,000 square feet of land in excess of
the minimum ot area. For example, in the
RM-8 district the new ordinance allows a
duplex on a 4,000-square-foat lot, a triplex
on a 5,000-square-foot lotora fourplex on a
6,000-square-foot lot.

Since the city’s previous code had been
50 restrictive, few multifamily structures had
been built cutside of the city’s downtown
districts in several decades. In anticipation

TABLE 2. COMPARISON OF PERMITTED LOT SIZE AND DENSITY VERSUS ACTUAL LOT SIZE AND
DENSITY FOR THREE NEIGHBORHOODS [N ASHEVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA

Neighborhood Name Required Lot Size Permitted Density Actual Average Lot Size Actual Density
Haw Creek (RS-4 zone) 10,000 sq. ft. 4 tnitsfacre 30,000 sq. f. 1.9 unitsfacre
Dak Forest (RS-4 zone) 10,000 5q. ft. 4 unitsfacre 27,000 5q. ft. 1.2 Lnits/acre
Beverty Hills (RS-4 zone) 10,000 5. ft. A uniisfacre 16,000 5q. ft. 2 unitsfacre
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of more multifamily dwellings being con-
structed, the city council also adopted
design standards to make new multifamily

buildings compatible with existing neighbor-

hoods. These standards include:

o The front (front door and front windows)
must be orlented to face the primary
access street,

o There should be no more than one ground
level entrance per street facing facade.

o Front facades must have windows (at
least two) and the window area must rep-
resent at least 15 percent of the total area
of the building’s front facade.

s There must be breaks (recesses or projec-
tions) in the horizontal plane of any front
facade that exceeds a length of 5o feet.

o Rooflines must be varied, and flat roofs
must use special cornice treatments or
roof banding and some variation in the
vertical elements of the roof.

o Parking must be located at the rearor
side of the lot, no closer than the street
facing facade of the structure.
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CONCLUSION

Most cities have opportunities for infill
housing development. Many planning
departments have good inventories of
vacant properties, abandoned properties,
and underused properties in existing resi-
dential and commercial districts. The critical
step in promoting infill For these locations

is an analysis of zoning tools that might
encourage reuse and redevelopment.

Cities trying to encourage infill develop-
ment in single-family zones have concluded
that duplexes and small apartment buildings
will only succeed ifthere are tight controls on
floor-area ratios, building heights, and other
bulk controls. Cities allowing building forms
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should respect the existing pattern of front-
yard setbacks, and that these forms should
not allow parking to dominate the home’s
appearance along the street front. With
these considerations in mind, cities can help
to ensure that higher density development
in existing single-family neighborhoods is
contextual, appropriate, and advances local
housing goals.
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