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Issue – This public hearing is to review, discuss, and take public comment on the proposed 
Unified Development Code (UDC) text amendments to allow Accessory Dwelling Units. In 
recent years, Tucson has seen rapid increases in home prices and rent in much of the City. 
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) provide a flexible, affordable housing option for a variety 
of households, including seniors and multi-generational households, and support sustainable 
infill development. These units are smaller housing units that are “accessory” to a primary 
residence with a full kitchen, living areas, bedrooms, and bathrooms. Presently Tucson’s 
Unified Development Code (UDC) does not allow for Accessory Dwelling Units.  
The proposed amendments have undergone an extensive public review process which has 
included seven stakeholder meetings with a diverse group of over 40 participants, seven public 
meetings with over 400 participants, and two online surveys with nearly 200 comments. The 
resulting proposal is reflective of those conversations and seeks to achieve a balance between 
a range of interests, while still achieving the goals set out by the stakeholder group.  
As determined by the stakeholder group that has guided staff throughout the process, the 
proposed amendments seek to achieve the following goals: 

• Increase the supply of affordable housing 
• Encourage flexible housing options for seniors who wish to age in place 
• Support multi-generational households 
• Support climate-resilient and sustainable infill development that supports multi-modal 

transportation 
• Provide supplemental income to landowners and support local economic stability 
• Allow diverse and flexible housing options within a neighborhood and promote mixed-

income communities 
• Permit a housing style that already exists in our community and provide a legal avenue 

for upgrades 
• Retain neighborhood character 

To achieve those goals staff is proposing the following amendments to the UDC (see 
Attachment A for full text of proposed amendments): 
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• Permit ADUs in all zones where residential use is permitted – 1 ADU would be 
permitted per residential lot 

• Maximum size of ADU of 1,000 square feet if lot size is greater than or equal to 7,000 
square feet or 750 square feet for lots less than 7,000 square feet in size 

• One (1) on-site parking space required per ADU – can be satisfied using on-street 
parking if available and waived based on proximity to transit or bike infrastructure 

• Full kitchen is permitted 
• Height, lot coverage, and setback standards of the zone would apply  
• Cool roof required 

Recommendation – Staff recommends that the Planning Commission recommend approval 
of the Accessory Dwelling Units UDC text amendment to Mayor and Council. 

Background – An Accessory Dwelling Unit is an independent housing unit with its own 
kitchen, bathroom, living and sleeping space. These units are typically under 1,000 square feet 
and are accessory to a primary residence. They can be detached, attached or interior to the 
primary residence (i.e. through the conversion of a garage, basement or attic) as shown in the 
image below. These units are often referred to as casitas, mother-in-law units or granny flats, 
among other terms. 

 
Image Source: The ABCs of ADUs: A guide to Accessory Dwelling Units and how they expand housing options for people of all ages 
(AARP) 
 
An overview of ADUs, their benefits and case studies can be found in Attachment B: “The 
ABCs of ADUs: A guide to Accessory Dwelling Units and how they expand housing options 
for people of all ages” (AARP). 
 
Accessory Dwelling Units have many benefits. This housing style can be a means to: 

• Increase the supply of affordable rental housing 
• Encourage more flexible housing options for seniors 
• Support multi-generational households and living arrangements 



 
PLANNING COMMISSION MEMORANDUM 
Accessory Dwelling Units UDC Text Amendment UDC Text 
Amendment (Citywide) 

 
 Page 3 of 18 

 

• Provide supplemental income to landowners and promote neighborhood stability 
• Support climate-resilient infill development in context with existing neighborhoods 

 
In the past decade, many cities have taken steps to legalize ADUs as a way to add to their 
affordable housing stock and meet other community goals such as those mentioned above. 
Some states have even enacted legislation to make this housing option available statewide, 
including California, Oregon, and New Hampshire. See Attachment C for a summary of ADU 
regulations in select jurisdictions, including Flagstaff, Tempe, Minneapolis, and Portland. 
Some of the elements these cities regulate include the type of ADU, number of ADUs per lot, 
the overall size, height, occupancy, and parking. 
 
This potential code amendment stems from ongoing analysis and policy recommendations 
related to housing needs in our community. The City of Tucson, in partnership with Pima 
County, recently completed a Housing Study to understand our local housing market and 
identify gaps in our housing stock. Findings show that nearly 52% of renter households and 
over 22% of homeowner households are housing cost burdened, meaning they spend more than 
30% of household income on housing costs (i.e. rent, mortgage, property tax, utilities)1. ADU’s 
are a way of not just providing lower-cost housing options for renters, but for creating an 
income stream for homeowners as well. This can help stabilize neighborhoods, particularly 
those seeing rapid increases in home prices and rent due to gentrification. Accessory units are 
included as a strategy in the Thrive in the 05 – Choice Neighborhoods Draft Transformation 
Plan as a way of increasing the housing stock while supporting multi-generational households. 
 
In May 2019, Mayor and Council adopted the Age Friendly Tucson Action Plan. Goals of this 
plan include providing affordable housing options for older adults and to facilitate older adults 
and people with disabilities aging in place. ADUs are a way to support these goals, as they can 
be an affordable option for older adults, and also supporting aging in place and aging in 
proximity to family and caregivers. 
 
On June 9, 2020, Mayor and Council directed staff to form a Commission on Equitable 
Housing and Development (CEHD). The mission of this Commission is to provide advice to 
the Mayor and Council on topics such as: how the City can increase city investment in housing; 
how to preserve affordability while increasing housing production/ stock; and how to protect 
barrios and communities from rapid change and displacement. The CEHD will play an 
important role in shaping city housing policy and has been consulted as part of this proposed 
code amendment. 
 
On September 9, 2020 Mayor and Council adopted a Climate Emergency Declaration calling 
for carbon neutrality by 2030 and the development of climate adaptation and mitigation 
strategies. ADUs can be an important tool to support compatible residential infill development. 
ADUs represent an efficient use of existing infrastructure by adding new housing in already 
developed areas. As a smaller footprint housing option, ADUs are typically energy efficient 
structures. Furthermore, these units are often developed in central neighborhoods with multi-
modal transportation options. ADUs are an important means to retrofit our neighborhoods to 
be more climate-resilient. 

 
1 https://mapazdashboard.arizona.edu/housing-cost-burden 
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Mayor and Council Initiation 
On November 17, 2020, Mayor and Council directed the City of Tucson Planning and 
Development Services Department (PDSD) to begin the process of amending the Unified 
Development Code (UDC) to define and permit ADUs (aka casitas), identify the zones where 
they are appropriate and create development standards regulating unit size, height, minimum 
lot size, maximum lot coverage, setbacks, parking requirements and other relevant aspects in 
order to promote this affordable housing option in a manner that is compatible with existing 
neighborhoods. (See Attachment D for the presentation that was shared to Mayor and Council, 
and the Legal Action Report from the November 17, 2021 meeting). 
Stakeholder group meetings  
Between December 2020 to July 2021, a group of community stakeholders met on eight (8) 
occasions to work directly with PDSD in advising the ADU code amendment. There are 
approximately 40 members of the stakeholder group, representing a variety of community 
perspectives and voices (see Attachment E for list of stakeholder group members). The ADU 
stakeholder group established the following prioritized goals as principles to guide the ADU 
code amendment process: 

• Increase the supply of affordable housing 
• Encourage flexible housing options for seniors who wish to age in place 
• Support multi-generational households 
• Support climate-resilient and sustainable infill development that supports multi-modal 

transportation 
• Provide supplemental income to landowners and support local economic stability 
• Allow diverse and flexible housing options within a neighborhood and promote mixed-

income communities 
• Permit a housing style that already exists in our community and provide a legal avenue 

for upgrades 
• Retain neighborhood character  

Summaries of the topics discussed at each meeting are as follows: 

• December 16, 2020 – PDSD presented background information and goals of the code 
amendment, role of the stakeholder group, process approach and timeline, related 
initiatives such as the Affordable Housing Summit, Vitalyst Grant to focus on 
community engagement and outreach to further goals of affordability, CAPLA 
Research to develop a net zero ADU. The group discussed potential issues and shared 
case studies/examples for PDSD to review. 

• January 13, 2021 – Staff presented an overview of current zoning regulations and 
considerations – permitted zones, group dwellings, commercial standards for more than 
three dwellings on one site, etc. The stakeholder group discussed goals and prioritized 
issues. 

• February 10, 2021 – PDSD presented some ADU site tests and example scenarios; the 
group discussed maintaining the lot coverage and height regulations, exploring more 
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flexible options for setbacks, and to consider appropriate ADU size restriction. The 
group prepared for the February series of public meetings.  

• March 10, 2021 – Bill Lennertz of the National Charette Institute joined the code 
amendment process as the facilitator; the group debriefed topics discussed in the public 
meetings; and broke into smaller groups to discuss issues and solutions on occupancy. 
The group also discussed process improvements for the next series of public meetings. 

• April 8, 2021 – PDSD presented a summary of the online comments received and the 
group discussed issues and solutions relative to affordability and parking. 

• May 5, 2021 – PDSD presented the draft proposal for feedback and discussion among 
the stakeholders, including the basics of the proposal, the topics of greatest interest to 
date, and ADU supportive programs. The group shared feedback with staff and also 
discussed the upcoming public meetings.  

• June 9, 2021 – The stakeholder group recapped the May series of public meetings and 
reviewed the initial online survey results. PDSD presented and discussed the draft code 
amendment.  

• July 14, 2021 – PDSD presented a summary of the Planning Commission Study 
Session, that was held on June 30, 2021, to the group and had a discussion of revisions 
to the proposed ADU size restrictions. Additionally, the group discussed the ADU 
supportive programs such as the proposed amnesty program and tools and programs to 
support affordability and technical assistance. Presentations were provided to the group 
on the Affordable Casitas program funded by a recently awarded grant from the 
Vitalyst Foundation and examples of pre-fabricated ADUs from Crate Modular.  

Commission on Equitable Housing and Development  
On April 13, 2021, Planning and Development Services met with the Commission on Equitable 
Housing and Development. The meeting included a presentation from PDSD of the code 
amendment process and the proposal as well discussed strategies to ensure ADUs are 
affordable and accessible to develop, to rent, and to own. 
Public Meetings 

• February 24 and 25, 2021 - Over the course of two (2) days, three (3) meetings were 
held virtually over Zoom and nearly 200 community members participated. Staff 
presented an overview of ADUs, the goals for the code amendment, and the issues to 
be addressed. Participants broke into small groups and were asked a series of questions 
in order to identify how ADUs can benefit the community, what are some potential 
concerns and what are some solutions. (See Attachment F for the summary from this 
series of public meetings). 

o Benefits - Participants were asked “How do you think ADUs could benefit your 
neighborhood and/or family?” Participants expressed ADUs could benefit 
Tucson by meeting emerging housing needs, aging in place, multigenerational 
housing and family support, income and financial stability, neighborhood 
stability and diversity, infill and climate, regulation of existing units and 
structures, etc. 
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o Concerns - Participants were also asked “What are some concerns you have?” 
Some expressed concerns were implications of rental housing, group dwellings 
and mini-dorms, short-term rentals, parking and traffic, privacy, safety, 
property values and taxes, speculation, affordability, cost to develop, site 
design, enforcement and monitoring, heat island effect and sustainability, 
historic preservation, design and character, etc. 

o Solutions – Participants were asked “What are some ways those concerns could 
be addressed?” Some expressed solutions were to encourage affordability 
through financial and technical assistance, model plans and simplified 
permitting process; Incentives to sustainable design; appropriate regulations; 
neighborhood-based regulations, etc. 

• May 20 – 26, 2021 – ADU Proposal - four (4) meetings were held virtually with 274 
community members present (See Attachment G for a map of the geographic 
distribution of registrants and a summary of the meeting). Staff presented a proposal 
for how to allow ADUs in Tucson and invited participants to join small groups to 
provide feedback on the following topics: 1) ADU Size and Site considerations, 2) 
Parking, 3) Occupancy, 4) Sustainability, and 5) Cost and Affordability.  

o Additionally, attendees at the May series of public meetings were asked “Do 
you feel this proposal will benefit our community?” via a poll at the conclusion 
of the meetings and 56% of respondents answered “strongly agree”. 

Community Presentations 

• Affordable Housing Summit, January 25, 2021 – PDSD presented an overview of 
the ADU project at this summit aimed a building a housing plan for older adults in 
Tucson, sponsored by the Tucson Housing Foundation, United Way, Elder Alliance 
and AARP. 

• Pima County Community Land Trust Cafecitos, April 27, 2021 - PDSD presented 
an overview of how backyard casitas (also known as Accessory Dwelling Units) can 
help meet our communities housing needs and support a variety of household situations 
such as extended families or seniors who wish to age in place. Staff provided an update 
on potential changes to the City zoning code to make it easier to build these units. 

• Affordable Housing Working Group, July 1, 2021 – PDSD presented an of the ADU 
project to a group set up by Pima County Constable Randall to review affordable 
housing policies and programs. The group consisted of government and non-profit 
professionals from the region.  

Online Surveys  

• February 2021 - May 2021 – Community members were invited to provide feedback 
on ADUs via an online survey available on the project website. Over the course of those 
four months, 77 comments were received. The comments were manually sorted into 
two categories – concerned or supportive – 39 comments were categorized as 
concerned, and 38 were categorized as supportive. See Attachment H for a list of all 
the comments submitted and a word cloud summarizing them. 
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• May 25, 2021 – present – A new survey was posted online after the public meetings 
to gauge support for the proposal presented in May. As of July 21, staff has received 
212 responses. See Attachment I for a summary of initial results and a map of the 
geographic distribution of the survey respondents.  

Planning Commission 

• June 30, 2021 – The City of Tucson Planning Commission held a study session on 
June 30, 2021 to review and discuss the proposed ADU UDC code amendments. At the 
study session, the Planning Commission voted 9-0 to set the item for a public hearing 
on July 28, 2021. Topics of discussion at the meeting were related to the following: 

o How addressing works for ADUs 
o Importance of amnesty program for low-income residents 
o Concerns about size and scale of ADUs in the proposal 
o Impact of new Electric Vehicle (EV) charging outlet requirements would have 

on ADUs 
o Code clarifications 

After the study session was completed, six members from the public spoke at the Call 
to the Audience related to the following topics: 

o Concerns about ADU size and scale, speculative and investor driven rentals, 
and absentee landlords 

o Questions about how to make this proposal equitable and benefit low-income 
communities 

o Support for proposal – experience in Seattle and Portland - do not anticipate 
change to the fabric of the community 

Public Comments 
In addition to the public feedback we have received from the public meetings, stakeholder 
meetings, online comment form, and survey, we have also received public comments in 
anticipation of the review by the Planning Commission. Prior to the study session there were 
26 letters submitted and there have been 6 more submitted in advance of the public hearing. 
The following is a summary of those comments: 

• Maximum ADU Size is too large and creates scale issues in historic neighborhoods 
where the primary structures are many times smaller than 1,000 square feet.  

• Two story ADUs are not appropriate for lots with one story primary structures. 
Suggestion for limiting height of ADU to that of primary structure.  

• Support for ADU ordinance as it an easy way to encourage in-fill affordable housing 
that is progressive, environmentally sound, and builds on existing infrastructure.  

• Concerns about potential increases in density, rentals, and disproportionate impact on 
lower-income neighborhoods (not equitable). 

• The proposed ADU ordinance helps to promote alternative transportation models and 
makes us a better and more inclusive city. 

• Concerns about increase in speculative development and short-term rentals as a result 
of ordinance. 
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• Proposed regulations are not compatible with historic neighborhoods and will lead to 
delisting of properties in National Register Historic Districts. 

• Support for an amnesty program that will allow for bringing existing unpermitted 
ADUs up to code. 

• Parking should be required on-site for all ADUs. 
• A much needed ordinance that will provide additional housing options in a market with 

staggering demand and ever dwindling supply. 
• The city does not have enough resources to enforce its own regulations. 
• Support for the openness of the process to develop the ADU ordinance. 
• Concern that the process has not allowed for enough time to reach all of those impacted. 
• Policy is crafted to work within the majority of situations, to protect the existing 

population while allowing for change and growth, this type of growth supports our 
community’s need for multigenerational and non‐traditional housing options. 

Please see Attachment J & K for all letters submitted to the Planning Commission for the June 
30, 2021 study session and for the July 28, 2021 public hearing, as of July 21, 2021. 
Present Considerations – The proposed amendments to the UDC to allow Accessory 
Dwelling Units have been developed over the last nine months based on extensive engagement 
with stakeholders and the public. The proposed amendments seek to achieve a balance between 
the need to provide more affordable housing for Tucson, while still ensuring the newly 
developed ADUs fit within the context of existing development.  
Overview of Proposal – To achieve the goals prioritized by the stakeholder group the following 
proposal has been developed. This proposal was presented to the stakeholder group, at the May 
public meetings, and now to the Planning Commission. The key elements of the proposal are: 

• Permit ADUs in all zones where residential use is permitted – 1 ADU would be 
permitted per residential lot 

• Maximum size of ADU of 1,000 square feet if lot size is greater than or equal to 7,000 
square feet or 750 square feet for lots less than 7,000 square feet in size 

• One (1) on-site parking space required per ADU – can be satisfied using on-street 
parking if available 

• Full-kitchen is permitted 
• Height, lot coverage, and setback standards of the zone would apply  
• Cool roof required 

Proposed ADU Amendments – Below are the main elements of the proposal and the findings 
which support the proposal. For the full text of the code amendments please see Attachment 
A. 
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Building Size – Maximum size of ADU of 1,000 square feet if lot size is greater than or equal 
to 7,000 square feet or 750 square feet for lots less than 7,000 square feet in size 

• Findings: 
o Allows enough space for 2-bedroom units to accommodate families.  
o Smaller size limits impact on neighborhood and surrounding property. 
o Tying maximum ADU size to the lot size rather than the size of an existing 

residence is simpler to regulate and a more equitable approach that does not 
penalize lots with smaller homes. Larger lots are likely to have more space 
available to accommodate a larger ADU.  

o Two-tiered approach is simple for applicants to understand and for staff to 
administer. 

o Lowered maximum ADU size for smaller lots based on feedback from public 
and stakeholders 

Where ADUs are permitted – All lots with single-family or two-family residences may add 
one ADU. For existing homes in newer subdivisions, single-family residences may have one 
ADU, so long as it meets lot coverage requirements of zone.  

 
• Findings:  

o Allow ADUs based on use and not zone due to single-family and two-family 
residential being allowed in most zones. 

R2 Zone: 4500 sq ft Lot / 
750 sq ft ADU 
 

R1 Zone: 8000 sq ft Lot / 
950 sq ft ADU 
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o Lots with three or more units are considered a multi-family use; an ADU would 
not be permitted. 

Setbacks and Development Standards - No proposed changes to setbacks, maximum 
building height or maximum lot coverage. The owner may use existing Design Development 
Option (DDO) as an avenue to reduce setbacks on site-by-site basis.  

 
• Findings: 

o Test fits and staff analysis showed that in most situations, ADUs will fit on lots 
by using the existing dimensional standards, which typically limit residential 
building height to 25 feet; lot coverage to 70%; and require a minimum 20 foot 
front setback and 6 foot perimeter yard setbacks.  

o In those cases where flexibility is needed, owners may use the DDO option. 
Privacy Mitigation / Historic Design Standards - Historic Preservation Zone (HPZ) and 
Neighborhood Preservation Zone (NPZ) design standards and review process will continue to 
be applied in those areas to ensure that projects meet specific design standards.  

 
• Findings: 

o The items that lead to the delisting of contributing structures are changes to the 
primary façade, additions of solid walls over 48” in front of the contributing 
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structure, etc., not the development of an accessory building behind a historic 
structure.  

o Even if that structure were taller than the primary structure and can be seen from 
a public right-of-way, the development of an ADU in a backyard would likely 
not impact a building’s contributing status and should not individually affect a 
neighborhoods’ National Register Historic District status. 

o Existing variable setbacks based on building height help to mitigate privacy of 
neighboring properties. 

Building Standards - ADUs must be built on a permanent foundation and must comply with 
Inclusive Home Design regulations such as zero step entry, grab bars, etc. Tiny homes on 
wheels would not be permitted, as they are considered a vehicle. 

Parking Standards - One parking space required per ADU. This requirement may be 
satisfied through on-site or on-street parking (on-street may require use of the City’s 
Parking Permit program). The parking requirement may also be waived based on proximity to 
transit or enhanced bike routes as defined in the bicycle boulevard master plan. Parking may 
be accessed from alleys per UDC regulation. The 5-bedroom parking requirement in R-1 zones 
that, parking shall be to the side or back of a building, is only triggered through the use of on-
site parking for the ADU. Should the ADU have its parking waived, or satisfied though on-
street parking, it does not trigger that requirement. 

 
• Findings: 

o This proposal seeks to reach a balance between mitigating potential parking 
issues, while not requiring additional parking when it is not needed.  

Sustainability Measures - All new ADUs must be developed with a cool roof to address the 
Urban Heat Island effect and projects must meet current energy code. 
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• Findings:  

o ADUs support infill and use of existing infrastructure, increased density to 
support effective transit, bike, and ped systems as an alternative to sprawl. 

o Urban Heat Island (UHI) effect can be mitigated through cool roofs. 
o Many low-cost cool roof options are available, therefore this requirement is 

unlikely to add significant cost to the ADU  
ADU Supportive Programs – In addition to the proposed UDC amendments, the stakeholder 
group and public have suggested programs to promote the development of ADUs in order to 
meet our communities housing needs. To adequately address the goals of the project and make 
the ADU code amendment more effective, additional programs to address affordability and 
compliance for unpermitted structures are being proposed. The programs discussed throughout 
the process were primarily related to affordable housing and how to address unpermitted 
structures or transitioning current sleeping quarters into ADUs. Examples of those plans that 
are being planned post-adoption are as follows: 

Affordable housing programs 

• Partner with Cuadro Design/Pima County Community Land Trust to 
conduct outreach and provide technical assistance to low- and moderate-income 
households. These community partners recently secured a three-year grant from the 
Vitalyst Foundation to support these efforts. 

• Develop model plans that can be used to bring down costs through a design 
competition or other means 

• Promote local funding sources and explore options to provide financial assistance 

Amnesty for unpermitted and guest houses 

• PDSD is proposing a two-year amnesty period, from the date an ADU ordinance is 
adopted by Mayor and Council, to encourage homeowners to bring unpermitted 
ADUs into conformance with code and to convert existing guest quarters into 
ADUs. Along with the amendments to the UDC, staff proposes an amendment to 
the Section 4, Development Review Fee Table, of the Administrative Manual to 
waive the penalty for after the fact permitting for ADUs (currently permit fees are 
double for such permits). 

Comparison of Proposal with what is allowed currently 
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There are currently two options to build a unit similar to an Accessory Dwelling Unit – it could 
be built as sleeping quarters or a second residential unit.  
Currently, detached sleeping quarters are allowed in all residential zones. These structures 
function very similarly to an Accessory Dwelling Unit. The key differences are that a full 
kitchen is not permitted, the maximum area is restricted to 50% of the area of the primary unit, 
and the building height is restricted to a maximum of 12 feet. 
Additionally, a second residential unit is allowed on lots above a certain size, based on the 
zone. For example, in R-1, the most common zone across the city, lots over 10,000 square feet 
may add a second unit.  
The chart below compares the current regulations with the proposal for Accessory Dwelling 
Units. 

 Sleeping Quarters - 
CURRENTLY ALLOWED 

Second Residential Unit 
– CURRENTLY 
ALLOWED 

Accessory Dwelling 
Unit (ADU) - PROPOSED 

What zones are 
they allowed in? 

All residential zones R-1, R-2, R-3, MH-1, & 
MH-2 Residential Zones, 
and all Office and 
Commercial Zones 

All zones that allow for 
residential uses 

What parcels 
may build one? 

Any parcel with a 
residential dwelling unit 

R-1 parcels > 10,000 SF 
R-2 parcels > 5,808 SF 
R-3 parcels > 5,000 SF 
MH-1 parcels > 5,445 SF 
MH-2 parcels > 5,808 SF 
Office and Commercial 
must meet density 
requirements and 
minimum lot size 
requirements  

Any parcel with single 
or two-family 
residential units 

Maximum Size of 
Unit 

50% of primary 
structure 

No size restriction – in 
R-1 one dwelling must 
be 25% smaller than the 
other dwelling. 

1,000 SF for lots over 
7,000 square feet/750 
SF for lots under 7,000 
square feet 

Parking  No parking required 
beyond requirement for 
principal use 

Parking required per 
use standards 

1 parking space 
required per ADU; can 
be waived if 1/4 mile 
from Transit or a Bike 
Boulevard 

Number of 
bedrooms 

No limit No limit No limit 

Type of Kitchen Wet bar setup including 
single-bowl sink and 
under-the-counter 
fridge. No cooking 
facilities permitted. 

Full Kitchen Full kitchen 

Setbacks Per zone standards – 
typically minimum 20 

Per zone standards – 
typically minimum 20 

Per zone standards – 
typically minimum 20 
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foot front setback and 6 
foot perimeter yard 
setbacks 

foot front setback and 6 
foot perimeter yard 
setbacks 

foot front setback and 6 
foot perimeter yard 
setbacks 

Process to 
reduce setbacks 

Written consent of 
neighbor or Design 
Development Option 

Design Development 
Option (DDO) 

Design Development 
Option (DDO) 

Maximum 
Building Height 

12 feet maximum, 
unless attached to the 
principal building 

Per zone standards – 
typically 25 feet 
maximum 

Per zone standards – 
typically 25 feet 
maximum 

Privacy 
Mitigation 

None Per NPZ Standards if in 
those zones. If not, 
none, but variable 
setbacks require 
building to be set back 
further as the height 
increases 

None, but variable 
setbacks require 
building to be set back 
further as the height 
increases. NPZ 
standards apply. 

Urban Heat 
Island Effect 
(UHI) 

No requirement to 
mitigate urban heat 
island effect 

No requirement to 
mitigate urban heat 
island effect 

Cool roof required  

 
Feedback on Proposal - Since the initial presentation of the proposal at the May stakeholder 
meeting and the public meetings, we have received a significant amount of feedback from the 
public. From that feedback we have received it appears that the proposal has achieved the 
balance we were seeking. The results of the survey showed that for all elements of the proposal, 
the most responses were in the “proposal about right” category (full results of survey listed in 
Attachment I). Additionally, the responses from the public meetings and the survey when asked 
“Do you think the proposal benefits the community?”, 68% said either strongly agree (48%) 
or somewhat agree (20%). 
While most of the feedback related to the proposal has been positive, we have received 
concerns related to the proposal as well. The following are some of the concerns we have 
received and how the proposal may address that: 

• Maximum ADU Size is too big, and doesn’t take lot size into account context 
o Based on feedback from the public and from the planning commission, staff is 

recommending a new two-tiered approach in place of the previously proposed 
1,000 square foot maximum ADU size. The following two-tiered proposal 
seeks to mitigate some of the concerns about 1,000 square feet being too big for 
some of the smaller lots: 
 1,000 square foot maximum size for lots over 7,000 square feet 
 750 square foot maximum size for lots under 7,000 square feet 

o The two-tiered proposal seeks to reach a balance of large enough units to 
provide for a mix of housing and flexibility for the diverse needs of the 
community. The 1,000 square foot and 750 square foot limits are large enough 
for a two-bedroom unit and limiting enough to mitigate potential issues seen in 
the past with group dwellings and mini-dorms. The tiered approach also 
addresses concerns about appropriate scale of the units relative to lot size. 
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o Some stakeholders suggested using interior dimensions to regulate maximum 
size, in order not to discourage thicker walls that provide greater insulation and 
energy efficiency. Zoning calculations are typically based on the exterior 
dimensions of a structure. Staff believes that the proposed maximum size is 
adequate to provide greater exterior wall thickness where desired. 

• Need for addition of an owner occupancy requirement in the proposal 
o Owner-occupancy requirements make the financing of ADUs more difficult, 

just as they would if applied to single-family homes.  Such requirements also 
limit the appraised value of properties with ADUs and reduce options for 
lenders should they need to foreclose.  

o Additionally, according to “The ABCs of ADUs” guide drafted by AARP, 
enforcing owner-occupancy laws can be difficult, and the rules have been 
challenged in courts, sometimes successfully. However, according to a study 
by the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality, more than two-thirds of 
properties with ADUs are owner occupied even without an owner occupancy 
mandate2. 

o Some have suggested requiring owner-occupancy of either the ADU or primary 
structure for a defined time period, such as one year from the date the ADU is 
constructed 

o Proposed limitations on the ADU size and the continuation of the group 
dwelling ordinance help to protect against mini-dorms and the behavioral issues 
that have been raised as concerns. 

• Use of ADUs as Short Term Rentals (i.e. AirBnB, VRBO, etc.) 
o Currently, Arizona law prohibits a city or county from restricting the use of or 

regulating vacation or short-term rentals based on their classification, use, or 
occupancy3. 

• Affordability of ADUs 
o Affordable housing is housing a household can pay for, while still having 

enough money left over for other necessities like food, transportation, and 
healthcare. The federal government typically defines housing as affordable 
when it consumes no more than 30% of a household’s income. While all 
ADUs are not necessarily affordable by HUD standards (70% of Average 
Median Income (AMI), they help to provide a greater mix of housing types 
and options. For example:   
 ADUs are likelier to provide rental housing that is affordable within its 

neighborhood context than rental housing in general4. 
 ADUs appear to be likelier to bolster income diversity through 

addition to the stock of modestly priced rental apartments in high-

 
2 https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/livable-documents/documents-2019/ADU-guide-
web-singles-071619.pdf  
3 https://www.azleg.gov/ars/9/00500-39.htm  
4 Jake Wegmann & Karen Chapple (2014) Hidden density in single-family neighborhoods: backyard cottages as 
an equitable smart growth strategy, Journal of Urbanism: International Research on Placemaking and Urban 
Sustainability, 7:3, 307-329, DOI:10.1080/17549175.2013.879453 

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/livable-documents/documents-2019/ADU-guide-web-singles-071619.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/livable-documents/documents-2019/ADU-guide-web-singles-071619.pdf
https://www.azleg.gov/ars/9/00500-39.htm
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opportunity neighborhoods than are other types of unsubsidized rental 
housing. 

 The “supply effect” - Supply and demand play an important role in 
maintaining affordability – increasing the supply takes pressure off 
demand and reduces the pricing power of the landlord. 

 As smaller units, ADUs often have lower rental costs. 
o Additionally, to help support affordable ADUs, the City and community 

partners are pursuing programs such as: 
 Partnerships with local organizations to help provide technical 

assistance to low- and moderate-income households as well as 
financial assistance or access to capital. 

 Develop pre-approved model-plans to be used by homeowners to help 
reduce costs. 

 Amnesty program to promote upgrades to existing, unpermitted ADUs 
and to convert guest houses to full ADUs. 

 Federal Housing programs to subsidize the rent paid to the landlord. 
• Impact on National Register Historic Districts, Historic Preservation Zones 

(HPZs), Historic Landmarks (HL), and Neighborhood Preservation Zones (NPZs) 
o Impact on National Register Historic District status 

 The current proposal does not allow for detached ADUs to be built in 
front of a primary structure. 

 For a historic district to keep its status it must maintain a level where 
50% of its structures are listed as contributing. 

 The items that lead to the delisting of contributing structures are 
changes to the primary façade, additions of solid walls over 48” in 
front of the contributing structure, etc., not the development of an 
accessory building behind a historic structure. Even if that structure 
were taller than the primary structure and can be seen from a public 
right-of-way. The development of an ADU in a backyard would not 
impact a building’s contributing status and would not affect a 
neighborhoods’ National Register Historic District status.  

 While property owners may choose to make modifications to their 
property that could potentially delist it, such as building a wall in front, 
they do have an incentive to maintain the contributing status of their 
home in order to receive a property tax break. 

 Currently, no City of Tucson historic design review is required for 
work done to properties in a National Register Historic District that are 
not an HPZ. Construction of an ADU would not be regulated 
differently.  

o Impact on properties within a Historic Preservation Zone (HPZ), Historic 
Landmark (HL) or Neighborhood Preservation Zone (NPZ) 
 HPZ, HL and NPZ design standards and review process will continue 

to be required in those areas. This means that an Accessory Dwelling 
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Unit proposed within an HPZ, HL or NPZ must comply with the 
design standards and review process of the district where it is proposed 
to be built. 

• Concern about potential impact of parking for new ADUs on neighbors 
o This proposal seeks to reach a balance between mitigating potential parking 

issues, while not requiring parking when it is not needed. By requiring one 
parking space per ADU, with the ability to waive that requirement for sites close 
to transit, enhanced bike facilities, or where there is on-street parking available, 
it provides the flexibility necessary for this balance.  

o It should also be noted that the City also has a parking permit program that can 
be used by neighborhoods to help mitigate potential problems with on-street 
problems in high use areas. 

• Potential for increased Urban Heat Island (UHI) effect and water use 
o Research generally shows that gradually increasing density (e.g ADUs) will not 

in itself increase UHI effect for a specific area. 
o Additionally, new development with a light colored "cool roof” can actually 

reduce the Urban Heat Island effect when developed on previously barren 
ground. 

o Research comparing Civano Phase 1, where reflective white roofs were used 
with other neighborhoods showed that neighborhoods with cool roofs have 
lower temperatures. 

o Test fits of ADUs on typical residential sites have demonstrated that there is 
usually a bit of flexibility in placement of an ADU, while still meeting setback 
and lot coverage requirements. This means there are typically ample options to 
retain existing vegetation or add plantings, while also adding an ADU to a site. 

o Related to water, one of the best tools we have for reducing per capita water 
consumption is increasing density and redirecting development that would have 
led to spawl. This proposal helps to further infill development by providing an 
avenue for gentle density in existing areas. 

Staff has also drafted a more extensive frequently asked questions to respond to concerns that 
have been expressed throughout the process; they can be accessed online here. 
Plan Tucson Consideration(s) – This item is related to the Plan Tucson Elements of (1) 
Housing (2) Historic Preservation and (3) Land Use, Transportation, & Urban Design. 
Specifically, this item is supported by the following policies: 
 

• H6 – Take multiple approaches to reduce housing costs and increase affordability 

• H9 – Promote safe, decent, and affordable housing and neighborhoods that support 
aging in place 

• HP4 – Identify historic streetscapes and preserve their most significant character 
defining features. 

• LT4 – Ensure urban design that: a. is sensitive to the surrounding scale and 
intensities of existing development; b. integrates alternative transportation choices, 
creates safe gathering places, and fosters social interaction; c. provides multi-modal 

https://www.tucsonaz.gov/pdsd/accessory-dwelling-units-code-amendment/FAQ
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connections between and within building blocks; d. includes ample, usable public 
space and green infrastructure; e. take into account prominent viewsheds. 

 
Attachments: 
A – Proposed ADU Code Amendment 
B – AARP's ABCs of ADUs: A guide to Accessory Dwelling Units 
C – Summary of ADU regulations in select jurisdictions 
D – Presentation and Legal Action Report from November 17th M&C Study Session 
E – Stakeholder Group Members 
F – Summary of February Public Meetings 
G – Summary of May Public Meetings 
H – Comments submitted online from Feb-May 2021 
I – Summary of initial results of survey as of June 24, 2021 
J – Letters submitted to the Planning Commission for June 30, 2021 Study Session 
K – Letters submitted to the Planning Commission for July 28, 2021 Public Hearing 
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