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Detached Accessory Dwelling Units Create Affordable
Housing Choices
Holly Stewart

ABSTRACT: Detached Accessory Dwelling Units (DADUs) will create affordable housing choices in Seattle.
While the city has allowed attached ADUs in single-family zoned neighborhoods, detached units remain
illegal.  Legislation to permit DADUs will be consistent with Seattle’ s goals, is endorsed by civic leaders,
and will meet the needs of a variety of households, including renters, home buyers, and homeowners.
Community fears about increased density can be mediated through careful, cognizant planning and a positive
outreach campaign.  Additionally, by reaching out to people who will benefit from DADUs, public officials
can build an organized consortium of supporters.  DADUs will be a valuable addition to Seattle’ s housing
options.

The Need for Detached Accessory Dwelling
Units in Seattle

Legislation that allows Detached
Accessory Dwelling Units (DADUs)

will create opportunities for affordable housing
choices in Seattle’s housing market.  Permitting
and encouraging new DADUs will assist Seattle
in achieving its housing and land use goals.
These units are a positive way to meet the needs
of a diverse range of households, including low-
income renters, moderate-income home buyers,
and senior homeowners.  Removing the barriers
to building DADUs in Seattle is supported by
community leaders; yet a small group of vocal
constituents has prevented the passage of this
legislation by the city council.  The concerns
of those who are resistant to DADUs can be
addressed  th rough  proac t ive  communi ty
planning and a positive neighborhood outreach
campaign.

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) offer
an independent living unit on the same lot as a
single-family home.  They take a variety of
forms such as  basement  or  mother - in- law
apartments.  ADUs include a separate entrance,
kitchen, sleeping, and bathroom facil i t ies.
Since the early 1990’ s,  Washington state’s
Growth Management Act has required all cities
with more than 20,000 people to allow ADUs
in any neighborhood (Sperber , 2005).  Seattle
complied with this requirement in 1994 by
al lowing a t tached ADUs in  s ingle- fami ly
neighborhoods.  The regulation requires the

owner of the property to live in either the main
home or the ADU (DCLU, 2000).  This prevents
an owner from converting both living areas to
rental units.  Seattle permitted 1,200 attached
ADUs be tween 1994 and  2004,  cur rent ly
granting an average of 50 to 100 permits per
year  (Sperber,  2005) .   The  ex is t ing  c i ty
regulations allow only one ADU per dwelling
within or attached to the main home, such as a
converted basement.   Detached Accessory
Dwelling Units (DADUs), however , remain
illegal in all single-family zoned neighborhoods
of  Sea t t l e .   Th is  l imi ta t ion  preven ts  the
construction of separate cottages and above-
garage apartments which could be used to help
meet Seattle’s affordable housing problems.

Meeting Seattle’s Goals

Legislation to allow DADUs in Seattle
will be consistent with the city’ s growth goals
and has been endorsed by a diverse group of
civic leaders.  DADUs would assist in meeting
land use goals by providing more ef ficient use
of  l imi ted land resources ,  and increas ing
oppor tun i t i es  fo r  de tached  s ing le  fami ly
dwellings that are attractive to many residents.
The  land  use  goa ls  iden t i fy  the  need  to
encourage development of accessory units and
small cottages as a means toward achieving the
city’s vision of a more livable community
(Department of Design, Construction and Land
Use, Jun 2003).

DADUs are also consistent with the
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city’s housing goals such as accommodating a
growing population, enabling seniors to remain
in their neighborhoods, and of fering a variety
of  hous ing  types  tha t  a re  a t t rac t ive  and
reasonably  pr iced .   The  hous ing  goa ls
acknowledge the importance of promoting
“innovative and non-traditional housing types”
to meet the needs of a population with a wide
range of ages, income levels, family types,
household sizes, and cultural backgrounds,
including ADUs (DCLU, Mar 2003).

In order to test whether Seattle’s zoning
regula t ions  should  be  modi f ied  to  a l low
DADUs,  the  Depar tment  o f  Des ign ,
Construction and Land Use (DCLU) initiated
the 1998–2001 Demonstration Program for
Innovative Housing Design in Seattle.  By early
2003, four DADUs had been completed in the
Magnolia, North Capitol Hill, Green Lake and
Lichton Springs neighborhoods, while two units
in West and South Seattle were still in the
permi t t ing  and  cons t ruc t ion  processes .
Communi ty  members  were  asked to  of fer
comments about the four completed projects and
most responded favorably to the addition of
DADUs in their neighborhoods.  Three of the
four DADU projects received positive and
neut ra l  ra t ings  f rom over  80% of  survey
respondents.  The fourth project received an
approval of 54% (DCLU, Jun 2003).  The lower
ra t ings  on  th i s  un i t  were  main ly  due  to
perceived impacts on parking, traf fic, and the
bui ld ing  des ign .   Some ne ighbors  were
uncomfortable with the structure’ s window
placement, paint colors, and two-story height.
In June 2003, DCLU recommended that the city
council approve DADUs in all of Seattle’ s
single-family zoned neighborhoods based on the
findings of the demonstration project.  Feedback
from the neighborhood surveys and from public
meetings was incorporated into the council
proposal in order to build community support.
Recommendations included limiting the size of
the units to 1,000 square feet, adding design
requirements, and streamlining the permitting
process.

Changing the city’s zoning restrictions
to allow DADU development has been endorsed
by  p lann ing  exper t s ,  a f fo rdab le  hous ing
advocates, and neighborhood associations in
Rainier Valley, North Beacon Hill, the Central

District, Capitol Hill,  Greenwood, Phinney
Ridge, the University District, and Wallingford.
While some city council  members and the
Seattle Planning Commission have expressed
their support for DADUs, the recommended
legislation stalled because of opposition from a
few vocal constituent groups (DPD, 2004).

In November 2005, Mayor Greg Nickels
proposed a pilot program to allow DADUs in
all southeast Seattle neighborhoods based on the
request of a local task force (Langston, 2005).
This legislation is currently under consideration
by the city council.  If the pilot project is
successful, then DADUs could be reconsidered
on a city-wide basis.

Demographic Changes and Available Housing
Choices

The addition of DADUs to Seattle’ s
housing market would better meet the needs of
its population by providing smaller, affordable
units for a range of household types.  Over the
past  f i f ty  years ,  households  have become
increasingly smaller as younger people stay
single longer, birthrates decline, divorce rates
increase, and an aging population increases the
number of  empty-nest  adul ts  and seniors .
Seattle is at the forefront of these developments.
Between 1960 and 2000, Seattle’ s average
household size shrank from 2.70 to 2.08 people,
among the lowest nationwide (Nickels, 2004).
In fact, over 60% of Seattle’s households consist
of singles and married couples without children.
Among Seattle’s low-income households with
housing problems, over half are occupied by
single residents (Nickels, 2004).

These  demographic  changes  a re
important because they require a new approach
to meet emer ging housing needs.   Smaller
households demand dif ferent types of housing
choices than the stereotypical family.  Yet, the
size of the American home has been steadily
increasing over the past fifty years.  In 1950,
over 60% of new homes constructed nationwide
were less than 1,200 square feet and had two
bedrooms or less.  By 2004, only 4% of new
homes were built with less than 1,200 square
feet and only 1 1% had two bedrooms or less
(Lopez, 2005).  Today’s average new home size
is over 2,300 square feet,  compared to the
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average 1950 home of 983 square feet (Lopez,
2005).  The mismatch between household size
and home construction size results in many
home-seekers who must choose homes that do
not meet their needs.  Additionally, there is
demand among small households for mid-level
densities that maintain the character of single-
family neighborhoods,  but  current  zoning
policies do not allow for this flexibility.

In addition to decreasing household
s ize ,  the  c i ty ’ s  p ro jec t ions  es t imate  tha t
Seattle’s population will increase by 47,000
households between 2004 and 2024.   The
growing  popula t ion  wi l l  p lace  increased
demand on available housing units resulting in
continued price escalation (MRSC, 1992).  This
leaves low and middle income residents unable
to afford rents throughout Seattle.  A limited
supply and r is ing demand resul t  in  fewer
housing choices for many.  Removing the barrier
to DADUs will increase the supply of affordable
housing.  As noted by the Seattle Times, “there
will continue to be a need for denser apartments
and subsidized housing, but ADUs can relieve
some of the pressing need for housing in this
region” (Hinshaw, 2001).

Meeting Seattle’s Rental Housing Needs

Renters in Seattle are restricted in their
neighborhood choices  and housing types .
Seattle, like many other Washington cities, has
focused on increasing density in a few urban
centers and maintaining the low density of
single-family homeowner neighborhoods (THP,
2003) .   Th is  nar row approach  does  no t
recognize the preferences of most residents.
National surveys repeatedly find that the vast
majority of consumers prefer single-family
homes to all other types of development (Gearin
& Myers, 2001).  As the Washington Research
Council notes, “the large multi-family projects
that represent the majority of recent infill in
Seattle are not the housing that the majority of
the population desires” (WRC, 2001).  The
city’s housing policies and zoning regulations
shel ter  s ingle-family  neighborhoods f rom
sharing the burden of increased density to
accommodate the needs of renters.  DADUs will
enable  renter  households  to  f ind  housing
choices in single-family neighborhoods, instead

of being limited to high density multi-family ,
mixed-use, and downtown zones.

Adding DADUs to the available options
for Seattle’s rental market will improve the
choices for all residents, including low-income
households.  DADUs typically rent for less than
other types of newly constructed rental housing.
DADUs can take advantage of existing utilities
and services.  As observed by the Municipal
Research & Services Center of Washington,
“studies have shown that ADUs rent for less
than average market rent levels.  Lower rents
are possible primarily because ADUs do not
require  development  of  new land and are
cheaper to build than conventional rental units”
(MRSC, 1995).  A small number of DADUs were
cons t ruc ted  dur ing  the  1998  –  2001
Demonstration Program for Innovative Housing
Design in Seattle.  The total construction cost
for the two units which were less than 1,000
square  fee t  were  $95 ,000  and  $140 ,000 .
Building costs for the two larger units — 1,300
to 1,900 square feet  — were $150,000 to
$200,000.  All cost considerably less to build
than the typical new home.  Adding to the
supply of af fordable units across Seattle’ s
neighborhoods should lead to a broader decrease
in housing rental costs,and making other types
of housing more affordable.

Meeting Seattle’s Home Buyer Needs

The current  zoning regulat ions are
inflexible and prevent growth from spreading
across  ne ighborhoods .  Th is  res t r i c t s  the
major i ty  o f  new deve lopment  to  a  few
multifamily and downtown zones limits the
housing choices for all Seattle residents.  While
56.7% of Seattle’ s land is zoned for single-
family units, only 13% of the city’ s new units
built since 1994 are in these neighborhoods
(DCLU, 2003 and Nickels ,  2004) .   Many
modera te  income s ing les  and  two-person
households must continue to rent apartments
because they cannot afford large single-family
homes.  The lack of growth, especially in single-
family neighborhoods, has resulted in ever
higher home prices.  Because the 2005 median
home pr ice  in  Sea t t l e  a t  $390 ,150 ,  the
affordability gap is insurmountable for most
households (Bolt, 2006).
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Allowing DADUs will help moderate
income residents to purchase single-family
homes because they will be able to use the
predicted rent from the DADU to increase their
purchasing power (Sperber, 2005). “For a single
individual or a young family buying their first
home, the presence of an ADU and its potential
rental income may help them to qualify for a
larger mortgage loan than they otherwise might
get.  After purchasing a home, the rental income
from an ADU could help reduce the financial
burden of a high mortgage payment” (MRSC,
1995).  DADUs will increase the ability of home
buyers to purchase homes in Seattle’ s single-
family neighborhoods.

Meeting Seattle’s Home Owner Needs

The pressure is increasing for current
Seatt le homeowners as well .   Of Seatt le’ s
125,151 owner-occupied units, 32,794 (26%)
pay more than one-third of their income for
housing (Nickels, 2004).  This phenomenon is
not limited to low-income homeowners and
particularly impacts senior citizens.  A majority
of seniors live in single-family homes and prefer
to remain in their own homes (MRSC, 1995).
Many seniors, however, own large single-family
houses that they are no longer able to maintain.
Their reliance on fixed incomes decreases their
ability to af ford the costs imposed by rising
property taxes and increasing maintenance
costs.  Other seniors may wish to move to
smal le r  homes  bu t  want  to  s tay  in  the
neighborhood where they have established
re la t ionsh ips  and  suppor t  sys tems .   Ye t ,
Seattle’s current regulations and development
patterns do not provide these homeowners with
the housing options that will best meet their
needs.

DADUs will  help meet the housing
needs of Seattle’s senior homeowners who want
to continue to live in their homes.  They can
use the rental income from their DADU to help
meet rising property costs or may choose to
barter rent for landscaping, home maintenance,
and other household chores.  Additionally,
seniors who want to stay in their established
neighborhoods but want a smaller living space
can use the DADU as their primary residence.
The DADU will allow them to maintain their

communi ty  suppor t  sys tem,  ins tead  of
necessitating a move to a condominium or
apartment in a high-density multi-family zone.
Additionally, elderly homeowners could use the
additional living unit to accommodate a relative
or attendant instead of needing to pay for the
high cost of nursing home care.

Baby-boomers may be likely to take
advantage of DADUs to care for aging parents
who need  increased  ass i s tance ,  whi le
maintaining privacy through separate living
spaces.  As described by the Municipal Research
& Services Center of Washington, “with an ADU
in their home, adult children can care for an
ag ing  paren t  whi le  re ta in ing  a  semi-
independent  l iv ing  a r rangement  fo r  bo th
themselves and their parents” (MRSC, 1995).
Empty-nesters also can choose to add a DADU
for their grown children who cannot af ford to
move out on their own.  As Sperber (2005)
notes,  “ADUs can be used to increase the
diversity of generations, incomes, and lifestyles
within single-family neighborhoods.”

Meeting Seattle’s Community Needs

By increasing the density of already
es tab l i shed  s ingle- fami ly  ne ighborhoods ,
DADUs help to preserve open and undeveloped
land through a more ef ficient use of urban
space.  Instead of having to look to outlying
areas of King County in order to be able to
purchase  a  s ing le - fami ly  home,  more
households will be able to afford homes closer
to their workplaces.  Since residents will not
need to commute as far, this can help to reduce
traffic congestion (Sperber, 2005).

Infi l l  also increases the number of
consumers in single-family neighborhoods thus
helping local businesses such as grocery stores,
restaurants, and specialty shops.  As Jones
notes, “local stores and businesses do best when
more people live within walking distance or a
short drive away” (Jones, 2001).  Retailers are
more willing to renovate and expand when the
number of local households increases (THP ,
2003).
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Addressing Resistance to Detached Accessory
Dwelling Units

Resident groups in some of Seattle’ s
established single-family neighborhoods are,
however, resistant to DADUs and the idea of
increased  dens i ty.   These  groups  have
successfully stalled the implementation of the
DCLU’s recommended regulation changes for
over two years.  Community members fear that
DADUs will create overcrowding, increase local
traffic, reduce privacy , increase crime, and
change the character of their neighborhoods.
Slightly increased neighborhood densities,
however, do not require the sacrifice of privacy,
securi ty,  and community cohesion (Jones,
2001).  Others fear an influx of low-income,
minority populations changing the culture of
the i r  a ff luen t ,  p redominant ly  whi te
neighborhoods.  This emotional reaction has
deep roots in American culture and will require
a long-term commitment to changing embedded
stereotypes.  Many of the community’ s fears
about  modera te  dens i ty ,  however,  can  be
alleviated through careful, cognizant planning
and  a  pos i t ive  ne ighborhood  ou t reach
campaign.

The impact of DADUs on any particular
neighborhood will be minor .  DCLU estimates
that an average of 54 DADUs would be built
per year, with a possible high of 93 per year
when the zoning changes are first introduced
(DCLU, 2005).  This is similar to the number
of permits currently received for attached ADUs
in Seattle.  If the mayor’s proposal for DADUs
in southeast Seattle is implemented, an average
of ten DADU permits are expected for each year
of the pilot project (Langston, 2005).  In similar
f indings ,  a  na t ional  s tudy sugges ted  tha t
neighborhoods can anticipate an addition of one
ADU per 1,000 single-family homes per year
(MRSC, 1995).  These numbers would lead to
insignificant increases in noise, traf fic and
parking impacts.  Even the minor impacts would
be mitigated through DCLU’s recommendation
that each DADU be required to have one of f-
street parking space.  Because of their predicted
small  scale ,  DADUs wil l  not  solve al l  of
Seattle’s housing problems but they can assist
in meeting the housing needs of more Seattle
residents.

DCLU’s proposed regulat ions  a lso
address  concerns  about  p r ivacy  and
ne ighborhood  des ign  charac te r i s t i cs  by
restricting structures from being built in front
yards .   The  pr ivacy of  ne ighbors  wi l l  be
mitigated through set-back requirements and
the  s t ipula t ion  that  windows over looking
ne ighbor ing  back  and  s ide  yards  a re  no t
transparent.  The policy will allow DADUs to
be easily integrated into existing communities
through design requirements.  S tructures can
occupy a maximum of 20% of the total lot area
up to a maximum of 1,000 square feet, including
added  garage  and  s torage  space .   DADU
construction is also limited to a maximum base
height of 12 to 16 feet and a maximum roof
height of 15 to 23 feet depending on lot width,
preventing the DADU from overshadowing
other  homes.   The uni t  should ref lect  the
materials,  f inishes,  colors,  roof pitch, and
windows of the primary structure in order to
maintain the design characteristics already
established in each community (DCLU, 2005).

Neighborhood  concerns  mus t  be
addressed through community meetings and
workshops explaining the new regulations and
design standards.  To build constituent support,
public officials will need to educate citizens
about the need for infill development.  As noted
by The Housing Par tnership ,  “ the  centra l
problem is that, since the advent of growth
management, state and local governments have
done a very poor job of convincing their local
citizens of the requirement to accommodate
infill and high densities as part of the growth
management framework” (THP, 2003).  By
reaching out to people who will be able to
benefit from DADUs including seniors, renters,
local business owners and af fordable housing
advoca tes ,  we  can  bu i ld  an  or gan ized
consortium of DADU supporters.

Additionally, the city should encourage
DADUs through outreach campaigns, favorable
lending incentives, and property tax deductions.
For  example ,  the  King  County  HOME
Consortium in the suburban areas of the county
offers interest-free loans up to $14,500 for new
ADU construction rented to tenants at 60% of
median income or below (GMPC, 2000).  The
city can assist households who want to build a
DADU through educational workshops on design
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guidelines, the permitting process, and landlord
education.  Such measures could increase the
projected production figures to accommodate
more families.  DADUs, however, are unlikely to
reach the mass construction levels that some
homeowners fear, due to the fact that such
projects would be undertaken by individual
homeowners, not large developers.

Legal iz ing DADUs in  Seat t le  wi l l
create affordable housing choices for many
residents, while meeting the city’s land use and
housing goals.  DADUs will be a valuable
addition to the housing options for renters,
home buyers ,  and  homeowners ,  wi thout
requiring excessive financial capital from the
city.  At a minimum, the mayor ’s proposal to
allow DADUs in southeast Seattle should be
approved quickly.  Ideally , the city’ s zoning
regulations should be modified to allow DADUs
in all Seattle neighborhoods.
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