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Abstract 

 

Secondary units on single-family-zoned lots, formally known as Accessory Dwelling Units 

(ADUs) and more commonly as granny flats, garage apartments, and backyard cottages, help 

increase housing supply, make it affordable, and layer in density within the prevailing fabric of 

single-family neighborhoods. However, most cities are reluctant to permit ADUs easily because 

of real and perceived homeowner opposition. Scholars from both market-oriented and social 

housing-based perspectives have become skeptical and more critical of neighborhood-based 

opposition in cities to new housing developments. Given the United States’ federalism context 

and the lack of strong metropolitan institutions, scholars and policymakers concerned about 

housing supply in cities see state intervention as the most promising arena for addressing local 

barriers. While California has used state preemption to allow ADUs in cities throughout the state, 

the local governments of Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis have implemented incremental 

changes to allow secondary units on single-family-zoned lots. Minneapolis went a radical step 

further and became the first major U.S. city to allow three units on all single-family and duplex-

zoned lots. Portland also upzoned single-family neighborhoods to allow duplexes, triplexes, and 

multiple ADUs, and Seattle allows two ADUs on single-family-zoned lots. Through inductive 

case study research, we research the institutional processes of Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis 

to understand under what conditions local governments can overcome opposition to ADUs and 

how ADUs can become a gateway to higher-density cities. The research project adds to scholars 

and policymakers understanding of the appropriate scale for decision-making regarding housing 

and zoning regulations and how local governments can work with parochial communities to 

proactively overcome housing supply barriers.  
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Accessory Dwelling Units and Beyond: 

How Can Cities Overcome Barriers to Increasing Zoning Capacity in Single-Family 

Neighborhoods? 

 

 

Introduction 

 

After several decades of a declining population or modest population growth, Minneapolis 

experienced double-digit population growth during the 2010s. To increase the housing supply, 

the Minneapolis planning department started looking seriously at accessory dwelling units 

(ADUs, or secondary units on single-family-zoned lots) and the possibility of expanding an 

existing ADU pilot program to single-family- and duplex-zoned lots citywide in mid-2013.  

 

To guide their decision-making, Minneapolis planners researched other cities in the United 

States and Canada that had successfully reformed their land use regulations to allow ADUs. 

They focused on four cities leading the ADU movement: Santa Cruz, Seattle, Portland, and 

Vancouver (MCPED 2014). Santa Cruz received several awards for its ADU program in the 

early 2000s. Seattle had allowed single-family homeowners to add an attached or detached ADU 

since 2009. Portland allowed second units without additional parking requirements or owner-

occupancy restrictions and may have had the most liberal ADU regulations among major U.S. 

cities. Additionally, the city incentivized ADUs by exempting them from development charges in 

2010. Vancouver was the leader in permissive ADU regulations. It allowed three units—a 

secondary suite and a laneway apartment—on most single-family-zoned lots since 2009.  

 

After researching peer cities’ ADU programs, the Minneapolis planning department launched a 

civic engagement program of public workshops to share its findings and recommendations, as 

well as an open online survey to receive community feedback. The public response suggested 

overwhelming support in Minneapolis for allowing ADUs. Subsequently, the Minneapolis City 

Council approved the expansion of ADUs citywide in December 2014 (City of Minneapolis 

2014b).  

 

The city’s success with ADU legislation and openness to tenants in single-family neighborhoods 

set the stage for more radical land use reforms to single-family zoning. Four years later, in late 

2018, the Minneapolis City Council approved a new comprehensive plan called MPLS 2040 

(City of Minneapolis 2018b; 2020). MPLS 2040 eliminated single-family zoning and allowed 

triplexes on any residentially zoned lot in the city. Unlike with ADUs, secondary suites, and 

laneway apartments, it would also give property owners the right to sell each of the three units 

separately. Thus, Minneapolis became the first major U.S. city to end single-family zoning and 

became a new model for housing supply activists and planners across the country. The New York 

Times (2019) editorial board took note and endorsed the change in a piece about how 

“Americans Need More Neighbors.” 

 

In this paper, we focus on Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis to examine 1) How cities can 

overcome opposition to ADUs in single-family neighborhoods, and 2) How ADU reforms can be 

a gateway to more ambitious land use deregulation and higher density in cities.  
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These cities are recognized as the vanguard of single-family zoning reform in the U.S. They have 

relaxed their planning regulations to allow ADUs by reducing their standards for minimum lot 

sizes, reducing or eliminating off-street parking requirements, reducing building setbacks, and 

increasing allowed household density, height limits, and unit sizes. Widespread acceptance of 

their changes to single-family zoning has allowed them to go beyond ADUs and explore more 

dramatic changes in their land use regulations to allow greater density and diversity of housing. 

In addition to Minneapolis’s success in allowing triplexes on all single-family- and duplex-zoned 

lots (Los Angeles Times 2018; National Public Radio 2019), Seattle allowed two ADUs—one 

attached and one detached—on all single-family-zoned lots (Beekman 2018). The city also 

expanded and upzoned its designated urban villages, which are Seattle’s transit-oriented 

neighborhoods. Portland developed and approved an infill project, the Residential Infill Project 

(RIP), to allow duplexes, triplexes, and multiple ADUs in single-family neighborhoods (City of 

Portland 2020; Njus 2019a).1   

 

The process used to reform single-family zoning in Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis stands in 

contrast to California, where the state government has preempted local land use regulations to 

reform zoning. The cases suggest that there are locally driven policy pathways to institutional 

reform of single-family zoning that may offer advantages over the state-level approach 

implemented in California, including policy experimentation and diversity and strengthening 

local democracy. Also, many cities in the U.S. cannot expect state preemption to resolve their 

housing issues. Minneapolis provides an example of how a progressive city located in a less 

progressive state can find community support for local land use reforms. 

 

After this brief introduction, the rest of the paper is organized as follows: In section two, we 

examine institutional literature on the appropriate scale or level of government intervention in 

local land use regulations. We share the three case studies in sections three, four, and five, 

describing each of them chronologically through a common framework. In section six, we assess 

the potential of effective local government intervention in single-family zoning regulations to 

allow second units and implement more ambitious land use changes. 

  

 

Overcoming Local Concerns about Density and Development 

 

Academic criticism of exclusionary zoning has conventionally focused on affluent suburbs, 

where local governments prohibit denser housing developments, including below-market-rate 

and affordable housing (Davidoff et al. 1970; Orfield 1997; Rusk 1999). Scholars hold suburban 

exclusionary zoning responsible for the persistent and increasing economic and racial 

segregation across jurisdictions, particularly between cities and their outer districts (Logan et al. 

2015; Trounstine 2018). Spatial segregation, they argue, fosters inequality (Massey and Denton 

1998), and as inequality worsens, wealth-based segregation is likely to deepen (Bischoff and 

Reardon 2014).  

 

 

1 RIP is a reference to “rip city,” Portland’s nickname. The city’s local land use reform efforts were overtaken by 

state preemption through House Bill 2001 to legalize duplexes and allow triplexes and fourplexes in 2019 (Njus 

2019b). However, the city completed its proposed reforms the following year. 
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More recently, scholars have become more critical of neighborhood-based opposition in cities to 

new housing developments. Edward Glaeser and his colleagues (Glaeser, Gyourko, and Saks 

2005) argued that homeowners opposing new residential developments collectively act as 

“homeowners’ cooperatives.” They limit who lives in their community by controlling new 

development levels and benefit from constraining housing supply through substantive increases 

in their property values. Others have described homeowner groups as cartels and cities as the 

new arena for exclusionary zoning (Mangin 2014). Empirically, Vicki Been and her colleagues 

(Been, Madar, and McDonnell 2014) analyzed homeowners’ power by examining parcel-level 

data in New York City and the city’s zoning changes. They found that homeowners successfully 

opposed upzoning: the probability of upzoning was correlated inversely with the prevalence of 

owner-occupied parcels. In a related vein, Corianne Scally and Rosie Tighe (2015) criticized 

organized neighborhood-based opposition to affordable housing developments. In general, 

planners tend to be sympathetic and supportive of organizing at the neighborhood level as an 

example of local democracy (Schively 2007). Scally and Tighe, however, argued that more 

privileged groups of NIMBY homeowners and residents have captured these ostensibly 

democratic processes. Indeed, political scientists have found that the urban Neighborhood 

Defenders that disproportionately participate in planning meetings to oppose new housing 

projects tend to be white, wealthy, and not representative of their communities (Einstein, Glick, 

and Palmer 2019).  

 

Affordable housing advocates like Randy Shaw (2018) in Generation Priced Out blamed baby-

boom generation homeowners, particularly in California, for pricing millennials out of big cities 

through their environmental and neighborhood activism against zoning changes and new housing 

developments. News reporter Conor Dougherty’s (2020) book Golden Gates also held 

homeowners fighting against new housing projects responsible for the housing crisis in San 

Francisco and California. He characterized homeowners who presented their self-centered 

opposition to new development as a progressive cause as hypocrites. Thus, the growing 

consensus in more recent literature is that elite homeowners dominate decision-making in cities, 

particularly low-density neighborhoods, and restrict new housing developments (Been 2018; 

Schleicher 2013). Scholars also warn that racial prejudice plays a central role in neighborhood-

based opposition to density, housing projects, and new neighbors (Hubbard 2006; Rothstein 

2017). 

 

Given the U.S.’s federalism context and the lack of strong regional planning institutions, scholars 

and policymakers concerned about housing supply in cities see state government intervention in 

land use policy regulations and zoning as the most promising arena for addressing local barriers 

(Glaeser 2017; HUD 2018). Noteworthy examples of state government intervention include New 

Jersey’s fair-share housing legislation, which sets affordable or below-market-rate housing 

quotas for local jurisdictions; Massachusetts’ so-called anti-snob zoning legislation, Chapter 

40B, which allows housing developers with projects with a minimum proportion of affordable 

housing units to circumvent local governments that deny them permits (Bratt and Vladeck 2014); 

as well as California’s state-level reforms to allow second units (Brown, Mukhija, and Shoup 

2020) and to lower parking requirements for affordable housing developments (Williams, 

Sturtevant, and Hepner 2017).  
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Calls for state legislatures to intervene and deregulate land use regulations, particularly single-

family zoning, have increased in states across the U.S. (Economist 2015; Infranca 2019; Lemar 

2019; Wegmann 2020). However, it is less clear how willing state governments are to intervene 

in this manner and the political limits of state preemption of local land use authority. There are 

also questions about the most effective way for state legislatures to intervene in local land use 

regulations. 

 

We are particularly interested in the tension between the new enthusiasm for state government 

preemption in municipal land use regulations and urban planning’s normative preference for 

local autonomy and expanding community participation in decision-making (Arnstein 1969; 

Friedmann 1987; Purcell 2008). Planning and policy scholars claim that citizen participation in 

land use planning can offer several advantages. First, it can lead to better plans by providing 

possibilities for residents to be directly involved in decision-making (Friedmann 2011), which 

creates plans that respond to local context and preferences (Alexander et al. 1977; Lynch 1981; 

Tiebout 1956) and allows locally important countervailing ideas and institutions to emerge (Fung 

2012; Fung and Wright 2003). Second, stakeholder involvement and local knowledge can make 

it more likely for plans to be implemented (Burby 2003). And third, participation in planning 

decision-making, scholars argue, has broader social benefits, including mobilization and 

empowerment of communities, the building of civic and problem-solving capacity, and 

deepening and strengthening of democracy (Briggs 2008; Fung 2004; Rajan 2019). 

 

In recognition of the local advantages, some scholars recommend state governments develop 

more procedural interventions that establish housing goals or quotas for local governments with 

credible consequences for non-compliance and triggers for state intervention (Camacho and 

Marantz 2020; Elmendorf 2019; Elmendorf et al. 2020; Hills, and Schleicher 2015). Such 

indirect interventions that preserve local control over zoning and land use while requiring they 

meet certain goals may lead to less conflict with local governments and encourage the 

development of more creative and effective policies (Brinig and Garnett 2013; Cho 2016).  

 

Can local governments in major cities create support for second units and upzoning in single-

family neighborhoods? Will local control help them generate useful and transferable policy 

ideas? If so, under what conditions are local governments likely to allow ADUs and reform 

single-family zoning? The following case studies examine these questions. 

  

 

Seattle 

 

With an estimated three-quarters of a million people in 2018, Seattle is the largest city in the 

Pacific Northwest. Technology firms in software, cloud computing, e-commerce, artificial 

intelligence, and biotechnology have helped drive the city-region’s impressive growth. Seattle’s 

population increased from 516,259 in 1990 to an estimated 753,675 in 2019. The housing supply 

in the city is a problem. Three-quarters of the city’s residentially-zoned land—approximately 

125,000 parcels (Petzel 2008; SDPD 2016), almost half of all zoned land (City of Seattle 2018; 

Rosenberg 2018)—was reserved for single-family houses. Housing advocates argue that the 

city’s affluent homeowners in single-family neighborhoods routinely deploy environmental 

justifications to oppose new construction and limit supply (Bertolet 2017). 
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Slow, Incremental, Locally Led Upzoning 

 

Seattle adopted its first ADU ordinance in July 1994 (City of Seattle 1994a) in response to 

Washington state’s Housing Policy Act of 1993, which required local governments to plan for 

and provide more affordable housing options, including ADUs (Infranca 2019). The act directed 

cities with over 20,000 residents and counties subject to the state’s Growth Management Act to 

develop ADU ordinances based on their local context. To minimize physical change to 

neighborhoods, Seattle adopted a form-based approach that only allowed attached ADUs through 

carve-outs or additions to the primary dwelling and permitted only one street-facing entrance. To 

assuage homeowners’ fears about renters, the city required homeowners to live in one of the two 

units. In response to concerns about parking, the city mandated two parking spaces per ADU in 

addition to the off-street parking required for the main unit (City of Seattle 1994a). Within the 

next five years, the city issued permits for approximately 1,027 ADUs (City of Seattle 1999). 

  

In 1998, Seattle created a demonstration program to allow up to ten detached cottages to explore 

the possibility of detached ADUs (DADUs) and test their likely impact (City of Seattle 2003; 

Murdock and Press 2018). To evaluate the DADUs, city planning staff conducted an urban 

design analysis and surveyed homeowners, tenants, and neighbors within a 300-foot radius of 

each project. It assessed all the projects as successful, though some neighbors had concerns about 

parking and traffic impacts (City of Seattle 2003).  

 

Based on the program’s positive results, in 2006, the city launched a pilot program to allow 

DADUs in about a fifth of the city. Mayor Greg Nickels proposed the pilot program and pushed 

for calling the detached second units “Backyard Cottages” instead of DADUs (Langston 2005). 

The program allowed backyard cottages of up to 800 square feet on lots of 4,000 square feet or 

larger in southeast Seattle, which is home to many immigrant communities. Regulations required 

five-foot setbacks and two additional parking spaces for the ADU (City of Seattle 2010). It also 

allowed existing accessory structures, including garages, that were built before June 1, 1999, to 

be converted without adhering to the setback requirements if their footprint was not expanded 

(City of Seattle 2006).  

 

As in its evaluation of the DADU demonstration program, Seattle’s planning department staff 

conducted door-to-door surveys of neighbors of newly-constructed backyard cottages and met 

with community organizations in the area (SDPD 2009).  

 

In December 2009, Seattle expanded the backyard cottage program citywide (City of Seattle 

2010). The city released A Guide to Building a Backyard Cottage (City of Seattle 2010) to assist 

homeowners. It also reduced the off-street parking requirements by not requiring additional 

parking for ADUs or DADUs in designated Urban Villages,2 where residents have better access 

to public transit (City of Seattle 2010). To help owners of unpermitted backyard cottages, the 

city asked them to apply for permits by June 2010 but allowed them up to two years, until 

December 2011, to meet the zoning and code requirements (De Jong 2014).  

 

2 Seattle’s 1994 Comprehensive Plan (City of Seattle 1994b) identified six urban centers and 24 urban villages (six 

hub urban villages and eighteen residential urban villages). 
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While these zoning reforms helped increase demand for ADU permits, the numbers were modest 

(City of Seattle 2014). Concerned with the limited progress, in 2014, the City Council directed 

the planning department to explore policy changes to increase second unit production. In 

response, planners discussed allowing attached and detached units on single-family lots, 

removing the owner-occupancy requirement, and reducing the minimum lot size (SDPD 2015). 

 

In January and February 2016, Councilmember Mike O’Brien, chair of the city council’s land 

use committee, co-hosted two community meetings on second units with Seattle’s Office of 

Planning and Community Development (City of Seattle 2016). As the leading advocate of 

second units, the councilmember was keen to add new housing without losing or replacing 

existing units through redevelopment (O’Brien 2015). Based on the public meetings, he and the 

planning department called for removing the owner-occupancy requirement, reducing the 

minimum lot size to 3,200 square feet, increasing the maximum size for backyard cottages to 

1,000 square feet (same as attached ADUs) instead of 800 square feet, and allowing both 

detached and attached ADUs (Gross 2016; O’Brien 2017; SDPD 2016). 

 

However, the proposal was stalled by a legal appeal filed by the Queen Anne Community 

Council, which represented a well-established, wealthy hillside neighborhood northwest of 

downtown Seattle. The appeal claimed the city had not adequately analyzed the ADU program’s 

environmental impacts, particularly parking impacts and risk of displacement due to 

development (Feit 2016a; 2016b). A hearing examiner agreed with the appeal and asked the city 

to produce a detailed Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). Concerned ADU supporters 

formed an interest group called More Options for Accessory Residences (MOAR) to advocate 

for the Bill (MOAR 2017). Although the city’s impact statement in 2018 found that the feared 

outcomes of adverse parking effects and speculative development were unfounded, it did not 

subdue the opposition (Murdock and Press 2018). The editorial board of the Seattle Times (2018) 

criticized the proposal, asked for a “review of impacts neighborhood by neighborhood,” and 

argued, “Don’t upzone Seattle neighborhoods.”  

 

While the legal challenge delayed the adoption process, the City Council tweaked 

Councilmember O’Brien’s proposal and unanimously approved the Bill on July 1, 2019 (Fester 

2019). The approved ordinance allowed both attached and detached ADUs and had no owner-

occupancy requirement. It imposed a maximum primary unit size equal to half of the lot size, or 

up to 2,500 square feet, to limit mansionization, and created an incentive for owners to maximize 

buildable floor areas through second and third units (Bertolet and Morales 2019). Subsequently, 

the city launched a web-based central resource for ADUs that guided residents through the 

process of creating ADUs, allowed them to envision possible configurations on their lots, and 

provided pre-approved DADU designs (City of Seattle 2020). 

 

In early 2019, when Seattle legislators were still deliberating second unit reforms, Washington 

state legislators tried to move the city forward with two bipartisan efforts: House Bill 1797 and 

Senate Bill 5812 (Morales 2019a). They were inspired by what was happening in Seattle and 

state preemption in California and Oregon. The bills would have prohibited owner-occupancy 

mandates, removed off-street parking requirements for the accessory units, and allowed two 

ADUs per lot (Morales 2019a; 2019b). In addition, the proposed legislation would have removed 
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minimum lot size requirements, capped impact fees, and expanded the reforms statewide to all 

cities with more than 2,500 residents. Although the bills died in the legislature in April, their 

authors hoped to introduce similar bills in subsequent legislative sessions (Morales 2019b).  

 

Second Units as a Gateway to Higher Density in Single-Family Neighborhoods 

 

Seattle Mayor Ed Murray and the City Council convened a Housing Affordability and Livability 

Agenda (HALA) advisory committee in 2014. The committee’s purview included Seattle’s 

single-family neighborhoods, and it was asked to develop policy ideas and recommendations on 

making housing in the city more affordable. The committee had 28 members consisting of 

renters, homeowners, labor and social justice advocates, and housing developers and experts. 

The committee recommended expanding designated urban villages, increasing their density, and 

allowing more variety of low-density housing “such as small lot dwellings, cottages, courtyard 

housing, duplexes, and triplexes in single-family zones” citywide (Seattle HALA 2015, 8). Like 

Councilmember O’Brien’s proposal, it also recommended allowing both attached and detached 

ADUs on one lot and removing additional parking and owner-occupancy requirements (Seattle 

HALA 2015).  

 

The public backlash against changing single-family neighborhoods was intense (Westneat 2015). 

In response, Mayor Murray withdrew the proposal to allowed greater housing diversity in single-

family neighborhoods, and decided to focus on the suggestion to upzone single-family 

neighborhoods in the urban villages with inclusionary zoning (Beekman 2015). An 

environmental impact lawsuit delayed the proposal’s adoption, but in March 2019, the 

unanimous City Council and the Mayor approved the program (Beekman 2019; Bicknell 2019). 

 

 

Portland 

 

Portland is the largest city in Oregon. In 1980 its population was 366,383 (slightly below its 

earlier peak of 382,619 in 1970). The census estimate for 2019 was 654,741, an increase of 

almost 80 percent in about four decades. However, nearly 150,000 lots, covering over 85 percent 

of the city’s residentially-zoned land, were still designated for single-family housing (City of 

Portland 2017). In 1959, planners comprehensively revised Portland’s zoning code and 

downzoned many multifamily neighborhoods to single-family zoning. ADUs were not allowed 

in single-family areas except on extra-large lots (City of Portland 1959).  

 

From a Regional Nudge to Local Enthusiasm 

 

With a new zoning code overhaul in 1981, Portland planned to allow accessory units carved out 

from larger single-family dwellings (City of Portland 1980). The city was responding to a 

prohibition by Metro, the Portland region’s regional planning agency, and the state Land 

Conservation and Development Commission (LCDC) to prevent local governments from 

altogether banning second units in the Portland region (Liebig et al. 2006). In 1991, Portland 

planners modified the rules slightly under the “Accessory Rental Unit Program.” ADUs could be 

carved out of existing living space, including basements and attics, and rented, but owners had to 

occupy one unit (Nameny 2015; Peterson 2018). Interestingly, perhaps because of Portland’s 
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relatively low density and abundance of street parking, owners were not required to provide 

additional off-street parking for ADUs (City of Portland 2003). The lack of a parking 

requirement made it easier to build ADUs and put Portland on a unique trajectory.  

 

Planners started developing the Albina Community Plan in 1989 (City of Portland 1993a). 

Historically, the Albina district in northeast Portland was one of the few areas where Blacks were 

allowed to live (Gibson 2007). Hoping to increase investment and the housing supply in the 

district while preserving existing housing, planners proposed upzoning some commercial 

corridors and liberalizing rules for accessory rentals in single-family neighborhoods. Initially, 

planners suggested allowing garage conversions and detached accessory units but faced strong 

opposition from residents (Mayer 1993a; 1993b). The plan adopted in 1993 modestly changed 

the existing rules and permitted owners to expand their houses to create attached accessory units 

(City of Portland 1993a; Nameny 2015). These new regulations for ADUs in Albina were 

incorporated into a new overlay zone known as the “a” overlay (City of Portland 1993b). In 

1996, planners expanded the “a” overlay to cover areas within a quarter mile of transit corridors 

in the Outer Southeast neighborhoods as a part of the community plan update (City of Portland 

1996).  

 

In the mid-1990s, Metro advocated for more liberal ADU regulations in the Portland 

metropolitan region through a new growth management plan to carry out its 2040 Growth 

Concept (Metro 2000). It mandated that ADUs be permitted but allowed local jurisdictions to 

develop the requirements. In response to the mandate and the limited success of existing 

regulations to encourage the construction of ADUs,3 the city started preparing a new ordinance 

(City of Portland 1997).  

 

Portland planners proposed to allow ADUs through additions citywide, including detached 

structures, and eliminate the owner-occupancy requirement. Garage conversions would also be 

allowed, but owners would need to go through a discretionary review process and receive an 

adjustment or exception for minimum setback requirements. They also proposed to rename 

second units from Accessory Rental Units to Accessory Dwelling Units (City of Portland 1997).  

 

Neighborhood Associations across the city opposed the idea and complained about the prospect 

of new renters and absentee landlords.4 Opponents in the Outer Southeast argued that they had 

just participated in a planning process to accept more density and should be exempted. In 

December 1997, a divided City Council voted three to two to adopt the new ADU ordinance 

effective from February 1998. However, the City Council also carved out exceptions for 

neighborhoods in Albina and the Outer Southeast to continue with the more restrictive “a” 

overlay zone (City of Portland 1997). 

 

 

3 Between 1981 and 1997, only about 50 second units were formally permitted (City of Portland 1997). 
4 The Centennial Neighborhood Association, for example, argued that the new citywide ordinance would “lower 

property values, double density, create traffic and parking problems, undermine homeownership which stabilizes 

neighborhoods, increase rentals and lead to poorer maintenance of those properties and code violations, [and] turn 

single-family zones into double family or multiple family” (Cody 1997). 
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In 2004, following up on a monitoring report on ADUs and recommendations by the planning 

department (City of Portland 2003), the City Council adopted a single set of rules for the entire 

city. It eliminated the “a” overlay zone, removed owner-occupancy and additional parking 

requirements citywide, and allowed detached ADUs and garage conversions within setback 

boundaries by right (City of Portland 2004). With these changes, Portland had some of the most 

liberal regulations for ADUs in the country. However, while the city allowed for second units of 

up to 800 square feet, it also limited them to a third of the primary dwelling unit’s size, which 

was a significant constraint. As a result, the number of permit applications only modestly 

increased from the 1998-2003 average of 28 applications a year to about 35 applications annually 

between 2004 and 2008. In addition, with the Great Recession, demand for housing permits 

dropped. 

 

In 2010, the city decided to provide a financial incentive to boost the second unit market. It 

approved a three-year temporary waiver of its one-time fees for water and sewer connections, as 

well as parks and transportation infrastructure impact fees (City of Portland 2010b; 2010c). The 

city also agreed to modify the maximum size regulation. While keeping the upper limit of 800 

square feet, it allowed owners to build up to three-fourths of the main dwelling unit’s size (City 

of Portland 2010a).  

 

Around the same time, a small group of green building and tiny home enthusiasts came together 

to educate the public about ADUs and advocate for supportive policies. Martin Brown, Kol 

Peterson, and Eli Spevak started accessorydwellings.org, a richly-informative website, in 2012 

(Peterson 2018). All three were covered in a New York Times article on second units (Keenan 

2014) and were active in advocating for ADUs nationally. Brown built an ADU and conducted 

original research on second units (Brown 2009; Brown 2014; Brown and Watkins 2012). 

Peterson (2018), in addition to writing a comprehensive book with practical advice on building 

ADUs, built a detached second unit in 2011 and lived in it while renting out his main unit. He 

regularly taught a well-received day-long class on building second units: “Building an ADU in 

Portland, Oregon,” organized a popular tour of Portland ADU projects, and taught a half-day 

course for realtors. Spevak served on the city’s Planning and Sustainability Commission and 

authored a policy brochure on ADUs for the AARP (2019).  

 

The tours, classes, and network of advocates helped create a buzz for ADUs in the city. Along 

with the growing number of homeowners with ADUs, numerous architects, designers, 

contractors, and subcontractors became invested stakeholders.  

 

Second Units as a Gateway to Ending Single-Family Zoning 

 

In 2015, city planners started to examine how to diversify the types of housing allowed in single-

family neighborhoods to allow more households with a greater income range to live in them. The 

effort was launched as the Residential Infill Project (RIP), and proposed to allow duplexes on 

lots near urban centers, transit services, and other amenities; and triplexes on corner lots. 

Planners also proposed permitting two ADUs—one attached and one detached—on all single-

family-zoned lots (City of Portland 2017). The RIP received support from Portland for Everyone 

(n.d.), which was sponsored by 1000 Friends of Oregon and included a broad coalition of 

housing advocates, progressive neighborhood associations, planners, builders, designers, and 
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environmentalists. In early 2019, the Planning and Sustainability Commission narrowly voted to 

support the infill plan (Njus 2019a). The project, however, was overtaken by House Bill 2001, 

similar legislation in the state legislature advanced by the Oregon House Speaker Tina Kotek, a 

Portland resident. HB 2001 received bipartisan support. The Bill preempted local zoning and 

legalized duplexes in cities of more than 10,000 residents, and allowed triplexes, fourplexes, 

attached townhomes, and cottage clusters in cities of more than 25,000 and within the Portland 

Metropolitan Area (Andrews 2019; Njus 2019b; Short 2019).  

 

By spring 2020, Portland’s planners revised RIP and updated their recommendations to comply 

with HB 2001. They recommended that the city allow duplexes, triplexes, and fourplexes on 

almost all single-family-zoned lots in the city (Bliss 2020; Trumm 2020). They also proposed 

allowing six units per lot if owners agreed to keep three or more units as affordable. In August 

2020, Portland’s City Council approved the infill project by a three-to-one vote (City of Portland 

2020). 

 

 

Minneapolis 

 

With an estimated population of over 429,606 residents in 2019, Minneapolis is the largest city 

in Minnesota. Its population hit a peak of 521,000 in 1950. Along with Saint Paul, its neighbor to 

the east and the state capital, the metropolitan region is commonly known as Twin Cities. At 

over 3.6 million people, it is the third-largest metropolitan area in the Midwest, and the area 

added more than a million residents over the past three decades. Like most U.S. cities, the 

majority of its zoned land—53 percent—was reserved for single-family houses (City of 

Minneapolis 2018a). Additionally, 14 percent of the zoned land was earmarked for duplexes 

(City of Minneapolis 2018a). In the early 2000s, the city adopted an overlay district to allow 

ADUs, including detached units, on single-family and duplex-zoned lots in North 

Phillips/Ventura Village, a majority-renter and majority-minority neighborhood just south of the 

central business district. Owners had to occupy one of the units on-site and apply for permits 

through a discretionary process (City of Minneapolis 2001; MCPED 2014).  

 

Unexpectedly Strong Support for ADUs 

 

In mid-2013, Minneapolis’s planners began exploring planning strategies to increase the city’s 

housing supply, including a citywide expansion of the North Philips/Ventura Village ADU 

program (Jacobson 2013). Meanwhile, Lisa Bender, a graduate of the University of California, 

Berkeley’s Master’s program in City and Regional Planning, was running for City Council to 

represent Ward 10, a majority-renter district, on a pro-ADU platform (Neighbors for Lisa Bender 

n.d.). After winning the election and taking office, she became a champion for ADUs. She found 

an ally in the newly-elected Mayor, Betsy Hodges, who envisioned the city’s growth from just 

under 400,000 residents at that time to a half-a-million population (Lindeke 2014; Roper 2014).  

 

Planning department staff researched ADU best practices from other exemplary cities, 

specifically Santa Cruz, Portland, Seattle, and Vancouver. The department planned four open 

houses or community workshops to share its research and receive feedback. The four workshops 

were organized in August and September 2014 and were well attended. Because of the interest in 
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the topic, the planning department organized a fifth workshop in October 2014 (MCPED 2014). 

The workshop attendees supported second units, but some were concerned about properties with 

multiple tenants and absentee landlords.  

 

The planning department also developed a survey instrument to measure public opinion. In 

addition to surveying the workshop attendees, it posted the questionnaire online. Almost two 

hundred survey questionnaires were completed—98 by the workshop attendees and an additional 

99 by online respondents. Over 90 percent of the survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed 

that ADUs should be allowed citywide, and more than 70 percent were interested in constructing 

one. In addition, a simple majority of the respondents (54 percent) favored requiring owner-

occupancy for permitting ADUs (MCPED 2014). 

 

Building on the positive response from the public engagement process, in June 2014, 

Councilmember Bender introduced an amendment to revise the city’s zoning code and allow 

ADUs on single-family- and duplex-zoned properties citywide (MCPED 2014). Based on the 

feedback from the workshops and the online survey, the planning department developed an 

ordinance that would allow attached, detached, and internal ADUs (through carve-outs of 

existing space) of 1,000 square feet citywide with no minimum lot size or additional parking 

requirements, and rear and side yard setbacks of only three feet for detached units. The ordinance 

also included an owner-occupancy provision (MCPED 2014). Of the letters sent to the Planning 

Commission in advance of its November 2014 hearing on the issue, fifteen supported the 

ordinance, including those from AARP-Minnesota, Minneapolis Senior Citizens Advisory 

Committee, and Preservation Alliance of Minnesota; and two opposed it. All the speakers at the 

hearing favored the ordinance, and the commission approved it unanimously (City of 

Minneapolis 2014a). Soon after, with just one dissenting vote, the City Council adopted the law 

(City of Minneapolis 2014b).  

 

Compared to other jurisdictions, Minneapolis adopted its ADU ordinance remarkably quickly. 

The number of applications and formally approved units, however, remained modest: eighteen 

months after the City Council approved the ordinance, only 50 units had been approved 

(MCPED 2016). After reviewing the ordinance, and with Councilmember Bender’s support, 

planners proposed to increase the maximum size of detached ADUs to 1,300 square feet or 16 

percent of the lot area, whichever is greater, but not to exceed 1,600 square feet, and to eliminate 

side setbacks (MCPED 2016). The Planning Commission approved the changes in August 2016, 

and the City Council followed in September 2016 (City of Minneapolis 2016). However, even 

with the revisions, the demand for permits was limited. By March 2019, 138 ADUs had been 

approved, including 75 internal, 11 attached, and 52 detached units.  

 

MPLS 2040 and the Transformation of Single-Family Neighborhoods 

 

In December 2018, the Minneapolis City Council approved a new Comprehensive Plan, MPLS 

2040, that made the seemingly-radical change of allowing at least three dwelling units on all 

residentially zoned lots (City of Minneapolis 2018b). Minneapolis’s innovation received 

widespread acclaim in the national media, including the Los Angeles Times (2018), the New York 

Times (Mervosh 2018), Slate (Grabar 2018), and the Wall Street Journal (Kauffman 2018). The 

editorials and news stories highlighted the need for greater density and deregulation of single-
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family zoning. These accounts, however, mostly missed the complex institutional processes 

underlying the city’s achievement. 

 

For example, the reporting did not discuss Minneapolis’s success in approving ADUs as a 

significant stepping-stone for allowing triplexes. Additionally, the key to Minneapolis’s success 

was avoiding a coalition of NIMBY activists and housing advocates worried about the 

displacement of low-income residents through redevelopment. To receive the support of housing 

advocates, planners and policymakers more than doubled the city’s housing budget, committed 

to partnerships with affordable housing and other mission-based organizations to preserve 

existing affordable housing units in the city, and agreed to develop a citywide mandatory 

inclusionary zoning program (Mogush 2021). Furthermore, based on the positive engagement 

experience with ADUs, planners also focused on expanding public participation and access to 

information through public meetings and online forums (Buhayar 2019; Edwards 2018). While a 

coalition of neighborhood groups under the paradoxically named umbrella group “Minneapolis 

for Everyone” opposed upzoning, YIMBY supporters of the proposal formed “Neighbors for 

More Neighbors” to counter the opposition and galvanize neighborhood-level support (Lee 2018; 

Trickey 2019).  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Many scholars and commentators argue that attempts to reform land use regulations, particularly 

single-family zoning, at the local level are likely to fail (Glaeser 2017; Infranca 2019; Lemar 

2019). They have shifted their focus to supporting state-level legislation that preempts local land 

use to force cities to accept more density. The cases discussed in this paper suggest that this 

emerging conventional wisdom has limitations. With the right planning processes, institutional 

support, and outreach efforts, local governments may be able to convince homeowners in single-

family neighborhoods to change their minds in favor of ADUs. Compared to other upzoning 

alternatives, it might be more feasible for local governments in major cities to create support for 

second units because homeowners can benefit directly and financially as developers while living 

in their homes.  

 

Cities that are reluctant to push local reforms should learn from these cases and proactively 

pursue land use changes. They should recognize that if they do not lead the process of change, 

they might lose their local control to state intervention. Local governments should also be 

prepared for reforms to take time and expect progress to be incremental. For example, while 

Minneapolis researched, developed, and implemented its ordinance allowing ADUs citywide in 

about eighteen months, the city previously had an ADU pilot program for nearly a decade.  

 

Even if local processes are slow and time-consuming, they retain several advantages over top-

down reform at the state level. First, they can create opportunities for broader citizen 

participation and the deepening of democracy. In Portland, there was excitement about ADUs 

and a growing network of enthusiastic supporters. Second, local second unit reforms can be the 

gateway to more ambitious conversations and outcomes. For instance, Seattle expanded the areas 

covered in its designated Urban Villages and upzoned all the parcels in the designated areas, 

including lots that were previously single-family-zoned. Portland approved the RIP, a citywide 
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upzoning initiative. The reform allowed property owners to build fourplexes or sixplexes with 

affordable housing restrictions on single-family-zoned lots. The RIP generated ideas for the state 

and became the catalyst for Oregon’s state preemption through HB 2001. Minneapolis became 

the first major U.S. city to eliminate single-family zoning through MPLS 2040. All three cities 

also formed the vanguard of police reforms in the country. 

 

Local governments are more likely to change land use regulations for ADUs by broadening 

public participation to include tenants and low-income residents. A low-cost approach might 

consist of more widespread public workshops that encourage deliberation across stakeholders. 

Opinion surveys are also helpful. Minneapolis showed how to effectively conduct public 

hearings and opinion surveys in a short period. Additionally, pilot projects followed by research, 

evaluation, and monitoring reports—as in Seattle and Portland—are also likely to provide 

valuable, constructive information and demonstrate and create support for ADUs and upzoning. 

State governments can help local governments pursue such reforms by providing financial 

support and technical resources to develop robust participatory processes and institutions. 

 

These case studies underscore the diversity of institutional pathways to reforming land use in 

single-family neighborhoods. Policymakers and planners need to find more creative ways for 

cooperation and collaboration between state and local governments as well as between local 

governments and communities. Nonetheless, state governments have to play a significant role. In 

many wealthy suburban jurisdictions, there will continue to be opposition to land use reforms. 

State governments can push for direct intervention and prescribe specific zoning outcomes. Or, 

given the potential advantages of local deliberations and reforms, state governments can rethink 

their reluctance to support strong regional planning institutions, governance, and collaborative 

decision-making. State governments can also push local governments to be more open to housing 

development while finding local strategies and pathways to reform their zoning regulations. 
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