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Recommendation
This study session is a continuation of the January Planning and Transportation Commission’s
(PTC) discussion on City’s existing Second Dwelling Units (SDU) policies and regulations. The
study session is intended to inform the PTC’s recommendations for code changes designed to
increase flexibility in construction of Second Dwelling Units. Staff seeks input and direction from
the PTC; no formal action is required at this time.
Executive Summary
In October 2015, the City Council directed the PTC to review a Colleagues Memo and make
recommendations to facilitate the creation of more second units and consider ways to bring
existing, non-compliant SDUs into compliance. On January 27, 2016, the PTC held a study
session on SDUs and directed staff to research and compile information on various SDU related
issues and ideas. The staff report and minutes can be found respectively at:
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/50714
http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/52688
The purpose of this report is to provide an update on staff research so far and to obtain PTC
feedback on two potential surveys. This staff report analyzes some of the constraints discussed
by PTC, which may discourage the construction of new second units. The report includes
information on some of the best practices as well as the regulations of neighboring cities. Staff
has developed a “Proposed Alternatives Matrix” which contains a selection of items that can be
changed (in varying degrees) to increase SDU production.
Background
SDUs are recognized as a valuable affordable housing option for single family neighborhoods.
State law encourages all cities to adopt local SDU ordinances and if they fail to do so
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applications for SDUs must be processed as ministerial permits. State law also requires permits
for SDUs to be approved provided they meet the minimum standards specified by the State
legislation. (See Government Code Section 65852.2; Attachment A.) The State law applies to
both charter and general law cities. The Legislature has recently introduced two bills which Palo
Alto is monitoring. AB 2299 would require all cities to adopt second unit ordinances and would
take away further local control in this matter. AB 2406 would permit cities to adopt “junior
accessory dwelling unit” ordinances and establish a separate statutory scheme for their
permitting.
In October 2015, the City Council reviewed a Colleagues Memo (Attachment B) and directed the
PTC to initiate a discussion on SDUs. In the memo, the City Council requested that the PTC
provide recommendations to update City ordinances on SDUs to facilitate the following:
 Increase opportunities to create more SDUs with minimum impact on community
character while maintaining neighborhood design standards;
 Consider steps to bring existing non-compliant SDUs into compliance; and
 Any other relevant recommendations.
At the January 27, 2016 Study Session, the PTC was provided with a brief history of Municipal
Code changes made during 2006 Zoning code update effort to accommodate more SDUs, and
the potential benefits and impacts of SDUs in Palo Alto. This meeting was well attended by
several community members who provided input regarding reasons to support building of more
SDUs. Several suggestions were made about balancing the impacts of SDUs in single family
zoned areas and increasing SDU production to meet the community’s affordable housing needs.
The PTC discussed the existing development standards of the Palo Alto Municipal Code (PAMC
Sections 18.12.070 and 18.10.070) and identified City regulations which can act as constraints
in the construction of SDU.
The suggestions made by the PTC in that meeting can be summarized into three categories:
o Changes proposed to the existing SDU development standards to increase SDU
production;
o Exploration of new ideas to increase SDU production which might lead to existing
code and policy changes and
o Examine ways to bring non-compliant SDUs to compliance.
Changes suggested to the existing SDU development standards included proposals to modify
the existing minimum lot size requirement, parking requirement, unit size requirement, setback
requirement and design and character requirement.
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Exploration of new ideas included permitting basement SDUs, Junior Accessory Dwelling Units1
or Lily pad Units2 or allowing garage conversions to SDUs to accommodate smaller size units.
These changes would require extensive amendment of different sections of the existing
municipal code.
Other new ideas as suggested by PTC included: establishing a new housing fund or use of the
existing affordable housing fund to assist homeowners in constructing more SDUs, providing a
subsidy or loan to homeowners to assist in adding new SDUs to their existing property if all the
development regulations are met, prioritizing or fast tracking permit processing and waiving of
City fees for SDU proposals. The PTC also discussed allowing bonus floor area or a larger floor
area ratio (FAR) for affordable (BMR) SDUs and possibly deed restricting units to ensure they
are rented by a special category of professionals.
Further, the PTC requested staff to look into establishing a process to bring non-compliant SDUs
to compliance through the use of incentives or an amnesty program. Staff was asked to
research the best practices of other California communities and report back to the PTC. Staff is
continuing to research these items.
Discussion
The goal of this meeting is to provide the PTC with an update regarding staff’s research and to
get the PTC’s feedback on two proposed surveys. The PTC’s input will provide a starting point
for further analysis. This report builds on the general discussion in the last staff report (link
provided earlier) regarding existing development regulations and best practices of neighboring
cities. Staff will return to the PTC with a full analysis and components of a draft ordinance
following receipt of the PTC’s input and survey results.
Staff researched SDU ordinances of seven cities (Mountain View, Los Altos, Menlo Park,
Redwood City, East Palo Alto, San Rafael and Santa Cruz) to provide a comparative analysis with
City of Palo Alto’s development standards. Some of these cities are neighboring cities while
others were chosen for their successful implementation of SDU ordinances.
The Peninsula cities of Redwood City, Menlo Park, East Palo Alto and Mountain View have
recently completed their update of their SDU/Accessory Dwelling Unit ordinances. The City of
Los Altos amended its ordinance in 1995. The cities of Santa Cruz and San Rafael are examples
of pioneering cities that have successfully updated, implemented and monitored their SDU
ordinances for a long time and the effects of reducing the minimum lot size requirements to
increase production of SDUs.
1

These private apartments are created specifically by repurposing a spare bedroom. Junior Accessory
Dwelling Units (JADUs) consist of a living, sleeping, food preparation area, and a private or shared bath. They have
a private entrance and are separate from the main living area, however, the connecting door remains and can be
secured from both sides.
2
These small, private apartments are developed within the existing living space of a home. Carve-out units consist
of a living, sleeping, bath, and small food preparation area. They have a private entrance and are separate from
the main living area. Junior Accessory Dwelling Units are a special subset of this category
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Minimum Lot Size Requirement
PTC Input:
The PTC’s discussion on this topic ranged over a broad spectrum. Some Commissioners viewed
Palo Alto’s lot size requirement as the primary inhibitor of the construction of second units and
suggested removing the minimum lot size requirement for all residential zones to
accommodate more SDUs. Some commissioners suggested making 6,000 square feet (sf) as the
standard minimum lot size requirement to construct a second unit for all types of residential
zones. To assess the maximum number of SDUs that can be constructed in all residential zones,
the PTC suggested staff to develop scenarios by lowering the existing minimum lot size
requirement at 500 sf intervals. Another PTC suggestion was to study all residential parcels with
more than 450 sf of excess unused FAR and estimate the actual number of second units that
can be accommodated.
Staff Analysis:
Palo Alto has different minimum lot size requirement for different types of residential zones,
including four sub categories of single family residential zone and three types of low density
residential zones. Furthermore the lot size requirement changes based on the lot type (regular
and flag lot). The Palo Alto Municipal Code (PAMC) allows Second Dwelling Units (SDUs) in all
types of low density residential (R-1, R2, RE and RMD) and multifamily residential (RM-15 and
RM-30) zones. More than one unit is permitted in Multiple Family Residential (RM-15 and RM30) zones, depending on the parcel size. For the RM-15 and RM-30 zones, because more than
one unit is allowed, there are no requirements for one of the units to be the primary or larger
house. All units can be of the same size. In the R-1, R-2 and RMD zones, second units must be
subordinate or ancillary to the primary dwelling (see definition below). Second units can either
be attached or detached. For all R-1 zoned properties, the size of the parcel, the type of the unit
(attached or detached) and the FAR allowed determines the maximum size of the SDU.
The following table describes the existing Municipal code requirements for lot sizes in all zones
that permit second units.
Table 1. Minimum Lot Size Requirement of City of Palo Alto
R-1, R-1 (7,000), R-1
(8,000), R-1 (10,000), RR-E
R-2
1 (20,000)
Minimum
Site Area
Requirement

35% greater than the
minimum lot size for the
district.
(See Table 5 of 18.12.070).
Flag Lot specifications
according to Section
21.20.301 of Subdivision Ord.
This applies for both attached
and detached units

In the RE district, the
minimum lot size for a
second dwelling unit is
one acre. Provided, for
flag lots, the minimum
lot size shall be 35%
greater than the
minimum lot size
established by Section
21.20.301 of the

Second dwelling
units are
permitted that
meet lot size
requirements.
But for R-2 zoned
lots of 6,000
square feet or
greater, but less
than 7,500 square

RMD
Second
dwelling units
are permitted
that meet lot
size
requirements.
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Subdivision Ordinance.

feet, a second
dwelling unit with
a max size of 450
sf is permitted
subject to R-1
regulations

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Table 2 shows the minimum lot size requirements of the seven researched cities in zones
allowing second units. Most of these cities, with exception to Los Altos, have significantly
reduced the minimum lot size requirement to meet their Housing Element policy goals. The City
of Santa Cruz has the most restrictive lot size limitation. In their latest ordinance update in
2015, the city reduced the minimum lot size requirement from 5,000 sf to 4,500 sf.
Table 2. Minimum Lot Size Requirement for Other Cities
Mountain
View
Proposed
elimination of
lot size
requirement
from minimum
35%
requirement

Menlo
Park
6,000 sf

Redwood
City
40 % of lot
area

Los Altos

East Palo
Alto

For lots over
11,000 sf
35% FAR of
net lot area
allowed

5,500 sf for
attached unit
and up to
7,500 sf for
detached units

San
Rafael
5,000 sf

Santa
Cruz
4,500 sf

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
When compared to the above cities, Palo Alto does have a higher minimum lot size
requirement ranging from 8,100 sf to 27,000 sf for all R-1 single family zones. The lowest
requirements (6,000 sf and 5,000 sf) are for the R-2 and RMD (two family and two-unit multiple
family residential) zones.
As suggested by the PTC, staff has performed a Parcel Analysis of all R-1, RE, R-2 and RMD
zoned parcels to estimate the number of units that can be accommodated if the lot size
requirement was changed. The City has a total number of 15,108 low density residentially
zoned lots (R-1s, R-2, RE and RMD only). For purpose of this analysis, parcel sizes less than
minimum 6,000 sf, which are considered substandard, in all R-1 zones are excluded. About 16
percent of all above zoned lots are less than 6,000 sf. RMD zoned lots with a minimum lot size
requirement of 5,000 sf for a SDU are included in the analysis. Flag lots in all zones are excluded
from analysis at this time. Flag lots comprise of less than two percent of all residential zoned
lots.
There are approximately 12,636 parcels over 6,000 sf in all low density residential zones that
would permit SDUs. Based on the existing zoning requirement mentioned in Table 1, a total of
3,263 lots currently meet the eligibility requirement to build a second unit. Approximately 80
percent of the eligible parcels are zoned R-1.
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The following tables show the number of lots eligible for SDUs if the minimum requirement was
lowered at five percent interval for R-1, R-2, RE and RMD zones.
Table 3. Number of Parcels Eligible for SDUs by Lot Size Analysis
Number of Qualifying
Percentage over
Number of Qualifying
Parcels (R-2, RE, RMD)
Minimum Lot Area
Parcels (all R-1) Zones
Zones
35 % Over (8,100 sf)

3,127

136

30 % Over (7,800 sf)

3,731

144

25 % Over (7,500 sf)

4,622

222

20 % Over (7,200 sf)

5,420

237

15 % Over (6,900 sf)

6,230

261

10 % Over (6,600 sf)

7,209

288

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
The data shows on an average there is an increase of 815 eligible parcels with every five
percent reduction in lot size requirement for the R-1 zone, although the number of lots with
existing (and unused) potential for a second unit suggests that lot size may not be as much of a
constraint as expected.
The above analysis gives a theoretical estimate of number of lots eligible for SDU construction.
This analysis can be qualitatively improved by including information available on the actual
square feet available for construction of a SDU. This analysis is called the “unused capacity”
analysis. To estimate the actual unused capacity for each lot, the difference of total square feet
allowed by zoning (FAR) and actual “square feet built” was calculated. Staff used the actual
“square feet built” data from Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office. This is the most readily
available information that can be used for this purpose.
For this analysis all lots with available capacity of 450 sf or more unused FAR was considered.
Table 4. Number of Parcels Eligible for SDUs by Unused Capacity Analysis
Number of
Percentage over
Number of Qualifying
Qualifying Parcels
TOTAL ELIGIBLE
Minimum Lot
Parcels (all R-1) Zones
(R-2, RE, RMD)
PARCELS
Area
Zones
35 % Over (8,100 sf)

2,302

68

2,370

30 % Over (7,800 sf)

2,703

89

2,792

25 % Over (7,500 sf)

3,218

128

3,346

20 % Over (7,200 sf)

3,732

137

3,869
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Number of Qualifying
Parcels (all R-1) Zones

Number of
Qualifying Parcels
(R-2, RE, RMD)
Zones

TOTAL ELIGIBLE
PARCELS

15 % Over (6,900 sf)

4,280

150

4,430

10 % Over (6,600 sf)

4,912

165

5,077

Percentage over
Minimum Lot
Area

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Three approaches to increase production of SDUs have been identified in other cities:




Complete elimination of minimum lot size requirement (Mountain view);
Establishing one single lot size requirement for all residential zones permitting second
units (San Rafael, Santa Cruz, Menlo Park) and
Establishing an overall lot coverage percentage for both primary and second unit
irrespective of lot size (Redwood City)

Complete elimination of the minimum lot size requirement would allow second units to be
developed on any single family and low density residential designated parcels irrespective of
the lot size and type. Other development standards such as FAR, the maximum second unit size,
setbacks, and building height would continue to address neighborhood character and privacy
concerns.
Approximately 70 percent of the parcels permitting SDUs with unused capacity of more than
450 sf are in the R-1 zone, suggesting this as a potential area of focus. The following table
shows the number of lots with greater than 6,000 sf, 7,000 sf and 8,000 sf by all residential
zoning categories.
Table 5. Total Number of Parcels for All types of Zones by Lot Size
MINIMUM LOT
SIZE
NUMBER OF
NUMBER OF
ZONING
NUMBER OF LOTS
REQUIREMENT AS
LOTS WITH
LOTS GREATER
DISTRICT
WITH GREATER
PER CODE
GREATER THAN
WITH THAN
THAN 7,000 SF
SECTION
6,000 SF
8,000 SF
18.12.070
R-1

6,000

5969

3,303

2,030

R-1 (7000)

7,000

518

390

146

R-1 (8000)

8,000

1028

806

566

R-1 (10000)

10,000

668

650

624

R-1 (20000)

20,000

33

33

33

R-2

6,000

107

90

54

RE

43,560

201

201

201

RMD

5,000

41

12

10
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NUMBER OF
LOTS WITH
GREATER THAN
6,000 SF

NUMBER OF LOTS
WITH GREATER
THAN 7,000 SF

NUMBER OF
LOTS GREATER
WITH THAN
8,000 SF

8,565

5,485

3,664

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Establishing an overall development limit on lot coverage irrespective of lot size is another
approach practiced by Redwood City. For the R-1 zone, the existing Palo Alto Municipal code
has a combined requirement of 1) a 35 percent maximum lot coverage and 2) a maximum floor
area ratio (FAR) of 45 percent for the first 5,000 sf of lot area and additional 30 percent for lot
area above the first 5,000 sf.
Parking Requirement
PTC Input:
Both the PTC and several members of the public commented on the role parking requirements
play in SDU construction. State law governs the maximum parking requirements cities can
impose on SDUs.3 While Palo Alto’s Code complies with State law, Palo Alto’s parking
requirements for SDUs were nevertheless viewed to be severely restrictive, potentially being
the major reason preventing the construction of new SDUs. Both the PTC and community
members suggested a number of measures to relax the parking requirements, including to
reduce parking requirement from two spaces to one, remove the requirement of covered
parking, allow tandem parking, permit parking in front setback, and to remove parking
requirements for locations near half mile of transit areas and in parking permit program areas.
Commissioners also suggested the idea of allowing below grade parking or basement parking
for R-1 single family zones to reduce impacts on street parking.
Staff Analysis:
Palo Alto has two different standards of parking requirements for low density residential zoning
districts: one applicable for all R-1 zones and the other for RE, R-2 and RMD zones. All types of
R-1 zones have a flat requirement of two spaces per dwelling unit, including second dwelling
3

State law provides: (e) Parking requirements for second units shall not exceed one parking space per unit or per
bedroom. Additional parking may be required provided that a finding is made that the additional parking
requirements are directly related to the use of the second unit and are consistent with existing neighborhood
standards applicable to existing dwellings. Off-street parking shall be permitted in setback areas in locations
determined by the local agency or through tandem parking, unless specific findings are made that parking in
setback areas or tandem parking is not feasible based upon specific site or regional topographical or fire and life
safety conditions, or that it is not permitted anywhere else in the jurisdiction. (Government Code Section
65852.1(e).)
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units, regardless of unit size. However the square footage of the second unit determines the
number of parking spaces required for RE, R-2 and RMD zones. Table 6 outlines City of Palo
Alto’s parking requirements for SDUs.

Table 6. Minimum Parking Requirement of City of Palo Alto
For all R1 Zones including R-1 (7,000), R-1 (8,000), R-1 (10,000), R-1 (20,000)
In the R-1 district and all R-1 sub districts, the minimum parking requirement is two parking spaces with at least
one of the spaces being covered. Parking for the second unit may be combined with parking for the main
residence. Detached second dwelling units garage should be located at least 75 feet from front lot line. Both
dwellings can use the driveway for their uncovered parking spaces beyond the front setback. Parking must be
located out of required front setbacks and not closer than 10 feet from the street in a street side setback for
detached units. Maximum size of covered parking for attached and detached second dwelling unit: 200 square.
For both attached and detached SDUs the second unit size and covered parking is included in the total floor
area calculation of the house, but the covered parking area is not included in the maximum living space.

For RE Zone:
Two parking spaces required for
each SDU, and at least one of the
spaces must be covered.
However, if the floor area of the
SDU is 450 sf or less, only a single
parking space is required, and it
may be covered or uncovered.
Maximum size of covered parking
area for the SDU is 200 sf for both
attached and detached units in RE.
Parking must be located out of
required front setbacks and not
closer than 15 feet from the street
in a street side setback.

For R-2 and RMD Zones:
All SDUs, attached or detached with living area of >450 sf requires 2
spaces per unit, one of which must be covered, while attached or
detached units with living area of ≤450 sf, 1 space per unit is required
which may be covered or uncovered.
New parking areas created in the street side setback shall be of
permeable materials if required by the Planning Director.
No required parking space shall be located in a required front yard.
No required parking space shall be located in the first 10 feet adjoining
the property line of a required street side yard.
Tandem parking shall be permitted for single-family uses and for singlefamily uses with permitted SDUs.

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Other parking requirements such as location of the detached garage, requirement of covered
parking, inclusion of covered parking square footage in the allowable floor area for the site, and
prohibition of uncovered parking spaces within the front setback are some of the restrictive
requirements for SDUs in Palo Alto.
Table 7 below illustrates some of the common practices of neighboring cities. In some cities
the parking requirement is based on the number of bedrooms, while other cities require only
one covered or uncovered spot (mostly uncovered), allow tandem parking and allow parking in
the front setback.
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Table 7. Minimum SDU Parking Requirement (Other City Examples)
Redwood
East Palo
Mountain View
Menlo Park
San Rafael Santa Cruz
City
Alto
Proposed reduction of
parking requirement
from minimum of one
space per bedroom to
one space per unit,
and maintaining the
flexibility to allow the
required parking to be
covered or uncovered.

One spot per
unit (covered
or uncovered)
Tandem
permitted
within
required
interior side
yard and
within the
front yard if no
more than 500
sf of the front
yard is paved
for motor
vehicles and a
minimum side
setback of 18
inches is
maintained.

1 uncovered
space,
allowed being
located on a
driveway
within a
required
front, side or
rearing yard
setback area.

1 parking space
for each
dwelling
having 0-1 BR,
2 spaces for 24 BRs,
3 spaces for 56 BRs and 1
additional
parking space
for each BR
more than six
BR.
Allows tandem
parking by
right.
Parking can be
uncovered
within the
driveway.

One spot for
studio and
one BR units
and
Two spots for
two or more
BR units.
No additional
parking
required for
JSU. (new
addition in
2016)
One parking
allowed in
front setback.
One parking
may be
uncovered
and tandem
Design review
required if
new driveway
or curb cuts
are necessary.

One spot for
studio and
one BR units
and two
spots for two
BR units.
The covered
parking
requirement
for the
primary
residence
waived if an
ADU is
constructed
Parking
allowed in the
front or
exterior
setback.
Tandem
parking
allowed.

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Though in general cities are moving away from linking the number of parking required with the
number of bedrooms, the City of Santa Cruz and San Rafael still maintain that requirement.
Though this is considered to be a more restrictive approach, cities often allow other relaxations
in conjunction such as allowing tandem parking, allowing parking in the front setback, and
waiving the requirement for covered parking for the primary residence to minimize the impact.
The above parcel size analysis has shown that more than 70 percent of parcels eligible for SDUs
are under the R-1 zone. Hence, any reduction of the existing parking requirement or relaxation
of the parking location rules could be potentially effective in boosting the rate of construction of
SDUs. Any combination of approaches such as allowing one parking in the front setback, or
allowing both required spots to be uncovered or allowing tandem parking in R-1 zones can
minimize the restrictions even without reducing the number of required parking spots.
Unit Size Requirement
PTC Input:
The PTC reviewed the existing unit size requirements of the Palo Alto Municipal Code and felt
that the unit size requirement by itself does not create any restrictions to building new SDUs
but other requirements such as inclusion of the second unit size in the maximum FAR
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calculation, requirement of usable open spaces for low density residential zones were
considered as restricting factors in construction of SDUs.
The PTC also discussed the existing Palo Alto Municipal Code regulations on basement SDUs
and viewed inclusion of basement SDU square foot in the total FAR count for the whole unit as
a restriction. The PTC suggested no limit to SDU sizes or number of bedrooms.

Table 8. Unit Size Requirement of City of Palo Alto
For all R1 and RE Zones:
Permitted size varies from 450 sf to 900 sf in all R-1 zones (subject to overall floor area and lot coverage maximums
of the district)
Detached SDUs can have a maximum living area of 900 sf and attached SDUs can have a maximum living area of
450 sf.
Any basement space used as a second dwelling unit or portion thereof is counted as floor area for the purpose of
calculating the maximum size of the second unit.

For R-2 and RMD Zones:
Second dwelling units are permitted in R-2 and RMD zones subject to, and such that no more than two units result
on the lot.
However, in R-2 zone for lots between 6,000 and 7,500 sf in size, a second unit with a maximum size of 450 sf is
allowed, Subject to all other regulations of the R-1 chapter Section 18.12.070

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
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Table 9. Unit Size Requirement (Other City Examples)
Mountain
View
Maximum
unit size 700
sf.
2016 update
of the
existing
Companion
Unit
ordinance
proposes no
change of
unit size.

Menlo Park
Maximum unit
size 700 sf.
2014 update
increased the
size from 640 sf
to 700 sf to
meet ADA
requirements.
One bedroom
and one
bathroom
maximum
allowed.

Redwood
City
Maximum unit
size 700 sf.
2015 update
increased the
size from 640 sf
to 700 sf to
meet ADA
requirements.
A maximum of
800 sf allowed
for lots >10,000
sf in RH and R1
zones.
2014 update
allowed a
maximum of
two bedrooms
for lots greater
than 10,000 sf.
in RH and R-1
zones.

Los Altos
Maximum
unit size 800
sf.

East Palo
Alto
Maximum
unit size
1000 sf.
depending
on the lot
size.

San Rafael
Minimum
500 sf to a
maximum of
1000 sf.
Unit size no
more than
40% of the
gross sf of
principal
residence.
Exception
granted if it
is less than
500 sf.
Units greater
than 800 sf
require
Planning
Commission
approval.
2016
addition of
“Junior
Second
Units*” not
to exceed
500 sf.

Santa
Cruz
2015 update
included a
10 % of lot
size rule for
unit size.
Previously
Unit size
was based
on lot size
with the
following
guidelines:
500 sf
maximum
for lots
between
5,000-7500
sf.
640 sf
maximum
for lots over
7,500 sf and
up to 800 sf
for lots over
10,000 sf.
All
Accessory
Dwelling
Units should
not occupy
more than
30% of the
required
rear yard for
the district.

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
*Definition of Junior Second Unit (JSU): Junior second unit means an additional, independent
living unit created through the conversion of an' existing bedroom in a single-family dwelling
subject to defined standards, as specified in code. JSUs are distinguished from second dwelling
units in that they:
 must include the conversion of an existing bedroom(s) within a single family dwelling
(no new or additional building area);
 are smaller in size (maximum size of 500 sf);
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a food preparation area with a sink, counter area, cabinets and limited electrical service
for a refrigerator and a small cooking appliance.
contain either independent or shared bathroom facilities; and
are subject to unique standards that are not applicable to second dwelling units.

Staff Analysis:
Different cities use different mechanisms to restrict unit size. Some cities allow the second unit
size to be a certain percentage of the size of the principal home. This assures that the second
unit is not as large as the primary dwelling. For other cities the lot size determines the
maximum unit size. For example, the City of Santa Cruz requires that the maximum size of the
second unit be equivalent to 10 % of lot size. Some cities have also placed a restriction on the
number of bedrooms. With the increase in the number of bedrooms, the parking requirement
goes up. This not only controls the second unit size but limits the impacts of second units on
neighborhood parking. The majority of the cities surveyed allow an average of 700 sf for unit
size. Some cities impose a stricter planning review process for larger units.
Palo Alto is the only city which has unit size limitation based on the type of unit; attached or
detached. The unit size allowed varies from a minimum of 450 sf for an attached unit to a
maximum of 900 sf for a detached unit in the R1 and RE zones. For R-2 and RMD zones
restrictions are placed on the unit size. Units are not allowed to be larger than 450 sf for lots
sizes between 6,000 sf to 7,500 sf in the R-2 zone. However, there is a maximum floor area for
total development of the given lot, including the primary structure, which would then influence
the size of the second unit. There are no specific restrictions on the number of bedrooms.
Height and Setback Requirements
PTC Input:
The PTC’s discussion on setback included relaxing the rear yard setback requirements to totally
eliminating rear setback requirement, which would allow SDUs to be built up to property line.
Some PTC members suggested allowing two story SDUs with a 20 feet rear setback. They also
discussed reducing the minimum distance (12 feet) separating the main dwelling from the SDU.
The PTC also suggested removing setback requirements for SDUs on residential parcels abutting
commercial zones.

City of Palo Alto
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Table 10. Setback and Height Requirements of City of Palo Alto
For all R1 Zones:
Attached units in R1 zone should follow all regulations of the R-1 chapter in Section 18.12.070.
Detached units should have the following minimum Setbacks for all R1
Front Yard (20 ft.) or contextual
Rear Yard (20 ft.)
Interior Side Yard (6 ft. for R1 and 8 ft. for all other types of R1s)
Street Side Yard (16 ft.)
All Detached Units in R1 zones must have a minimum separation from the main dwelling of 12 feet.
Palo Alto requires that all detached second units in R-1 zone have a maximum height of 17 ft. or just one story.

For RE Zone:
Minimum Setbacks for all RE
Front Yard (30 ft.)
Rear Yard (30 ft.)
Interior Side Yard (15 ft.)
For attached SDU in RE maximum height limit is 30 feet
For detached SDU maximum height: one story and 17 feet.

Street Side Yard (24 ft.)

For R-2 and RMD Zones:
Minimum Setbacks for all R-2 and RMD
Front Yard (20 ft.)
Rear Yard (20 ft.)
Interior Side Yard (6 ft.)
Street Side Yard (16 ft.)
All secondary units whether attached or detached in R2 and RMD zones be a maximum of 17 feet high and just one
story.
All R1 zone requirements and regulations of the R-1 chapter outlined in Section 18.12.070 apply for R-2 properties
between 6,000 and 7,500 sf in size.

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Table 11. Setback and Height Requirement (Other City Examples)
Mountain
View

Menlo Park

Redwood
City

East Palo
Alto

Setback
Requirement
Side:1 Story
Detached 5
feet
minimum, 12
feet total
Rear: 1-story
detached: 10
ft. minimum.
Interior: 10
feet
minimum,
from primary
dwelling or
other
structure, if
detached.
Height

Setback
Requirement
Front Yard: (20
ft.) or
contextual
Rear Yard:
attached unit
(20 ft) and
detached unit
(10 ft.)
Interior Side &
Rear Yard: (5ft
minimum)
subject to
written
approval of the
owner(s) of the
contiguous
property

Setback
Requirement
Front:
Generally: 2025 ft. (RH) 15
ft. for the main
home, 20 ft.
for garages (R1 through R-5).
Side: 7 ft. min,
15 ft. total
(RH) Generally:
6 ft. or 10% of
lot width, not
less than 4 ft.
(R-1 through R5) 15 ft. for
street facing.
Rear: 20 ft.

Setback
Requirement
Front
setback: 20
ft, but 25 ft
for front
facing
garages
Recent
update in
2013 reduced
distance
between
second unit
and main
house from
15 feet to 6
feet. Reduced
distance

San Rafael

Santa Cruz

Setback
Requirement
SDUs added or
attached to the
principal residence
shall be subject to
the district’s setback
requirements
otherwise
applicable to the
principal residential
structure.

Setback
Requirement
The side-yard
and rear-yard
setback for
detached
single story
structures
should not be
less than 3 ft.
Side yard
setback for
units taller
than one
story is 5 ft.
If any portion
of an ADU is
located in
front of the

SDUs constructed as
a separate detached
Accessory building
shall be subject to
the setback
requirements

City of Palo Alto
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Mountain
View
Requirements
One story
Detached
maximum
height 16 ft
and 9 ft. at
top of wall
plate.
Attached
units to
comply with
the height
requirement
for the zoning
district's
principal
structure.
Two Story
(over garage):
28 ft.
maximum
building
height and 22
ft. at top of
wall plate.
No changes
proposed in
height &
setback
regulations
the 2016
Companion
Unit
ordinance
update.

Menlo Park
abutting the
portion of the
encroaching
structure.
Side corner:
(12 ft or 15ft
depending on
zone type)
Height
Requirements
Detached SDU
maximum
height 17 ft.
Attached SDU
to comply with
the height
requirement
for the zoning
district.
No changes
proposed in
height &
setback
regulations the
2015 update.
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Redwood
City

East Palo
Alto

If a detached
SDU
encroaches
within a
required rear
yard setback a
minimum of 6
ft rear set back
is required
with maximum
of 14 ft
building height
and wall height
of 9 ft.
Additionally
the ADU must
meet the front
and side
setbacks.
A minimum
setback of six
(6) feet is
required
between an
ADU and any
single-family
dwelling or
accessory
buildings on
the lot.(this
change was
made in 2015
update)
Height
Requirements
Maximum
height allowed
28 ft. or two
stories for
both attached
and detached
ADUs with
underlying
zoning
standards
applicable. No
change was
made to this in
the 2015
update.

between
second unit
and adjacent
structures
from 6 feet to
3 feet.
Rear:
Reduced rear
setback of
second unit
from 10 feet
to 6 feet.
Side:
Reduced side
back of
second unit
from side
property line
from 5 feet to
3 feet
Height
Requirements
15 ft
maximum

San Rafael
otherwise
applicable to
accessory
structures.
Height
Requirements
If the unit is added
to a principal singlefamily dwelling
(attached), the
height limit is 30
feet above grade. If
a unit is proposed
as an accessory
structure(detached),
the height limit is 15
feet. (I.e., consistent
with the underlying
zoning district
standards for
Height limits and
measurement).
For a detached unit
that exceeds the 15
ft height limit
and/or is located
within side or rear
yard setbacks
required
for the main
structure, a
discretionary Use
Permit and review
by the Planning
Commission is
required.

Santa Cruz
main
building, then
the front and
side yard
setback is
same as a
main building
of the zoning
district.
ADUs are not
eligible for
variances to
setbacks.
Attached
ADUs must
meet the
same
setbacks as a
main building
of the zoning
district.
Height
Requirements
Typical
requirements
for ADUs in
residential
Zones(R-1-5)
are 13 ft
measured to
midpoint of
the highest
gable, but
exceptions
are granted
to 22 ft.
Distance
between
structures
reduced from
10 ft to 6 ft
minimum
(Changed in
2015)
New ADUs
located
within the
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East Palo
Alto

San Rafael

Santa Cruz
rear yard
must have a
maximum
30% rear yard
lot coverage.
(Changed in
2015)

Source: Palo Alto Planning & Community Environment Department, 7/27/2016
Staff Analysis:
Palo Alto does not allow two story detached SDUs or SDUs over a detached garage in R-1 zones.
Palo Alto’s height limit seems to be in the comparable range with other cities like Menlo Park,
Mountain View and San Rafael for both attached and detached SDUs. Santa Cruz and San Rafael
have more relaxed setback regulations as compared to Palo Alto. Rear setback requirements for
detached units for most of the cities varies from 10 ft. to 15 ft. and the common maintained
distance between the primary residence and the SDU is 6 ft. San Rafael and Santa Cruz require
special discretionary use permits for SDUs that encroach in the setbacks. If Palo Alto’s stricter
setback regulations were relaxed, it may encourage more SDUs. Design review, such as through
the Individual Review process, could be required to address any concerns raised by the relaxed
regulations.
Public Outreach and Survey Feedback
As part of the public outreach effort, staff will be preparing a page on the City’s website to
provide information on this effort and for updates. This webpage will provide the public with
information about the process and additional resources. Staff has also prepared a “Frequently
Asked Questions (FAQ) on Second Dwelling Units”, which is provided as Attachment C and will
be included online as well.
To solicit greater public feedback, staff is also proposing to distribute two surveys and we
would appreciate the PTC’s input. The two surveys; 1 and 2 are included as Attachment D for
the PTC to review and give feedback. The first survey will be posted on City’s website to solicit
the community’s opinions on the topic. It has fourteen questions intended to get an
understanding of community’s general opinion about SDUs, their concerns and preferences.
Community responses from this survey will help staff to assess the likelihood of types of second
units that community wants, their purpose and use of such units, gauge the potential for new
SDUs. Information from this survey will help the City to shape policy decisions and update the
existing ordinance.
The second survey will be mailed to the owners of the 70+ permitted SDUs, which have been
constructed since 2002. The purpose of this survey is to find out more about the types of
existing units, their size, occupancy, affordability (rents), automobile ownership, and
renters/owners parking habits. The survey will also ask for feedback on the owner’s experience
with the permitting process. Upon receiving feedback from the PTC, staff will make the
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necessary changes and distribute the survey for approximately three weeks. The resulting data
will be used to inform staff’s next steps and recommendations.
Next Steps
Staff intends to return to the PTC in late fall with additional research and analysis based on PTC
feedback, as well as potential components of a draft ordinance.
Resource Impact
There are no fiscal or budgetary impacts associated with this study session item at this time.
Policy Implications
The City’s Comprehensive Plan emphasizes the importance of the City’s residential
neighorhoods and the quality of life for residents. The plan also emphasizes the need to
increase and maintain the diversity of the City’s housing stock, and sets limits “where necessary
to ensure that business and housing remain compatible” (p. 1-3). The City’s Housing Element
Goal H1 is “Ensure the preservation of the unique character fo the city’s residential
neighborhoods, and Programs H1.1.2 and H3.3.5 encourage modifying existing second unit
development standards in the Zoning Code, such as lowering the minimum lot size and allow
for increase floor area, in order to facilitate the creation of additional SDUs while maintaining
neighborhood character and increase City’s affordable housing supply.
Environmental Review
No decision is requested at this study session, so review under the California Environmental
Qualtiy Act (CEQA) is not required. The level of CEQA review required for any changes to the
Municipal Code regarding second units will depend on the nature of the changes and their
potential to stimulate additional development.
Attachments:
 Attachment A: State Law Regarding Secondary Dwelling Units
(PDF)
 Attachment B: City Council Colleagues Memo on Accessory Dwelling Units
 Attachment C: Second Dwelling Unit FAQs (PDF)
 Attachment D: Palo Alto SDU Survey 1 & 2 (PDF)

(PDF)

Attachment A

State Law Regarding Secondary Dwelling Units
65852.2. (a) (1) Any local agency may, by ordinance, provide for
the creation of second units in single-family and multifamily
residential zones. The ordinance may do any of the following:
(A) Designate areas within the jurisdiction of the local agency
where second units may be permitted. The designation of areas may be
based on criteria, that may include, but are not limited to, the
adequacy of water and sewer services and the impact of second units
on traffic flow.
(B) Impose standards on second units that include, but are not
limited to, parking, height, setback, lot coverage, architectural
review, maximum size of a unit, and standards that prevent adverse
impacts on any real property that is listed in the California
Register of Historic Places.
(C) Provide that second units do not exceed the allowable density
for the lot upon which the second unit is located, and that second
units are a residential use that is consistent with the existing
general plan and zoning designation for the lot.
(2) The ordinance shall not be considered in the application of
any local ordinance, policy, or program to limit residential growth.
(3) When a local agency receives its first application on or after
July 1, 2003, for a permit pursuant to this subdivision, the
application shall be considered ministerially without discretionary
review or a hearing, notwithstanding Section 65901 or 65906 or any
local ordinance regulating the issuance of variances or special use
permits. Nothing in this paragraph may be construed to require a
local government to adopt or amend an ordinance for the creation of
second units. A local agency may charge a fee to reimburse it for
costs that it incurs as a result of amendments to this paragraph
enacted during the 2001-02 Regular Session of the Legislature,
including the costs of adopting or amending any ordinance that
provides for the creation of second units.
(b) (1) When a local agency which has not adopted an ordinance
governing second units in accordance with subdivision (a) or (c)
receives its first application on or after July 1, 1983, for a permit
pursuant to this subdivision, the local agency shall accept the
application and approve or disapprove the application ministerially
without discretionary review pursuant to this subdivision unless it
adopts an ordinance in accordance with subdivision (a) or (c) within
120 days after receiving the application. Notwithstanding Section
65901 or 65906, every local agency shall grant a variance or special
use permit for the creation of a second unit if the second unit
complies with all of the following:
(A) The unit is not intended for sale and may be rented.
(B) The lot is zoned for single-family or multifamily use.
(C) The lot contains an existing single-family dwelling.
(D) The second unit is either attached to the existing dwelling
and located within the living area of the existing dwelling or
detached from the existing dwelling and located on the same lot as
the existing dwelling.
(E) The increased floor area of an attached second unit shall not
exceed 30 percent of the existing living area.
(F) The total area of floorspace for a detached second unit shall
not exceed 1,200 square feet.
(G) Requirements relating to height, setback, lot coverage,
architectural review, site plan review, fees, charges, and other

zoning requirements generally applicable to residential construction
in the zone in which the property is located.
(H) Local building code requirements which apply to detached
dwellings, as appropriate.
(I) Approval by the local health officer where a private sewage
disposal system is being used, if required.
(2) No other local ordinance, policy, or regulation shall be the
basis for the denial of a building permit or a use permit under this
subdivision.
(3) This subdivision establishes the maximum standards that local
agencies shall use to evaluate proposed second units on lots zoned
for residential use which contain an existing single-family dwelling.
No additional standards, other than those provided in this
subdivision or subdivision (a), shall be utilized or imposed, except
that a local agency may require an applicant for a permit issued
pursuant to this subdivision to be an owner-occupant.
(4) No changes in zoning ordinances or other ordinances or any
changes in the general plan shall be required to implement this
subdivision. Any local agency may amend its zoning ordinance or
general plan to incorporate the policies, procedures, or other
provisions applicable to the creation of second units if these
provisions are consistent with the limitations of this subdivision.
(5) A second unit which conforms to the requirements of this
subdivision shall not be considered to exceed the allowable density
for the lot upon which it is located, and shall be deemed to be a
residential use which is consistent with the existing general plan
and zoning designations for the lot. The second units shall not be
considered in the application of any local ordinance, policy, or
program to limit residential growth.
(c) No local agency shall adopt an ordinance which totally
precludes second units within single-family or multifamily zoned
areas unless the ordinance contains findings acknowledging that the
ordinance may limit housing opportunities of the region and further
contains findings that specific adverse impacts on the public health,
safety, and welfare that would result from allowing second units
within single-family and multifamily zoned areas justify adopting the
ordinance.
(d) A local agency may establish minimum and maximum unit size
requirements for both attached and detached second units. No minimum
or maximum size for a second unit, or size based upon a percentage of
the existing dwelling, shall be established by ordinance for either
attached or detached dwellings which does not permit at least an
efficiency unit to be constructed in compliance with local
development standards.
(e) Parking requirements for second units shall not exceed one
parking space per unit or per bedroom. Additional parking may be
required provided that a finding is made that the additional parking
requirements are directly related to the use of the second unit and
are consistent with existing neighborhood standards applicable to
existing dwellings. Off-street parking shall be permitted in setback
areas in locations determined by the local agency or through tandem
parking, unless specific findings are made that parking in setback
areas or tandem parking is not feasible based upon specific site or
regional topographical or fire and life safety conditions, or that it
is not permitted anywhere else in the jurisdiction.
(f) Fees charged for the construction of second units shall be
determined in accordance with Chapter 5 (commencing with Section

66000).
(g) This section does not limit the authority of local agencies to
adopt less restrictive requirements for the creation of second
units.
(h) Local agencies shall submit a copy of the ordinances adopted
pursuant to subdivision (a) or (c) to the Department of Housing and
Community Development within 60 days after adoption.
(i) As used in this section, the following terms mean:
(1) "Living area," means the interior habitable area of a dwelling
unit including basements and attics but does not include a garage or
any accessory structure.
(2) "Local agency" means a city, county, or city and county,
whether general law or chartered.
(3) For purposes of this section, "neighborhood" has the same
meaning as set forth in Section 65589.5.
(4) "Second unit" means an attached or a detached residential
dwelling unit which provides complete independent living facilities
for one or more persons. It shall include permanent provisions for
living, sleeping, eating, cooking, and sanitation on the same parcel
as the single-family dwelling is situated. A second unit also
includes the following:
(A) An efficiency unit, as defined in Section 17958.1 of Health
and Safety Code.
(B) A manufactured home, as defined in Section 18007 of the Health
and Safety Code.
(j) Nothing in this section shall be construed to supersede or in
any way alter or lessen the effect or application of the California
Coastal Act (Division 20 (commencing with Section 30000) of the
Public Resources Code), except that the local government shall not be
required to hold public hearings for coastal development permit
applications for second units.
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City of Palo Alto
COLLEAGUES MEMO
DATE:

October 19, 2015

TO:

City Council Members

FROM:

Council Members Scharff, Schmid, and Wolbach

SUBJECT: COLLEAGUES MEMO REGARDING STUDYING POLICY TO INCREASE
ACCESSORY DWELLING UNITS (ADU'S)

Goal
To find opportunities to make available additional housing in Palo Alto with minimal impact on
community character. In keeping with our Comprehensive Plan and recently adopted Housing
Element, expand opportunities for residents of single family homes by adding Accessory
Dwelling Units (ADUs) – also known as Secondary Units or In-law Units.
Recommendation
We ask our Council Colleagues to refer this matter to the Planning and Transportation
Commission, to consider, analyze and make recommendations to the City Council to update our
city ordinances relating to ADUs, in order to: (1) facilitate ADU creation while minimizing
impacts on community character, with sensitivity to neighborhood design standards; (2)
consider steps to bring existing non-compliant ADUs into compliance; and (3) any other
relevant recommendations.
Background and Discussion
Palo Alto's Housing element, adopted November 10, 2014, calls for looking at easing
restrictions on ADUs, as did Palo Alto's prior comprehensive plan.
Program H1.1.2 of the 2014 Housing Element of the Comprehensive Plan states:
Consider modifying development standards for second units, where consistent
with maintaining the character of existing neighborhoods. The modifications
should encourage the production of second units affordable to very low, low, or
moderate income households.
Palo Alto's housing crisis and aging population have led many residents to call for a renewed
discussion of this topic and timely, appropriate action. Palo Alto has, by some reports, the
highest median rent in the country. We have high demand for housing at a variety of incomelevels, with limited supply. Particularly considering young adults returning from college or early
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in their career, or professionals who work in Palo Alto, there are social, traffic, and
environmental benefits to people residing here.
Palo Alto's aging population includes many “empty nesters” who live alone in a house meant
for a large family. Many senior or disabled residents may prefer to remain in their home but
require assistance. Many Palo Alto families would like to have multiple generations together.
Other communities such as Menlo Park (2013), Belmont (May of 2015), and the County of San
Mateo are also working on this issue and ADUs as a source of affordable housing appear in
many cities’ Housing Elements.
ADUs may provide benefits for:
1. Aging In-Place: A resident requiring regular in-home assistance can use an ADU to
provide greater privacy for a caregiver.
2. Family Ties: A multi-generational family preferring to stay together for familial ties and
financial savings can enjoy greater privacy for different generations with an ADU.
3. Supplemental Income: A single resident or fixed-income retired resident or couple may
enjoy additional income by offering their ADU as a much needed rental space to a
professional or student.
4. Modest Income Residents, Workers, and Students: The resident of an ADU may work in
Palo Alto or attend Stanford. By living locally, they will have greater options to bike,
walk, or take public transportation locally, rather than drive daily and suffer a long
commute (which is also less environmentally sustainable).
5. RHNA Obligation: ADUs can provide a mechanism to meet our required RHNA housing
numbers with minimal impacts on our community.
ADUs present minimal impact to neighborhoods, retaining the physical character of a
neighborhood while strengthening its social character. We have committed in our housing
element to consider this issue and to have conducted a study of this issue no later than
November 10, 2017. Given escalating rents and the current housing crisis, we should start this
process now.
Resource Impact
The City Manager reports that this project will be an addition to the Planning and Attorney’s
staff work plans. We will keep Council informed on the schedule and progress on the project.
(It is recognized, as the Colleague’s Memo states, that this task has already been committed to
by prior Council action).
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Attachment C

SECOND DWELLING UNIT FAQs
Updated July 20, 2016

What is a "second dwelling unit"?
A "second dwelling unit" or "second unit" is a group of rooms forming a subordinate, but independent
housekeeping unit with living, sleeping (bedroom), eating, cooking (full -kitchen) and sanitation/
bathing facilities (full bathroom). A second dwelling unit can be attached or detached.

Am I allowed to have a second dwelling unit?
For properties in the R-1 single-family residential districts, you may have a second unit if your lot meets
certain size requirements (is 35% larger than the minimum lot size requirement) and if you can meet all
other second unit standards (see Table 1). In the R-1 zoning district a minimum lot size of 8,100
square feet (sf) is required. A flag lot in the same district must be at least 9,270 sf in size to qualify.

How many second units are allowed on one lot? And how big?
Lots with one primary dwelling (main residence) may have ONE second dwelling unit. A detached second
unit may be up to 900 square feet of living space. For an attached second unit, maximum living
space may be up to 450 square feet. The maximum size for covered parking is 200 square feet.

Where can a second dwelling unit be located on my property?
The second dwelling unit may be detached or attached (or incorporated within) the primary dwelling
unit. A second dwelling unit must meet all the same location requirements that apply to the main house
including compliance with all required setbacks (See attached Development Standards).

Am I allowed additional floor area to build a second dwelling unit?
No. The second unit square footage counts toward the overall allowable floor area and the allowable
site coverage for your property.

Do I need more parking for a second dwelling unit?
Yes, in addition to the parking already required for your main house, parking is also required for
the second unit. Parking requirements are determined by the property's zoning designation. Two
additional parking spaces, one of which must be covered, are required. However, in the RE, R-2 or RMD
zoning districts, if the second unit is 450 sf or less only one space is required.

Can I rent a second dwelling unit?
Yes. Second units may be rented.
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What types of permit and fees are needed to build a second dwelling unit?
Once you determine if your property is eligible for a second unit and are considering the design and
construction of the building, you can speak to a planner at the Development Center (285
Hamilton Avenue) to discuss the next steps and process. More information and application
requirements for single-family home construction is available at City of Palo Alto’s website
(www.cityofpaloalto.org).

Will my property taxes increase with a second dwelling unit?
Property taxes are assessed by the Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office, not by the City of Palo Alto. Like
other development projects in the City, the County collects information from the City when building
permits are issued to a property. Please contact the County Assessor’s Office for more information
about how the information is used.

What is the difference between a duplex and an attached second dwelling unit?
A duplex, allowed in the R-2 zoning districts but not in single family zones (R-l), consists of two primary
dwelling units or single family homes, frequently within the same structure, and the allowable floor area
of the property is often split 50/50 between the two units. A second dwelling unit is required to be a
subordinate to the primary home and is limited in size (up to 900 sq ft).

What is the difference between an accessory building or structure and second dwelling unit?
"Accessory building or structure" is incidental to and customarily associated with a specific principal use.
An accessory building is not used for living and/or sleeping purposes unless the building was legally
constructed for or was legally converted to living and/or sleeping purposes prior to October 13, 1983. It
should not be more than 200 square feet in size and have more than two plumbing fixtures. Examples of
accessory structures are residential garages, carports, parking facilities, and facilities for storage.

Can I convert my detached garage into a second dwelling unit?
A detached garage may be converted into a secondary dwelling unit so long as the following criteria are
met: 1) the required number of parking spaces for the main dwelling unit and the secondary dwelling
unit can be met on the property, 2) the proposed conversion complies with R-1 development regulations
(e.g, setbacks, square footage, daylight plane, etc.) and 3) the building can be upgraded to meet the
Building Code requirements for a dwelling unit.
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Palo Alto Municipal Code Section 18.12.070 Second Dwelling Units
The following regulations apply to second dwelling units in the R-1 district and all R-1
subdistricts.
(a) Purpose
The intent of this section is to provide regulations to accommodate second dwelling units, in
order to provide for variety to the city's housing stock and additional affordable housing
opportunities. Second dwelling units shall be separate, self-contained living units, with separate
entrances from the main residence, whether attached or detached. The standards below are
provided to minimize the impacts of second dwelling units on nearby residents and throughout
the city, and to assure that the size, location and design of such dwellings is compatible with
the existing residence on the site and with other structures in the area.
(b) Minimum Lot Sizes
(1) In the R-1 district and all R-1 subdistricts, the minimum lot size for a second dwelling unit
shall be 35% greater than the minimum lot size otherwise established for the district. Provided,
for flag lots, the minimum lot size shall be 35% greater than the minimum lot size established
by Section 21.20.301 of the Subdivision Ordinance.
(2) Table 5 shows the minimum lot size required for a second dwelling unit, provided, in the
event of a conflict between subsection (1) and this subsection (2), subsection (1) shall control.

TABLE 1. MINIMUM LOT SIZES FOR SECOND DWELLING UNITS

District

Minimum Lot Size (all Minimum Lot
lots except flag lots)
(flag lots)

R-1

8,100 square feet ("sf")

9,720 sf

R-1 (7,000)

9,450 sf

11,340 sf

R-1 (8,000)

10,800 sf

12,960 sf

R-1 (10,000)

13,500 sf

16,200 sf

R-1 (20,000)

27,000 sf

32,400 sf

Exclusive of any portion of the lot used for access to the street
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Size

(c) Development Standards for Attached Second Dwelling Units
Attached second dwelling units are those attached to the main dwelling. Attached unit size
counts toward the calculation of maximum house size. All attached second dwelling units shall
be subject to the following development requirements:
(1) The minimum site area shall meet the requirements specified in subsection (b) above.
(2) Maximum size of living area: 450 square feet. The second dwelling unit and covered parking
shall be included in the total floor area for the site. Any basement space used as a second
dwelling unit or portion thereof shall be counted as floor area for the purpose of calculating the
maximum size of the second unit.
(3) Maximum size of covered parking area for the second dwelling unit: 200 square feet.
(4) Maximum height: one story and 17 feet.
(5) Except on corner lots, the second dwelling unit may not have an entranceway facing the
same lot line (property line) as the entranceway to the main dwelling unit, and exterior
staircases to second floor units shall be located toward the interior side or rear yard of the
property.
(d) Development Standards for Detached Second Dwelling Units
Detached second dwelling units are those detached from the main dwelling. All detached
second dwelling units shall be subject to the following development requirements:
(1) The minimum site area shall meet the requirements specified in subsection (b) above.
(2) Minimum separation from the main dwelling: 12 feet.
(3) Maximum size of living area: 900 square feet. The second dwelling unit and covered parking
shall be included in the total floor area for the site. Any basement space used as a second
dwelling unit or portion thereof shall be counted as floor area for the purpose of calculating the
maximum size of the second unit.
(4) Maximum size of covered parking for the second dwelling unit: 200 square feet.
(5) Maximum height: one story and 17 feet.
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(6) The detached second dwelling shall be architecturally compatible with the main residence,
with respect to style, roof pitch, color and materials.
(e) Street Access
The second dwelling unit shall have street access from a driveway in common with the main
residence in order to prevent new curb cuts, excessive paving, and elimination of street trees.
Separate driveway access may be permitted by the director upon a determination that separate
access will result in fewer environmental impacts such as excessive paving, unnecessary grading
or unnecessary tree removal, and that such separate access will not create the appearance,
from the street, of a lot division or two-family use.
(f) Parking
The following parking criteria apply to both detached and attached second dwelling units:
(1) Two parking spaces shall be provided for the second dwelling unit, with at least one of the
spaces being covered.
(2) Such parking shall be located out of required front setbacks and not closer than 10 feet from
the street in a street side setback.
(Ord. 4869 § 14 (Exh. A [part]), 2005)
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Attachment D

Survey #1

Palo Alto SDU Survey #1 (Introduction to the Survey)
Dear Residents,
The City would like to hear your opinions about Second Dwelling Units (SDUs), which are also
referred to as "granny units" or "accessory dwelling units", and generally take the form of small
rental cottages or apartments on the same parcel as a larger single family home. The goal of
this survey is to gather information that will help the City of Palo Alto shape the policies and
regulations that govern SDUs.
Please note that the survey is meant for all Palo Altans - you don't need to own a SDU to
answer the survey! The survey takes about 5 minutes to fill out. The survey doesn't ask for
identifiable information, and all the responses are anonymous. Your survey response is very
important to us, and we appreciate your time. If you have any questions about the survey or
SDUs, please contact Chitra Moitra [chitra.moitra@cityofpaloalto.org] in the City of Palo Alto.
You can navigate back and forth in the survey by clicking on the arrow button below.
Thank you for taking time to respond to this survey.

Q1. Would you like to see more Second Units built in Palo Alto?
 Yes
 No
 It's not an issue I feel strongly about

Q2. Where do you think Second Dwelling Units should be built in Palo Alto? (Choose any or
all that apply).





In single family neighborhoods and other low density areas
Within half a mile of transit stops (e.g. Caltrain and El Camino Real)
In mixed use areas
In other areas (please name the area) ____________________

Q3. If you live in a second unit, what is your reason? (Choose any or all that apply.)






Housing cost
Location of your unit
For family
For school
Any other reason __________________________

Q4. The following issues are often mentioned as concerns regarding Second Dwelling Units.
How concerned would you be about these issues if these units were allowed in your
neighborhood?
Not at all
concerned

Slightly
concerned

Somewhat
concerned

Moderately
concerned

Extremely
concerned

Lack of
parking











Overcrowding































Impact on
neighborhood
design and
quality

Any other
issues?

Q5. Listed are some of the advantages of Second Dwelling Units. Do you agree that the
following reasons support more Second Dwelling Units in your neighborhood?
Yes

No









Increase the likelihood that
seniors can age in place.





Provide relatively less
expensive rental housing.









Allow property owners to
earn extra income.
Provide a place for relatives
including parents, and adult
children to live.

Any other reasons?

Q6. If you are a property owner in Palo Alto and don't currently have a Second Dwelling Unit,
are any of the following factors preventing you from constructing one?
Not at all
important

Slightly
important

Moderately
important

Very
important

Extremely
important

Zoning
requirements











Construction
cost









































Permit
processing
time
Lack of
neighborhood
parking
Any other
factors?

Q7. If the city were to reduce the constraints on construction of Second Dwelling Units, would
you support changing the following regulations?

Reduce
setback
requirements
Reduce
parking
requirement
Remove/
reduce
minimum lot
size
requirement
Increase in
allowed floor
area

Strongly
Support

Somewhat
likely to
Support

Neither likely
nor unlikely
to Support

Somewhat
unlikely to
Support

Extremely
unlikely to
Support









































Q8. Are you likely to support the following forms of Second Units?

Cottages in
addition to
single family
homes
Re-purposing
existing space
(i.e. a
bedroom and
bathroom)
within an
existing home
Conversions
of existing
garages
Basement
second units

Strongly
Support

Somewhat
likely to
Support

Neither likely
nor unlikely
to Support

Somewhat
unlikely to
Support

Extremely
unlikely to
Support



















































Any other
ideas?

Q9. Who would your Second Dwelling Unit to be occupied by?






Young family members
Elderly family members (parents/grandparents)
Students Renters
Young professionals Renters
Couples/small family Renters

Q10. Are you aware of any non-permitted second units in your neighborhood and would you
support a program to legalize existing non-permitted second units?
 Yes
 No
 I am not sure
Q11. Which of the following other incentives should the City offer?
 Relaxing existing developmental regulations
 Waiving of city processing fees
 Any other incentives ____________________

Q12. Please identify the area number or neighborhood of Palo Alto you live in from the map
below.





Area 1 ____________________
Area 2 ____________________
Area 3 ____________________
Area 4 ____________________

Q13. What is your age? (For statistical data purposes only)

Please
select
your age
range

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65-74

75 years
or older















Q14. Do you have anything else you want to tell about SDUs?

Survey # 2
Palo Alto SDU Survey #1 (Introduction to the Survey)
Dear Residents
The City of Palo Alto wants to hear your opinion on Second Dwelling Units (SDUs) since you are
a current owner of a Second Dwelling Unit. This survey will inform the City on its existing
Second Dwelling Unit stock, types of existing units and their uses. This will help City staff
understand what changes may be needed to encourage construction of new SDUs.
The survey takes about 5 minutes to fill out. The survey doesn't ask for identifiable information,
and all the responses are anonymous. Your survey response is very important to us, and we
appreciate your time. If you have any questions about the survey or SDUs, please contact
[chitra.moitra@cityofpaloalto.org] in the City of Palo Alto. You can navigate back and forth in
the survey by clicking on the arrow button below.
Thank you for taking time to respond to this survey.

Q1. What type of Second Dwelling Unit do you have?
 Attached to your main house
 Detached from the main house
 Located above a detached garage
 Located in the basement
 Any other locations ____________________
Q2. Is your Second Dwelling Unit a
 Studio
 1 bedroom (single)
 2 bedrooms (double)
Q3. What is the size of your Second Dwelling Unit?
 Under 450 square feet
 Between 450 to 600 square feet
 More than 600 square feet
Q4. Do you reside in the primary house and rent out the Second Dwelling Unit or vice
versa?  Reside in the primary house
 Reside in the second unit
 Rent both homes
Q5. What is the purpose your Second Dwelling Unit is used for?
 House parents/relatives/adult children
 House caretakers/caregivers
 Rented to non-relatives
 For personal home businesses
 Other (please specify) ____________________
Q6. How many people live in the second unit?
 1 person
 2 or more people
 It's vacant

Q7. What are the occupations of the current second unit residents?
 Student
 Caretaker/household employee
 Service worker/Retail/Restaurant
 Professional
 Retired
 Other (please specify) ____________________
 Don’t know
Q8. What is the monthly rent of your unit (if not currently occupied, please estimate what
you would charge if/when rented)?
 No rent is charged
 Under $1,000
 $1,000 to $2,000
 $2,000 and above
Q9. Would you offer reduced rent to?
 Personal relationships (a friend, relative, or employee)
 Students
 Retired senior citizens
 Others (please specify)
Q10. How many cars do the current occupants own?
 None
 One
 More than one
Q11. Where does the current occupants park?
 Garage
 Driveway
 Street
Q12. Is there anything else you want to say about SDUs?

