Accessory Dwelling Units

Presented by Barbara Thornton, TMM, Precinct 16

This Article 19 proposes to allow Accessory Dwelling Units, “as of right”, in each of the 8
residential zoning districts in Arlington.

Why is this zoning legislation important?

Arlington is increasingly losing the diversity it once had. It has become increasingly difficult for
residents who have grown up and grown old in the town to remain here. This will only become
more difficult as the effects of tax increases to support the new schools, including the high
school, role into the tax bills for lower income residents and senior citizens on a fixed income.
For young adults raised in Arlington, the price of a home to buy or to rent is increasingly out of
reach.

Who does it benefit?

1. To provide flexibility for families as their needs change over time
and, in particular
v’ provide options for older adults to be able to stay in their homes and
v’ for households with disabled persons;

2. Toincrease the diversity of housing choices in the Town while
respecting the residential character and scale of existing
neighborhoods;

3. To provide a non-subsidized form of housing that is generally less
costly and more affordable than similar units in multifamily
buildings;

4. To add housing units to Arlington’s total housing stock with minimal
adverse effects on Arlington’s neighborhoods.

What authority and established policy is this built on?

Arlington’s Master Plan is the foundational document establishing the validity and mission for
pursuing the zoning change that will allow Accessory Dwelling Units.

Under Introduction in Part 5, Housing and Residential Development, the Master Plan states:
Arlington’s Master Plan provides a framework for addressing key issues such as affordability,
transit-oriented residential development, and aging in place.



The Master Plan states that the American Community Survey (ACS) reports that Arlington’s
housing units are slightly larger than those in other inner-suburbs and small cities. In
Arlington, the median number of rooms per unit is 5.7. There is a great deal of difference in
density and housing size among the different Arlington neighborhoods. The generally larger
size of homes makes it easier to contemplate a successful move to encourage ADUs.

What do other municipalities do?

According to a study (https://equitable-arlington.org/2020/02/16/accessory-dwelling-units-
policies/), by 2017 65 out of 101 municipalities in the greater Boston (MAPC) region allowed
Accessory Dwelling Units by right or by special permit. The average number of ADU’s added per
year was only about 3. But by 2017, Lexington had 75 ADUs and Newton had 73. Both of these
communities were among about 10 “as of right” municipalities in the MAPC region. This finding
suggests that communities with more restrictions are less likely to see any significant affordable
housing benefits.

Even in the midst of a housing crisis in this region, according to Amy Dain, housing expert,
(https://equitable-arlington.org/2020/02/18/zoning-for-accessory-dwelling-units/) most
municipalities still have zoning laws that restrict single family home owners from creating more
affordable housing.

And this is despite the fact that, as according to Banker & Tradesman, March 10, 2020:
https://www.bankerandtradesman.com/63-percent-in-greater-boston-back-adus/, 63% of
people in the region approve of ADUs. California has recently passed strong pro-ADU
legislation. A study by Zillow further corroborated this strong interest in communities across
the US, including our region. https://equitable-arlington.org/2020/03/10/adu-popularity/.
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Why is it important to not add additional stipulations for approval, beyond building code and
life safety code, as administered by town government professionals who administer these

procedures.

Arlington is fortunate to have two different departments with dedicated, experienced
professionals who bring their expertise in applying State and Federal Building and Life Safety
Codes to the process of approving new construction or renovation in Arlington’s housing. The
town officials in these departments should not be second guessed or undermined by the whims
of residents who object to potential changes in their neighborhoods. The people of Arlington
have spoken through the Master Plan. The Master Plan formally recognizes the need for a
much broader range of housing types for a broader diversity of Arlington residents’ needs.

Arlington has a wide range of housing types, styles and ages. The primary concern for adding
new housing is to make sure the additions conform to the already strict building and life safety
codes. Our professional Town inspectors, both Inspectional Services and Fire Dept. staff, are
able to do this on a case by case basis.

Now is the time to move forward with the approval of Accessory Dwelling Units, by amending
the Zoning Code.



