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With this submission to the Affordable Housing Committee, I advocate for allowing 
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) in residential districts to encourage not only more affordable 
housing, but more vibrant, inclusive, and resilient residential neighborhoods throughout New 
Haven. I hope this Committee will recommend that the City Plan Department study the feasibility 
of more permissive zoning regulations for accessory uses and structures in residential districts. 
 
What is an Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU)? 
ADUs are small secondary dwelling units located inside, attached to, or in the rear yard of an 
owner-occupied residence. An attached ADU (AADU) is contained within or attached to a 
house. A detached ADU (DADU) is a separate structure allowed in the rear yard of certain 
residential lots. DADUs can be created in new structures or by converting an existing garage. 

 
How do residential properties with ADUs differ from multi-family residences? 
Only owner-occupied residential properties are eligible for ADUs. Absentee landlords are not 
allowed to create or rent out ADUs. Unlike owner-occupied residences that happen to have 
accessory dwelling units, properties zoned for multi-family residences allow multiple dwelling 
units on a single residential property whether or not the property is occupied by the owner. An 
absentee landlord who buys a single-family house with an ADU can only rent out the property 
as a single family house; they cannot legally rent out the ADU as a separate apartment. 
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Does New Haven’s zoning ordinance regulate any accessory uses and structures? 
Residential accessory structures currently allowed in New Haven include sheds, garages, and 
fences. Residential accessory uses currently allowed in New Haven include storage of tools for 
home maintenance and storage of personal vehicles. Additionally, the zoning ordinance allows - 
as an accessory use - one boarding room with a single occupant within dwelling units containing 
two or more bedrooms. Therefore, many residential dwelling units are currently allowed to 
provide a Single Room Occupancy (SRO) unit to a tenant within the dwelling. While few 
residents have decided to provide boarding rooms within their houses, I believe many New 
Haveners would be willing to create separate accessory dwelling units on their properties. 
Unfortunately, ADUs are currently prohibited in New Haven. 
 
Have New Haven homeowners ever been encouraged to build apartments before? 
During World War 2, there was a severe housing shortage in New Haven as too few dwellings 
existed for the number of factory workers and their families moving into or within the City. During 
the war, the Federal government redirected building materials away from private new 
construction towards military production. How then did the City accommodate thousands of new 
workers and their families? While 300 units of government-financed housing were constructed 
on Valley Street in West Hills and some apartments in public housing projects were opened to 
defense workers, a shortage remained. To provide the needed housing in the City, individual 
property owners were encouraged to accommodate additional living quarters on their properties. 
This is when hundreds of attics in New Haven’s two-family houses were turned into separate 
apartments, single-family houses were subdivided, and garages were converted to residences. 
 
When did New Haven begin restricting the addition of apartments in residential districts?  
New Haven adopted its first zoning ordinance in 1926. In 1963, it was comprehensively 
rewritten. While some building codes and zoning provisions were suspended during World War 
2, municipal zoning in the 20th century essentially froze residential districts in place, or made 
existing structures and uses non-conforming through downzoning, thus inhibiting neighborhoods 
from continuing to evolve. Today, some people argue that New Haven needs thousands of new 
apartments to accommodate shrinking household sizes, demographic shifts, and market 
demand preferences. Often times, large developers with their expertise, financing, and support 
from city officials and representatives, are the only ones capable of navigating the daunting 
process of requesting text amendments, map changes, and variances from the zoning 
ordinance. As a result, large parcels, which are attractive to developers, are granted zoning 
relief for housing development, while residents remain ill-equipped to adapt to changing market 
forces. In our efforts to encourage growth in the City, we have failed to empower the City’s 
10,000+ homeowner-occupants to participate in the endeavor. The same privileges provided to 
large out-of-town developers, like text amendments, map changes, variances, abatements, and 
State subsidies, should be extended to homeowners. ADU provisions in the zoning ordinance 
would provide the opportunity for existing residents to become drivers and benefactors of urban 
change in the City, rather than passive witnesses or victims of that change. Before we consider 
empowering out-of-town developers to build absentee landlord-owned rental housing, let’s first 
consider empowering New Haven’s existing homeowners to build ADUs. 
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In the name of preserving property values, today’s overly restrictive zoning ordinance has 
artificially stifled local entrepreneurialism, development, and investment in the City’s 
neighborhoods by the City’s residents. Arguably, New Haven’s recent building boom began in 
2006 with the completion of Blake Street’s 300-unit Westville Village Apartments. We are 12 
years behind. How many ADUs could have been built by City residents in that time? Personally, 
I would prefer if staff from the Economic Development Department were able to spend their time 
conducting outreach, education, and support to hundreds of existing homeowners about how to 
create ADUs on residential properties instead of negotiating deals with out-of-town developers 
to provide a few State-subsidized below market rate apartments in a several-hundred unit 
building then trying to promote that to community groups as inclusive development. 
 
Are there examples of other places that allow ADUs? 
Portland, Oregon; Seattle, Washington; Austin, Texas; Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada; 
Denver, Colorado; Norwalk, Hartford, and Guilford in Connecticut; and many other places 

 
What benefits might Accessory Dwelling Units bring to New Haven? 
● Naturally affordable housing type that doesn’t require public subsidy 

○ Connecticut’s Department of Housing recently gave a private developer $5 Million to 
provide 33 below market rate apartments in the Hill at a cost of $150,000 per unit 

○ The company DWELLER sells move-in ready one-bedroom apartments for $100,000, 
which are delivered to and installed on residential properties where ADUs are allowed 

● Ability to create additional housing without requiring the displacement of existing tenants 
● Empowers homeowners to participate in and benefit from market demand for urban living 
● Expand opportunities for renters to support local homeowners through their rent 
● Help homeowners afford their mortgages, property taxes, and other homeownership costs 
● Recirculate rent checks back into the local economy through homeowner-occupied landlords 

purchasing goods and services at businesses in New Haven 
○ Many thousands of renters currently send their rent checks to landlords, property 

managers, and building owners who live, shop, and pay taxes outside New Haven 
● Promote highly adaptable buildings that can change with family needs and market demands 
● Option to allow senior citizens to age-in-place and continue to afford their homes 
● Provide families with a cost-savings alternative to convalescent homes for aging relatives 
● Privacy and independence for families with adolescent or adult children living at home 
● Maintain property values in low- and middle-density residential zones 

 
Example of a DWELLER DADU installation in the rear yard of a residential property in Portland 



 
New Haven Affordable Housing Task Force 2018 

 
Jonathan Hopkins 

Are there any examples of ADUs in New Haven? 
While New Haven does not allow ADUs, there are many dozens - perhaps a hundred or more - 
examples of garages, carriage houses, and other out-buildings that are used as residences in 
New Haven. Many of these were created prior to the 1963 comprehensive zoning rewrite. Some 
have been subdivided from their original property and exist independently today. Others remain 
part of the original property, but function as a separate dwelling unit on a multifamily lot. There 
are many hundreds of examples of attics and basements of two-family houses that have been 
converted to additional apartments. There are also many examples of flag lots where 
residences are setback far from the street and fencing provides privacy from neighboring yards. 
Far from a new presence in New Haven should they be allowed, ADUs are thoroughly 
congruent with the City’s history and existing character. 
 

 
Example of a basement apartment Example of a garage apartment 
 
How many ADUs could be built in New Haven if the zoning ordinance allowed it? 
There are over 10,000 owner-occupied residential properties in New Haven. If the City passed 
modest provisions to allow one ADU on certain properties by special exception, New Haven 
could reasonably expect around 1% of property owners to build ADUs over the next decade - 
creating about 100 new housing units. If, on the other hand, New Haven passed more generous 
provisions, we could see 1,000 ADUs built over the following decade. That would be 1,000 
monthly rent checks going to support homeowners who live in New Haven, shop in New Haven, 
and pay property taxes on their primary residence in New Haven. 
 
Rents charged for ADUs would largely depend on how much homeowners spend to create 
them. A $50,000 renovation of a basement could rent for substantially less than a $100,000 
DWELLER unit, which could rent for substantially less than a $200,000 architect-designed 
detached ADU. While many ADUs could rent at affordable levels without public subsidy, if we 
want to guarantee a certain number of affordable ADUs, the City and State could advertise 
existing tax deferral and abatement programs to local homeowners in exchange for renting 
apartments at below market rates. Los Angeles is looking to empower homeowners to rent 
ADUs at fair market rate to Section 8 voucher recipients and to people facing homelessness. 

https://www.newhavenct.gov/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?blobid=27751
https://www.mas.la/affordable-adus/
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Are there other opportunities for existing residents to benefit from market trends? 
While accessory dwelling units with full kitchens are currently prohibited in New Haven, 
accessory boarding rooms without kitchens are allowed. While renting a bedroom within one’s 
house to a stranger may be unappealing to many, there are other ways to benefit from New 
Haven’s market demand for rental apartments without sacrificing privacy. Conceivably, the 
boarding room could be a large bedroom with living and dining space, an on suite bathroom, a 
storage area, a kitchenette, an exterior entrance, and a lockable interior door connecting to the 
rest of the house. This type of space can be used as an extra living space within the main 
house, as a guest suite, or as a rentable boarding room for a single person. Alternatively, the 
boarding room can share the main house’s full kitchen without having access to the rest of the 
house. These types of leasable boarding rooms are currently allowed in any dwelling unit of two 
or more bedrooms. However, many lease agreements require that tenants receive permission 
from the landlord prior to subletting rooms. As a result, the number of dwelling units that can 
legally operate accessory boarding rooms in New Haven without the landlord’s permission is 
approximately 15,000. 
 

  

  
Example accessory boarding room in a single family house (top left) with a private exterior 
basement entrance (top center) leading to a finished room with laundry, a kitchenette, dining, 
and living area (top right). The room includes a private on-suite bathroom (bottom left) and a 
bedroom nook (bottom right). This leasable space also includes an unseen storage closet, a 
walk-in closet, a utility closet, an internal stair up to the main house separated by a lockable 
door, and a lockable door to an in-ground single-car garage. 
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Example ADU Programs: 
West Denver Program: 
Denver is encouraging low-income homeowners in gentrifying neighborhoods of West Denver to 
build an ADU on their property so that it can be rented at market rate. The income from the 
rental apartment can help the homeowner pay off their mortgage, pay for local property taxes, 
and bring in additional income. The City is providing support services, including information 
sessions, design services, introductions to homebuilders, and financing help. The West Denver 
Renaissance Collaborative was awarded a grant from Fannie Mae to aid the program. 
http://www.mywdrc.org/wdsf.html  
http://www.fanniemae.com/thechallenge/west-denver-renaissance-collaborative.html  
 
Los Angeles, La Mas Initiative: 
Los Angeles recently initiated a pilot program to encourage homeowners to build an ADU on 
their property and rent it out to households with Section 8 rental vouchers. The City is also 
providing financial help to build ADUs for homeowners interested in housing a formerly 
homeless person. Bloomberg Philanthropies awarded a $1 Million grant to get this initiative 
started. 
https://www.mas.la/adu-pilot-project/  
 
Cambridge, MA: 
Cambridge recently passed more robust zoning regulations for accessory dwelling units to allow 
them in more areas of the City. 
https://www.citylab.com/design/2018/05/boston-wants-residents-to-build-tiny-houses-in-their-bac
kyards/560267/ 
 
Seattle, WA: 
Seattle recently completed an Environmental Review of proposed zoning amendments to allow 
ADUs in more areas of the city, multiple ADUs on individual properties, reduced parking 
requirements near transit corridors, and streamlined permitting processes. 
http://www.seattle.gov/council/adu-eis  
 
Austin, TX: 
In 2015, the City of Austin, TX expanded existing provisions for ADUs. 
https://www.austintexas.gov/page/adu  
 
Can New Haven benefit from programs in these other cities? 
New Haven should certainly look to other cities for policy ideas that may make sense to 
implement locally. Many other places are facing similar issues of housing affordability, urban 
poverty, and generating tax revenue. However, any policy needs to be tailored to fit New 
Haven’s circumstances. New Haven should not blindly copy other cities without first considering 
unique differences between cities. It is unlikely that New Haven will ever solve its housing 
issues by importing developers and policies from other places. To be most effective, the City’s 
responses need to emerge from within and include New Haven’s existing residents.  

http://www.mywdrc.org/wdsf.html
http://www.fanniemae.com/thechallenge/west-denver-renaissance-collaborative.html
https://www.mas.la/adu-pilot-project/
https://www.citylab.com/design/2018/05/boston-wants-residents-to-build-tiny-houses-in-their-backyards/560267/
https://www.citylab.com/design/2018/05/boston-wants-residents-to-build-tiny-houses-in-their-backyards/560267/
http://www.seattle.gov/council/adu-eis
https://www.austintexas.gov/page/adu

