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ADUs/2nd dwellings in DC:

Understand zoning
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DC’s 2016 zoning update made 3 major 

changes permitting small housing types

 Single family residential (R) 

zones permits 1 accessory 

apartment by-right (owner 

occupied)

 Rowhouse zones (RF/RA) 

permit 1 of dwellings in 

garage/carriage house

 Alley lots can be used for a 

house
Source: DC Office of Zoning Handbook

R zones allowing ADUs

http://handbook.dcoz.dc.gov/use-categories/other-uses/accessory-dwelling-units/


Residential Flat (RF) 
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Source: DC Office of Zoning Handbook

 Moderate Density 

Rowhouse zones 

(RF) permit 

typically 2 

dwellings; 

 2nd principal 

dwelling allowed in 

garage/carriage 

house (Not an ADU)

http://handbook.dcoz.dc.gov/use-categories/other-uses/accessory-dwelling-units/


Remove barriers, educate, support

Removing barriers in 

zoning, permitting, 

financing

 Educating – events, 

workshops, 1:1s

Online forum & resources: 

smartergrowth.net/ADU

UPO pilot with LMI 

homeowners

UPO DC ADU Manual
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DC homeowner workshop, photo credit: C. Cort
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DC ADU Manual 

(December 2020)

Updates: 

Winter 2022



Understanding zoning
6



How to look up your zoning
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Accessory buildings & accessory apartments
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Basement apartment

R zone = ADU

RF zone = 2nd principal 

dwelling

Accessory building can 

have a dwelling 

R zone = accessory 

apartment/ADU

RF zone = 2nd principal 

dwelling
Drawing by Jennifer Harty, HxH Architects



Table of R Zone Requirements
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R zones - Accessory building regulations
Key changes per Zoning Commission Order No. 20-19

(Subtitle D-5000)                                                                        
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8’ side yard path to public 
street (or alley access)

Principal Dwelling

Rear Yard 

Side Yard
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7.5’
(min) 

Front Yard 

20’—25’ 
Required 
rear yard

Parking pad
(1 per 
principal 
dwelling)

Accessory building: Maximum building area is 

30% of required rear yard area or 450 sq. ft footprint, 
2 stories, 22’ height permitted (maximum). Lot is 
50% pervious (minimum). 

Access: Permanent access provided by either:

1. 8’ side yard path to public street, or
2. 24’ wide alley, or
3. 15’ wide alley within 300’ of public street

Accessory 
Building

Accessory building 
changes per ZC 
order 20-19: 

(1) Clarified an accessory 
building not permitted in 
the required rear yard but 
for a  special exception 
(5201.2)

(2) Alley centerline setback 
reduced to 7.5’ (from 12’) 
(5004.1 )

(2) Height maximum of 
accessory building 
increased to 22’ (from 20’) 
(5002.1)

Coalition for Smarter Growth, 1/11/2022



www.smartergrowth.net/ADU
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 Homeowners & professionals 

share experiences

 Homeowners ask questions

 Professionals answer

 Interviews with professionals & 

homeowners

 Zoning questions specific to 1 

jurisdiction

 Builds off online resource folder 

(www.smartergrowth.net/ADU)

Join our online discussion forum


