Residential Infill Project
Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC)
Meeting #5 – DRAFT
January 5, 2016 | 6:00 – 8:30 PM
1900 SW 4th Avenue | Room 2500 (2nd Floor)
Meeting objectives:
 Prepare for the charrette by:
o Increasing understanding of the economic picture that affects infill development and
property owner choices
o Identifying and refining the guiding principles for the Residential Infill Project
o Increasing understanding of how other cities address infill development

Agenda
Time
6:00 pm

Topic
Welcome and meeting intro (Anne Pressentin, Facilitator)
 Announcements
 Review meeting summary from Dec. 1

6:10 pm

Public comment

6:20 pm

Economics of Portland’s residential infill housing market
 Presentation (Tyler Bump, BPS Economist)
 Q&A

6:50 pm

Residential Infill Project Guiding Principles
 Policy framework (Morgan Tracy, BPS Project Manager)
 Presentation (Peter Winch, Dyett and Bhatia)
 SAC Discussion
SAC members will review draft principles and discuss potential modifications.

8:05 pm

Regulatory approaches used elsewhere
 Presentation (Todd Borkowitz, Planner)
 Q&A
Presentation will highlight different approaches to regulations that address
residential infill.

8:25

Wrap up/Adjourn (Anne Pressentin)

Residential Infill Project – Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC)
Meeting #4b Summary Minutes DRAFT
Date: Tuesday, December 1, 2015
Time: 6:00 p.m. to 8:30 p.m.
Location: 1900 SW 4th Avenue, Portland, 7th Floor – Room 7A
SAC Members in Attendance: Linda Bauer, Sarah Cantine, Alan DeLaTorre, Jim Gorter, John
Hasenberg, Marshall Johnson, Emily Kemper, Douglas MacLeod, Mary Kyle McCurdy, Maggie
McGann, Rod Merrick, Rick Michaelson, Mike Mitchoff, Michael Molinaro, Danell Norby,
Douglas Reed, Brandon Spencer-Hartle, Eli Spevak, Barbara Strunk, Young Sun Song David
Sweet, Eric Thompson, Garlynn Woodsong, Tatiana Xenelis-Mendoza
SAC Members NOT in Attendance: Vic Remmers, Teresa St. Martin
Staff/Consultants in Attendance: Sandra Wood (BPS), Morgan Tracy (BPS), Julia Gisler (BPS),
Todd Borkowitz (BPS), Mark Raggett (BPS), Tyler Bump (BPS), Nicholas Kobel (BPS), Mikkel Ibsen
(BPS), Jason Richling (BDS), Anne Presentin (EnviroIssues), Shem Harding (Deca Architecture)
Others in Attendance: Allan Owens, Shannon Hiller Webb, Roger Zumwalt, Robert Lennox,
Terry Griffiths, Michelle Anderson, Paul Graves, Janet Baker, Kurt Nordback, Hillary Dames, Lara
Zingmark, Linda Meier
Meeting Objectives:




Finalize the discussion for the SAC project parameters
Review the takeaways from the neighborhood walks.
Create shared understanding of constraints and opportunities for narrow lot infill
development

Abbreviations: Q = Question; C = Comment; R = Response (staff)
Post-Meeting Clarifications or Links

WELCOME, MEETING INTRODUCTION AND GENERAL UPDATES
Facilitator Anne Pressentin (EnviroIssues) thanked SAC members for their attendance,
identified the meeting objectives (see above) and highlighted the meeting agenda. SAC
members should return the affordable housing options worksheet by Friday, December 4th, as
well as respond to the Doodle poll regarding their preferred date for the January charrette by
Thursday, December 3rd.
The charrette is scheduled for Thursday, January 21, 2016 based on SAC feedback.
Anne Pressentin also indicated that public comment will occur near the beginning of SAC
meetings (after announcements) starting at SAC Meeting #5 on January 5, 2016.
Approval of Summary Minutes from SAC Meetings #3 and #4a:
Summary minutes from SAC Meetings #3 and #4a were provided. Anne indicated that the draft
summary minutes will feature minor revisions, including the highlight of post-meeting
clarifications in text boxes from questions during Chief Planner Joe Zehnder’s (BPS)
presentation in SAC Meeting #3 (November 3, 2015). This clarification method will be used in all
future SAC meeting summary minutes. Planning Manager Sandra Wood (BPS) reiterated that
this is the way that City staff will respond to future SAC questions that are not able to be
answered at the meeting. SAC members did not suggest additional revisions.
Summary Minutes from SAC Meetings #3, November 3, 2015
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/557850
Summary Minutes from SAC Meetings #4a, November 17, 2015
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/557851
Facebook Page:
Associate Planner Todd Borkowitz (BPS) highlighted instructions for access to the ‘SAC –
Residential Infill Project’ Facebook group webpage. The page was developed in response to the
SAC’s desire for a non-mandatory, online forum to discuss issues related to residential infill.
While fully viewable to the general public to maintain process transparency, posts can only be
made by SAC members, project team consultants and City staff in order to manage the forum's
intended effectiveness. As all posts on this forum are considered public record, contributing
content should not be significantly revised or removed.
The instructions include City of Portland parameters and recommendations for use of this page,
as well as the limited role that City staff will have in approving and managing requests to join
the group, adding applicable content and clarifications and documenting group discussion. SAC

members are responsible for recapping key discussions from the ‘SAC – Residential Infill
Project’ Facebook group in SAC meetings (BPS staff will allocate time in future meeting agenda).

PROJECT PARAMETERS
Planning Manager Sandra Wood (BPS) thanked SAC members who attended the November 17th
meeting, then gave an update on the SAC’s project parameters. Item #7 – regarding lot
‘splitting’ rules around land divisions and lot confirmations (inside project scope) and land
division rules regarding land division rules for density, density decoupling and rounding rules
(outside of project scope) - was an item of some contention in October 2015 SAC meetings. The
intent of the November 17th meeting was specifically to provide clarification and justification of
the City’s past and current decision making on this issue. The proposed scope that is open for
SAC discussion is believed by City staff to be consistent with the key concerns that the SAC has
been sharing.
Q: Why was affordability not mentioned in this presentation?
R: This discussion was specific in regards to concerns raised about Item #7. Affordability
will be discussed in the January SAC meeting when evaluation criteria will be discussed
and developed.
C: Increasing density was also not discussed.
Q: Why is re-coupling density to lot size out of the project scope?
R: City staff believes that current rationale for density and lot flexibility (to help preserve
existing homes, conserve natural resources and provide alternatives to sometimes
undesirable flag lots) are sound and should not be revised.
Also, amending land division regulations would require project involvement from other
bureaus that currently do not have budget allocated to do so. This project was never
intended to focus on the land division process and SAC members were not chosen based
on their specialty in this area.
Q: If the SAC disagrees with some project parameters, can a minority report be presented?
R: Would this be for the Planning & Sustainability Commission or City Council?
C: To whomever; it would just state that some SAC members disagree with some
of the project parameters.
R: A minority report should not be a problem if the SAC agrees to provide
one.

C: Any minority report should be proposed to the entire SAC versus just a few SAC
members.
C: Agreed. This could start a slippery slope towards diminishing the SAC’s
effectiveness.
R: There will continue to be many opportunities throughout the project process
for the SAC to provide feedback.
C: As the product of this project process will be code language, SAC
recommendations should be oriented towards this.
C: There should be opportunity to create a parking lot for related
concerns, but not an addendum to project parameters.
C: Proposing multiple ADUs equates to decoupling density from lot size.
R: Multiple ADUs do not equate to decoupling density as no lots are being divided.
Q: Are introducing stacked flats that increase density part of the SAC’s scope?
R: The current code has a general ‘one house per lot’ rule with nine exceptions
(discussed in SAC Meeting #3).
C: Please confirm whether the SAC’s scope will include considering a change to existing
densities in single-dwelling areas.
R: The SAC’s scope will include determining what, if any, exceptions to the general ‘one
house per lot’ rule should be, as well as where they might apply.

NEIGHBORHOOD WALKS DEBRIEF
Public Involvement Lead Julia Gisler (BPS) thanked SAC members and residents who attended
the SAC neighborhood walks, then asked for a raise of hands for how many walks SAC members
participated in.
Key Takeaways – City Staff-Observed:




Greater appreciation of conflicts than expected.
Greater appreciation of collective SAC knowledge and expertise, complemented by
some SAC members who even lived on the routes.
Architects on the SAC highlighted many design issues and considerations on topics like
the integration of garages, as well as building heights and setbacks.







Builders on the SAC highlighted the costs of building infill housing and challenges in
Portland’s development and permitting process.
Special interest representatives on the SAC highlighted key issues of concern for specific
populations, including access for seniors and people with disabilities, historic
preservation advocates and homebuyers commonly interested in the costs of homes per
square foot.
Noted the difficulty of concretely defining what neighborhood character is in each area.
Standards should effectively respond to the needs of future generations of residents.

Key Takeaways and Other Thoughts – SAC Members:







Many homes on the north and south routes were not meeting rules; perhaps if they
were, the homes would have been less objectionable.
Some of the corner duplexes did not achieve the design intent that were prescribed in
the exceptions that allowed their development.
It was helpful to have developers provide a lens on what the market would and would
not support.
There is support for additional walks later in the process now that SAC members are
better informed on so many nuances to code complexities.
Having the neighbors come and offer their comments was good.
The ‘cheat sheet’ and other handouts were helpful, but information on the size and
monetary value of old and new houses would have also been informational.
R: The cheat sheets were emailed to SAC members and will be posted online.









How can contemporary designs be successfully a part of the neighborhood fabric
discussion?
There is a relationship between density and automobile use.
Attempts to create increased density on large lots in East Portland through townhouses
were unsuccessful due to their lack of connection to basic services.
In East Portland, a resident could not get anywhere in only twenty minutes. The City
needs to better plan for commercial districts that provide basic services.
How can infill continue to preventing gentrification and displacement? How does
development proceed and who benefits from it? Recognize that the standards only
address part of the issue, other City programs and processes should be considered as
well (e.g. affordable homeownership programs).
East and north walks brought to attention the accommodation of automobiles and
pedestrians, highlighting what worked and what did not. When cars are ‘subservient’,
good environments are generally created. It is striking that in East Portland, sidewalks
are required for new developments while the City fails to install them on existing
streets, limiting sidewalk connectivity.



There was a lot of diversity in each neighborhood. How can the character of some areas
be replicated and better developed in other areas? How can this be done flexibly
through code?

Julia Gisler (BPS) added that these observations will be added to walk notes, which will then be
posted online. SAC members should provide any additional comments to her
(Julia.gisler@portlandoregon.gov) by December 4th.

PUBLIC OUTREACH OVERVIEW
Public Involvement Lead Julia Gisler (BPS) highlighted the draft Decision Process and
Engagement Schedule for the Residential Infill Project. The document adds public participation
to the SAC work plan. All Residential Infill Project events will continue to be open to and open
to public comment by the general public.
Currently, the general public can sign up for email updates through the project website, which
is in the process of being updated. Project staff is responding to phone calls from the general
public (calls/emails should go to Julia Gisler at 503-823-7624/ Julia.gisler@portlandoregon.gov).
The project team is finalizing an online survey for the general public, to be open between
December 9th and January 12th. Its intent is to gauge the pulse on what the general public thinks
about residential infill, and responses can inform decisions made by SAC members, City staff
and elected officials. The survey asks for items of concern and a rating of potential benefits, and
also includes some open-ended questions.
Link to Online Survey: http://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/2479550/Portland-Infill-Survey
Q: Who is putting the survey together?
R: Project staff and EnviroIssues (project consultant), with an intent to get general
feedback. As an opt-in survey, it is not statistically valid but will be conducted similarly
to how the City typically performs surveys.
Later in the work plan, a second proposed outreach effort will be done in the form of an online
open house, once concept alternatives are developed. A third effort will solicit public comment
on code language.
All public outreach will be part of a Public Involvement Plan that will be on the project website
once it is completed. The plan also seeks to identify stakeholders and effectively target
communities who are not always reached through traditional public outreach.

C: There is a strong desire from the persons with disabilities community to be actively involved
in the Residential Infill Project process.
R: City staff hopes that SAC members will reach out to their respective networks. BPS
staff is creating an outreach template that will be made available for SAC members by
mid-December 2015. SAC members should inform Julia Gisler (503-823-7624/
Julia.gisler@portlandoregon.gov) of other communities who should be contacted by the
City.

NARROW LOTS/LOT CONFIRMATIONS
Project Manager Morgan Tracy (BPS) gave a presentation on narrow lot development that
reviewed key points from the November 17th SAC informational session on narrow lots.
Narrow Lot Development presentation:
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/558043
Key Discussion and Takeaways:
 Lot confirmations of State of Oregon-recognized lot lines confirm the legal status of
these previously created lots. Land divisions create new lots from larger parcels of land.
While both processes may result in narrow lots identical in appearance, each type goes
through its own type of process and has different mandated development standards.
Q: Could BPS staff speak more on these comparisons?
R: Yes, these comparisons will be discussed in this presentation.





Development standards for skinny (pre-existing plats) lots were first developed in 1983
and revised in 1991. Narrow lots (created through modern subdivisions) were first
addressed by the City of Portland in 2003 code revisions.
Key narrow lot ‘design and form’ elements for the SAC to contemplate in developing
new code recommendations include:
o Attached units (unified or distinct roofline)
o Detached units
o Heights: 1, 2 and 3 story
o Setbacks
o Materials: finishes, trims and eaves
o Main entrances: orientations and heights
o Windows
Key narrow lot ‘garages and parking’ elements for the SAC to contemplate in developing
new code recommendations include:
o No parking
o Parking pads (no garage)
o Tuck under garages

o Attached garages: street facing and rear facing (alley access)
o Detached garages (shared driveways)
Morgan then shared over thirty slides featuring local narrow examples. These examples were
made available to the SAC – one packet per table – and could be written on by SAC members.
C: The first slide example (skinny
houses that were on the Southeast
walking tour) includes good
examples.
Q: Do these examples include
basement ADUs?

Permit records do not show an Accessory Dwelling Unit for either structure
Q: How can the buildings in these examples be so close to the street?
R: They went through a discretionary land review process. They have a unique
lot depth of about 50 feet.
Q: Did they meet code-mandated height requirements?
R: Yes - measured from the finished grade (different from the sidewalk grade) to
the midpoint of the highest gable.
Q: Do these meet code-mandated height/width ratio requirements?
R: BPS staff is uncertain, but acknowledge that the project was permitted.
R: The SAC can help inform these development standards.
C/Q: The third slide example (skinny house that was on the Southeast
walking tour) appears to have an entrance that is over four feet above
grade. What will the City do when a field review determines that a
permitted development does not meet code prior to issues of an
occupancy permit?
C: Once a house is built, it is difficult to ‘unbuild’. It is difficult for City
inspectors to determine height conformance during site visits.

R: The City must both determine established finished grade and approve heights
in permit submittal documents. Then, the construction must be monitored and
enforced for conformance.
Q: How wide is the home?
R: 15 feet.
Q: How wide is the lot?
R: 25 feet. Eaves can project one foot into the setback.
On the sixth slide example (skinny lots), the
developments went through design review
to reduce setbacks.

Q: What lots go through Design Review?
R: Design Review is a discretionary
land use review. Oregon law
requires that property owners have
the choice of one of two development processes: subjective or objective. For the latter,
City staff makes discretionary decisions for meeting intents like ‘compatibility’ or
‘architectural style’; neighbors have an opportunity to repeal these decisions.
To minimize confusion, ‘land use review’ should be used in this meeting in place of ‘design
review’ and all other specific, discretionary land use review processes.
Q: Hypothetically, is it within the SAC’s purview to determine that all developments should go
through a discretionary land use review process?
R: Obviously, there are not the resources to demand that all new developments go
through a discretionary land use review process.
C: Yes, but could the SAC establish new criteria for some developments?
Q: Is demanding that all new developments go through a discretionary land use
review process prevented through existing code, or is this just an assumption by
City staff?
R: State law requires local administration of a two-track planning process
to ensure that housing remain affordable. If there was only one track,

some affordable housing developers, such as community development
corporations (CDCs) could not afford to build permit-ready houses.
Q: How did pre-approved permit plans come about?
R: This will be explained later in the presentation.
Q: Who holds property owners accountable for ensuring built work conforms to code?
R: City planners ensure that permit documents meet code; City inspectors observe
whether built work conforms to approved construction documents.
C: Building out of conformance is a calculated risk that developers could take.
R: If some construction is deemed to not conform, the City could demand
modification and/or removal of it.
Q: Is it up to City building inspectors to determine whether
construction meets code?
R: Yes.
In response to an earlier question, the 12th slide example (Living Smart competition), the City
of Portland sponsored a competition in 2004 that sought entries of replicable well-designed
architectural plan solutions for skinny houses. Designs from two winning recipients were preapproved by the City and made available to future developers. Standards of these plans were
later incorporated into Portland’s zoning code. If a builder sought to make significant changes
to the pre-approved plans, he or she would need to go through the City’s standard permitting
process. A copy of Living Smart: Big Ideas for Small Lots was shared with the SAC and is
available via link below.
Link to Living Smart: Big Ideas for Small Lots:
https://www.portlandonline.com/bds/Living_Smart_Design_Excellence_Monograph.pdf
Living Smart benefits included a
permit fee (Approximately $7,000)
that was about 50% of that of the fee
for developments permitted through
the City’s standard process. Preapproved plans from the Living Smart
competition were only used 12 times.
While the program was later
discontinued, the code that was
codified from them is still applicable
for new development.

Link to information on the City’s now-suspended Living Smart House Program:
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bds/index.cfm?&c=51302
C: The earlier question was more in regards to the Masterplan House Program.
R: This program was available for developers seeking pre-approved plans.
C: It assumes that developers will see it as a cost savings.
Q: Is the City’s Masterplan House Program still operating?
R: City staff is uncertain but will get back to the SAC with more
information.
Post-Meeting Clarification: Master House Plans is a City program where an applicant can
submit a single-dwelling residential plan for review and be designated as a Master House Plan.
Once accepted as a Master House Plan, the same applicant can apply for permits to build the
same plan on different sites. The approved plans are kept in-house by the City and preapproved for Building Code requirements. No changes are allowed to the plans and they are
not re-reviewed for compliance with Building Code when they are proposed for individual
sites. The Building Code review fee is half the regular review fee. These plans are reviewed and
pre-approved for compliance with some zoning standards (e.g. windows on street-facing
façade or width of garage wall), but not site-specific zoning standards (e.g. building coverage,
setbacks or height). The fee for the zoning review is the same as for other permits and the
overall review time may not be dramatically different since infrastructure bureaus still
complete their standard review. This program is still available, but is not used often because of
the lack of flexibility.
Fast Track was a City program that was in effect for a previous iteration of the New Single
Family Residential permit intake and review process. Repeat applicants could be eligible if the
permit submittals were relatively simple house plans and the applicant had a history of
submitting complete permit requests that did not demand significant corrections. Fast Track
applicants would receive check sheets or have plans approved for issuance within 10 days of
their submittal. This program is not part of the current NSFR permit intake and review process.
Q: Are homes shown in the 35th slide example (attached units on corner in multi-dwelling
zone) subject to City code requirements for outdoor space?
R: City staff is uncertain but will get back to the SAC to confirm.

`Post-Meeting Clarification: This development in R1a (Irvington Historic District) appears to
meet required outdoor area requirement
specified in 33.120.240.B.1 and 2 that specify
that areas must be
48 square feet (min dimensions of 6’x6’), and
may be on private balconies.
Q: Are outdoor requirements
for multi-dwelling zones
different than those in single-dwelling zones?
R: Yes.

SAC EXERCISE
Facilitator Anne Pressentin (EnviroIssues) provided instructions for the SAC exercise, which
would be performed at four BPS project staff-facilitated tables (by Todd Borkowitz, Tyler Bump,
Sandra Wood and Julia Gisler). Anne indicated that members of the general public in
attendance would have the opportunity to share oral testimony at 8:15pm and requested that
SAC members report out their table’s findings to the larger group afterwards. Written
comments and table notes are included below.
Written Comments on Narrow/Skinny House Examples:
Skinny Lots with Shared Driveway: “Great”; “Garage In
Back”; “Detail”

Detached House – Old Standards: “Flat”; “High Off of
Grade”; “Matchbox”; “Small Windows”

Skinny Lot: “OK!!!”; “Good Overhand”; “No Garage”; “Cute”

Skinny Lots: “22.5 height [indecipherable]”; “On
SE Walk”; “Went thru DZ”; “(50’ deep lots)”;
“OK In Context”; “Too Tall As Rule”; “These
Seem Too Tall”

Skinny Lot: “On Walk”

Skinny Lot “OK”; “Not Too Tall”; “Mass On Back Not Street
(Lower)”; “Door Emphasized”

Skinny Lots: “2002-2005”; “Predates 4’ From
Grade”

Skinny Lots: “SE Walk”; “DZ”; “Like Unique
Feature on Left”

Skinny Lot: “Super Cute”

Living Smart Competition: “Great
Looking”; “No Garage OK”

Narrow Lots: “Not Built”

Narrow Lots: “We Like These”

Narrow Lots: “These Are Fine”

Narrow Lot: “This Is A Crazy-Looking House”

Not Narrow nor Skinny Lots
(Multi-dwelling Zone): “We
Like These”

Narrow Lot Planned Development: “Lower
Garage vs. On Street Height”; “Well Designed”;
“We Like These”

Narrow Lots with a PD: “Beech”

Written Facilitator Chartpack Notes From Tables:
1. When lots call for narrow construction, what forms and designs are appropriate?
Table #1: BPS staff – Todd Borkowitz
 Street facing garages = bad
 Entry = street level - measured from front ‘street/[sidewalk] grade’
 Should look like houses – not towers; issue of height itself or setbacks
 Attached row houses
 Good front articulation
 Wider houses = better
 Proportional (not tall [and] skinny)
 Attached housing [within] a single roofline
 Proportional garages
 [Houses less than a] certain width should trigger a certain process
 Side yard [setback] either 5’ or 0’
 No garages = less height
 [Accessory dwelling units] under 2 story skinny made house taller; room in 15’ house for
an [accessory dwelling unit]
 R2.5 – opportunity to do good houses, not seeing good sf houses, in [R]2.5 – too narrow
 Should be as easy to build attached row houses (or 2-plex)
 [Single-family] detached should not be allowed in R2.5 zone [without a land use] review
– not 100%, but re-examine to go to either R2 or R5 (no R2.5)










(Future tour to discuss R2 = needed); Where are R2 zones?; In NW 17 th/Irving – [where
one SAC member] used to live - only brick row houses in the city
End of [single-family] zones
What can we learn from R2?
15’ [building] width – need [attached] housing – more focus on streets/not back yards
No [street] facing garages
Some skinny houses fit that were more intentional
[Height], [setback and] garages [and] porch [height]
[By SAC member]: “We reacted positively to some of the houses on narrow lots &
negatively to a lot of them
o Most of the negative reactions were to houses that we felt were disproportionate
to the surroundings
o Widths of less that X’ should trigger a certain process
o Need to revisit grade provisions, garage allowances, and heights to width ratio
o Wish to provide incentives to encourage attached dwellings/rowhouses”

Table #2: BPS Staff - Tyler Bump
 Why difference between skinny [and] narrow?
 Why house different – should be consistent
 Laurelhurst example… narrow lot may be awkward – different standards for different
neighborhoods
 QUESTION: Why 25’ plat - if not for skinny lots [and] houses?
o Not common [at] single 25’ lot but there is precedent
o Bought as multiples
 Reasons to constrain development
 Why is it [okay] to have underlying plat override zoning [?]
 New lot confirmation [means] less City oversight
 Insurer and surveyor responsible for accountability of building on site
 Attached housing [okay] for separate buildings? Give more green space?
o Maintenance [and] practicality [versus] reducing mass
 20’ [versus] 15’
 Better floor plan [versus] ‘people’ want single family
 Height – Detached houses on skinny [lots] easier as 2-story [with] no garage
 Question: Stairs relative to street or grade?
 1.2 [versus] 1.5 – Have 1 design code – 1.2 preferred
o Helps [with] affordability
o Helps [with] scale
 City wide should be applied equally – no different from design standards
 Maybe different in different zones (standards for skinny/narrow)
 Skinny [and] narrow: Easier to agree upon if 2 [story]/ no front garage
o How to regulate?  ‘architectural’ detail
 Front garages [okay] if:
o Lowered below grade




o Front door within 4’
Standards for skinny [and] narrow should be the same or possibly only different to zone
[and] not [by] age established?
o 1.2 applied to both
Who do we need this size of development? Over affordability?

Table #3: BPS staff – Sandra Wood
 Detached is better. People want to be detached [and] own their own dirt.
 25% agrees [with] detached.
 20% would like attached if they could afford it.
 Density bonus for attached?
 [National] Association of Realtors/[Portland State University] study show that trend is
changing [and] access is essential.
 R2.5 should look different than R5.
 Skinny lots on R5 is haphazard [and] doesn’t make sense. Maybe have higher
standards/bar. More compatible.
 Shouldn’t all new narrow lots meet high bar? 2 sets of standards is too confusing.
 Zoning controls
 Compromise: Ease up on R2.5 [and ratchet] down on skinnies [in residential zones].
 Calculate density for lot confirmations.
 Underlying lots create special set of standards based on haphazard platting.
 Height is the biggest issue [and] could be resolved by [instead building a] tuck-under
garage, [accessory dwelling unit,] or family room, [and] coupled with [a] height
restriction.
 Proportionality – [The] smaller the lot, [the] lower the height
 How much does excavating cost?

Table #4: BPS Staff – Julia Gisler








Skinny lots incentivize attached; (and R2.5) – size limit [should be dependent on a
development’s] close prox[imity] to amenities
o [At a] certain size they [should] go [through a] twofold process
Skinny [houses create] poor utilization of lot
Car – Don’t require parking on narrow [lots within] 500’ from transit but [still do so on]
other areas [that] are farther away.
[Narrow lot development is] important but [have a] secondary status
Measure [building height from the] grade on street, not [from the finished grade] on [a]
lot.

2. Portland has this legacy of historically platted skinny lots. How should we address these
lots in the future, given:
A. Neighborhood patterns and location
Table #1:
 Pattern areas not sufficient – some houses should not be preserved if in bad
[condition]/unhealthy; How to help homeowners improve [existing] houses?
Table #2: [no written responses]
Table #3:
 Do away [with] skinny lots in areas that aren’t zoned for it. Perhaps we allow some
flexibility as [a] compromise.
Table #4:
 Lot line adjustment [with] historic platting: pros/cons; can’t move and still meet
criteria
 Random [versus] mapped
 Orphans in historic platted lots
o Turn off historic
o Turn off in certain areas
o Character of neighborhood historic pattern
o Distance from certain corridor
B. Housing affordability
Table #1:
 Other ways to create [affordable] housing than skinny lots; not just about size of
house
Table #2: [no written responses]
Table #3:
 There are groups.





What creates a more affordable unit?
Attached?
o Energy savings
o More open space
Detached?
o Higher profit margin
o $5,000 [or] more for [building an] extra wall

Table #4:
 People will buy what they can afford
 Skinny home[s] [are good options for] 1st time home buyers
C. Property owner’s investment/expectation
Table #1:
 Metro survey: people want a [single-family] home and amenities
 Streamlining = better
 Incentives to preserve [existing] houses or convert to [multi-family] units
Tables #2, 3, and 4: [no written responses]
D. Existing City policies and new Comp Plan related to housing choice and growth
strategy
Table #1:
 Combine – 1 set of rules for skinny [and] narrow
 Allow 2 units on same lots [without] splitting
 Zone R2.5 if that is what City is aiming for
 Rezone 2.5 in areas of heavy historic lot patterns
 Remove 5 [year requirement] or both houses have 5 [years]
 Void 5 [year] moratorium if building attached (incentives)
 $25k demo[lition] tax will make little impact
Tables #2, 3, and 4: [no written responses]
3. Knowing the R2.5 zone is intended for 1 unit per 2,500 s.f., how do you see these zoned
areas transitioning and evolving given the goal discussed by Desiree last meeting? Adapt
the City’s single swelling development standards to meet the needs of current and future
generations. What ultimately could and should they look like?
Table #1:
 R2.5 – opportunity to do good houses, not seeing good [single-family] houses, in [R]2.5 –
too narrow

Tables #2 and 3: [no written responses]
Table #4:
 R2.5  Max[imize] to multi-dwelling designation (same density); max[imize] flexibility

PUBLIC COMMENTS
Hillary Dames: Hillary, a South Burlingame resident who greeted the SAC and shared her
thoughts on residential infill in the neighborhood during the SAC neighborhood walks,
highlighted some neighborhood concerns on posters and written testimony statements from
neighbors (including South Burlingame resident Robin Harman). Hillary demonstrated how
some new infill development does fit with the neighborhood’s fabric by suggestion that her
own child can clearly identify what new homes are out-of-place. In addition SAC meeting
summaries and neighborhood walk notes indicate that many South Burlington neighbors
immediately adjacent to new infill were not the ones sharing concerns. However, Hillary notes
that her home is across the street from and is directly affected by a nearby infill development
and that the SAC’s assessment of neighborhood concerns in South Burlingame is inaccurate.
Lara Zingmark: Lara, a South Burlingame resident. She is also directly impacted by new infill and
how it looks when viewed from her home. Current (older) homes in the neighborhood and on
steep slopes have basements, allowing them to be short enough to not impact the views of
neighbors. Protecting trees is critical in the neighborhood as they help maintain neighborhood
aesthetic, aid the environment and help protect neighbors from freeway noise. Much of the
new R5 infill in the area is creating a density that is detrimental to children, the elderly and
persons with disabilities. Required sidewalks for new developments create a visual anomaly
with existing development
Q: How specifically does new residential infill impact children, the elderly and persons
with disabilities?
C (resident): There is increased traffic from the additional density. In areas with
incomplete sidewalk networks, pedestrians are in the street.
Shannon Hiller-Webb: Shannon has resided in South Burlingame for 31 years. New singlefamily development has increased gentrification. Development should aim to preserve
neighborhood livability and character. This could be done through the applications of measures
that result in lower roof lines, greater setbacks and the maintenance of views. Shannon thanks
the SAC for its valued work on residential infill issues and hopes that the group will prioritize
neighborhood livability through promotion of New Urbanism principles. New infill does not
meet these principles. The SAC is tasked with a great responsibility to develop ideas to the
highest order to affect real and positive change.

Roger Zumwalt: Roger, a South Burlingame resident, observes the complexity of Portland’s
development code. What does R5 mean? Homeowners in the neighborhood purchased
properties with the understanding that the R5 zone includes certain attributes. As City goals
and goals identified in the Southwest Community Plan highlight the importance of protecting
residential qualities, these qualities should be respected. ‘Established character’ should mean
something and influence new and future residential infill through limiting setbacks, tall heights
and developments with no trees. The SAC should look to address these issues.
Robert Lennox: Robert is Land Use Chair of the South Burlingame Neighborhood Association.
The bullying by new developers is creating an undesired animosity between old and new
neighborhood residents. New homes should have basements and create livable properties that
complement the neighborhood. Developers of many of the neighborhood’s new infill
developments add manufactured grades on sites so that taller homes can be built. There is an
onus on the City to ensure that new developments are designed and constructed in a fair
manner. The City’s current allowance of the undesired new residential infill is creating and
strengthening adversarial relationships between the City of Portland and South Burlingame
residents.
Q: The SAC has repeatedly heard from South Burlingame residents about their concerns.
Is this neighborhood being disproportionally affected by Portland’s development code?
Is there any data that illustrates this?
C (resident): One reason why there is such strong concern from South
Burlingame neighbors is because they became very actively mobilized through
Macadam Ridge (a nearby subdivision proposal).
C (resident): Residents from the Beaumont-Wilshire neighborhood concur with
concerns being shared by South Burlingame residents and hopes that these
concerns represent those of Portland residents in all neighborhoods.
Terry Griffiths: Terry lives in Portland’s Woodstock neighborhood in Southeast Portland. South
Burlingame residents raised many of her same concerns. There has been a significant loss of
‘sky space’ from new residential infill. Buildings on 25-foot by 100-foot lots next to one-story
existing, older ranch houses often present big, blank walls towards neighbors. Thanks to South
Burlingame residents. Portland needs to stop ‘monster’ houses from being built.
C (resident): A lot of vitriol is being created on residential infill issues.
Facilitator Anne Pressentin (EnviroIssues) thanked the general public for their comments and
shared that there will be a broader public involvement process for the Residential Infill Project
in 2016.

Q: Can someone from South Burlingame give examples of good residential infill development
that they would like to see in their neighborhood? Photos to give SAC members a better frame
of reference would be helpful.
C (resident): Yes, South Burlingame residents will provide.
Post-Meeting Clarification: The address of one example of good residential infill development
that South Burlingame residents would like to see more of in their neighborhood was provided
by South Burlingame resident Robin Harman at the SAC Meeting #2 on October 6, 2015.

SAC EXERCISE
Facilitator Anne Pressentin (EnviroIssues) asked the designated SAC member table
representative to each report their findings and discussions to the larger group (see notes
above).

WRITTEN PUBLIC COMMENTS
(See next pages)

Provided by Robin Harman and Bob Myall to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 1 of 2):

Provided by Robin Harman and Bob Myall to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 2 of 2):

Provided by Barbara Shirtcliff to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 1 of 4):

Provided by Barbara Shirtcliff to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 2 of 4):

Provided by Barbara Shirtcliff to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 3 of 4):

Provided by Barbara Shirtcliff to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 4 of 4):

Provided by Linda Meier to BPS staff on 12/1/15

Provided by Hillary and George Dames to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 1 of 2):

Provided by Hillary and George Dames to BPS staff on 12/1/15 (Page 2 of 2):

Provided by Shannon Hiller-Webb via email to BPS staff on 12/2/15:
“Hi, my name is Shannon. I am a 4th generation Portland native and have had my home in
South Burlingame for 31 years. I have watched as my city has grown and changed around me
and until these last 2 years have been encouraged by our sustainable and smart approach.
I spent some time in San Francisco during the 1st dot com boom and watched as artists and
creatives, the heart and soul of a city, were forced out and replaced with upscale gentrification.
Many migrated to Portland and bolstered the already vibrant and unique community while San
Francisco’s quirky neighborhoods became homogenous developments void of retaining what
made them special. It wasn’t long before I yearned to return to the authenticity of Portland. I
came back to the neighborhood I know and love and am asking that you preserve the livability
and personality of South Burlingame. Many neighborhoods around the city, including South
Burlingame, have their own character that should be defined and retained. Ours is one of lower
rooflines and greater setbacks and many of our homes are Mid Century Modern with Eames era
styling providing mountain, evergreen and wildlife views. Neighborhoods were built with
intention and compatibility and the egregious infill we are seeing are stripping neighbors of
livability and their greatest single investment.
I support SMART growth or New Urbanism which seeks to complement growth management
with thoughtful consideration given to sustainability, preservation, sense of place, resource
stewardship and land preservation while preventing urban sprawl. I support permitting
development that fits the existing character of the neighborhood and yet most of what I see is
McMansions grossly out of character and impacting neighbors significantly without increasing
density or improving livability with desperately needed infrastructure like bike lanes, bus routes,
sidewalks, appropriate student:teacher ratio and addressing failed intersections. There is much
to be said for asking developers to take a Triple Bottom Line approach where they account not
just for their profit but also account for people (the neighborhood) and planet (our habitats that
create livability). As home owners and tax payers, we have rights that need to be protected and
I hope the committee weighs these rights as they move forward in drafting new Land Use laws.
You are tasked with a great responsibility of caretaking what has made us great and forging
new paths to preserve our innovative city for generations to come. I thank you for your service
and challenge you to rise to the highest order to affect real change.”

END OF SUMMARY MINUTES

Draft Principles for Residential Development

Building prototypes and potential regulatory tools should be evaluated for their achievement of the
following principles. These principles are meant to apply to future residential development in
Portland’s predominantly single-family neighborhoods.
1. Fit Neighborhood Context.
Would the approach to development standards produce building forms and siting that are
consistent with physical qualities common within specific neighborhoods or pattern areas (i.e.
scale, massing, street frontage, and transitions to adjacent houses)?
2. Provide Diverse Housing Opportunities That Are Adaptable Over Time.
Would the approach help to produce housing types that accommodate diverse needs and
preferences of Portland’s residents, and balance the needs of future and current residents?
Would the approach yield additional housing that can be adapted over time to accommodate
changing household needs, abilities, and economic conditions, and help older adults “age in
place”?
Would it provide flexibility within the building envelope for future additions?
3. Maintain Privacy, Sunlight, Open Space and Natural Features.
Would the standards result in development that responds to positive qualities of the natural
setting and site conditions?
Would they preserve the comfort and privacy of living areas, and provide adequate and usable
yard area for gardening and enjoyment of the outdoors?
Would they accommodate sustainable stormwater solutions, and help meet tree canopy goals?
4. Be Resource-Efficient.
Would the approach encourage the development and preservation of compact, resource- and
energy-efficient homes? Would it support the use of technologies, techniques, and materials that
result in less environmental impact over the life cycle of the structure?
Would it better utilize surplus capacity in existing public infrastructure?
5. Support Housing Affordability.
Would the standards help to reduce the cost of housing for homeowners and renters by
increasing the availability of housing citywide that is affordable to lower-income families?
Would the approach promote equity and environmental justice by reducing disparities,
minimizing burdens, affirmatively furthering fair housing, proactively fighting displacement, and
improving socio-economic opportunities for under-served and under-represented populations?
6. Be Economically Feasible.
Would the approach allow for a reasonable return on investment for homeowners and
developers, allowing the market to produce needed new housing to sufficiently accommodate
the city’s growing population?
Would it catalyze desired development while minimizing undesired development and demolition
of existing sound housing?
7. Provide Clear Rules for Development.
Would the proposed standards be easy to use and understand, and be consistently applied?
Would the zoning districts be clearly reflective of the neighborhood character they would
produce?

Relevant Goals and Principles from Other Documents
Draft Comprehensive Plan
FIT NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT
Policy 3.2 Growth and stability. Direct the majority of growth and change to centers, corridors, and
transit station areas, allowing the continuation of the scale and characteristics of Portland’s
residential neighborhoods.
Policy 3.42 Distinct identities. Maintain and enhance the distinct identities of the Inner Ring Districts
and their corridors. Use historic preservation and design review tools to accommodate growth in
ways that preserve historic resources and enhance the distinctive characteristics of the Inner Ring
Districts, especially in areas experiencing significant development.
Goal 4.A: Context‐sensitive design and development. New development is designed to respond to and
enhance the distinctive physical, historic, and cultural qualities of its location, while accommodating
growth and change.
Portland’s neighborhoods have distinct characteristics and street environments that provide a sense
of place and that are a setting for public life. The following policies guide building and site design to
respond to positive characteristics of their context and promote accessible and attractive public
environments. They also support designing development to contribute to the quality of the public
realm of streets and other open spaces, and encourage the integration of natural elements into the
built environment.
Policy 4.1 Pattern areas. Encourage building and site designs that respect the unique built natural,
historic, and cultural characteristics of Portland’s five pattern areas described in Chapter 3: Urban
Form.
Policy 4.3 Site and context. Encourage development that responds to and enhances the positive
qualities of site and context — the neighborhood, the block, the public realm, and natural features.
Policy 4.6 Street orientation. Promote building and site designs that enhance the pedestrian
experience with windows, entrances, pathways, and other features that provide connections to the
street environment.
Policy 4.16 Scale and patterns. Encourage design and development that complements the general
scale, character, and natural landscape features of neighborhoods. Consider building forms, scale,
street frontage relationships, setbacks, open space patterns, and landscaping. Allow for a range of
architectural styles and expression.

PROVIDE DIVERSE HOUSING OPPORTUNITIES
Policy 3.4 All ages and abilities. Strive for a built environment that provides a safe, healthful, and
attractive environment for people of all ages and abilities.
Policy 3.43 Diverse residential areas. Provide a diversity of housing opportunities in the Inner Ring
Districts’ residential areas. Encourage approaches that preserve or are compatible with the range of
existing historic housing in these areas. Acknowledge that these areas are historic assets and should
retain their established characteristics and development patterns, even as Inner Ring centers and
corridors grow.
Goal 4.D: Urban resilience. Buildings, streets, and open spaces are designed to ensure long‐term
resilience and to adjust to changing demographics, climate, and economy, and withstand and recover
from natural disasters.
Policy 4.15 Residential area continuity and adaptability. Encourage more housing choices to
accommodate a wider diversity of family sizes, incomes, and ages, and the changing needs of
households over time. Allow adaptive reuse of existing buildings, the creation of accessory dwelling
units, and other arrangements that bring housing diversity that is compatible with the general scale
and patterns of residential areas.
Goal 5.A: Housing diversity. Portlanders have access to high‐quality affordable housing that
accommodates their needs, preferences, and financial capabilities in terms of different types, tenures,
density, sizes, costs, and locations.
Policy 5.4 Housing types. Encourage new and innovative housing types that meet the evolving needs
of Portland households, and expand housing choices in all neighborhoods. These housing types
include but are not limited to single-dwelling units; multi‐dwelling units; accessory dwelling units;
small units; pre‐fabricated homes such as manufactured, modular, and mobile homes; co‐housing;
and clustered housing/clustered services.
Policy 5.6 Adaptable housing. Encourage adaption of existing housing and the development of new
housing that can be adapted in the future to accommodate the changing variety of household types.
Policy 5.8 Accessible design for all. Encourage new construction and retrofitting to create physically‐
accessible housing, extending from the individual unit to the community, through the use of Universal
Design Principles.
Policy 5.18 Aging in place. Encourage a range of housing options and supportive environments to
enable older adults to remain in their communities as their needs change.
Policy 5.30 Household prosperity. Facilitate expanding the variety of types and sizes of affordable
housing units, and do so in locations that provide low‐income households with greater access to
convenient transit and transportation, education and training opportunities, the Central City,
industrial districts, and other employment areas.
Policy 5.52 Responding to social isolation. Encourage site designs and relationship to adjacent
developments that reduce social isolation for groups that often experience it, such as older adults,
people with disabilities, communities of color, and immigrant communities.

MAINTAIN PRIVACY, SUNLIGHT, OPEN SPACE, AND NATURAL FEATURES
Policy 3.93 Inner Neighborhoods residential areas. Continue the patterns of small, connected blocks,
regular lot patterns, and streets lined by planting strips and street trees in Inner Neighborhood
residential areas.
Policy 3.94 Eastern Neighborhoods street, block, and lot pattern. Guide the evolving street and block
system in the Eastern Neighborhoods in ways that build on positive aspects of the area’s large blocks,
such as opportunities to continue mid-block open space patterns and create new connections
through blocks that make it easier to access community destinations.
Policy 3.95 Eastern Neighborhoods trees and natural features. Encourage development and right-ofway design that preserves and incorporates Douglas fir trees and groves, and that protects the area’s
streams, forests, wetlands, steep slopes, and buttes.
Policy 3.97 Eastern Neighborhoods corridor landscaping. Encourage landscaped building setbacks
along residential corridors on major streets.
Policy 3.101 Western Neighborhoods development. Encourage new development and infrastructure
to be designed to minimize impacts on the area’s streams, ravines, and forested slopes.
Policy 4.4 Natural features and green infrastructure. Integrate natural and green infrastructure such
as trees, green spaces, ecoroofs, gardens, green walls, and vegetated stormwater management
systems, into the urban environment.
Policy 4.11 Access to light and air. Provide for public access to light and air by managing and shaping
the height and mass of buildings while accommodating urban-scale development.
Policy 4.12 Privacy and solar access. Encourage building and site designs that consider privacy and
solar access for residents and neighbors while accommodating urban-scale development.
Policy 4.67 Design with nature. Encourage design and site development practices that enhance, and
avoid the degradation of, watershed health and ecosystem services and that incorporate trees and
vegetation.
Policy 4.68 Flexible development options. Encourage flexibility in the division of land, the siting and
design of buildings, and other improvements to reduce the impact of development on
environmentally-sensitive areas and to retain healthy native and beneficial vegetation and trees.
Policy 4.69 Low-impact development and best practices. Encourage use of low-impact development,
habitat-friendly development, bird-friendly design, and green infrastructure.
Policy 4.70 Impervious surfaces. Limit use of and strive to reduce impervious surfaces and associated
impacts on hydrologic function, air and water quality, habitat connectivity, tree canopy, and urban
heat island effects.
Policy 5.46 Healthy housing. Encourage development and maintenance of all housing, especially
multi-dwelling housing, that protects the health and safety of residents and encourages healthy
lifestyles and active living.
Policy 5.48 Housing quality. Encourage housing that provides high indoor air quality, access to
sunlight and outdoor spaces, and is protected from excessive noise, pests, and hazardous
environmental conditions.

BE RESOURCE-EFFICIENT
Policy 3.6 Land efficiency. Provide strategic investments and incentives to leverage infill,
redevelopment, and promote intensification of scarce urban land while protecting environmental
quality.
Policy 3.91 Inner Neighborhoods infill. Fill gaps in the urban fabric through infill development on
vacant and underutilized sites and in the reuse of historic buildings on adopted inventories.
Policy 4.17 Demolitions. Encourage alternatives to the demolition of sound housing, such as
rehabilitation and adaptive reuse, especially affordable housing, and when new development would
provide no additional housing opportunities beyond replacement.
Policy 4.18 Compact single‐family options. Encourage development and preservation of small
resource‐efficient and affordable single‐family homes in all areas of the city.
Policy 4.56 Rehabilitation and adaptive reuse. Encourage rehabilitation and adaptive reuse of
buildings, especially those of historic or cultural significance, to conserve natural resources, reduce
waste, and demonstrate stewardship of the built environment.
Policy 4.57 Compact housing. Promote the development of compact, space‐ and energy-efficient
housing types that minimize use of resources such as smaller detached homes or accessory dwellings
and attached homes.
Policy 4.59 Life cycle efficiency. Encourage use of technologies, techniques, and materials in building
design, construction, and removal that result in the least environmental impact over the life cycle of
the structure.

SUPPORT HOUSING AFFORDABILITY
Goal 5.D: Affordable housing. Portland has an adequate supply of affordable housing units to meet the
needs of residents vulnerable to increasing housing costs.
Policy 5.13 Preserve communities. Encourage plans and investments to protect and/or restore the
socioeconomic diversity and cultural stability of established communities.
Policy 5.14 Gentrification/displacement risk. Evaluate plans and investments, significant new
infrastructure, and significant new development for the potential to increase housing costs for, or
cause displacement of communities of color, low‐ and moderate‐income households, and renters.
Identify and implement strategies to mitigate the anticipated impacts.
Policy 5.21 New development in opportunity areas. Locate new affordable housing in areas that have
high/medium levels of opportunity in terms of access to active transportation, jobs, open spaces,
schools, and various services and amenities.
Policy 5.29 Housing cost burden. Evaluate plans and investments for their impact on household cost,
and consider ways to reduce the combined cost of housing, utilities, and/or transportation.
Encourage energy‐efficiency investments to reduce overall housing costs.

Policy 5.35 Impact of regulations on affordability. Evaluate how existing and new regulations affect
private development of affordable housing, and minimize negative impacts where possible. Avoid
regulations that facilitate economically‐exclusive neighborhoods.
Policy 5.38 Compact single‐family options. Encourage development and preservation of small
resource‐efficient and affordable single‐family homes in all areas of the city.

BE ECONOMICALLY FEASIBLE
Policy 10.4.a. Amendments to the zoning regulations must effectively and efficiently implement the
Comprehensive Plan, address existing and potential land use problems, balance the benefits of
regulations against the costs of implementation and compliance, and maintain Portland’s
competitiveness with other jurisdictions as a location in which to live, invest, and do business.

PROVIDE CLEAR RULES FOR DEVELOPMENT
Policy 10.4 Amending the Zoning Code. Amendments to the zoning regulations must be done
legislatively and should be clear, concise, and applicable to a broad range of development situations
faced by a growing city. Strive to improve the code document by using clear language, maintaining
a clear and logical organization, using a format and layout that enables use of the document by lay
people as well as professionals.

Infill Design Toolkit
The toolkit focused on medium-density residential development (such as rowhouses,
plexes, courtyard housing, and low-rise multifamily development)
The following “Design Principles for Residential Infill Development” are based on design guidance
from the 1980 Comprehensive Plan, Community Design Guidelines, Zoning Code, and other City
documents. They are organized here based on their correspondence with the Draft Principles for the
Residential Infill project.

FIT NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT
1 Contribute to a Pedestrian-Oriented Environment
 Use architectural features (such as façade articulation, window and entrance details, and
porches or balconies) that provide a human-scaled level of detail
 Avoid large areas of blank wall along street frontages
 Minimize the prominence of parking facilities
 Provide strong connections between main entrances and sidewalks
2 Respect Context and Enhance Community Character

While the continuation of existing community character may be a priority in established
neighborhood areas, contribution to a desired future character may be more important than
compatibility in areas where change is expected and desired, such as in mixed-use centers.






Arrange building volumes and use setback patterns in ways that reflect neighborhood patterns
or that contribute to its desired character
Consider utilizing architectural features (such as window patterns, entry treatments, roof
forms, building details, etc.) and landscaping that acknowledge the surrounding context and
neighborhood
Use site design that responds to natural features of the site and its surroundings
Minimize solar access impacts on adjacent properties

MAINTAIN PRIVACY, SUNLIGHT, OPEN SPACE, AND NATURAL FEATURES
3 Consider Security and Privacy
 Orient windows and entrances to the public realm to provide opportunities for “eyes on the
street” and community interaction
 Minimize impacts on the privacy of neighboring properties
4 Provide Usable Open Space
 Maximize the amenity value of unbuilt areas, providing usable open space when possible
 Make usable open space, not surface parking, the central focus of larger projects
5 Design for Sustainability
 Minimize stormwater runoff

BE RESOURCE-EFFICIENT
5 Design for Sustainability
 Use durable building materials
 Use energy-efficient building design and technologies
 Minimize stormwater runoff
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Mansionization and Its
Discontents
Planners and the Challenge of Regulating
Monster Homes
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Terry S. Szold

This article reviews and analyzes the types
of regulations that are being established
throughout the United States in response
to “mansionization” construction activity. In order to illuminate choices available to planners to address impacts of
this trend, the article focuses on the regulatory interventions that have recently
been employed in three communities
(one in suburban Chicago and two in
Silicon Valley) facing pressure from the
replacement of the existing housing stock
with signiﬁcantly larger structures, and
presents the scope and inventiveness of
the regulations. While it is too soon to
judge their effectiveness, I deﬁne the
range of intervention necessary for a
regulatory effort to be considered comprehensive—the establishment of rules
for multiple elements of building mass,
siting, and design to address and minimize the perceived impacts associated
with the growth of “monster” homes in
existing neighborhoods.
Terry S. Szold is an adjunct associate
professor in the Department of Urban
Studies and Planning at MIT, and principal of Community Planning Solutions,
a land use planning ﬁrm based in Massachusetts. She is co-editor of Smart Growth:
Form and Consequences, (Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2002) and Regulating Place: Standards and the Shaping of
Urban America (Routledge, 2005).
Journal of the American Planning Association,
Vol. 71, No. 2, Spring 2005.
© American Planning Association, Chicago, IL.

mericans with the means to do so continue to increase the size of their
homes. With signiﬁcant economic expansion and growth in personal
wealth, the United States has seen an unprecedented boom in large
homes—both as the result of new construction and additions to existing structures—particularly in already developed suburbs. Data compiled by the National
Association of Home Builders (NAHB) from the U.S. census show that home
sizes have been getting bigger in the United States since the 1980s, rising from an
average size of 1,900 square feet in 1987 to more than 2,300 square feet in 2001
(NAHB, 2002). Additionally, in the last decade, the percentage of new homes
being built that are 3,000 square feet or more has been growing. The northeast
and western regions of the country experienced the greatest growth in this size
category, which in 2001 accounted for 23% and 20% of new homes respectively
(up from 16% and 11% in 1994); in the midwest 17% and in the south 20% of
the housing stock (up from 12% and 15% in 1994) had reached this level (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2003).
Single-family residential construction activity in the United States in recent
years is striking not only because of increased house size, but because it often results
in the replacement of an existing, older home that is much smaller.1 Communities
experiencing pressures from the demolition and replacement of existing housing
stock—a process often called teardown, scrape-off, or pop-off—have attempted to
intervene with regulations to temper or thwart these perceived intruders, which
have been variously labeled monster homes, mega-homes, and McMansions.
In part it is the powerful connections that Americans have to owning a home2
(Handlin, 1979; Hayden, 2002; Marcus, 1995) and to the primacy of individual
rights that make the task of regulating the increasing size of the suburban house a
vexing undertaking for professional planners. While new large home construction
is viliﬁed by some, especially those living near these new houses who beyond sheer
size may also see in such construction a disregard for the norms and existing pattern of built form, any public discussion of new regulations to curtail home size
or shape (including recommended design guidelines to specify “acceptable” architectural treatment) elicits strong opposition from others who see intrusion into a
near sacred domain.3 For this reason, a common problem that communities face
is how to balance private property rights with the value of the established built
environment held by many longer-term residents.

A
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When faced with concerns about mansionization in
their communities, planners are often asked to propose
interventions to address a spectrum of perceived negative
impacts raised by discontented neighbors or other residents. To serve their communities best, planners need to
be familiar not only with a range of potential choices for
regulations, but also to have ﬂuency with the desired
outcomes that such regulations are intended to achieve.
This article examines some of the comprehensive4
mansionization controls that have been attempted in two
areas of the country that have faced this issue for the previous 15 to 20 years: suburban Chicago and Silicon Valley.
The controls used range from design guidelines to inﬂuence building massing, detail, or architectural style; to
predetermined “triggers” that activate formal reviews of
proposed residential demolition and construction; to new,
more restrictive zoning regulations that address multiple
aspects of home size and siting.
Since there are no time-tested evaluation procedures in
place for monitoring the effectiveness of these regulatory
controls, planners cannot reference ideal solutions. Even
after understanding their intent, planners are left to customize regulations to the physical and political context
within which they work. Additionally, based on the exploration undertaken for this article, given the multiple
considerations that must be taken into account to address
building volume, scale, and siting issues, no single physical
development intervention or set of limitations, such as
ﬂoor area ratio adjustments or encroachment plane regulations, can address the spectrum of perceived impacts
associated with today’s large homes.
Nonetheless, the research conducted for this article suggests that there are regulations addressing the consequences
of building volume and scale consequences for adjoining
properties that warrant serious consideration. Communities
such as those examined here, which have utilized a comprehensive approach to fashioning regulations, appear to be the
best places to inaugurate future evaluation of this effort.

Method and Approach
My interest in the subject of mansionization began as
a result of questions posed by clients in communities that I
served in Massachusetts. I found that they sought solutions
that would, at a minimum, tame the most egregious examples of mansionization in their communities. As I attempted
to aid these clients, I looked for examples that could be used
as models.
What I ﬁrst discovered was that other communities in
my own state had not attempted to create regulations that

addressed the multiple dimensions of the mansionization
challenge. Rather, communities relied on adjustments to
the basic dimensional requirements applicable to residential development—setbacks, building size, or maximum
building footprint—and steered away from interventions
related to scale, massing, encroachment planes, or design
review (City of Newton, 1997; Town of Lexington, 1997;
Town of Wellesley, 1997).
Expanding my search to ﬁnd communities that had
attempted broader regulatory interventions to address
mansionization, I looked to other regions in the United
States. I reviewed newspaper stories, municipal reports and
studies, and master plans that documented concerns about
mansionization and searched for proposed and/or adopted
new regulations. Once I discovered such regulations, I
conducted interviews with the planners who had major
responsibilities for their development. My eventual recommendations to clients for possible interventions drew
on all these sources.
I maintained a signiﬁcant professional interest in this
topic.5 For this article, I chose to examine suburban Chicago and Silicon Valley, regions where there have been
ongoing planning challenges related to mansionization,
and where communities have considered and adopted a
variety of comprehensive controls. Within these regions, I
focused on three communities where the evolution of the
regulations they adopted offer contrasting approaches and
results: the village of Winnetka, Illinois, and the cities of
Sunnyvale and Menlo Park, California. The information
in this article has been gathered in each case from local/
regional publications, interviews with planners, and the
new and evolving regulations themselves.

Addressing Perceived “Discontents”
In many long-established neighborhoods, even though
architectural styles may vary, a sense of cohesion exists—
the homes are of comparable size, have roof lines and overall building heights that are similar or within a range of
compatible elevations, and are surrounded by mature landscaping. Many of the homes were built during the same
period, with only occasional inﬁll. The controversy over
new, large home construction and major additions in such
neighborhoods is triggered because modest-sized residences
are replaced with homes of greater building volume, the
transformation typically occurring without an accompanying increase in lot area.
Based on a review of articulated concerns of citizens
and public ofﬁcials addressing the teardown trend where it
is documented throughout the United States, there are
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common objections to the arrival of monster homes. These
objections are raised in response to the perceived negative
impacts of both the lengthy process of teardown/new
construction and the end result of the process: a new large
house that is out of scale with the homes it adjoins. Concern about the design of such a structure being out of character with an existing neighborhood’s built form is also a
common objection and associated with the generic use of
the pejorative term McMansion.
Table 1 presents the common objections and perceived
impacts revealed by the documents reviewed and helps to
illustrate variations in the deﬁnition of the “problem” of
mansionization. These physical impacts, identiﬁed mostly
if not exclusively by the immediate neighbors of the new
large residences, are often the primary drivers for communities to consider regulatory intervention(s).
As a speciﬁc example, the Village of Winnetka, Illinois,
a community whose regulations are explored in this article,
documented adverse impacts of mansionization in its most
recent Plan Update (Village of Winnetka, 1999):
• Bulkier houses with looming street presence, blocking
light and air;
• Basements rising too high from grade with variable
stoop heights, thus contributing to a disruption in the
rhythm of block face;
• Front-loaded garage space detracting from front street
and pedestrian orientation; and
• House designs that fail to blend in with existing houses
in 70- to 100-year old neighborhoods.
This example indicates the types of objections raised.
Such objections present planners with a corresponding challenge: how to make new large houses “ﬁt” on lots that were
developed when prevailing home sizes were much smaller.
Setback and dimensional standards that formed the original building envelope, particularly in older suburbs, are
inadequate to the task of preserving boundaries—both physical and aesthetic—between existing homes and those dramatically larger new homes that are being built next door.

The Search for Effective Interventions
Many communities have considered zoning interventions speciﬁc to mansionization to manage the teardown
trend. A short search produces ongoing coverage spanning
months and years on the issue in local and regional publications in Westchester County, New York; suburban Boston and Chicago; all parts of California and Florida; and
various locales in between.
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In communities where the housing stock has been
maintained in good condition or is deemed unique or
historic, safeguarding the treasured built form of the past
from the construction of new monster homes is a prime
objective. For that reason, design review has become
popular in communities attempting to ensure some level
of compatibility when teardowns and build-outs are proposed. Preservation ordinances are sometimes adopted, as
are “appearance codes” or other preservation initiatives
such as those in Lake Forest and Park Ridge, Illinois (City
of Lake Forest, 1998; City of Park Ridge, 1995).
However, while many design review procedures involve detailed considerations about design and massing,
my analysis indicates that most do not establish mandatory
prescriptions about architectural style. In some cases, a design review process is mandated when home construction
reaches a certain threshold, such as exceeding a baseline
ﬂoor area ratio (FAR; City of Sunnyvale, 2003b) or percentage of ﬂoor area on a second story (City of Menlo Park,
2002a; City of Sunnyvale, 2003b). In these instances, the
review process may result only in suggestions about preferred design approaches; it may not signiﬁcantly affect the
ultimate size or siting of a home.
Because the mansionization trend and the responses to
it are still relatively new, when selecting interventions planners have little evidence that any single intervention will
address all the objections that opponents raise. For example, an attempt to discourage two-story development by
requiring a special permit for such development in a onestory neighborhood without addressing building massing
or additional setback requirements may have limited success. Similarly, a generic gross ﬂoor area maximum may
help insure that new development is less overwhelming to
adjoining properties, but as some planners interviewed for
this article stated, it will not necessarily guarantee attractiveness or context-sensitive design.
Planners searching for appropriate interventions also
need to determine how comfortable local political leaders
will be with regulations that may force homeowners to engage professionals, particularly since the owners may lack
the expertise themselves to understand how the regulations
will apply in a given circumstance. Daylight plane regulations, for example, require sophisticated calculations about
building encroachment based on speciﬁc angles from setbacks (City of Menlo Park, 2002b, 2003d; City of Pasadena, 2000).
The 19th century railroad suburbs west and north of
Chicago and the automobile-based 20th century suburbs of
Silicon Valley provide interesting and revealing arenas to observe the multilayered challenge of mansionization. Though
separated in their major periods of growth by approximately
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Objection

Perceived Impacts

Large construction project of long duration

• Multiple-month presence of construction vehicles, equipment, and crews resulting
in noise, dust, and debris, and decreased road access in neighborhood

Removal of mature trees/vegetation from lot

•
•
•
•

Smaller, older home demolished/torn down

• Loss of historical residential structures
• Reduction of “starter home” size properties available to ﬁrst-time home buyers

Large house maximizing small lot; build out to front and
side setbacks

• Height and proximity of larger home overshadows smaller neighbors, blocking
sunlight and restricting fresh air movement
• Intimidating height with windows and porches towering over neighbors creates
unwelcome intrusion and lack of privacy
• Size of house requires large air conditioning compressor units, situated frequently
close to neighbors’ with resulting increased noise
• Detrimental effect on neighboring house and plant life from reﬂection of light and
radiation of heat from large house (necessitates additional cooling/watering)

Building and/or property design out of character with
neighborhood

• Disruption in visual rhythm of neighborhood of “out-sized” house in comparison
with older structures
• Driveway placement and/or multiple garage space that dominates streetscape or
frontage

Signiﬁcant and ongoing need for property and residence
maintenance (due to increased size)

• Increased trafﬁc and noise impacts from frequent home maintenance/landscape
crews

Further magniﬁes scale of new structure
Loss of long-established/cherished vistas within neighborhood
Increased sunlight/heat on adjoining properties
Topographic change that can lead to erosion and damage from new patterns of
storm water run-off

Sources: Anning (1999), Casciato (2000), City of Geneva (2002), City of Lake Forest (2000), City of Naperville (2000), City of Sunnyvale (2002),
Eichler Network (2001, 2002), Einwalter (2002), El Nasser (2002), Fayle (2000), Fine & Lindberg (2002), Foderaro (2001), Ganga (2002), Knight
(1997), Lang, et al., (2002), Langdon (1991), Manning (2000), Mannion & Goldsborough (2000), Marchant (2002), Paik (2003), Perlman (1998),
Petterson (1999), Randall (1990), Sissenwein (2000), Smith (2002a), Srebnik (1999), Town of Lexington (1997), Town of Lincoln (1998), Town of
Mamaroneck (2003), Village of Scarsdale (2002), Village of Winnetka (1999), Weinberg (2001), Willemsen (2000).

Table 1. Common objections to the process and results of teardowns/build outs.

100 years, these two regions currently face similar pressures
from the replacement of the existing housing stock with
larger new homes.
After reviewing the many communities within these
regions that had selected regulatory interventions to address their mansionization challenge, I chose Winnetka,
Illinois, and Sunnyvale and Menlo Park, California, for
more extensive study and comparison, for the following
reasons:

• Prior to the recent mansionization period, little change
in the housing stock occurred in these communities
for at least 30 years, and until mansionization, little
change was made to the zoning regulations of their
residential districts. This fact is important because
communities may have thought that their existing
zoning regulations (such as setbacks) protected them
from residential structures of excessive size.
• Each community found that the teardown trend tested
old zoning dimensional requirements (e.g., conven-
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tional setback and lot area requirements) applicable
to single-family districts. These standards, primarily
developed after World War II or at the midpoint of
the last century and once considered adequate for the
community’s prevailing lot sizes and homes, were subsequently found to be ineffective when applied to the
larger homes associated with the mansionization trend.
• Each community employed a comprehensive approach
to address the issue, utilizing multiple regulatory interventions and strategies to inﬂuence the size, scale, and
massing of proposed new structures; however, each
community elected to use a different regulatory scheme
to accomplish its goals.
The stories of these communities may be instructive
for planners in other parts of the country. Under great
pressure from an often angry citizenry and in the wake of
a robust building boom, interventions were developed after
signiﬁcant study and public participation, within a pageant
of multiple players and vested interests.
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old; it anticipated that in the contemporary housing market, these older houses would likely be replaced by homes
of larger ﬂoor area. An analysis by the Community Development Department indicated that many of the homes in
the Village’s R-5 zoning district (the residential district
with the smallest minimum lot area) averaging less than
1,700 square feet were being replaced with new homes of
almost 3,900 square feet.6 The analysis found that a 50 ×
175 ft. lot purchased with the intent of tearing down the
existing home could ultimately sell for $1.75 million—or
more than double the price such a lot would yield if the
existing house was left standing.
As a result of detailed study, Winnetka’s Village Council adopted changes to its zoning ordinance. Mandatory
design review was rejected in favor of more objective standards. Winnetka focused its regulatory effort on addressing
new building bulk on small lots and sought to control the
elevated building height and increased building volume
associated with new construction. Winnetka reduced the
maximum basement projection of new structures from 3.5
feet to 3 feet, while allowing such projections in additions

Suburban Chicago: Teardowns,
Tribulations, and New Standards
The initial growth of suburban communities around
Chicago occurred mostly during the 1850s and 1860s as rail
and horse car lines made the prospect of commuting to
and from the center of the city a viable option. Some suburbs sprang up from land being subdivided speculatively
in anticipation of the railroad extension (Handlin, 1979).
A little more than a century after many Chicago suburbs
were settled, prospective homebuyers began to demand
larger houses. By the late 1980s, the ﬁrst teardowns of older
housing stock began, and by the end of the 1990s, ﬁerce
debates were well underway in places such as Naperville
and Hinsdale (El Nasser, 2002; Langdon, 1991; Mannion
& Goldsborough, 2000; Randall, 1990). Homes that many
residents believed deﬁned the character of their community
were rapidly being removed to make way for larger, contemporary structures (see Figure 1).

Winnetka
The Village of Winnetka, located 16 miles north of
Chicago, is one of the most afﬂuent communities in the
United States. Originally settled in the 1850s, it has about
12,500 residents and an abundance of 100 x 180 ft. lots
(Village of Winnetka, 2003a).
Winnetka’s Plan Update (1999) described the problem
posed by the targeting of housing stock more than 70 years

Figure 1. Suburban Chicago home (above) torn down and replaced with
new, larger home. (Photos courtesy of Jean Follett)
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to existing houses to increase to 4 feet (presumably to
encourage homes to be renovated instead of torn down).
These changes were made applicable to all single-family
residential zoning districts and lot sizes.
For lots of less than 16,000 square feet, the maximum
permitted gross ﬂoor area (GFA)7 in new construction
(again differentiating between new construction and alterations to existing housing) was reduced. The base GFA
applicable to most lots ranges from .31–.38, making it difﬁcult to construct a 5,000 square foot house (considered to
be too big).
In 2002 Winnetka adopted additional amendments
(Village of Winnetka, 2002, 2003b) affecting all lots in
residential districts, including the following:
• A uniform attic ﬂoor height for calculation of GFA,
with variations in height permitted based on the
zoning district;
• A reduction of basement height by lowering the maximum permitted height of the ﬁrst ﬂoor from 4 feet to
2.5 feet above existing natural grade;
• A reduction in the maximum permitted vertical building height by implementing a graduated building
height based on the zoning district and lot size, and
by changing the point of measurement from natural
grade to ﬁnished ﬁrst ﬂoor elevation, extending to the
highest point of a roof (ridge);
• A reduction in height limits for detached garages
(along with a new point of measurement similar to
the principal building) with allowances for increased
height to match the pitch of an existing house; and
• Lot coverage incentives for front porches.
The Village did not elect to make reductions in the
maximum allowable GFA in 2002.8 Nonetheless, after
further study by the community development staff, the
Village Council considered yet another group of amendments, including:
• Reducing the maximum allowable GFA by zoning
district;
• Limiting the impact of very large homes on oversized
lots by establishing maximum caps on GFA within
particular zoning districts;
• Rezoning undersized lots in certain zoning districts to
require a larger amount of land area;
• Increasing side yard setbacks;
• Reviewing building height maximums for substantially
oversized lots; and
• Reviewing side yard articulation requirements for
building walls.

In 2003, the Village’s community development director was reluctant to make premature conclusions about
success, but considered the overall effort signiﬁcant and the
process demanding. By the deﬁnition advanced for this article, Winnetka’s effort is comprehensive. The community
attempted to regulate the multiple expressions of large
home construction: building height, wall effects, building
massing and articulation, privacy consequences to setbacks,
and the need to tailor the total permissible building volume
to available lot area.

Silicon Valley: What Happens When
One-Story Neighborhoods Grow Up?
Located between San Francisco and Oakland to the
north and San Jose to the south, Silicon Valley has evolved
from a place of agriculture and fruit orchards (Matthews,
2002) to a modern day “land of opportunity,” becoming in
the second half of the 20th century a magnet for high technology companies and the thousands of employees who
work for them.
According to data collected by the Association of Bay
Area Governments (ABAG), Silicon Valley housing prices
are among the highest in the country. An average singlefamily home in 2000 cost $617,000, rising from $329,000
only 5 years before. Although its population grew by 8.5%
between 1995 and 2000, the number of housing units grew
only by 5% (ABAG, 2000). Thus, a severe jobs/housing
imbalance in the region contributed to the escalation of
prices, as the growth in number of workers outstripped the
number of houses built.
The pressure on the existing single-family housing
supply in Silicon Valley is characterized by the widespread
replacement of modest, one-story homes—the largest share
of the area’s housing stock—with new, larger homes or by
the addition of second stories. Houses of 1,200 square feet
are often replaced with new structures over 2,800 square feet
(T. Cramer, personal communication, January 31, 2003).
This has created momentum in many valley communities
for a variety of interventions.
Both communities in this region that I examined—
Sunnyvale and Menlo Park—have addressed mansionization with regulations affecting scale, building massing,
specialized setback requirements, and design guidelines. In
Menlo Park, however, an ambitious set of regulations was
scaled back, illustrating the complex process of selecting
regulatory interventions to address this issue.
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homes on residential lots were escaping review, the City
planning staff recommended reﬁnements (City of Sunnyvale, 2002) adopted by the City Council in March, 2002
(City of Sunnyvale, 2003a), to do the following:
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Figure 2. Monster home dwarfs adjoining one-story home in Silicon
Valley. (Photo courtesy of Bonnie Campbell)

Sunnyvale
The City of Sunnyvale has a population of almost
132,000. Approximately 75% of its housing stock was built
between 1940 and 1989, with the greatest growth during
the 1970s and 1980s. Home prices today range between
$900,000 and $1 million in desirable neighborhoods, especially those with lot sizes of 6,000 to 8,000 square feet (Bay
Area Census, 2003c; City of Sunnyvale, 2000b).
The City launched its effort to address the mansionization trend in the summer of 2000 as many of its one-story
homes, built mid 20th century, were being demolished and
replaced or expanded with second stories.9 At that time, the
primary issues to be addressed by regulations were cited:
impacts to adjacent properties, including intrusions on
privacy, and overall size. Key features of the City’s ﬁrst
major attempt at interventions (City of Sunnyvale, 2000a,
c) included the following:
• A notiﬁcation and comment period for adjacent property owners when two-story home construction was
proposed;
• Increased front and rear yard setbacks for two-story
development;
• Establishment of Planning Commission review when
FAR thresholds of .60 were exceeded;
• Creation of a new “combining district” that enabled
a moratorium on two-story development for a 7-year
period in any such district in which two thirds of
property owners sign and agree; and
• Creation of a “single-family home design booklet” to
guide preferred development.
After experience working with the new regulations,
and recognition that many additions and replacement

• Lower the FAR threshold for Planning Commission
review from .60 to .45 in the city’s major single-family
districts;
• Establish a basic GFA review threshold of 4,050 square
feet for each of the major residential districts;
• Establish a design review trigger for any second-story
addition or any addition resulting in an increase of
20% or more of the existing home; and
• Expand the notiﬁcation procedure to neighborhood
associations and owners across streets when two-story
design reviews are conducted.
Setbacks and design review by the Planning Commission seem to be the primary intervention used to minimize
the intrusiveness of second-story development. The city’s
setback and other basic zoning requirements for its principal residential districts are illustrated in Figure 3.
A key aspect of Sunnyvale’s regulatory approach is that
limits on building volume or size were rejected in favor of
design guidelines. Bulk triggers or ﬂoor area limits (FALS)
are used to activate the scrutiny of the Planning Commission, but are not used as absolute maximums. While the
rejection of absolute FALS was arguably a political decision,
it was also based upon an analysis by the Planning Department, which concluded that size in and of itself was not the
problem with mansionization, but rather how “bigness” was
articulated. Sunnyvale’s approach to regulating mansionization, based on the deﬁnition I have advanced, is comprehensive, but precariously anchored in an inherent faith in
design review and discussion among its citizenry to mitigate
adverse impacts.

Menlo Park
Much smaller in population than Sunnyvale, the City
of Menlo Park is a community of almost 31,000 stretched
across 19 square miles. Median family income exceeds
$105,550, and the median price of a home was $778,000
as reported in a 2000 census (as compared to the county
median of $469,000; Bay Area Census, 2003b). Many of
its neighborhoods are more than 50 years old, with lot sizes
typically ranging from 7,000 to 9,000 square feet (City of
Menlo Park, 2003b). Home prices in these neighborhoods
reach $1 million and beyond.
As in Sunnyvale, objections to mansionization in
Menlo Park centered on what many residents perceived as
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Figure 3. Residential setback and other requirements, Sunnyvale, CA.
Source: City of Sunnyvale (n. d.)

inappropriate build outs of one-story, mid-20th-century
California homes. A 3-year effort was undertaken that included signiﬁcant study, work by a 21-member citizen task
force, and public involvement.10 The task force was split
in opinion between members who wanted more restrictive
FALs than those prescribed in the existing ordinance, and
those who believed that other methods to restrict bulk and
massing involving daylight plane (a three-dimensional
plane that deﬁnes the building envelope that a residence

must ﬁt within) were more important to mitigating scale
consequences to adjoining properties (as shown in Figure 4).
During the 3 years prior to the adoption of Menlo
Park’s regulations, a series of articles and editorials in the
city’s local newspaper (Borak & Stephens, 1999; Sissenwein, 2000, 2001; Smith, 2002b) reﬂected the strong emotions associated with the proposed regulations, including
objections from a property rights advocacy group called the
Menlo Community Association (MCA). The association
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mailed postcards to homeowners in Menlo Park, warning
of “an assault on homeowner rights and our environment”
(Smith, 2002a), and stated that the proposed regulations
would encourage construction of sprawling one-story
homes, reduce privacy in backyards, discourage growing
families from staying in the city, threaten property values,
and scare away potential buyers wary of restrictions. The
MCA also complained that the regulations would allow a
stringent and subjective design review process—to be administered by the Community Development Director or
designee, with an appeal process that included the Planning Commission and City Council—thus empowering
local government and neighborhoods to intrude into the
use of homes at the expense of the individual homeowner
and the creativity of his or her architect.
Despite the differences in opinion, the effort culminated in the November 2002 adoption of new regulations
(City of Menlo Park, 2002a, b, c, d):
• All new two-story homes and additions to existing onestory dwellings resulting in a second story, and additions
and alterations to existing two-story dwellings, became
subject to a new review process and regulations;
• One-story homes and additions/alterations that exceeded a 35% building coverage also became subject
to the new review process and design guidelines;
• Daylight plane requirements were reduced from 19.5
feet of vertical plane height and a 45° angle inward to
17 feet and 34°, respectively;

Figure 4. Alternative daylight plane regulations, Menlo Park, CA.
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• Deﬁnitional changes were made to the calculation of
FAL, excluding certain ﬂoor-to-ceiling heights and
attic space;
• A minimum 25% permeable surface requirement was
established; and
• New, comprehensive single-family residential design
guidelines were created, with the intent to minimize a
house’s mass and bulk to make it consistent with the
existing neighborhood, respect the privacy of adjacent
properties, deﬁne patterns of neighborhoods and streetscapes to be preserved, protect solar and daylight access
for adjacent properties, and assure that design and site
improvements were considered comprehensively.
While the campaign by the MCA did not stop the City
Council from adopting the proposed zoning amendments,
the ongoing backlash from property rights advocates and
those who wanted greater development ﬂexibility subsequently led to a vastly scaled back regulatory program.
Although approved at the end of 2002, these regulations
were later rescinded at the start of the new year (2003) by
the City Council, following the election of two new council
members.
After subsequent repeal of the regulations, the new
council established a subcommittee to seek compromise
between a more comprehensive, design-based approach
with discretionary reviews, and a less stringent and more
simpliﬁed program. In January of 2004, and without the
support of the Planning Commission, the following ap-
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proach, based on two tiers of review, was adopted by the
council:
• Tier I: If construction meets the requirements for lot
area, FAL (up to 40%), lot coverage, setback, daylight
plane (17.5 feet of vertical plane height and an angle of
45° inward), permeable surface, and other basic elements,
an applicant would simply ﬁle for a building permit.
• Tier II: If owners of immediately adjacent properties
approve, more permissive two-story development (up
to 50% of total ﬂoor area could be on second ﬂoor),
greater daylight plane ﬂexibility (19.5 feet and an angle
of 45°), and more side yard setback encroachment
would be allowed; absent this approval, permits for
such construction must be approved by the Planning
Commission.
The revised program (City of Menlo Park, 2003a, c)
includes a provision on a maximum length of horizontal wall
to break up building massing on a second ﬂoor, limiting
such second ﬂoor wall length to 30 feet for Tier I projects
but allowing in excess of 30 feet for Tier II projects (originally the wall had to be articulated by a three-foot step back
in the depth of wall alignment). Other proposed changes
involve establishing a below-ground setback requirement to
address large basement size, greater lot coverage allowance
for small lots, a permeable surface requirement, deﬁnitional
revisions for the method of calculating FAL that involve
attic space, and the inclusion in FAL of basements that
exceed the footprint of a house. Clariﬁcation of the method
of calculating daylight plane and building height is also
proposed, and, in a bow to process and dialogue between
neighbors, the proposal includes the following:
• A new courtesy notice to contiguous property owners
for demolition and building permit applications;
• New application forms for development permits to
include a statement that a house is part of a neighborhood and require applicants to comment on (a) window
placement in relation to neighbors, (b) unarticulated
vertical walls over 20 feet in length, and (c) impact on
existing solar panels; and
• An overlay district provision to allow neighborhoods
to establish different dimensional regulations when a
signiﬁcant number of properties have similar characteristics and interests, and 10% of owners in the surrounding area support the overlay.
While the revised program appears to be comprehensive, it allows greater build out by excluding more ﬂoor
area from the maximum FAL, greater amount of permis-

sible ﬂoor area and horizontal wall length on a second
story, and greater vertical plane height and daylight plane
encroachment. Also, an administrative rather than discretionary process is utilized in processing most permits. But
the most signiﬁcant change in the City’s approach, and a
major reversal of the mansionization regulatory package
that was rescinded by the new City Council in 2003, is the
absence of design guidelines and design review. This deliberate omission by the new City Council remains a source
of contention and acrimony in Menlo Park. Following the
adoption of the tiered approach as a new ordinance, 2,500
residents (ostensibly aggrieved by its inadequacy when
compared to the Council-rescinded ordinance in 2003)
have endorsed a petition for a referendum to enable voters
to reject the ordinance in a special election.
While the future of the program remains uncertain,
both the planners who worked to draft the 2002 regulations
that were rescinded by the new Council and those who supported them must accept, at least for the time being, a system that may arguably function more efﬁciently and with
less rancor, but without the design review process and
guidelines that were anticipated to improve the built form
of emerging homes and changing neighborhoods.

Conclusion
The objections raised about Menlo Park’s 2002 regulations are emblematic of those that have been raised nationally, and that often have traction in a community when
planners attempt to mitigate the perceived impacts of
mansionization. Fears about a decline in property and
resale values, a wariness about design subjectivity and taste
preferences, and a concern for the cost and cumbersome
nature of the regulations all contributed to the vulnerability of Menlo Park’s initially approved, but subsequently
rescinded, regulatory program.
If Menlo Park had decided to modify its daylight plane
regulations and change its method for calculating FALS—
without at the same time granting signiﬁcant discretion to
City staff—would other elements of the regulations have
survived? A lack of evidence makes it difﬁcult to answer
this question, but it may well be worthy of future research.
Readers will note that even though each of the three
communities reviewed in this article embraced a comprehensive approach to regulating mansionization, initial interventions were soon followed by a variety of reﬁnements
and amendments. This is the primary similarity among the
cases: that these types of regulations are works in progress.
While there are multiple examples of regulations
throughout the United States to modify the effects of
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mansionization, to date few communities are in the position
to say that their efforts are successful. Planners cannot yet
draw conclusions, because even the most comprehensive
regulations are less than 10 years old. It may take decades
before the profession can conduct an honest evaluation of
their levels of success and inﬂuence.
In the meantime, planners have options. Table 2 summarizes and contrasts the regulations adopted by the three
case communities. If political leaders are uncomfortable
with a design review and design guidelines-based intervention, then Winnetka’s approach—which utilizes FAR,
height, and setbacks as the primary controls—may be
worthy of study. For those communities that believe size
itself is not the major problem but rather how building
volume and massing are expressed, Sunnyvale’s approach,
which utilizes design guidelines and design review combined with a sliding scale of setback requirements as its
primary controls, should be examined. In contrast, Menlo
Park’s original amendments, which blended a variety of
approaches—controls on building size, the massing consequences of two-story development or additions, and overall
vertical height or daylight plane encroachment, together
with design review and guidelines—may be useful to explore. Although Menlo Park’s original approach, the most
comprehensive of the group examined, had the shortest
lifespan, it does not necessarily follow that other comprehensive approaches will not survive.11
What constitutes an appropriate house in terms of
building and lot size, context within the neighborhood
and/or district, or other objective measurements? Clearly,
before planners can fashion regulatory interventions to
address mansionization, they need to assist their communities in answering that question. Additionally, planners
must translate a diversity of opinions about the perceived
negative effects associated with mansionization, opinions
that may differ by neighborhood or even by block, into a
plan of action.
Further, I believe planners must do the following:
• Balance concerns about neighborhood impact and
privacy with property rights;
• Create regulations that when applied do not preclude
“modest” and “acceptable” renovations/additions by
homeowners; and
• Ensure that when new guidelines are implemented,
older homes do not become nonconforming, thus
exacerbating fears of current owners or making teardowns a more attractive option than renovation.
In his book House Form and Culture (1969), cultural
geographer Amos Rapoport provides a detailed exploration

of the complex determinants of primitive and vernacular
building form. Rapoport speculated about emerging,
modern trends in the form of houses in the United States,
and about our evolving culture. He made the following
observation:
Tradition as a regulator has disappeared—notably in
our own culture—for a number of reasons. The ﬁrst
reason is the greater number of building types, many of
which are too complex to build in traditional fashion.
. . . The second reason is loss of the common shared
value system and image of the world, with a consequent
loss of an accepted and shared hierarchy—and generally
a loss of goals shared by designers and the public. This
results in the disappearance of that spirit of cooperation
which makes people respect the rights of adjoining people and their buildings, and ultimately the rights of the
settlement as a whole. Lack of cooperation leads to the
introduction of such controls (going beyond pattern
books) as codes, regulations and zoning rules concerning alignments and setbacks, which also existed in some
pre-industrial towns. (p. 6)
Perhaps the regulations that our communities seek
in the mansionization challenge are part of a search for
a “shared hierarchy.” As the built form of single-family
neighborhoods continues to change and evolve, and planners are asked to address the spectrum of perceived impacts
that are associated with the transformation of the established housing stock, there seems to be no magic bullet or
panacea, no single appropriate intervention. To compensate for the loss of an accepted or shared hierarchy, there
are at least alternative, customizable approaches deserving
of consideration. But any future systematic evaluation of
the interventions applied may depend upon how each
community chooses to deﬁne proportionality in its evolving
neighborhoods.
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Notes
1. Mansionization comes in two primary forms in the suburban United
States: new large construction on previously undeveloped lots and large
replacement homes or additions on lots previously occupied by homes
of more modest size. This article focuses on the latter. As used in this
article, the term mansionization represents new construction or build
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Menlo Park
Regulation

Objective

Winnetka

Sunnyvale

Rescinded

Revised

Floor area ratio (FAR)
or ﬂoor area limit (FAL)

Limits total bulk and size of building

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

FAR as review trigger

Activates special review when FAR exceeds deﬁned limit

No

Yes

Yes

No

FAR exclusions/bonus
features

Establishes incentives/added ﬂoor area for renovating
existing structure, subordinating garage space, or specially
placing accessory elements

Yes

N/A

No

Yes

Impervious surface
coverage

Limits impervious surface or paved surfaces to a speciﬁed %
of lot

Yesa

No

Yes

Yes

Lot coverage

Limits building footprint coverage

Yes

Yesb

Yesc

Yesd

Second-story ratio

Limits ﬂoor area on second story to a speciﬁc size or % of
ﬁrst ﬂoor area to minimize appearance of bulk/build out in
single-story neighborhoods

No

Yese

Yes

Yes

Daylight plane

Reduces building mass and projections; ensures light for
adjoining property

No

No

Yes

Yes

Second-story setback

Reduces appearance of bulk; provides articulation; avoids
“blank wall” effect

No

Yes

No

Nof

Other special setback
requirements

Limits building projections in front, side, or rear yard to
address privacy or scale issues related to build out

Yesg

Yes

No

Yes

Special height limits

Reduces excessive ﬂoor-to-ceiling height or height resulting
from basement projections

Yesh

No

Yes

Yes

Design guidelines

Encourages compatibility of new construction in existing
neighborhoods

Noi

Yes

Yes

No

Design review
requirement

Ensures greater compatibility or consistency with guidelines
when designated thresholds are exceeded

No

Yes

Yes

No

Sources: City of Menlo Park (2001a, b, 2002a, b, c, d, 2003a, c, d), City of Sunnyvale (2000a, c, 2002, 2003b), Village of Winnetka (2002, 2003b).
Additional information and clariﬁcation gathered from interviews with planners and/or public ofﬁcials from those communities.
a. Excludes certain porch area from lot and impervious surface coverage requirement in smaller lot districts.
b. Greater lot coverage allowance is authorized for 1-story homes.
c. Greater lot coverage ﬂexibility permitted to accommodate additions to 1-story homes.
d. Under new Menlo Park proposal, increased ﬂexibility to exceed lot coverage.
e. New design guidelines state that 2nd story should not be more than 35% of total ﬁrst ﬂoor area.
f. New regulation proposes a limit to the length of walls on second ﬂoors before a variation is required.
g. Allows front yard setback “averaging” in most districts, resulting in no less than the average setbacks of adjoining lots.
h. To discourage teardowns, existing homes have greater height allowance.
i. Winnetka does not have design guidelines but does have a standard in its zoning regulations for front-facing garages and building sidewall
articulation for buildings more than 40 feet long.

Table 2. Mansionization interventions and their objectives in study communities.
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out that results in at least a doubling of the ﬂoor area of the former
structure.
2. In her book House as a Mirror of Self: Exploring the Deeper Meaning
of Home (1995), Clare Cooper Marcus focused principally on moveable,
interior objects within the home as expressions of self, a province unseen
to most planners at work in a regulatory capacity. She nonetheless began
her inquiry with an acute awareness of the home as a “vessel of memories” and “refuge from the outside world” (p. 2). The federal government
continues to nurture home ownership today, as it did in the post-World
War II era, through mortgage and tax policies. While some critics have
written persuasively about the adverse gender and spatial consequences
of the suburban “home as haven” strategy in the United States (Hayden,
2002, p. 87), consumers in America continue to reinvent the interior
space of their suburban homes, despite consequences to neighbors and
neighborhood.
3. For many citizens, the regulation of new home construction or alterations to an existing home may be the ﬁrst and/or the closest intersection
they will have with land use regulation of any kind.
4. For purposes of this article, I deﬁne mansionization regulations as
comprehensive if they address building volume, scale, massing, and
siting. Absent overall building volume control (such as ﬂoor area ratio),
design guidelines and a design review process must be applicable for
home sizes that reach an absolute size threshold for regulations to be
considered comprehensive.
5. I published “Look Before You Leap,” an article on the large home bylaw created by the Town of Lincoln, MA, in Planning (1999) and was a
participant in the APA Audio Conference Teardowns, Monster Homes,
and Appropriate Inﬁll (December, 2001).
6. An interview with Winnetka’s community development director,
Mike D’Onofrio (February, 2003), provided the background on the
evolution of the village’s zoning amendments.
7. GFA allowance is similar to FAR, but allows a multiplier to be
applied to initial permissible ﬂoor area based on the range into which
the lot size falls.
8. Community Development Director D’Onofrio observed that a presentation made to Village Council members revealed that many homes
of signiﬁcant ﬂoor area were evaluated positively, and were deemed better ﬁts with their respective neighborhoods than homes of smaller GFA.
9. Information on Sunnyvale’s response to mansionization comes in
large part from an interview with planning ofﬁcer Trudy Ryan (February and November–December, 2003).
10. A series of interviews with senior planner Tracy Cramer (February–
May, and November–December, 2003) provided information on Menlo
Park’s efforts in this area.
11. Cupertino, another Silicon Valley community, utilizes a highly
detailed, comprehensive approach similar to Menlo Park’s original
approach, and may also be of interest.
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