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EXECUTIVE RECOMMENDED PLAN


Cottage Housing Regulations

Code Study


I.  Overview
This code study is prepared in response to the requirements of Workplan Action 8 of the 2016 King County Comprehensive Plan, and as a follow-up to the recommendations of the December 2018 Cottage Housing Report.  The Comprehensive Plan workplan item included the following direction:

Review Comprehensive Plan policies and development code regulations for the potential for expanded allowances for cottage housing in unincorporated King County, including in Rural Areas, and recommend policy and code changes as appropriate. The review will include evaluation of encouraging: close proximity of garages to the associated housing unit; and development of units with a wide variety of square footages, so as to address various needs and a diversity of residents.

Tasks to implement this were identified in the initial draft Cottage Housing Report released in 2018, which recommended the following tasks, all of which were completed in the development of this code study: 
Revise the definition of cottage housing in the King County Code to improve clarity;
Differentiate between design guidelines for cottage housing developments within the Urban Growth Area and Rural Towns; 
Reduce the parking requirement in urban areas where frequent transit service is available;
To allow greater variety of housing unit size, consider whether the density bonus should be calculated on a sliding scale based on the maximum size of the units (as is allowed in Redmond);
Review design standards related to garages and parking areas, including proximity to housing units;
Consider allowing cottage housing developments on sites larger than one acre;
Study whether Residential Density Incentives should continue to distinguish between cottage housing and compact housing;
Interview housing developers to identify other potential code improvements; and
Talk with unincorporated communities about cottage housing as part of subarea planning discussions.

II. Analysis
The 2018 report identified some areas for further consideration and analysis, but since the time that the recommendations were placed in the report, further staff analysis has indicated a different approach toward resolving some of the identified issues.  Recommendations were crafted by examining regulations in surrounding jurisdictions—Federal Way, Redmond, and Kirkland—and looking for best practices which could be easily integrated into the existing King County Title 21A Zoning Code without restructuring it.

A.  Definition of Cottage Housing
King County Code 21A.06.358 defines “Dwelling unit, cottage housing” as “a detached single-family dwelling unit located on a commonly owned parcel with common open space.”

This definition references the similar “single detached home”: a detached building containing one dwelling unit. [K.C.C. 21A.06.365]  The cottage housing definition doesn’t make reference to any other defining standards or criteria, specifically floor area, as the 2018 report clearly identified cottage housing as smaller, more affordable housing types.  Further definition may not actually be required, however, as the dimensional standards are located within K.C.C. 21A.08.030.B.15, and such redefinition would be redundant.

Recommendation:  No Change.

B.  Design Differentiation between Urban and Rural Town Cottages
Cottage home developments are permitted in R1-R8 zoning districts in both Rural Towns and urban areas.  Given the smaller massing and scale of the development, cottage homes would fit well within both Rural Towns and urban areas. There is no recommendation to change the standards for either urban or rural developments separately; however staff recommends an additional standard that will better integrate such developments within both urban and rural contexts.

Cottage developments should be oriented toward common areas and present an attractive façade toward public rights-of-way to better integrate with traditional façade orientation of the existing neighborhoods.  This principle is absent from King County’s regulations but is reflected in Kirkland’s code, which most clearly identifies preferred site design, and is suggested for inclusion within the special development conditions associated with residential permitted uses.

Recommendation:  Create a new development conditions within 21A.14.025, “Each dwelling unit that abuts common open space shall have a primary entry, or covered porch, or both, oriented to the common open space. Each dwelling unit abutting or proximal to a public right-of-way (not including alleys) shall also have an inviting facade, such as a primary or secondary entrance or porch, oriented to the public right-of-way. If a dwelling unit abuts more than one public right-of way, the County shall determine to which right-of-way the inviting facade shall be oriented.”

C.  Parking
According to a publication by the Municipal Research and Services Center, cottage homes typically have fewer drivers and cars due to their sizes—homes under 1000 square feet are often inhabited by singles or couples, while over that size may have additional teenage drivers; the same publication also states that parking requirements may be lowered where frequent transit service (15 minute or shorter headway) is available, which was a recommendation of the 2018 report to Council for further exploration.

King County requires two parking spaces per unit, which may be excessive amounts of parking for such small homes and thusly a barrier to the production of cottage units.  Kirkland is more permissive with their parking requirement, which is graduated based on unit size and recommended for adoption.  This approach may more appropriately scale parking provision with home size, as opposed to reductions from a higher standard.

Recommendation:  Establish minimum number of off-street parking spaces within 21A.18.030 specifically for cottage housing units, “Dwelling units measuring less than 700 square feet in floor area must provide a minimum of 1 covered or uncovered parking space; between 700 and 1000 square feet, 1.5 spaces; greater than 1000 square feet, 2 spaces.”

D.  Sliding Scale Density Bonus
The 2018 report directed staff to consider whether or not the maximum 200% density bonus, contained within the Residential Density Incentive program (KCC 21A.34.040.F.6), should be restructured to provide more incentive for the construction of smaller units.  If King County were seeing only the construction of maximum sized units under the bonus program, it might be worth evaluating a restructure.  The County is not seeing heavy utilization of the cottage housing program, however, and the maximum dwelling size of 1200 square feet is smaller than some of the county’s contemporary jurisdictions.

Recommendation:  No change.

E.  Garages
A few jurisdictions exempt the first 200-250 square feet of garage space from the maximum dwelling unit size limitations (or increase the unit sizes when garages are present), which makes smaller units possible—theoretically lowering the sales price of those new units. Attachment of the garage reduces the need for detached carports, detached garages, or surface parking—thereby reducing the visual impacts of the site, and supporting the purpose of the recommendation from the 2018 report.

Recommendation:  Create a new development condition within 21A.14.025, “A cottage may include an attached garage, not to exceed an additional 250 square feet, which does not count toward the maximum unit size.”

F.  Maximum Site Size
King County is the only jurisdiction to have a maximum site size, which limits the number of units on a site, but also has the net effect of limiting the availability and dispersal of sites throughout the county.  To achieve economies of scale in parcel aggregation and construction, and to accommodate some hard-to-build sites encumbered by critical areas or access issues, the maximum site size should be eliminated.

Recommendation:  Strike 21A.08.030.B.15.a and b.

G.  Compact Housing vs. Cottage Housing
The Residential Density Incentives program (K.C.C. 21A.34.040.F.6 & F.7) contains separate criteria for cottage housing and compact housing, the latter of which is only defined in F.7 as “detached single family homes 1500 square feet or smaller.”  Cottage housing is different from compact housing in that cottage homes are a condominium-style ownership—on sublots surrounded by common space—as opposed to smaller single-family homes on individual lots/parcels.  This differentiation is important, unless the County simply wants to encourage smaller homes of all types, regardless of ownership patterns—condominium or freehold.  Of note, King County is also reviewing the Residential Incentive Program and a separate code study is included as part of the 2020 Plan. 

Recommendation: No change at this time.

H.  Talk with Developers about Potential Improvements
The Director of the Permitting Division (Department of Local Services) spoke to developers at the Master Builders Association of King and Snohomish Counties.  Representatives from Master Builders identified the recent changes to Section 113 of the Kirkland City Code and a 2018 document from MRSC titled “Encouraging Neighborhood-Compatible, Residential Infill Development” as best-practices for “missing middle”[footnoteRef:1] cottage housing. [1:  “Missing-middle housing” refers to smaller and mid-size dwelling units—such as compact housing, cottage housing, and townhomes—which are generally more affordable, but not being constructed in large numbers due to current economic and land use conditions.] 


Recommendation: These aforementioned documents (and others) should inform changes recommended in this code study.

I.  Cottage Housing Conversations during Subarea Planning
Subarea planning is underway in the Skyway-West Hill community, and will be starting in summer 2019 for the North Highline (White Center, Glendale, and South Park) Land Use Plan. Considerations for cottage housing were part of stakeholder discussions and the land use planning efforts.  Most of the growth in these areas were focused on density increases to residential mid- and high-density housing, not small lot housing such as cottage housing.

Recommendation: Continue discussions.

III. Conclusion
In summary, staff recommends the following changes to the development standards for cottage housing in King County Code 21A.08.030, 21A.14.025, and 21A.18.030.
Remove maximum site size.
Create new development condition to address entry orientation and design.
Create new development condition to address parking requirements.
Create new development condition related to garage size and requirements. 
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