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MEMORANDUM



To:		Mayor & City Council                		Date:	2/15/16February 23, 2016



From:		Todd Okolichany, AICP, LEED AP ND	Prepared by: Vaidila Satvika

Planning & Urban Design Director		                      Urban Planner		

Via:		Gary Jackson, City Manager



Subject:	Infill Housing Strategies for Residential Zoning Districts



	

Background

The 2015 Asheville Housing Needs Assessment[footnoteRef:1] concluded that the Asheville region has a significant gap in housing supply across all housing types, family size and income. The region’s supply of housing is limited and the price of for-sale properties and rentals is on the rise. Approximately 43% of Asheville’s renter households are considered to be cost-burdened, paying more than 30% of their incomes on housing costs. Further, one in five renters in Asheville are severely cost burdened, paying over 50% of their incomes on housing-related costs. Asheville’s owner-occupied households are not much better off—one in three homeowners are cost burdened.  [1:  Asheville Housing Needs Assessment (Bowen Report). February 6, 2015.] 




When taking into account both the cost of housing as well as the cost of transportation associated with the location of the home, we better understand the true cost of housing and housing-related decisions. In Asheville, 75% of the workforce commutes by driving alone. This is important to note because transportation options and location efficiency significantly affect the cost of housing. 



In 2012, the Center for Neighborhood Technology (CNT) reviewed transportation costs as it relates to the location of housing and recommended that both land use and transportation policies should be reviewed and adjusted[footnoteRef:2]. The report’s executive summary states “that the low-density, car-dependent development pattern that has dominated our landscapes over the last several decades is not only detrimental to the environment but also more expensive compared to location efficient areas where people can meet their needs with fewer cars and fewer miles.” The report further indicates that individuals will only drive less if they can live closer to the jobs, schools, shops and other amenities they need, and if other modes of travel become more appealing than single-occupancy vehicles. In sum, we need to move forward with plans and policies that support more compact, mixed-use development, and fewer subsidies for single-occupancy vehicle travel. Toward this end, consideration needs to be given to density requirements throughout the city, and whether there are opportunities to increase density in strategic locations.  [2:  Location Efficient Affordable Housing for a More Sustainable Asheville, Center for Neighborhood Technology in Cooperation with the City of Asheville, April 2012. ] 




Asheville’s current residential density including all land is about one and a half units per acre. If one looks at only residentially-zoned parcels, the density is about three units per acre. In certain older neighborhoods, like Montford, residential density is closer to six units per acre, while some blocks within the same neighborhood reaching densities closer to 15 units per acre. Older neighborhoods are typically denser because they were designed before the dominance of the private automobile and before urban planners began separating residential use types. For this reason, in places like Montford and Chestnut Hills, single-family homes can be found adjacent to apartment buildings and there is more variety in lot sizes. The result in these locations is more efficient land use patterns, more varied housing choices for residents, and walkable neighborhoods. These neighborhoods are the densest and some of the most sought after locations in Asheville that are seeing increases in renovations and continued reinvestment. 


A review of Asheville’s historic code demonstrates the regulatory framework that supported a greater diversity of housing than we have today. Asheville’s 1948 code allowed for denser neighborhoods by incentivizing multifamily development. A property owner was allowed to build two units on any lot that permitted multifamily development.  Additionally, the owner could add one unit for every 500 square feet (SF) of additional lot area. Under the 1948 regulations, for example, a property owner with a 10,000 SF lot could build 12 dwelling units whereas today’s rules would only permit two. This change is prevalent in newer neighborhoods that are primarily single-family and auto-oriented. The zoning change that discarded this multifamily incentive is a significant contributor to the lack of multifamily and varied housing options in Asheville today.



Current Plans and Policies

There are a number of current plans and policies that address the city’s housing shortage, as well as recent policy decisions that were adopted by City Council:

  

General Plans: The city’s 2025 Comprehensive Plan and the City Council Strategic Operating Plan for Fiscal Year 2015-16 are consistent and clear in policy direction to develop more housing. The 2025 Comprehensive Plan’s first land use goal states that “The City should pursue compatible adaptive reuse, redevelopment and infill development, while ensuring that sufficient infrastructure capacity exists or will be provided to accommodate this development.” Goal three states that “The City should permit and encourage transit supportive density (8-16 units/acre) along and adjacent to major corridors and at logical transit nodes”; and, goal five states that “The City should encourage the construction of affordable housing throughout the community.” 



The City Council’s Strategic Operating Plan reiterates these goals by directing staff to “Research, develop and propose incentives for infill and redevelopment,” and to “promote affordable housing located close to the CBD, jobs and transportation”, and to “expand Asheville’s supply of quality, affordable homes for current and future residents.” 



Commercial Districts: In 2014, City Council adopted Ordinance No. 4374 to promote residential density in certain commercial districts. This update increased the density between 10-88% and further doubled those densities for projects that incorporate at least 20% affordable units. This ordinance made commercial corridors and districts more attractive for developers of mixed-use projects with the goal that low-rise, commercial buildings will slowly be replaced with mixed-use, higher-density projects. 



Residential Districts: In 2015, City Council adopted Ordinance No. 4431 that increased the allowable size of accessory dwelling units (ADUs), while also permitting ADUs on nonconforming lots as long as setbacks and other criteria are met. The intent of these wording amendments was to increase the supply of housing that is compatible with existing residential neighborhoods, incentivize infill housing and making efficient use of existing housing stock.



Downtown: In the Central Business District (CBD there is no maximum density but the current residential density is only about four units per acre, where seven to 16 units per acre is typically preferred for optimum transit performance.  



Nevertheless, the CBD has experienced increases in multifamily and mixed-use development over the past few years. Since 2010, there have been 700 residential units proposed for renovation or new construction. That number may seem high but in actuality the CBD can accommodate significant residential growth because of the available development capacity, walkability, and access to goods and services that are already in place. As an example, the CBD area includes about 370 acres of land and if all of Asheville’s projected residential growth between now and 2020 (approximately 3,000 households) would locate only in downtown there would be more than enough land to accommodate it. The resulting density would only reach about 15 units per acre, which is a density that is under the 16 units per acre that is recommended in the 2025 Comprehensive Plan. 



Strategies for Small-Scale Infill Housing

Within residential districts, there is more that can be accomplished by removing barriers to infill housing in order to allow property owners and small-scale developers to help meet the city’s housing needs. The intent of the following strategies is to bring housing options back into balance so that neighborhoods become denser, more varied, and walkable, as they once were intended. These UDO amendments would give more flexibility to landowners so that scarce land can be used more efficiently to offset the negative effects of sprawling development. 



The following strategies are proposed to be studied in greater detail.  Staff believes that with Council support, up to three of these could become UDO wording amendments within the 2016 calendar year: 

· Cottage Developments

· Multifamily Districts

· Lot Standards

· Tiny House Zoning

· Higher Density Residential Buffer Zone

· Conservation Development 

· Sustainable Development



Cottage Developments: Ordinance #3489 allows the cluster of housing between five to 12 units that are not subject to underlying density limitations in the RS8, RM6, RM8, and RM16 zoning districts. Review the ordinance’s standards for lot size, separation requirements, site and parking requirements, number of units permitted, and pertinent zoning districts.



Multifamily Review: the UDO prescribes the number of units allowed per a parcel’s area, regardless of the type of unit. Review of standards for multifamily developments and study community character in multifamily districts. 



Lot Standards: Asheville is challenged with steep slopes and flood areas that reduce buildable land, and the 1997 UDO prescribed one-size-fits-all lot standards. Review lot standards.



Tiny House Zoning: the UDO defines minimum lot sizes irrespective of house size. Review possible options for a tiny house overlay zoning district that would link lot standards to house size, making it more affordable for those interested in “small living” to purchase property for a small home.



Higher Density Residential Buffer Zone: The highest residential density district is RM16 (12-17 units/acre) and staff continues to review projects that are appropriate for higher densities. Investigate standards and possible locations for a higher density residential overlay zone.



Conservation Development: Asheville is challenged with steep slopes and river buffers that reduce buildable land and lot subdivision lacks flexibility. Investigate standards to create a Conservation Development ordinance to encourage developers to preserve trees, sensitive land, and open space. 



Sustainable Development: Ordinance #3980 provides density bonuses for projects that promote sustainable development practices but to date this part of the UDO (Sec. 7-16-1(b)(69)) has not been used. Investigate the regulations to determine why Sustainable Developments have not been used and make revisions to make a viable ordinance.



Public Outreach & Engagement

[bookmark: _GoBack]If authorized to proceed by City Council, Planning & Urban Design staff will work with the Communication & Public Engagement Department to develop a communication plan and community engagement process for proposed UDO wording amendments related to the above strategies.
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Through UDO Wording Amendments



cc: 	Cathy Ball, PE, Executive Director of Planning & Multimodal Transportation

Robin Currin, City Attorney

	Jason Nortz, AICP, Development Services Director

	Dawa Hitch, Director of Communication & Public Engagement

	Sam Powers, CEcD, Community & Economic Development Director
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