Building an ADU
guidebook to Accessory Dwelling Units
in the city of Los Angeles
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overview
In January of 2017, a new California state law took effect that encourages
homeowners to build “granny flats.” These housing units go by many names
(backyard homes, secondary units, garage apartments, and the one we use here:
accessory dwelling units or ADUs). Most homeowners can imagine many ways
to use a rental unit on their property --for an elderly relative, extra income, a
caregiver, or a grown child living at home. But many homeowners do not know
that the City of Los Angeles has made it easier than ever to add a legal rental
unit to a single-family home. Even still, the planning and building process is
complicated. This handbook serves as a guide so homeowners can decide if it is
possible to build an ADU on their property. It provides preliminary answers to
key questions and shows the steps the City will require, and what the design and
construction of an ADU will entail.
This guidebook helps you to get started and to prepare the basic information you
will need to give the City (at the Dept. of City Planning and the Dept. of Building
and Safety), your lender, your designer, and your contractor. When you have taken
photographs, measured your backyard, and sketched your idea for an ADU, as this
guidebook illustrates, you will be well on your way.
There are architects, builders, and planners ready to help you at every stage. This
guidebook does not replace their services, but it does provide helpful advice,
websites, phone numbers, and office locations where your more specific questions
can be answered. Because ADU rules can change, check the date of the guidebook
in your hands (at the bottom of the page). More up-to-date information will be
available from the City Departments of Planning and Building and Safety.

Good luck designing and building your ADU!
NOTE: Since every ADU project will be unique, there are important questions
that we cannot answer, for instance: How much will it cost? How long will it take
to build? In addition, this guidebook does not substitute for required review by
City agencies. All questions should be directed to the Dept. of City Planning and
the Dept. of Building and Safety. Please see page 19 for contact information.
2

building an adu | citylab

What is an ADU?
An Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) is a residential unit that can be added to a lot
with an existing single family home. ADUs can be detached (a separate building in
a backyard), attached to or part of the primary residence, or a garage conversion.
ADUs are independent rental units that have their own kitchens, bathrooms, living
areas, and entrances.
Why build an ADU?
ADUs can provide additional space for caregivers, grown children, elderly parents,
or renters. Because ADUs are rental units, they produce additional household
income. “Empty nesters” can stay in their neighborhoods by moving into a smaller
ADU and renting their larger existing home to pay the mortgage. An ADU can be
built to house a relative or caregiver. There are many reasons for building an ADU
on your lot.
What is the law for ADUs in the City of Los Angeles?
The new state law (AB 2299, effective January 2017) applies to LA and makes it easier
to build an ADU on a single family lot. The state law encourages the construction
of accessory units because the City needs more housing. You can read the entire law
at the California Legislative Information website by searching California AB 2299.
Please be aware that the City may pass new laws that will affect ADU construction.
legend
How to Use This Handbook
This handbook provides general
guidelines for property owners who
want to add an ADU to a lot that
already contains an existing home. It
describes the various physical forms
that ADUs can take, like garage
conversions or backyard homes. Please
be aware that other city ordinances
apply that could impact your process.
Consult the Dept. of City Planning
and the Dept. of Building and Safety
for site feasibility. See the Appendix
for contact information.

s
adu

size

sb
setback
single family home

p
garage

parking

This handbook answers the following questions
Can I add a unit to my lot?
What could my unit look like?
Can I convert my garage?
What are the necessary steps to build an ADU?
The “FAQ” section contains additional information to help understand issues
at play and answer common questions. This handbook is a first step to understand
how an existing property might accommodate a new unit. However, it is not a
replacement for hiring a professional to help plan your project.
version 1.0 | summer 2017
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can I add a unit to my home?
x

Types of ADUs
I want to...

Check All that Apply

add a detached
unit on my lot
(see page 6)

1. I own a single family home

It may look like...

p

2. my home has...
extra
space in my
backyard

or

A garage
in my
Backyard

or

room that can be
converted into a
unit with its own
entrance

3. my home ...
is located within
1/2 Mile from public
transit?

or

has room and access
for an additional
parking space

add an
attached unit
to my home
(see page 7)

p

convert my
backyard
garage
(see page 8)

p

see parking Regulations p. 12

1/2 Mile

t

p

add an
attached unit
to my backyard
garage
(see page 9)

p

if you checked all the boxes you may be able to build an adu!
NOTE: Parking restrictions apply, please see pg.12 for more information.
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detached unit with existing garage

attached Unit as addition to house

p

p

adu requirements

s
sb

Max. of 1200 sq ft
See also FAQ 8 p.18

adu requirements
Detached unit Variation
w/ existing Front Garage

attached unit variation
within house

5 ft min. from side and
rear property lines

sb

10 ft min. between main
house and ADU

p

6

s

See parking p.12

Must meet parking exemption
See also FAQ 6 p.18
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Size cannot exceed 50% of
existing house; no other
maximum size requirement
applies to this variation
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p

No more than 50% of
existing house and max of
1200 sq ft
See also FAQ 8 p. 18
Side and rear setbacks as
required by zoning

See parking p. 12
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backyard garage conversion

backyard garage attached unit

p

p

adu requirements

s

Max. of 1200 sq ft
See also FAQ 8 p. 18

sb

No change to existing
setbacks

p

adu requirements
before

attached unit variation
above garage

s
sb

p

See parking p. 12

Max. of 1200 sq ft
See also FAQ 8 p. 18
5 ft min. from side
and rear property lines
(required only for the
ADU, not the garage itself)
10 ft min. between main
house and ADU

If replacement parking is required,
it may be uncovered.

p

See parking p. 12

after
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examples of adu floor plans

checking for eligibility

NOTE: The following are sketches showing possible room arrangements, but not
plans for construction.

Find Your lot on the LA Residential Zoning Map (ZIMAS)

450 sq ft - 1 BEDROOM, 1 bATHROOM

Every neighborhood in Los Angeles falls under specific zones. To build an ADU,
your current house must be located in a residential zone, and most likely in a singlefamily residential zone. ADUs are permitted in all single-family zones. Any lot in
these zones, regardless of its size, can add an ADU if it will fit. Your lot must have
an existing house, only one ADU per lot is permitted, and the ADU cannot be sold
separately from the house. An ADU must meet additional site requirements as well
as building construction requirements as described in this booklet.

700 sq ft - 2 BEDROOMs, 2 bATHROOMs

XXX
1234567890
0987654321

Close-up of ZIMAS map

1200 sq ft - 3 BEDROOMs, 2 bATHROOMs

Legend
LA City Limit
Single Family Residential Lots

The above map of LA shows the location of all single-family parcels in the City and
gives you an idea of whether your home is located in a single-family zone. Most
standard lots are 3,500 sq ft or more, and may comfortably fit an ADU. Lots under
3,500 sq ft may face feasibility issues. Visit ZIMAS zimas.lacity.org and enter your
address to check lot eligibility.
10
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parking
How much space will I need for parking?
Many lots already accommodate two parking spaces in a garage or carport. When
you add an ADU, you may need to fit one extra parking space on your lot. If an
additional space is required, the space may be covered or uncovered.
You may not need additional parking if:
1. ADU is located within one-half mile of public transit.
2. ADU is located within an architecturally and historically significant district.
3. ADU is part of the existing primary residence or an existing accessory structure.
4. on-street parking permits are required, but not offered to occupant of the ADU.
5. there is a car-share vehicle located within one block of the ADU.
These are the five current parking exemptions as of July 2017, but parking
requirements may change. Check with the Dept. of City Planning for current
requirements.
Is your lot near Transit?
Your lot may not need additional parking for your ADU, leaving room for open
space, a patio, a bigger ADU, etc. If your lot is located within one-half mile of
transit (defined as one-half mile from any bus stop or rail station), it should
meet the parking exemption. Map II (p. 13) shows that many lots (coded in pink)
meet the transit exemption.Verify your specific lot status with the Dept. of City
Planning or the Dept. of Building and Safety, particularly since bus stops can
move.
Not located near transit? Read about additional parking exemptions in the FAQ
section on p. 18.

1/2 Mile
Radius

My Lot

Legend

Bus Stop

LA City Limit
Single Family Residential Lots more than 1/2 Mile from Transit
Single Family Lots within 1/2 Mile of Transit

Google Maps show transit stops. Bring a map like this to the Planning Dept.
12
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looks like I can add a unit
to my lot! What’s Next?

Measure and draw the shape of your lot.

1. collect initial information

take photos of
your lot
to capture angles that show
the available space relative to
existing structures.

make a sketch
of your existing house
and yard, showing the
location and dimensions of
structures on your lot.

Make notes of measurements on the
sketch in terms of feet and inches.
Bring your
information

to the pre-application
process with the Dept. of
Building & Safety.

2. design + permitting

submit
building permit
application

complete
construction
drawings

and pay fees

tips for Drawing your
existing lot

As precisely as you can, draw the
outline of your current house with
measurements.
Measure and draw other permanent
structures where they exist on your lot,
such as a garage.
Mark the location of the driveway,
major trees, and all structures (even if
they will be demolished).

Begin
Preliminary
Project Design
and

Determine
Financing

revise
drawings

building permit
issued

Sketching an adu on your
existing lot
obtain bids
from

contractors

as required by city

Show where you would park a car(s).
Tip: a typical parking space is 8ft 6in x 18 ft

3. construction

construction
inspections

certificate of
occupancy
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begin
construction

Make a copy of the drawing of your
existing lot and sketch a floor plan of the
ADU you want to build.

select
contractor

Show any streets and alleys adjoining
your lot.
Measure and block out 5 feet from each
property line (for the setbacks).
Remember to leave at least 10 feet
between the main house and your ADU,
and avoid placing any structure(s) in the
side and rear setbacks.

done!

Your new unit
is ready

building an adu | citylab
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try it!
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frequently Asked Questions

Resources

1. How much will my ADU cost?
Since the size and construction of each ADU will
differ, it is impossible to estimate the cost of your
ADU. The cost per-square-foot of an ADU is
likely to be the same as any other new residential
construction; builders and architects can give you
rough estimates.

Proposed ADU Ordinance
As of July 2017, only state law regulates ADUs
in the City of LA. The City may propose some
modifications to the law in the future.
https://planning.lacity.org/ordinances/docs/ADU/
InformationSheet.pdf

2. How do I pay for my ADU?
There are a number of ways to pay for the
construction of an ADU. A common way is to
borrow from a home equity line of credit if you
have equity in your existing house. Other ways
can be more complicated: 1. You could refinance
your existing mortgage to take out a larger loan
to provide cash for ADU construction (this will
require equity in the home); 2. You may be able
to obtain a private construction loan to build
the ADU and refinance the loan with a new
mortgage when construction is complete. You
should start by talking to the bank that holds
your current mortgage.
3. How do I tell if I’m Near
Transit?
Many lots in LA are within a half-mile of transit,
so that ADU parking will not be required. The
City publishes a transit map at media.metro.net/
riding_metro/maps/images/system_map.pdf. First,
see if your lot appears to be within a half-mile
radius of a bus stop, rail station, or a dedicated
space where a shared-vehicle is parked. Second,
call the Dept. of Building and Safety to give your
property address. They can confirm whether you
need to provide parking for your ADU.
4. Can I Sell my ADU?
No, you can only sell your house and ADU
together. ADUs can be rental units or occupied
by the homeowner or family members.
5. Must the homeowner live on
the property?
No, both the existing house and the ADU can be
rental units.
6. What if my current garage is in
the front of my lot?
If your existing garage is at the front of your
house, in most cases you cannot convert it into
an ADU. You may be able to build an ADU
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elsewhere on your property. You should check
with the Dept. of City Planning.
7. Can I legalize an unpermitted
adu on my lot?
Although this guidebook focuses on new construction, you may be able to get permits that will
legalize an existing rental unit on your property.
You can contact the Dept. of Building and Safety
for more information.
8. How big can I make my ADU?
There are some limits on the size of an ADU,
based on the size of your lot and existing house.
First, an attached ADU cannot be bigger than
50% of the existing house. For example, if your
existing house in 2,000 sq. ft., the attached ADU
cannot exceed 1,000 sq. ft. in size. Second, there
is a “mansionization ordinance” that usually restricts the total square footage of all structures on
a lot to 45% of total lot size. For example, if your
lot is 10,000 sq. ft., the total built area (existing
house, ADU, garage, etc.) cannot exceed 4,500
sq. ft. In addition, most ADUs cannot exceed
1200 sq. ft. The Dept. of City Planning will need
to verify the specifics related to your project.
9. my lot seems too small or
unusual. Can I still Build an ADU?
Almost every lot in LA is unique, so this guidebook addresses the most common conditions.
There are various types of ADU that work on different lots. For example, if a detached ADU will
not fit in your backyard, you might attach a new
unit to your current house. If the garage behind
your house is inconveniently located, you could
demolish and rebuild it with an ADU above.
Sketch your ideas as suggested in the guidebook,
and talk them over with the Dept. of Building
and Safety.
10. is an adu subject to the Rent
stabilization Ordinance?
If you add an ADU to your home, you can
rent one or both of the units. If your home was
built before 1979, one or both of the units may
become subject to the City’s Rent Stabilization
Ordinance (RSO). To determine if an ADU
triggers the RSO on your property, call (866)-5577368. For more information about the RSO, visit
homeforrenters.org.
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AB 2299 full text
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.
xhtml?bill_id=201520160AB2299
SB 1069 full text
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.
xhtml?bill_id=201520160SB1069
LA Dept. of City Planning
https://planning.lacity.org/
Due to the complex nature of planning and
building regulations, web-based information may
be difficult to navigate and interpret.
Questions may be addressed to Matthew Glesne
at matthew.glesne@lacity.org or 213-978-2666.
LA Dept. of Building and Safety
http://www.ladbs.org/
Call 311 within the City limits
From outside Los Angeles call (213) 473-3231.

LADCP / LABBS Memo Pertaining to
ADUs, December 2016
https://planning.lacity.org/documents/Citywide/
MemoAB2299.pdf
Zimas
http://zimas.lacity.org/
CityLAB - UCLA
https://citylab.ucla.edu/
citylab@aud.ucla.edu
310-794-6125
Further Reading
Accessory Dwelling Units
www.accessorydwellings.org
Backyard Homes LA - a pamphlet that describes
the logics, design, and implementation of
Backyard Homes as a response to current
housing conditions in LA.
https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/58e4e9705016e194dd5cdc43/t/58fb37f83a0
41197bb7b1cd6/1492858885878/2010_Backyard_
Homes.pdf
cityLAB - UCLA, Backyard BI(h)OME
https://citylab.ucla.edu/backyard-bihome-1
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