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RANNY flats are coming out of the
shadows.
Taking advantage of a state law

that went into effect Jan. 1, dozens of home-
owners have petitioned the city of Los Ange-
les to approve accessory dwelling units, also
known as granny flats, on their properties.
The number of applications made this year
may have already eclipsed the average annu-
al application rate over the last decade, and
the pace is expected Lo increase as more peo-

ple become aware of the relaxed regulations.

Angelenos have for years converted ga-
rages and other ancillary buildings on their
properties into rental units, often without
pulling permits. Now, with the benefit of a
state law that overrides numerous local reg-
ulations regarding factors such as parking,
passageways, and setbacks, they are able to
bring their plans out into the open.

“Rents are high. Lots of people will take
advantage of this,” said one city official who
asked to remain anonymous.

Venice architect Isabelle Duvivier said
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State law unlocks secondary-dwelling options for homeowners

By HELEN ZHAO Staff Reporter

akitchen and bathroom.

she has taken on five clients who want to
build accessory dwelling units on their prop-
erties that would not have complied with city
law two months ago. For one, their lot sizes
were too small. The city used to require a
minimum lot size of 7,500 square feet, but
California law sets no minimum. Her clients
plan to rent out the units, which will include

She said her clients are in a hurry to take
advantage of the new rules before the city
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can make things more difficult for homeowners
to build granny flats.

The Los Angeles Department of Building
and Safety has received 55 granny flat appli-
cations since Jan. 1 and issued four permits to
start construction, according to agency data.
From 2003 to 2016, the agency issued just 680
permits — 52 a year, on average. Most people
are unlikely to apply unless they are fairly
certain they will qualify considering how ex-
pensive it is to draft plans and submit an appli-
cation, said the L.A. city official.

Department officials expect applications to
pour in at a faster rate as more people discover
their property is eligible for an additional unit.

Catching up

The Los Angeles Planning Commission
voled in December to approve an updated ordi-
nance that is compliant with state law but also
introduces restrictions on unit size and the abil-
ity to build on hillside areas. The City Council
could vote on the ordinance as early as next
month, according to a commission official who
asked to remain anonymous.

“If there are a lot of people that object to
this, is the city going to try to pull back or
impose stronger restrictions?” Duvivier said.
“We're trying to rush as quickly as we can to
get them permitted so that they can use these
assets and not lose the money they're spending
on architectural structural services.”

Under the California law, homeowners who
meet all the requirements must be allowed to
build the requested unit and cities can take no
longer than 120 days to issue a permit. The Los
Angeles Department of Building and Safety
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Architectural Support: Isabelle Duvivier says clients are hurrying to modify homes.

typically takes between three to five weeks to
review an application, said Jeff Napier, the
department’s public information officer. Ap-
plication costs vary depending on the project,
with some fees topping $1.000.

The new regulations mean homeowners are
free to add a second kitchen to an existing part
of their home such as a garage. without restric-
tions based on lot size or having to provide ad-
ditional parking. This offers a path to legaliza-
tion for the many homeowners that have already
illegally converted their garages into dwellings.

Parking requirements have been relaxed.

Previous rules called for a dedicated off-street
spot, but tandem spots in existing driveways
are now allowed. An unobstructed passageway
extending from the street to one entrance of the
additional dwelling is also no longer required,
while the mandated distance that a granny

flat must be set back from the boundaries of a
property has also been reduced.

Municipalities still have the ability to regu-
late the size of accessory dwelling units. Under
the updated guidelines approved by the Los An-
geles Planning Commission, the maximum al-
lowed size for detached accessory dwelling units

would be either 640 square feet or 50 percent of
the total floor area of the main house, excluding
garages, up to a maximum of 1,200 square feet,
a limit set by state law. Attached granny flats
would not be allowed to increase the house's
total floor area by more than 50 percent.

While Los Angeles has so far done away
with a minimum lot size requirement necessary
to build an ancillary unit, other local cities have
proposed keeping theirs in place. Pasadena’s
minimum lot size stands at 15,000 square feet,
Beverly Hills" at 6,000 square feet. and Santa
Monica’s at 4,000 square feet.

Rental rewards?

Mel Wilson, owner of Northridge real es-
tate brokerage Mel Wilson & Associates, said
the additional units could eventually help ease
the affordable housing crisis in Los Angeles
while also providing a windfall to homeowners.

“In the long term, it may push rental rates
down to a lower level because you'll have more
places available for people trying to rent,” he
said. “As more people have granny flats and
more boomers are getting older, having a gran-
ny flat will make that house more valuable.”

But there could be a downside to the new
law according to Mario Fonda-Bonardi. an
architect and member of the Santa Monica
Planning Commission. He said that neighbor-
hoods will get denser, causing single-fami-
ly-zoned areas, known as R-1 neighborhoods,
to lose their exclusivity.

“When you have a home with a real front
yard. your own backyard. and you don’t have
to deal with your neighbor — it’s the American
dream,” Fonda-Bonardi said. “Now we can no
longer afford to have strictly R-1 neighbor-
hoods. As a society, as a culture, they’re no
longer sacred.”



