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ADU Ordinance  

Adopted by Town Council March 27, 2019 

 

B.  Accessory Dwelling Units.  

1. Purpose. The purpose of this section is to define Accessory Dwelling Units 
(ADUs), and describe their development standards, review required, and 
additional regulations. Accessory dwelling units are allowed in certain 
situations in order to help achieve the Town’s goals which include but are not 
limited to: 
a. Create new housing units while respecting the existing character of the 

Town; 
b. Provide housing that responds to residents’ changing needs, household 

sizes, and increasing housing costs, and provide accessible housing for 
seniors and persons with disabilities; 

c. Offer environmentally friendly housing choices with less average space 
per person and smaller associated carbon footprints; and 

d. Promote provision of affordable housing for people who work in Town. 
 
2. Definitions. The following definitions shall govern this Section. 

a. Accessory Dwelling Unit, or ADU. An attached or detached residential 
dwelling unit which provides complete independent living facilities for one 
or more persons. It shall include permanent provisions for living, sleeping, 
eating, cooking, and sanitation on the same parcel as the main building to 
which it is accessory. An Accessory Dwelling Unit also includes: 
i. Internal ADU. Created by converting Existing Interior Space, such as 

bedrooms, attached garages, basements or attics, or a combination 
thereof. Converted space can be within or detached from the main 
building.  

ii. External ADU. A unit which requires new construction, either attached 
to or detached from the main building.  

1. Attached ADU. A unit which is attached to or part of the main 
building. Attached ADUs include new construction which is 
attached to the existing building, and a mix of new construction and 
converted space. 

2. Detached ADUs. A separate building, independent from the main 
building, built using new construction.  

b. Adjusted Maximum Floor Area, or AMFA. The maximum allowed floor 
area for a residential parcel, calculated by the Town using the parcel’s 
size, slope, mapped ground movement potential, and mapped flooding 
potential. 
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c. Director. Planning and Building Director, also referred to as the Town 
Planner. 

d. Discretionary Review. Review of a project against the General Plan, 
municipal code, and Design Guidelines.  The reviewing body exercises 
judgment in applying policies to a specific project in context and 
determining whether the required findings for approval can be made. The 
reviewing body considers public comment and may impose conditions of 
approval on the project.  
i. Staff Discretionary Review. A review process wherein the Planning 

and Building Director shall review certain Accessory Dwelling Unit 
applications in coordination with one member of the Architecture and 
Site Control Commission (ASCC).  

ii. Architectural and Site Control Commission, or ASCC. A review 
process wherein the full ASCC reviews projects at a public meeting.  

e. Existing Interior Space. For the purposes of internal ADU creation, 
Existing Interior Space shall be within a building which was permitted by 
the Town and passed its final building inspection at least one year prior to 
any application for an ADU. 

f. Guest House. A building separate from the main residence which includes 
a bedroom and may include a bathroom, but does not include a kitchen.  

g. Junior Accessory Dwelling Unit. A unit consisting of habitable space with a 
separate entrance and sink, but which may share bathroom facilities with 
the main building. Typically created by converting existing space into a 
separate unit. Junior Accessory Dwelling Units do not constitute ADUs 
under this code. 

h. Main building. The building to which an ADU is accessory. Main buildings 
can have a residential or non-residential use, as permitted by this Title. 

i. Ministerial Review. A review process which is objective in nature and 
involves no personal judgment. The reviewing body confirms that all 
requirements are satisfied before approving a project, and may not 
consider public comment or impose conditions of approval. 

j. Second Address. An address issued by the Planning and Building 
Department for a permitted Accessory Dwelling Unit on a parcel that has 
an existing unit with a different address. 

k. Second Unit. See Accessory Dwelling Unit. 
 

3. Applicability. Accessory Dwelling Units shall be permitted on all parcels in all 
zoning districts, where a main building is in existence or is proposed 
concurrently. 
a. Exception. ADUs are prohibited on parcels smaller than one acre whose 

direct vehicular access is from a road or cul-de-sac which (1) has a single 
point of ingress/egress and (2) has a width of less than eighteen feet (18’). 
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4. Development Standards. All existing development restrictions in the base 

zoning district shall apply, except as modified by this section. These 
requirements include but are not limited to coverage, open space, bulk, 
density, floor area and adjusted maximum floor area, impervious surface, 
height, setbacks, parking, site development, and outdoor lighting 
requirements.  
a. Number. 

i. One ADU shall be permitted on all parcels smaller than 3.5 acres in 
size. 

ii. Two ADUs shall be permitted on parcels 3.5 acres or larger in size as 
follows: one ADU must be detached from the main building and one 
ADU must be internal. When two ADUs are present, the external ADU 
shall be limited to twelve hundred (1,200) square feet.  

b. Floor Area Maximums 
i. Floor Area. The minimum size of an ADU shall be defined by the 

California Building Code.  The maximum size of an ADU shall be: 
1. Twelve hundred (1,200) square feet for external ADUs on parcels 

smaller than 3.5 acres in size. 
2. Fifteen hundred (1,500) square feet for external ADUs where one 

ADU is present on parcels 3.5 acres or larger in size.   
3. Seventeen hundred (1,700) square feet for internal ADUs on all 

parcel sizes.  
ii. Percentage. An external ADU shall be additionally limited to 50% of the 

floor area of the existing or concurrently proposed main building.  
iii. Adjusted Maximum Floor Area and Floor Area Ratio. ADU floor area 

shall be limited to the maximums described at subsections 4.b.i. and 
4.b.ii. or the floor area allowed by the base zoning district, whichever is 
more restrictive.  

c. Floor Area – Calculations  
i. Basements. Space which meets the definition of a basement (Section 

18.04.065), whether under a main residence or an ADU, shall not be 
included in AMFA calculations. However, Floor Area Maximums at 
Section 18.36.040.B.4.b.i and ii., and Review Authority at Section 
18.36.040.B.6 shall both apply to basement floor area which is part of 
an ADU.  

ii. Parking provided for ADUs shall not be included in floor area 
calculations.  

d. Height. Height limitations for an ADU shall be those of the base zoning 
district. This includes daylight planes, where applicable. ADUs taller than 
eighteen feet (18’) vertical height or twenty-four feet (24’) maximum 
height, where allowed by the base zoning district, shall require Staff 
Discretionary Review.  
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e. Parking and Driveways.  
i. Parking Requirement. Internal ADUs shall not require any dedicated 

parking spaces. External ADUs shall require one dedicated parking 
space, as follows: 
1. ADU parking may be located in a covered or uncovered space, in 

tandem with other parking, and/or in setbacks. 
2. Parking space design shall conform to Section 18.60.020, Parking, 

Dimensions and Access. 
3. On parcels of one acre or larger where an ADU of twelve hundred 

(1,200) square feet or less is proposed, ADU parking is not required 
to be dedicated. The ADU parking space may be shared, or overlap 
with, one guest parking space, provided the property is compliant 
with the current parking requirements in this Title.  

ii. Covered Parking Conversion. When covered parking which is required 
by this code is demolished in conjunction with the construction of an 
ADU or converted to an ADU, the required parking spaces must be 
provided elsewhere on site. The replacement parking may be covered 
or uncovered, in tandem, or in mechanical lifts.  

iii. Driveways. All driveways shall conform to Section 15.12.300, except 
the ASCC may grant an exception to the requirement that properties 
only have one entrance from the road and approve a second driveway 
when it is able to make  the following findings: 
1. It is not feasible for the ADU to be served by the same driveway 

that serves the main building, taking into consideration the cost, 
topography and natural landscape, among other things.  

2. Providing a separate driveway for the ADU will result in less 
impervious surface for the property than would extending the 
existing driveway. 

3. It is shown that the proposed driveway: 
a. Does not exit onto a Scenic Corridor or cross a trail, as mapped 

by the Town; and 
b. Provides for safe movements for all users, as determined by the 

Public Works Director. 
f. Materials. Color reflectivity values shall not exceed 40%, except that trim 

colors and roofs shall not exceed 50% reflectivity. 
g. Landscaping. Landscape plantings shall be selected from the Town’s list 

of approved native plants and shall adhere to the Town’s Landscaping 
Guidelines, as described in the Design Guidelines. 

h. Lighting. All lighting shall comply with Section 18.36.040.A.8, Outdoor 
Lighting. 

i. Setbacks. No setback shall be required for an existing garage that is 
converted to an Accessory Dwelling Unit, and a setback of five feet from 
the side and rear lot lines shall be required for an Accessory Dwelling Unit 
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that is constructed above a garage. This shall apply to both conforming 
and legal non-conforming garages.  

j. Second Address. ADUs may be assigned a separate address at the 
property owner’s request, with the exception that any ADU with an 
approved second driveway shall always be assigned a second address. 
Applicants requesting an address shall submit an application as part of the 
Building Permit submittal. The Planning and Building Director, in 
consultation with Woodside Fire Protection District, shall review and 
approve applications.  

k. Utilities. When visible from the public right of way, utilities installed to 
serve an ADU shall be grouped with any existing infrastructure for the 
main building and screened to the extent feasible, as determined by the 
Planning & Building Director. In determining feasibility, the Planning & 
Building Director may consider cost, topography, and the natural 
landscape.  
i. Utility Undergrounding. Utilities shall be required to be placed 

underground, as described in Section 18.36.010.B, with the following 
exceptions for ADUs: 
1. An internal ADU and any associated electrical service increases 

shall not trigger undergrounding of utilities.  
2. A detached ADU shall always underground utilities between the 

main house and the ADU, when connecting from the main house.  
ii. Any other instance of new construction for an external ADU shall 

require undergrounding as stipulated in Section 18.36.010.B relating to 
utility undergrounding, with the exception that an applicant may apply to 
the ASCC for relief from these requirements, as well as the 
undergrounding requirement for detached ADUs at subsection 4.k.i.2, 
and if the ASCC thereafter finds that undergrounding is not feasible or 
practicable, or that there is no reasonable alternative location for the 
related equipment, such undergrounding requirement shall not apply. 
Significant financial costs, topography, and natural landscape may be 
included in this consideration.  

l. ADUs must comply with applicable Building Code requirements, including 
fire sprinkler requirements, unless a modification or waiver of the fire 
sprinkler requirement is approved by the Fire Marshall. An ADU created 
by the conversion of Existing Interior Space shall not be required to 
provide fire sprinklers if sprinklers are not required for the main residence.  
 

5. Types of Review. 
a. Ministerial Review. Ministerial Review shall be completed by the Planning 

and Building Director or her/his qualified designee under the building 
permit review process. No public hearings or noticing are required as part 
of this review. An ADU application which qualifies for Ministerial Review 
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shall be acted upon within 120 days of the application being accepted by 
the Town.  

b. Discretionary Review.  
i. Discretionary Review shall be conducted by one of the following review 

bodies: 
1. The Planning and Building Director shall complete Staff 

Discretionary Review in consultation with an ASCC member. The 
Director may refer items directly to the ASCC when in her/his 
opinion the public interest would be better served by having the 
ASCC conduct the review.  

2. Architectural and Site Control Committee (ASCC) Review is a 
discretionary review completed by the full ASCC at a noticed 
meeting.  

ii. Findings for Approval. The review body must be able to make all of the 
following findings in order to approve an ADU subject to discretionary 
review: 
1. The structure is designed so as to minimize disturbance to the 

natural terrain; 
2. Existing vegetation is preserved to the maximum extent possible. 
3. The structure is designed and located to allow adequate light and 

air for itself and its neighbors; 
4. Landscaping, screening and fencing preserve privacy and mitigate 

adverse effects on neighboring properties; 
5. Entrances, exits and internal circulation shall be sited to promote 

traffic safety and ease and convenience of movement; 
6. Night lighting is located and fixtures chosen to promote public 

safety but minimize effects on adjoining properties; 
7. Planting and site design mitigate the problems of drainage and soil 

erosion; 
8. Materials and colors are compatible with the rural setting of the 

town and the surrounding landscape and structures; 
9. Proposed grading minimizes the apparent disturbance to the 

natural terrain; 
10. The project is consistent with the Portola Valley Design Guidelines; 
11. The physical position, massing, and architectural design of the ADU 

reflect that it is accessory in nature and holds a subservient position 
to the main building; 

12. The design of the ADU and its ingress/egress reflect their physical 
positions on the property, such that units on or adjacent to setbacks 
are designed to minimize impacts toward adjacent properties.  

iii. Notice. Minimum noticing for ADUs requiring discretionary review shall 
include: 
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1. Noticing to adjacent neighbors by the applicant, as required by the 
Planning and Building Director in a form consistent with application 
materials published to the Town website. 

2. Noticing as described by Section 18.64.085, ASCC – Notification  
c. An ADU application which is dependent on a septic tank and drain field 

shall be referred to and require approval of the County Health Officer in 
accordance with Town policies.  

d. An ADU application which requires soil movement greater than fifty cubic 
yards or other work requiring a Site Development Permit under Section 
15.12.070 shall be referred to the Town Geologist, the Town Engineer, 
and any other review bodies necessary as determined by the Planning 
and Building Director.  
 

6. Assignment of Review Responsibilities.  
a. ASCC Review. ADUs which include any of the following shall be subject to 

ASCC Review:  
i. A separate driveway for the ADU. 
ii. Location in a non-residential zone. 
iii. Location on a property with historic resources, as identified in the 

historic resources element of the general plan, as provided for in 
Section 18.31, H-R (Historic Resources) Combining District 
Regulations. 

b. Staff Discretionary Review. ADUs which do not have any of the conditions 
listed in subsection 18.36.040.B.6.a., ASCC Review, and which include 
any of the following shall be subject to Staff Discretionary Review:  
i. An internal ADU larger than twelve hundred (1,200) square feet or fifty 

percent (50%) of the existing building, whichever is less; 
ii. An ADU on a property adjacent to a Scenic Corridor; 
iii. An ADU with a different architectural style than the main house or 

building; 
iv. An ADU taller than eighteen feet (18’) in vertical height or twenty-four 

feet (24’) in maximum height; 
v. An ADU with a light well larger than the minimum Building Code 

requirement; 
vi. An attached ADU which causes the main residence to exceed 85% of 

the Adjusted Maximum Floor Area (AMFA); 
c. Ministerial Review. ADUs which do not have any of the conditions listed in 

subsection 18.36.040.B.6.a., ASCC Review, or 18.36.040.B.6.b., Staff 
Discretionary Review, shall be subject to Ministerial Review. All projects 
subject to Ministerial Review shall comply with all code requirements. 
Additionally, Internal ADUs shall: 
i. Include Sufficient side and rear setbacks for fire safety; 
ii. Occupy Existing Internal Space, as defined by this section. 
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7. Additional Restrictions. In addition to the development standards described in 

this section, all ADUs shall be subject to the following restrictions: 
a. Sold Separately. ADUs shall not be sold separately from the main 

dwelling. 
b. Owner Occupancy. Either the ADU or the main building must be owner 

occupied. The other unit may be rented. 
c. Rental Restrictions. On properties where an ADU is present, any rentals of 

the ADU or main building shall be for a term of thirty (30) days or more.  
 

8. Administration.   
a. Appeals. A decision by the Planning and Building Director or ASCC on an 

ADU may be appealed, if the appeal is filed within fifteen days of the 
decision.  
i. A decision made by the Planning and Building Director is appealable to 

the ASCC.  
ii. A decision made by the ASCC is appealable to the Planning 

Commission.  
b. Application Administration. The Town Council authorizes the Planning and 

Building Director to establish permit application requirements, forms, and 
checklists that the Director finds necessary or useful for processing any 
applications governed by this Chapter. 


