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Boston Additional Dwelling Unit
Additional Dwelling Unit is official in Boston, Massachusetts. It aims to increase affordability for 
retirees, recent graduates, and family with low-income at the same time to support home owners 
with additional incomes. It can be a new cure for gentrification. 

As of May 15, 2019, Additional Dwelling 
Unit is official in Boston, Massachusetts 
following the 18 months pilot program. 
The wording of ADU is updated on Zon-
ing Ordinance and application process 
descriptions are available on the City of 
Boston web site (www.boston.gov). 

Background
Additional dwelling unit or accessory 
dwelling unit is not a new idea especially 
for the West Coast cities. As architects, 
and urban designers, we feel this is a 
wonderful move that could much im-
prove affordability of the rental market, 
that large scale development projects 
can’t do. While development project are 
vital to the city and the primary source 
to add housing, those bulk addition of 
dwelling unit always comes at a high 
price, known as gentrification in one way 
or another. Therefore, this ADU is much 
needed and in a way, overdue addition 
to the Zoning Ordinance. We are com-
pletely convinced that the adding more 
units through ADU is much healthier 
option for the long run for the city. Given 
ADU keeps the same building footprint, 
its impact on the environment would be 
much less than the new construction, 
too. The parking issue and the infra 
structure capacity update would be ar-
eas for on-going study and reviews.

Eligibility
In order to see if you would be eligible 
for the program, you should visit the City 

of Boston government web site and we 
strongly urge you to attend one of the 
ADU workshop sessions that Inspec-
tional Service Department offers once a 
month. In short, if you own and live in 
a single, two, or three family house in 
Boston neighborhoods, you are likely to 
be eligible. One tricky question would 
be if you can convert the garage into an 
ADU. Concerning the zoning ordinance, 
as far as you still have off street parkings 
required, it should be possible. Further, 
given the parking garages are often used 
as a storage, we feel the city should 
open to review the parking garage con-
versions for ADU use. Stuffed garages 
are not very productive.

Where to begin
Below is the excerpts from the Zoning 
Ordinance. Section 68 was chosen as 
an example but the same wording were 
added to other Articles for each neigh-
borhoods, such as West Roxbury, JP, 
Hyde park, Dorchester, and so on. The 
Downtown and Downtown Waterfront 
neighborhood with the Base Cost Zoning 
are not applicable. The Boston govern-
ment web sites unravels this phrases 
and explains the requirements in much 
easier and friendly terms as ADU on-line 
toolkit. It also comes with a checklist we 
found very handy.

Project cost vs Income
Once you know you are eligible, per-
haps figuring out the construction cost 

along with rental income would be the 
first and the most important step. In the 
absence of the project information such 
as size, existing condition, configuration 
of the ADU, it may not be very meaning-
ful to discuss the project cost to a certain 
degree. But, our ballpark estimate ranges 
somewhere $120k~$300k, excluding 
building permit and design fee, given that 
adding a kitchen, and a toilet commands 
the construction cost somewhat regard-
less of the scale of the project, and the 
fact that it should take place within the 
existing structure, meaning there is no 
significant amount of work on the build-
ing structure. With this figures, the return 
of investment is expected to be some-
where 6-15 years given the current rental 
market situation in Boston. Also ADU in-
creases the home value as well. Becoming 
a landlord is a different issue and it may 
put some burden on you but, in the end 
of the day, you may put more value on 
the extra income over the small amount 
of time that you invest in to maintain.

It is our opinion that now, the year 2019 
is wonderful time to start as the applica-
tion of the rule might be less stringent 
during this early stage when the city is 
eager to see more ADU projects. Also, if 
you already own such unit without the 
building permit, this is a great chance for 
retroactive permitting.
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Boston Zoning Ordinance Excerpts 

Boston Zoning Ordinance Article 2A 
Section 2A-1 Additional Dwelling Unit 
One self-contained, non-transient res-
idential living unit providing complete 
independent living facilities incorporat-
ed entirely within the footprint of the 
existing residential structure (a) which 
itself does not contain more than three 
dwelling units; and (b) in which the 
Owner is a resident of the residential 
structure. (Text Amd. No. 440 , § 1, 5-8-
2019.) 

Boston Zoning Ordinance Article 68. Ad-
ditional Dwelling Unit. Within the South 
Boston Neighborhood District, an Addi-
tional Dwelling Unit, as defined in Sec-
tion 2A-1, shall be subject to the Use 
Regulations set forth in Table A of this 
Article; however said Additional Dwell-
ing Unit shall be an Allowed Use where 
it may otherwise be Conditional or For-
bidden provided that it is the addition 
of no more than one (1) dwelling unit to 
the existing structure; and shall be ex-
empt from all requirements of this Code 
provided that the Additional Dwelling 
Unit does not involve any bump out, 
extension or construction to the existing 
envelope of the structure which results 
in the addition of Gross Floor Area and 
that the residential structure to which 
the conversion is occurring is owner-oc-
cupied and registered in accordance 
with Ch. 9-1.3 of the City of Boston 
Rental Registry Ordinance at the time of 
conversion. 
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