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CITY OF KIRKLAND
PLANNING AND BUILDING 
123 Fifth Avenue, Kirkland, WA 98033  
425-587-3000 

MEMORANDUM 

To: Kurt Triplett, City Manager

From: Adam Weinstein, AICP, Planning and Building Director
Allison Zike, AICP, Deputy Planning and Building Director 
Martha Rubardt, Senior Planner 

Date: September 28, 2026

Subject: Briefing on Middle Housing Focused Optimization – File No. CAM26-00779

RECOMMENDATION: 

Staff recommends that the City Council receives a briefing to review and discuss the project 
scope and potential changes to development standards in order to optimize the development of 
middle housing in the city. Based on Council’s initial feedback, staff will research and refine 
potential code amendment options for this focused middle housing optimization project.  
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 

 
 This staff memo contains an initial analysis of the potential code changes that could be 

implemented through the Middle Housing Focused Optimization project. 

 This project is one of two middle housing optimization projects identified in the 2026-
2028 Planning Work Program (PWP). The scope of this project is narrow and focused on 
making relatively quick, “low-hanging fruit” changes. A broader middle housing 
optimization project is scheduled for 2028. 

 Middle housing is broadly defined as a tier of housing between detached single-family 
homes (i.e., one home per property) and larger multi-unit buildings. In Kirkland, middle 
housing includes accessory dwelling units (ADUs), cottages, townhouses, stacked flats, 
and multiplexes. ADUs and cottages are currently the most common types of middle 
housing being developed in the city. Based on initial research, these projects are 
generally maximizing the development potential of their sites within the existing 
development standards for lot coverage, floor area ratio (FAR), setbacks, and height. 

 Staff has begun analyzing potential code changes within the scope of this project and 
has identified three potential code amendment package options:  

1. Streamline existing regulations: Seek opportunities to simplify permit review and 
make targeted adjustments to development standards to improve consistency 
and clarity, such as making FAR exemptions more uniform across different 
housing types and/or removing the 250 square foot allowance for an attached 
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garage for cottages and instead allowing the 250 square feet to be included in 
the overall maximum unit size. Avoid any major regulatory changes. 

2. General optimization of middle housing projects: In addition to the streamlining 
adjustments in Option 1, this package could include adjusting development 
standards such as lot coverage and FAR to incentivize smaller units or certain 
housing forms or allow more units to be built on a property. Potential 
amendments could include establishing a tiered FAR or lot coverage allowance 
that increases with every additional unit built on a site. 

3. Incentivize retention of existing homes and encourage other age-friendly housing 
types: Identify code adjustments that would make it easier to retain existing 
housing units (e.g., mid-century ramblers that are more affordable by nature of 
their compact size and age) and avoid demolition, and explore incentives for 
single-level, accessible housing types (e.g., stacked flats) that are friendly to 
aging community members and families.  

4. Take no action until the broader middle housing optimization project in 2028, 
when issues such as height allowances and reduced setbacks could be 
considered.  

 Staff is seeking Council feedback on the following questions: 

1. Does Council have a preferred code amendment option or combination of 
options for this focused optimization project? 

2. Are there additional code amendment options Council would like staff to explore?  

3. What types of data would Council like to see as part of this project? 

4. What level and type of public outreach should staff pursue for this project? 
 

BACKGROUND: 

Middle housing is a key strategy for meeting the housing demand and goals for the City of 
Kirkland. The majority of the land area of the city is zoned for low density residential uses, which 
historically have strictly allowed only one single-family residence per lot. This restriction has 
resulted in much of Kirkland being developed with large and expensive homes, excluding many 
people from being able to afford home ownership within the Kirkland city limits.  
 
Middle housing, which includes cottages, carriage units, two-to six-unit buildings, townhouses, 
stacked flats, and ADUs, provides an opportunity to accommodate an increase of smaller units 
in low-density residential areas. Because middle housing units are smaller, they are generally 
more affordable than the typical single-family home.  
 
Kirkland has allowed some forms of middle housing since 2007, when the first iteration of 
regulations for cottages and two- and three-unit homes was adopted. In 2020, Kirkland 
overhauled its middle housing regulations and made significant changes to streamline the 
review process, including removing the requirement for these projects to undergo a land use 
approval process. 
 
In June 2025, Council adopted Ordinance O-4905 to update Kirkland’s middle housing and ADU 
regulations to comply with the state’s mandated “Middle Housing” laws and to clarify key 
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development standards.1 Notably, as required by state law, this ordinance expanded the 
number and type of housing units permitted within residential areas of the City, allowing at least 
four middle housing units on all residential lots (including lots that had previously been zoned 
single-family development only), and allowing townhomes, multiplexes, and stacked flats. But 
Ordinance O-4905 did not adjust the development standards for middle housing. Therefore, the 
same development standards that apply to single-family development also apply to middle 
housing. As a result, most- developers have chosen not to utilize the increased density bonuses 
that were adopted as part of the 2025 reforms.  
 
Through Council’s discussions during the 2044 Comprehensive Plan and the 2026-2028 
Planning Work Program (PWP) decision-making process, Council expressed interest in 
simplifying and optimizing the development of middle housing to help meet the City’s housing 
and affordability goals. This Middle Housing Focused Optimization project is one of two projects 
on the 2026-2028 PWP. This “focused” optimization project is intended to be narrow in scope 
and examine specific changes to development standards that can be implemented soon. The 
second middle housing optimization project is scheduled for 2028 and will involve a more 
comprehensive review of the development standards and incentives that could be implemented 
or amended to further optimize middle housing development. 
 
Project Scope 

The 2026-2028 PWP2 includes a description of the Middle Housing Focused Optimization 
project, stating the intent of the project and identifying those development standards that may 
be changed and those that will not. The project description3 is as follows: 

Near-term code adjustments to identify and improve existing sticking points in middle 
housing permit review, and that could include incentives for the retention of existing 
dwelling units in middle housing projects. Code adjustments will not include changes to: 
heights; setbacks; affordable housing requirements; tree protection requirements; units 
per acre limits; stormwater mitigation requirements; and could include changes to: floor 
area ratio; lot coverage; incentives for developments built for aging in place; incentives 
for off street parking; clarifications to floor area ratio exemptions; adjustments to square 
footage allowances for cottages; and increasing flexibility for existing dwelling units 
within middle housing projects. 
 

Applicable Comprehensive Plan Policies 

The Housing Element of the 2044 Comprehensive Plan4 includes numerous policies that 
support the optimization of middle housing. The overarching themes of these policies are to 
provide a diversity of housing forms, support smaller and more attainable homes, preserve 

 
1 https://www.kirklandwa.gov/Government/City-Council/Council-Meeting-Minutes-and-Agendas/2025-Kirkland-City-
Council-Meetings/June-17-2025-Kirkland-City-Council-Meeting/Agenda-June-17-2025-Kirkland-City-Council-Regular-
Meeting  
2 https://www.kirklandwa.gov/Government/Departments/Planning-and-Building/Planning-Work-Program  
3 The description in the Planning Work Program is intended to provide a range of options and/or examples of what a 
task may entail and does not reflect a final decision about the scope of study for the project. 
4 https://kirkland.municipal.codes/CompPlan/4  
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existing homes, and expand housing options for people with a range of incomes, ages, and 
abilities. The following are some of the policies most directly applicable to middle housing: 

 H-1.8: Continue to support the construction of ADUs, DADUs, cottages, duplexes, 
triplexes, and other forms of missing middle housing and ensure zoning and regulations 
do not add to the cost of building housing. 

 H-1.15: Cooperate with other jurisdictions, agencies, and housing organizations to 
increase regulatory consistency across jurisdictions and reduce regulatory and 
permitting complexity and reduce the cost of housing. 

 H-2.2: Provide access to affordable housing to rent and own throughout the City, in 
particular for those populations disproportionally impacted by past discriminatory land 
use and housing practices. 

 H-2.4: Ensure that land use, zoning, and regulations support housing options and 
supportive services for older adults, disabled persons, people with medical conditions, 
unhoused individuals and families, and displaced people. 

 H-2.6: Support housing options, programs, and services that allow older and differently 
abled adults to stay in their homes or neighborhoods. Encourage universal design 
improvements in renovation and new construction that increase housing accessibility 
throughout the City. 

 H-2.8: Support no net loss in residential capacity, including for BIPOC, older adults, 
disabled persons, people with medical conditions, and low-income households, through 
development incentives, flexible standards, and programs that encourage preservation 
of existing homes while allowing for infill residential development. 

 H-2.17: Support developers in the creation of housing that is environmentally 
sustainable, meets the needs of people at all stages of life, and promotes quality shared 
spaces. 

 H-2.18: Support a variety of regulatory and programmatic solutions for the preservation 
of existing housing and ensure no-net-loss in City-wide residential capacity. 

 H-2.23: Promote equitable community wellness through City regulations and programs 
that ensure fair access to housing in neighborhoods with convenient access to transit, 
schools and childcare, parks, and goods and services. 

 H-2.27: Ensure equitable distribution of more housing types by removing exclusionary 
regulations and review processes from the zoning code. Prioritize removing regulatory 
and permitting barriers that prevent moderate-intensity residential development in lower-
intensity neighborhoods. 

Middle housing advances these policies by allowing more homes to be accommodated within 
existing residential neighborhoods while retaining a smaller-scale residential form. Middle 
housing can increase the number of homes on a lot; expand the range of available housing 
sizes and costs; create opportunities for more people to become homeowners in neighborhoods 
with convenient access to transit, schools and childcare, parks, and goods and services; and 
support more efficient use of land and infrastructure to meet the community’s housing needs. 
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DISCUSSION/ANALYSIS:

Middle Housing Development Trends 

With the goal of making it easier to build middle housing and optimizing the number of units that 
are built on each project site, staff has begun initial analysis of some options for changes to the 
development standards included in this project scope on the 2026-2028 PWP.  
 
Cottage developments and ADUs continue to be the most common forms of middle housing 
development in Kirkland and tend to fluctuate on a roughly inverse basis (when cottage 
production increases, ADU production tends to diminish). Table 1 below shows the total number 
of ADUs, cottages, and duplexes/triplexes permitted between 2018 and 2025. Between 2020 
(when Council adopted major middle housing reform) and 2025, the number of issued middle 
housing permits increased by over 800 percent, and many properties that would once have 
been developed with single-family housing are being developed with middle housing.  

Table 1: New Middle Housing Permits Issued 

Year ADUs Cottages 
Duplex and 

Triplex 
Total Units 

2025 55 111 2 168 

2024 86 55 8 149 

2023 77 65 16 158 

2022 47 55 3 105 

Year ADUs Cottages 
Duplex and 

Triplex 
Total Units 

2021 24 41 0 65 

2020 18 2 0 20 

2019 28 6 0 34 

2018 36 0 0 36 

Source: Kirkland Housing Dashboard5

Attachment 1 includes data from a small sample of cottage projects applied for between 2024 
and 2026, and shows the number of units, lot coverage, FAR, and unit sizes. The data 
demonstrates that projects typically maximize the FAR, lot coverage, or both that are allowed on 
the site. The data also shows that many projects maximize the unit gross floor area of individual 
units. Staff would expect similar data for ADU projects to show that these projects also typically 
maximize the FAR, lot coverage, or both that are allowed on the site.  

Middle Housing Types 

With the 2025 code updates, the types of middle housing units allowed within Kirkland 
expanded from ADUs, cottages, carriage units, duplexes, and triplexes to also include 
townhouses, stacked flats, and multiplexes. The development standards, including maximum 
height, lot coverage, FAR, and setbacks, were not changed and remain the same that apply to 

 
5 https://kirklandwa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/8899c6a5566349b98765b97a73f721fb#  
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single-family development. As a result, many developers have not chosen to utilize the 
increased density bonuses that were adopted as part of the 2025 reforms. 
 
Below is a description of each of these housing types and development trends for each type as 
observed by staff. For purposes of describing and analyzing these housing types, they are 
organized into three categories: ADUs, detached middle housing units, and attached middle 
housing units. In addition to the development standards listed below for each category, there 
are standards for setbacks, height, and lot coverage that apply to all middle housing types. 
 
ADUs 

ADUs are permitted as accessory units to a primary single-family residence, which distinguishes 
them from the other middle housing types. Applicants may build one single-family residence and 
up to two ADUs, either detached or attached, on a single lot. Applicants may also build up to 
two attached ADUs that are not counted as units for density calculations with a middle housing 
project. Note that regulations for ADUs are more restrictive on Goat Hill. 

 Notable development standards: ADUs are limited to 1,200 square feet of gross floor 
area, including garage space. The primary single-family residence is not limited in gross 
floor area beyond the FAR, which is further discussed below.  

 Common development trends: Since expanding allowances in 2020, the number of infill 
projects building ADUs has substantially increased. The primary residences being built 
on lots with ADUs have an average size of approximately 3,200 square feet in Kirkland, 
with either one or two 1,200-square-foot ADUs. Projects are typically designed to 
provide driveways and vehicle access to each unit which can conflict with other 
development standards (tree retention, lot coverage, common open space, setbacks) 
and restrict the site design. Existing homes are sometimes retained when an ADU is 
added within the home or as a detached unit in the backyard, but full redevelopment 
remains the most common approach for ADU development. Attachment 2 includes 
several example site plans that illustrate what these developments commonly look like.  

 Permitting sticking points: Measurement of the 1,200 gross floor area maximum, and the 
site wide FAR can be confusing for applicants and planners to apply. The areas used to 
calculate the unit gross floor area and the area used to calculate the FAR are slightly 
different, with some features being exempted from one calculation and not the other. 
Some developers also believe ADUs should be allowed to be larger than 1,200 square 
feet, and/or that the square footage limitation should not include garages.  

Detached Middle Housing Units 

Other than ADUs, cottages are currently the only detached middle housing type allowed within 
Kirkland.  

 Development standards: Cottages are allowed on all residential lots (except for Goat 
Hill) at a maximum density of either four units per lot (or six units per lot if within ¼-mile 
of a major transit stop) or twice the number of units allowed in the underlying zoning, 
whichever is greater. Cottages are limited in gross floor area to 1,700 square feet each, 
plus 250 square feet for an attached garage, and are subject as well to a site-wide FAR 
maximum. For cottage developments that contain five or more cottages, a common open 
space is required. 

 Common development trends: Cottages are currently the most common form of middle 
housing. The majority of cottage housing projects maximize the allowed gross floor area 
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per unit, rather than maximize the allowed density to fit more units on a site. The most 
common development size is three units, with a couple larger cottage projects containing 
over seven units. It is very rare that a cottage project does not provide an attached 
garage and vehicular access to each unit. Existing homes have occasionally been 
retained as part of cottage developments, but this is not a common approach. 
Attachment 3 includes several example site plans that illustrate what cottage 
developments commonly look like.  

 Permitting sticking points: Many of the initial sticking points during review and permitting 
of cottages have been resolved with past code amendments, but there continues to be 
some confusion around unit gross floor area and site-wide FAR. Cottages do not receive 
the bonuses or exemptions from FAR that other housing types use, which can limit 
development potential. Additionally, the common open space requirement can be 
restrictive for projects and add review time. Site layouts are also constrained by the need 
to accommodate individual or shared driveways serving each unit since most cottage 
units contain their own attached garage. These driveways typically conflict with other 
development standards (tree retention, lot coverage, common open space, setbacks) 
and limit development potential. Some developers also argue that cottages should be 
allowed to exceed 1,700 square feet (or 1,950 square feet, including garages).  

Attached Middle Housing Units 

There are several forms of attached middle housing units that are permitted within Kirkland: 
townhouses, stacked flats, and multiplexes up to six units in size. 

 Notable development standards: Attached middle housing units are allowed on all 
residential lots (except for Goat Hill) at a maximum density of either four units (or six 
units if within ¼-mile of a major transit stop) or twice the number of units allowed with the 
underlying zoning, whichever is greater. Individual attached middle housing units do not 
have gross floor area limitations beyond the sitewide FAR, meaning they can be as large 
as the FAR regulations allow. 

 Common development trends: Prior to the code updates in 2025, the only attached 
middle housing that was permitted were duplexes and triplexes, of which few were 
developed from 2022 until 2025 (see Table 1 above). Since the code update, there has 
not been an increase in permit applications for attached middle housing. Applicants are 
continuing to favor detached middle housing over attached middle housing. Retention of 
existing homes is not common with attached middle housing projects. The City has not 
received applications for the stacked flats housing type in low-density residential zones.

 Permitting sticking points: The few permit applications received for this housing type are 
often maximizing FAR, lot coverage, height, and setbacks, which can add time to permit 
review. The Building Code contains additional restrictions for stacked dwelling units, 
which may be a reason why this housing type is not common. In general, many 
developers opt not to maximize their allowed density by building smaller attached units 
since there is a perception that smaller units are less desirable than larger units 
(particularly stand-alone units). In addition, condominium liability law may be a factor 
discouraging developers from building stacked units.  

Development Standards to Consider Adjusting 

While there are numerous development standards that regulate residential development in low-
density zones, FAR and lot coverage have been identified as particularly relevant to middle 
housing outcomes, where adjustments might present the most opportunity for optimization. As 
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such, staff is providing detailed background on these two standards below. Note that additional 
standards may be discussed more in the future after receiving Council guidance on the desired 
code amendment package. 
 
Floor Area Ratio 

FAR is a development standard that the City applies to residential development within the low-
density residential zones. The intent of this standard is to limit the size, bulk and mass of the 
structures on a lot in proportion to the size of the lot. FAR is calculated on a site-wide basis, 
meaning the floor area of all structures on the property is added together and expressed as a 
percentage of the lot size. The maximum FAR for most low-density residential lots is 50% of the 
lot size; a limited number of zones with relatively high minimum lot sizes have a lower allowed 
FAR. On a typical 7,200-square-foot lot, an owner can construct approximately 3,600 square 
feet of building space (with some exemptions allowing for more building area).  
With the addition of middle housing as a common development type in low density zones, the 
FAR regulations have been modified for different development types. The table below 
summarizes the FAR regulations that apply to each middle housing type and to single-family 
homes, including available bonuses and exemptions.  

Table 2: Floor Area Ratio (FAR) 

Housing Type FAR Standards and Exemptions 

Single-family 
home 

5% FAR bonus available for specified design features 
that reduce visual bulk and mass 

 Standard exemptions include basements, open-covered 
decks/patios, and 100 square feet for internal stairs 

 Floor area with a ceiling height greater than 16 feet is 
counted twice 

Housing Type FAR Standards and Exemptions

Single-family 
home and 
ADU(s) 

Same standard exemptions as single-family homes 

 500-800 square feet of one detached ADU may be 
exempt when located behind the primary residence 

 5% FAR bonus available for specific design features that 
reduce visual bulk and mass 

 Floor area with ceilings over 16 feet counted twice 

Cottages 25 square foot exemption for each cottage with an 
internal staircase 

 Affordable units exempt from FAR 

 Required 64 square foot porch exempt 

Townhouses, 
Stacked Flats, 
Multiplexes 

Affordable units are exempt  

 Same standard exemptions as single-family homes 

 Floor area with ceilings over 16 feet is counted twice 

 5% FAR bonus available for specific design features that 
reduce visual bulk and mass 



 Page 9 of 13 

Based on initial research of middle housing projects, the majority of these developments are 
maximizing the FAR allowed on each site. ADU projects typically maximize the 1,200 square 
foot gross floor area allowance for each ADU, use the applicable ADU FAR exemption, and then 
use the remaining site-wide FAR to construct the primary single-family residence to the 
maximum size allowed. Cottage developments also typically maximize the site-wide FAR in 
addition to maximizing the individual gross floor area allowed for each unit. Under this approach, 
a typical developer will tend to build fewer (but larger) cottage units instead of a larger number 
of smaller cottages.  
 
With the current FAR regulations and exemptions, the purpose and function of the FAR 
calculation are less consistent across the different low-density housing types. For single-family 
homes, ADUs, and attached middle housing, the FAR calculation and exemptions are clearly 
intended to reduce the bulk and mass of structures that are visible from the right-of-way and 
from neighboring properties, as well as incentivize site design and building design that reduce 
the visual perception of massing.  
 
The FAR for cottage projects differs from this approach. Cottage FAR does not include the 
exemptions and incentives for site and building design that reduce the visual perception of 
massing and instead represents a straightforward calculation of the total gross floor area of the 
site. For cottages, FAR primarily limits how much total floor area can be built on a site. This can 
indirectly limit the overall bulk and mass of a development, but the FAR for cottages is not a 
direct measure of the portions of a building that contributes to its perceived bulk and mass, as it 
is for the other housing types. This approach was implemented in part to simplify the regulations 
and permit review for cottage developments by using a single gross floor area calculation. 
 
The different approaches to FAR for cottages and other low-density residential housing types 
provide an opportunity to re-examine the purpose and application of FAR. Some potential 
approaches to revising FAR could include standardizing the calculation across housing types; 
removing the FAR calculation altogether and relying on the lot coverage, setbacks, and height 
to maintain the small residential scale; or utilizing FAR as a tool to control development capacity 
and incentivize certain development outcomes. An example of this latter option would be to tie 
additional FAR on a lot to additional units (e.g., implementing a scaled FAR that increases as 
the number of units on a lot increases). If Council is interested in amending FAR, staff would 
research and explore options in further detail. 
 
Lot Coverage 

Lot coverage is a zoning regulation that limits the amount of hardscaped surface on a lot to 
ensure, ostensibly, that vegetated open space is provided and maintained. As written in the 
Kirkland Zoning Code, the intent of lot coverage is “to limit areas of hardscape, place an 
emphasis on landscaping, and to increase vegetated spaces throughout the City.”6 The lot 
coverage regulation is separate and different from the impervious and pervious calculations for 
surface water but there is overlap in what is included in both calculations. 
 
Currently, the maximum lot coverage for most low-density residential lots is 50% of the lot size, 
with more restrictive regulations in the Holmes Point Overlay. This includes the building 
footprints, driveways, walkways, patios, decks, and any other areas that are not vegetated open 
space.  
 

 
6 https://kirkland.municipal.codes/KZC/115.90  
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Lot coverage could be a development standard that is adjusted to incentivize certain middle 
housing development outcomes, such as allowing additional lot coverage for every additional 
unit that is developed on the site. If Council is interested in amending lot coverage, staff would 
research and explore options in coordination with the Public Works Surface Water team to 
ensure any change to lot coverage would be feasible for builders to implement and is safe for 
the environment. 
 
Potential Code Amendment Options  

Following the scope of this project in the PWP, staff has developed three initial potential code 
amendment packages for Council consideration. The packages have slightly different 
objectives, but there is overlap and individual concepts could be combined or incorporated. The 
concepts identified below are based on initial research and would likely be refined based on 
feedback from Council and the Planning Commission, as well as additional staff research and 
analysis. 
 

1. Streamlining Existing Development Standards 

This option would seek opportunities to simplify permit review and make targeted 
adjustments to development standards to improve consistency and clarity while avoiding 
any major regulatory changes. Potential amendments could include, but would not be 
limited to:  

o Clarifying the calculation for ADU gross floor area;  

o Making FAR exemptions more uniform across different housing types; and/or 

o Removing the 250 square foot allowance for an attached garage for cottages and 
instead allowing the 250 square feet to be included in the overall maximum unit size.  

 
2. General Optimization of Middle Housing Projects 

In addition to the streamlining adjustments in Option 1, this option would focus broadly 
on opportunities to incentivize and optimize middle housing. Code amendments could be 
designed to encourage smaller units, certain housing forms, or more units to be built on 
a property. Potential amendments could include the following: 

o Exempting units below a specific size threshold (such as 1,000 square feet) from 
FAR; 

o Implementing a tiered FAR that increases with each additional unit proposed on a 
site, which could incentivize the development of increased number of units and more 
compact housing units. This could follow one of the methods implemented by a 
neighboring city or the approach included in the Washington State Model Code for 
Middle Housing;7 

o Implementing a tiered lot coverage that increases with each additional unit proposed 
on a site; and/or  

o Removing or reducing the common open space requirement for cottages or 
increasing the current five-unit threshold that triggers common open space 
requirements. Open space alternatives could be explored, such as rooftop deck 
space.  
 

 
7 https://deptofcommerce.app.box.com/s/hx0itq9b0a3nwefm9lm9wcxqtz9dzsf3  
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3. Incentivizing Retention of Existing Homes and Age-friendly Housing

Staff has received feedback from community members that the middle housing being 
developed in Kirkland—with bedrooms on different floors and vertical construction—is 
not conducive to aging in place and is not favorable to families with young children. The 
community has also expressed a desire for more efforts to be made to preserve older 
housing (particularly single-story, rambler-style housing that tends to be more affordable 
and conducive to aging in place) while also allowing infill development to occur.  

This option would focus on opportunities to incentivize the retention of existing homes 
and encourage other age-friendly housing types. Kirkland has a large amount of older 
housing stock, some of which is smaller and single-level and may be well suited for 
aging in place. This package could explore code adjustments that make it easier to 
retain existing homes within middle housing projects, which could help preserve homes 
with historic value and reduce the environmental impacts associated with new 
construction.  

This package could also explore incentives for developing other single-level accessible 
housing types, particularly stacked flats. Stacked flats, particularly when they are located 
on the ground floor, or accessible by elevators, are favorable for aging in place and 
families with young children because their living spaces and bedrooms exist on one 
floor, reducing the need to walk up and down stairways. Consistent with the limited 
project scope of this focused optimization project, amendments could include the 
following:  

o Exempting retained homes from density, lot coverage, and/or FAR calculations; 

o Providing setback flexibility to make it more feasible to retain existing residences 
while allowing the remainder of the site to be accessed and developed; and/or 

o Increasing lot coverage, FAR, and potentially other development allowances for 
stacked flat projects.  

(Note: increasing height would likely provide a more direct incentive for the 
development of stacked flats, but modifications to height standards are currently 
outside the scope of this project.) 

 
This third package of amendments could also support Kirkland’s commitments to AARP’s 
Network of Age-Friendly States and Communities, a consortium that the City joined in 2025. 
  

4. Take no action until the broader middle housing optimization project in 2028, when 
issues such as height allowances and reduced setbacks could be considered.  
 
Making these focused changes may not encourage developers to construct more middle 
housing in the near term.  Developers who track the City’s Planning Work Program may 
choose to wait until more permissive amendments such as height are evaluated.  
Council may conclude it is better to wait and defer these ideas until consideration of a 
more comprehensive package in 2028.  

Development Community Input 

Staff has not conducted community outreach specific to this project but has received two 
resources from Master Builders of King and Snohomish Counties (MBAKS) that are applicable 
to middle housing optimization. Attachment 4 includes the Middle Housing Barriers and 
Solutions document, and Attachment 5 includes the Housing Toolkit document. These 
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documents identify a range of barriers to housing production, including those that affect middle 
housing, and offer strategies to reduce or remove those barriers. In addition to FAR and lot 
coverage standards, these documents also identify utility requirements, right-of-way 
improvements, setbacks and height standards, curb cut restrictions, tree retention requirements, 
lack of uniformity in development regulations across jurisdictions, along with many others, as 
potential barriers to housing production.  
 
With this Middle Housing Focused Optimization project, some of these barriers may be able to 
be addressed, such as lack of uniformity across jurisdictions, as well as FAR and lot coverage 
restrictions. Many of the other items are more consequential and could potentially be explored 
and addressed with the broader middle housing optimization project in 2028 when optimization 
will be analyzed more comprehensively. 
 
Community Input 

As noted above, staff has not conducted community outreach specific to this project. However, 
general feedback that staff and Council have received regarding middle housing (beyond the 
aging-in-place concerns noted above) has included concerns about increased on-street parking 
and pedestrian access, logistical challenges with garbage collection, and the general increase in 
residential density and its potential impact on trees and infrastructure.  
 
Some residents have also expressed general support for middle housing in the City and 
approve of the progress the City has made increasing middle housing production since 2020.  
 
As scoped on the adopted Planning Work Program, the timeline for this focused optimization 
project (focusing on minor adjustments) was not intended to include a significant amount of time 
devoted to community engagement; however, this can be adjusted with Council direction. 
 
Questions for Council 

1. Does Council have a preferred code amendment option or combination of options for 
this focused optimization project? 

2. Are there additional code amendment options Council would like staff to explore?  

3. What types of data would Council like to see as part of this project? 

4. What level and type of public outreach would Council like staff to pursue for this project? 
 

NEXT STEPS:

With feedback from Council, staff will begin researching and collecting data on the topics and 
incentives that Council is interested in. Staff will conduct outreach to the development 
community and other organizations or community members identified by staff, Council, or the 
Planning Commission, and work with the Commission to develop code amendments options for 
Council to consider to optimize middle housing production. 
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Middle Housing Barriers & Solutions
Prepared by Master Builders Association of King and Snohomish Counties

OVERVIEW
Everyone deserves a place to call home, and that starts with making it possible to 
build more homes. Middle housing reform expands opportunity, but its impact 
depends on local implementation. 

Barriers vary jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and they add up. Codes, development 
regulations, fees, and site requirements that may seem modest on their own 
collectively make middle housing infeasible to build. 

Master Builders Association of King and Snohomish Counties (MBAKS) has 

action, many can be addressed through local policy and implementation.

MBAKS’s overarching recommendation is straightforward: keep it simple. The 
easier, faster, and more predictable it is to build, the more likely homes will pencil 
and get built. Policies that add cost, time, or uncertainty reduce supply and worsen 
affordability. The most effective housing policies do the opposite: they allow more 

This document is a practical resource to support our shared goal: more homes, 
better outcomes, and policies that make housing possible.
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UTILITIES & INFRASTRUCTURE

Mandates to underground utilities

Requiring underground utilities is often 
very expensive and can delay projects 
by as much as a year.

Do not mandate undergrounding of utilities when 

Establish clear criteria for when the requirement 
should not apply and adopt exemptions to 

See Electric Service, p. 21 of 
Department of Commerce's Guidance for 

Guidance").

Infrastructure limitations/water and
sewer standards

Policies that limit access to water and 
sewer or impose excessive utility 
connection costs prevent properties
from being developed for middle 
housing.

Funding mechanisms for infrastructure, beyond 
the direct impacts of proposed projects, should 
be broad-based. Ensure regulations and policies 
related to infrastructure are updated to facilitate 
— not inhibit — development of middle housing.
See Water and Sewer, p. 11.

Inconsistent utility meter
requirements

Utility meter requirements vary across 
jurisdictions, creating unpredictability 
for building middle housing.

Allow independently metered utilities (water, 

in selecting utility hook-up points on-site. 

For ADUs, allow shared sewer infrastructure on-
site with a single connection to the main, 
reducing unnecessary cost without 
compromising function. See Utilities and 
Easements, p. 16.

Excessive frontage and right-of-way
improvements or unreasonable
off-site improvements such as ADA
curb cuts

Frontage and right-of-way 
improvements — such as sidewalks, 
curbs, and street widening — and 
requiring additional curb cuts/ramps 

development. 

Create targeted exemptions for small-
projects so it is feasible for builders to deliver 

development. 

Reduce costs to create middle housing by 
waiving or greatly reducing street improvement 
requirements. See Public Street Improvements, 

p. 18.
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ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATIONS

Tree codes and retention requirements

Overly restrictive tree retention or 
replacement requirements can limit 
housing. Codes lacking clear and objective 
standards increase cost and delay, 
presenting too much risk for builders to 
proceed.

Adopt with a “right tree, 
right place” approach that is simple, 
predictable, and based on clear and objective 
criteria. 

We can have both trees and housing. Ensure 
tree retention and replacement standards 
support middle housing. See MBAKS's Tree 
Codes and Housing.

Critical Areas Regulations/excessive
buffer requirements

Overly large buffers can take buildable lots
off the table. Many small lots simply lack 
space for effective on-site mitigation, 
reducing housing supply.

Establish buffer widths for streams and 
wetlands that are consistent with Best 

widths, vegetation standards, and mitigation 
pathways to reduce ambiguity and improve 
predictability. 

averaging, into local critical areas regulations, 

diversity without compromising critical area 
functions.

BUILDING CODE & SITE DESIGN

Engineering and design standards not
aligned with middle housing

Engineering and design standards that are 
not aligned with middle housing can create 

, adding time and cost during 
project review.

Ensure that regulations and design standards 
are aligned with middle housing policies to 
facilitate, not inhibit, development.

Uniformity in road standards would help 
middle housing be built more consistently 
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Excessive road widths add cost and reduce 
on-site density, undermining middle 
housing feasibility.

allowing internal roads to be private with 

requirements are met. Ensure codes work 
together to enable rear-lot access. See Road 
and Fire Access Requirements, 
p. 19.

Expand the use of private road access and 
avoid placing caps on the number of homes 

for site layouts, reduce costs, and support 
housing diversity.

Curb cut restrictions

Not allowing individual curb cuts for 
driveway access can limit marketability 
and reduce the feasibility of middle 
housing projects.

for curb cuts where 
appropriate to enable access, improve site 
design, and support feasible middle housing 
projects.

Floor Area Ratio (FAR), lot coverage, and
other height/bulk/scale requirements

FAR, lot coverage, and other height, bulk, 

density and the number of homes 
produced.

Modernize FAR, height, bulk, and scale 
requirements so they facilitate rather than 
impede development of middle housing and 
ensure they are consistent across 
jurisdictions. See Department of Commerce's 

Ordinances, § 7.G.3 (Dimensional Standards), p. 
47 for recommended exclusions.

Design standards

Design standards imposing restrictive 
rules on height, setbacks, lot coverage, 
parking, and architectural elements add
cost and complexity, making projects 
infeasible.

Avoid design review where possible. Where it 
exists, ensure it is streamlined, time-limited, 
and based on clear, objective standards — as 
required by RCW 36.70A.630. Design 
regulations should support feasible middle 
housing development.

State Building Code limitations

Constant code update cycles add cost and 
uncertainty. Also, structures with three or 
more units fall under the International 
Building Code (IBC) and are subject to 
more extensive and costly standards than 

Support state legislation that limits frequent 
building code updates — such as HB 2141 —
to stabilize construction costs and improve 
affordability. Align building codes so middle 
housing of up to six units can be built under 
IRC standards, reducing complexity and cost.
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one-or two-unit structures, which fall 
under the International Residential Code 
(IRC). 

Fire sprinkler mandates

single-family and middle housing add cost 
without clear, demonstrated safety 

Requiring and maintaining smoke alarms, 
alongside public education of their 
importance, remains the most practical and 

See 
MBAKS's Fire Sprinklers in Single-Family 
Homes: Legal and Policy Considerations for 
Housing and Fire Safety.

PROCESS

Permitting delays

Long, unpredictable permit timelines
increase carrying costs, create uncertainty, 
and undermine housing feasibility.

Local jurisdictions should adopt measures to 
expedite permitting processes, such as 
providing for administrative approval of 
preliminary plats as authorized by RCW 
58.17.095 and allowing concurrent review of 
construction/engineering plans for a 
subdivision while the preliminary plat 
application is being reviewed/approved. 

At the state level, support legislation to 
extend clear and objective design and 
development standards to all development 
regulations, improving predictability and 

See MBAKS's Legal Requirements 
for Objective Development Regulations: 
Providing Clarity in Local Codes.

Local jurisdictions improperly
conducting substantive analysis in
making determinations of completeness
on applications

Jurisdictions should not apply substantive 
review when determining application 
completeness. Doing so creates 

With the passage of HB 2418 in 2026, local 
jurisdictions should immediately review and 
update permit intake practices to ensure 
completeness determinations are based solely 
on checklist compliance. See MBAKS's Legal 
Brief: What Local Jurisdictions Can and Cannot 
Do in Making a Determination of Completeness.
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unnecessary delays and added steps in the 
permit process.

Unpredictable cultural resources
requirements add delay and uncertainty

In 2026, the Legislature authorized 
funding to develop a model code on 
cultural resources. These model code 
efforts could expand review and 
consultation requirements, as well as 
permit timelines, if not carefully calibrated.

Before adding new requirements, 
policymakers should identify gaps in current 
processes. Cultural resource review should be 
clear, consistent, and time-bound.

Lack of streamlined administrative unit
lot subdivision (ULS) process

SB 5559 provides a statewide framework
for implementing clear, administrative ULS 
processes to improve predictability and 

is not until July 2027.

Encourage early implementation of SB 5559
to expand housing options sooner than the 
required deadline. Timely local adoption will 
be critical to supporting middle housing. See 
MBAKS's Unit Lot Subdivisions (ULS): 
Expanding Homeownership Options Across 
Washington.

FEES

Mandatory Housing Affordability
(MHA)/inclusionary zoning fees

Mandatory inclusionary zoning (IZ)
programs and fees raise constitutional 
issues under Supreme Court rulings 
requiring a showing of a “nexus” and 
“rough proportionality.” They also 
undermine middle housing homeownership 
opportunities by adding to the cost of new 
housing, often making it infeasible to build.
This is especially true when these fees are 
added on top of other costs to build, such 
as impact fees.

Oppose unfunded mandatory inclusionary 
zoning fees. Cities should instead adopt 
voluntary, incentive-based strategies to 
facilitate more housing choices.

Funding for affordable housing should be 
broad-based. See MBAKS's press release "New 
Reports Show Local Policies Undermine 
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Excessive and redundant review fees

These create unnecessary cost barriers to 
adding more housing choices.

Reduce the cost of middle housing by waiving 
or lowering permit, impact, and utility 
connection fees and general facilities charges. 
Oppose increases that add to housing costs.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

Lack of uniformity across jurisdictions

A patchwork of local rules creates 
unnecessary barriers, driving up costs and 
making it harder and more expensive to 
build homes.

Encourage cross-jurisdictional collaboration 
to create more uniform, simple codes. 
Consistent implementation of middle housing 
standards reduces risk and lowers barriers to 
entry.

Arbitrary requirements

Arbitrary requirements that add time, cost, 
or complexity without clear purpose 
increase risk and can prevent middle 
housing projects from moving forward.

Encourage cities to “keep it simple.”
The easier and more cost-effective it is to 
build middle housing, the more likely it is to be 
built, and the more attainable it will be for 
those looking for a place to call home.

Higher minimum densities than what the
market will support

Mandating density beyond what the 
market supports can stop projects 
altogether, ensuring feasible housing gets 
replaced with no housing.

Ensure zoning and local code provides enough 

Uncertainty caused by Covenants,
Conditions & Restrictions (CC& Rs) that
predate the effective date of HB 1110

C may exist between legacy CC&Rs 
and updated zoning under HB 1110. Older 
private restrictions can limit density and 
create uncertainty for middle housing 
implementation.

Be aware of the enforceability of restrictive 
covenants predating HB 1110. See MBAKS's 
Legal Brief: Enforceability of Restrictive 
Covenants Predating HB 1110 — Overview. See 
also MRSC's "Covenants and Zoning" for 
additional background on private covenants 
and local zoning.
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MBAKS HOUSING POLICY FILTER

Everyone deserves a place to call home. That starts with making it possible to build 
more homes.

Housing outcomes are driven by feasibility. MBAKS’s Housing Policy Filter provides 
a quick, practical way to evaluate whether a policy, code, fee, or process change will 
meaningfully increase or decrease housing supply.

A simple test for any policy, code, fee, or process change:

Does it add cost, time, unpredictability,
or reduce the number of homes that
can be built?

Every added cost has real impact.  For every $1,000 
home price increase, 982 households are priced out in 
the Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue Metro area. 1

Cost: Does this increase costs (fees, requirements, delays) or reduce the 
number of homes that can be built?

Time: Will this lengthen permitting or approval timelines? 

Certainty: Does this introduce discretion, risk, or unpredictability? 

Complexity:  Does this add unnecessary steps or complication? 

Everyone deserves a place to call home.
To get there, we need policies that make housing possible, not harder to build.
More homes. Better outcomes. Smart policy makes both possible.

1 Zhao, N. (2026, February 2). Households Being Priced Out of the Housing Market. NAHB. 
https://www.nahb.org/news-and-economics/housing-economics/housings-economic-impact/households-priced-
out-by-higher-house-prices-and-interest-rates 

decreases 
supply
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