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Affordable Housing 
Options and Incentives  
 
 
 

There is no denying that many communities are struggling to 
accommodate their fair share of housing during California’s record 
housing crisis. While the cause of the housing shortage is 
multifaceted, it is widely agreed that tax structures, high land 
costs, and high construction costs all play a role. This shortage 
has driven home prices and rents to unprecedented levels 
throughout the State. Coupled with an ever-increasing 
population, the housing shortage is at the forefront of issues faced 
by California communities.  

Overview 

Despite the multitude California laws aimed at increasing 
affordable housing stock, the housing crisis has prompted many 
communities to find their own innovative solutions. Through its 
Zoning Ordinance; Community, Area, and Specific Plans; and 
General Plan, Madera County has a unique opportunity to revisit 
existing development policies that can act as barriers to housing 
development and adopt new policies that increase affordable 
housing stock. 

This paper provides an overview of potential strategies the County 
can implement to increase affordable housing stock. These 
strategies include support for cohousing communities, policies 
and regulations that encourage missing middle housing 
development, adoption of new objective design standards for 
multi-family residential developments, and support of accessory 
dwelling units (ADUs). Many communities have found one or more 
of these strategies to be effective in increasing affordable housing 
opportunities. 

Cohousing Communities 
Cohousing is a community-oriented style of multi-family 
residential development that emphasizes the value of private 
homes and the advantages of shared public spaces. Typically, this 
style of housing is found in more urban communities. However, 
cohousing communities could be appropriate on larger lots within 
the County, or within concentrated unincorporated communities. 
The physical design of a cohousing community encourages both 
social connection and individual space. Private homes contain all 
the features of conventional homes; however, residents also have 
access to extensive common amenities and spaces. These spaces 
typically include a common house with a large kitchen and dining 
room, laundry, and recreational areas, open space, gardens, and 
parking. Neighbors use these spaces to play together, cook for 
one another, share tools, and work collaboratively. Common 
property is managed and maintained by community members, 
typically through a homeowner’s association (HOA). 
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Cohousing developments are established around three 
principles that make them unique from traditional 
neighborhoods and multi-family residential developments. 
They emphasize growing the community, increasing 
sustainability, and aging successfully. Most cohousing 
developments are designed to foster intergenerational 
connectivity, offering opportunities to live among people at all 
stages of life. These developments are often designed as 
attached or detached single-family homes clustered around a 
courtyard or a pedestrian walkway. Most cohousing 
developments contain between 20 to 40 units. 

Communities struggling with affordable housing supply have 
found cohousing developments to be a viable solution. Unlike 
traditional multi-family residential development projects, 
cohousing developments tend to be smaller in footprint. The 
smaller footprint is due to the compact design of the housing 
and the establishment of shared open spaces in lieu of private 
open space. Consequently, homes within cohousing 
developments tend to be more affordable than similar housing 
options. 

Missing Middle Housing 
The term “missing middle housing” describes a residential 
design concept aimed at stimulating the development of 
residential building types that are affordable to middle-income 
families. Missing middle housing is the range of multi-unit or 
clustered housing types between single-family houses and 
larger apartment buildings. These include duplexes and other 
multiplexes, courtyard apartments, bungalow courts, 
townhouses, and small apartment buildings. Unlike other types 
of buildings that contain multiple units, missing middle building 
types are compatible in scale with single-family homes. The 
goal of the missing middle housing concept is to help address 
the increasing demand for walkable communities, respond to 
shifting household and population demographics, and facilitate 
the development of more housing choices at affordable price 
points. 

The term “middle” refers to the affordability levels associated 
with housing. Missing middle types of housing are a great 
option for middle-income families who do not qualify for 
subsidies. Missing middle housing continues to play a role in 
providing homes that are “affordable by design” to the middle-
income market. This type of housing is labeled “missing” 
because little has been built in the past 30 to 40 years 
nationwide due to barriers and disincentives created by land 
use policies and zoning regulations. Most frequent barriers 
include maximum density and parking requirements. 

 

 

What Does Cohousing 
Look Like? 

 

 

 

Cohousing communities vary 
in size, design, layout, and 
number of housing units. 
Traditionally, private homes 
are built around a central open 
space or courtyard. 

 

 

Photos from top to bottom: Frogsong 
Cohousing in Cotati, Nevada City 
Cohousing in Nevada City, and Wolf Creek 
Lodge Cohousing in Grass Valley. 
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Planning and zoning standards in most communities across the 
United States are based on allowed density (dwelling units per 
acres or the square footage of the parcel required for each unit). 
This traditional approach to zoning works against the creation of 
smaller, more affordable units and encourages developers to build 
the largest units allowed to maximize profits. This often leads to 
high-end housing units affordable to only upper income families. 
Realizing these barriers, many communities have found multiple 
strategies to address the missing middle housing concept. These 
strategies include: the creation of higher density zoning standards 
and a broader range of residential land use designations in 
General Plans. These strategies are summarized below. 

Creation of Missing Zoning Districts 

Typical residential zoning districts allow a maximum height of 35 
feet for one- and two-unit residential developments and 50 feet 
for multi-unit developments. These maximum height 
requirements leave out a wide variety of lower intensity multi-
family residential building types. Many communities have found 
adding one or two new zoning districts specifically allowing 
duplexes, courtyard apartments, bungalow courts, townhouses, 
and small apartment buildings with varying maximum height 
standards to be advantageous. One challenge to this solution is 
where to locate these new zones. Often, missing middle housing 
is most viable in areas currently zoned for single family homes, 
or along corridors and collectors traditionally zoned for 
commercial uses. 

New General Plan Land Use Designations 

Most General Plan Housing Elements and land-use designations 
assume that high density is synonymous with larger building 
types. This results in limiting where higher density uses are 
located, due to potential community opposition about 
incompatible, higher density development. This can often 
complicate the delivery of missing middle housing with similar 
densities by making it economically infeasible. One solution is to 
create future land use designation and categories that are 
encourage missing middle housing that allow higher densities, 
require minimum densities, and allow smaller homes to achieve 
those densities. 

Multi-Family Residential Development Objective 
Design Standards 
The housing shortage has prompted California to enact new laws 
requiring counties, cities, and towns to streamline housing 
approval by establishing a by-right, ministerial approval process 
for multi-family residential development. California State Senate 
Bill 35 (Government Code Section 65913.4), which went into  

 

 

 

Missing Middle 
Housing Types 

Missing Middle Housing policies 
encourage the development of 
housing options between 
traditional single-family homes 
and the higher intensity 
apartments. These options 
include fourplexes, live/work 
units, townhomes, and 
courtyard housing. 
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effect on January 1, 2018, was part of a comprehensive bill 
package aimed at addressing the State’s housing shortage and 
high costs. SB 35 requires the availability of a streamlined 
ministerial approval process for multi-family residential 
developments in jurisdictions that have not yet made sufficient 
progress toward meeting their regional housing need allocation 
(RHNA). 

Included in the streamlining process, communities are required 
to establish objective design standards for multi-family 
residential development. SB 35 defines an objective design 
standard as one that involves "no personal or subjective 
judgment by a public official and is uniformly verifiable by 
reference to an external and uniform benchmark or criterion 
available and knowable by both the development applicant… 
and the public official prior to submittal." Key to ministerial 
approval is the replacement of subjective design guidelines and 
discretionary review with objective standards and ministerial 
approval. Through zoning ordinances and adopted area and 
specific plans, communities are beginning to revisit existing 
design guidelines, convert any subjective multi-family 
residential guidelines to design standards, and create new 
standards that further enhance the community’s character. 

Many design guidelines contain subjective language. That is, they 
offer recommendations for design rather than requirements. This 
results in the need for interpretation and discretion in applying a 
particular standard for project review. Under the SB 35 definition 
of objective standards, many of these standards could be 
considered subjective. Typical subjective language includes 
terms such as “should,” “encourage,” “community character.”  
Use of these terms requires interpretation and is not verifiable 
by reference to known criteria. Take the following standards from 
the 2013 Gunner Ranch West Specific Plan for example: 

9.2.1 – Design Theme. Community elements including 
roadways, parks, trails, entryways/monumentation, and all 
community facilities should have a consistent look and/or 
design to help create a clear and meaningful community 
identity. 

9.2.3 – Streetscapes. To offer adequate shade, maintain the 
project character, and provide a protective buffer to 
pedestrians utilizing sidewalks, plant appropriate trees 
along streets. 

The underlined and italicized words in the above examples 
contain subjective language. These words result in standards 
and guidelines that are vague and subject to interpretation. 

 

Options for Alternative 
Design Standards 
According to SB 35, the County 
must establish a by-right 
multifamily residential 
development process. If a 
project applicant complies with 
the objective design standards 
(as well as all zoning and other 
related requirements), the 
County must approve the project 
through a staff-level 
administrative process with no 
public review or hearing. For a 
project to be eligible under SB 
35, it must meet the following 
criteria: 

Provide a level of affordability 

Be located on an infill site 

Meet wage requirements 

Comply with General Plan and 
Zoning provisions 

Comply with locational and 
demolition restrictions 

However, if an applicant prefers 
project design features that vary 
from the objective standards, 
they would still have the option 
to seek approval through the 
County’s discretionary review 
process. 
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  For the County to be consistent with State law, guidelines will have to be 
modified with objective language. The following are examples of how the 
above standards could be modified to be objective. 

9.2.1 – Design Theme. Community elements including roadways, parks, 
trails, entryways/monumentation, and all community facilities shall 
utilize the same color pallets and fenestration as the surrounding 
development.  

9.2.3 – Streetscapes. Trees shall be planted every 10 feet along streets 
to offer shade and provide a physical barrier to pedestrians utilizing 
sidewalks. 

Additional Objective Design Standards 

Based on a review of the County’s existing design standards and 
guidelines, there are multiple areas that standards could be developed to 
further the County’s streamlining efforts for multi-family residential 
projects. These areas include standards for: 

• Mixed-use building design 
• Structure and development color pallet 
• Building materials 
• Fenestration 
• Roofing types 
• Structure massing 
• Signage 
• Pedestrian amenities 
• Lighting style standards 

Example objective design standards for multi-family developments could 
include: 

Landscaping. Vegetation (i.e., bushes, shrubs, flowers) shall be 
maintained at a height of no more than three feet when located 
adjacent to pedestrian pathways and building facades and placed in 
such a manner that does not obstruct lighting. 

Drainpipes. Drainpipes, parapets, and ledges shall not be located near 
windows, corridors, and balconies. If such placement is unavoidable, 
the features shall face parking lots, public spaces, and roads. 

Lighting. Pedestrian pathways, elevator lobbies, parking areas, 
stairwells, and other common areas shall have a minimum illumination 
level of 0.5 foot-candles at the walking surface to illuminate any level 
or walking condition changes. 

Accessory Dwelling Units 
In recent years, California signed into law multiple bills expanding the ability 
for homeowners to construct accessory dwelling units (ADUs) on their 
properties. ADUs, small structures that are typically under 1,000 square feet, 
have historically been difficult to construct due to strict regulatory 
requirements imposed by cities and counties. With the passage of these 
laws, California requires communities to waive or substantially reduce many 



 

  
      AFFORDABLE HOUSING| October 2020 6 

 of the regulatory requirements previously required for the 
construction for ADUs (i.e., impact fees, setbacks, parking 
standards). 
 
As of January 1, 2020, homeowners are now permitted two ADUs 
on a single-family zoned property, either in the form of a detached 
or attached ADU, and a Junior ADU (JADU). A detached or attached 
ADU can either be a standalone unit, an addition to a home, or a 
converted garage. A JADU consists of a converted bedroom in an 
existing dwelling that shall include a separate entrance and 
kitchenette facility. JADUs are not required to have a separate 
restroom. 

Additionally, ADUs can now be added to multi-family dwellings. 
Portions of existing multi-family structures that are not used as 
livable space, such as storage rooms, garages, carports, 
mechanical rooms, attics, or basements can now be converted to 
ADUs under the new State laws. At least one ADU can be created 
through this method and up to 25 percent of the existing unit 
count. 

To further streamline the submittal and approval process, some 
communities have created an ADU pre-approval program. As part 
of this program, communities provide homeowners a list of 
preapproved ADU construction plans. Because the community has 
already reviewed the plans, the homeowner would only have to 
apply and receive a building permit prior to construction. This 
streamlined process reduces the submittal and approval process 
for both the municipality and homeowner. 

Conclusion 
There is no single solution to the affordable housing shortage. 
Many communities, specifically rural communities, tasked with 
increasing affordable housing stock are feeling the stress now 
more than ever. Despite this, there are a multitude of new and 
innovative strategies communities are implementing to help 
combat the crisis. As communities grapple with high housing costs 
and shortages, what is clear is that cooperation and coordination 
among government, private developers, and individuals at all 
income levels is required.  

Through the Zoning Ordinance, Specific Plans, and General Plan, 
the County of Madera can encourage development through the 
strategies outlined in this paper. Whether through one or a 
combination of these strategies, they will help the County reduce 
barriers and encourage the development of affordable housing 
during this housing crisis. 

 

 

 


