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ARCA supports many of the ostensible goals of recent proposals to loosen the 
requirements for ADUs in Arlington County, e.g., to support aging-in-place and to 
provide more affordable rentals.  However, we are very concerned that the proposal goes 
too far, particularly in order to encourage detached ADUs, without adequate 
consideration of the potential negative impact on the quality-of-life in, and the character 
of, our many unique, single-family residential neighborhoods.  In addition, we are 
concerned that the County has failed to reach out to and adequately inform and engage 
potentially affected neighborhoods and communities about this initiative and strongly 
recommend that the County do so before finalizing and adopting any proposed significant 
changes to the existing ADU regulations.   

 
Specifically, we have concerns about many of the implications of allowing 

detached ADUs.  For example, increased height limits and decreased requirements for 
setbacks from property lines may permit intrusion on adjacent property owners.  We 
submit that no ADU should be located closer than 5 feet from a property line, be taller 
than 15 feet, contain more than 800 square feet, or have any windows facing next door 
residences without privacy fencing or equivalent landscaping.  And we submit that 
regulations applicable to detached ADUs should explicitly ensure that all building code 
and existing lot coverage provisions are fully met, and that off-street parking be 
guaranteed for ADU occupants in addition to that currently available to the property 
owner. 

 
Our concerns about the potential negative impact on the character of our single-

family residential neighborhoods stem in part from our belief that the temptation to 
maximize the income potential of their detached ADUs will eventually induce owners to 
convert them into short-term rentals, akin to, if not in fact, AirB&Bs.  Consider, for 
example, the eventual sale of a property with a detached ADU that was originally 
approved for use by a caregiver in the case of an elderly property owner, and where the 
new owner is looking for a source of revenue to enable coverage of the mortgage 
payments.  While the County might require all occupants of ADUs to have executed 
leases of some specified duration (e.g., six months) to obviate this problem, and to house 
no more than two related persons, enforcing the requirement might, as a practical matter, 
turn out to be virtually impossible.  Moreover, ADUs, particularly those that are 
detached, may have unintended effects on property values, not only on owners’ 
properties, but also on adjacent properties whose single-family character and appeal may 

 



well be eroded.  We submit that the potential long-term impact of detached ADUs has yet 
to be studied and fully understood and appreciated both by County staff and  homeowners 
in existing single-family neighborhoods, who potentially might be most affected. 

  
For these reasons, we urge the County to delay approval of any ADU policy 

changes in order both to reach out to potentially affected neighborhoods and educate 
homeowners about how new provisions might impact the character of their 
neighborhoods, as well as to enable County staff to research the impact ADUs have had 
on communities similar to our own in other parts of the Country.   Finally, in the event 
the County should instead insist on proceeding to adopt some new, more relaxed ADU 
regulations, at a bare minimum we would urge it to retain the current limit on the annual 
number of ADU permits granted (28) until such time as it can more accurately assess the 
impact of those newly constructed ADUs in light of the various concerns we have just 
touched upon herein, together with those raised by others, as well as those no one has yet 
envisioned but that may surface with greater ADU experience, particularly with detached 
ADUs, which will better inform the County going forward.   

 


