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Case Study 1
Small Lot Homes



Los Angeles is the second-largest city in the United States. It 
is a multicultural city known as the hub of the entertainment 
industry and a center of arts, culture, and fashion. Similar to 
other cosmopolitan cities like Vancouver and Sydney, housing 
affordability has been a challenge for Los Angeles for several 
decades. In 1999, the Los Angeles city council established 
the Housing Crisis Task Force in response to the city’s severe 
affordable housing shortage. Thousands of affordable housing 
units were being demolished every year to make way for more 
luxurious homes, and the nearly built-out city did not have 
the land to accommodate new housing developments. In the 
months that followed, the task force released a report strongly 
recommending that Los Angeles increase the availability and 
production of affordable housing through innovative land use 
strategies. 

In response to the call to action, the Los Angeles City Planning 
Department developed a proposal that would permit the 
subdivision of lots located within existing multifamily 

Front view photo of small lot development. 
Credit: Cullen Street Homes designed by Modative Inc. Architects.
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and commercial zones to develop fee-simple, detached 
townhomes exempt from typical homeowner’s association 
requirements. In 2005, the city passed the proposal into law, 
and the Small Lot Subdivision Ordinance was born.  

Since the City of Los Angeles passed ordinance, small lot 
projects have been developed in neighborhoods across the city. 
As of November 2013, over 160 subdivision cases had been 
filed, resulting in the approval of over 1,500 individual lots. In 
2014, as a result of public and private feedback, the City of Los 
Angeles released a modification of their design guidelines to 
improve the integration of new small lot developments within 
established neighbourhoods.

Detached townhomes have 2 
or more floors and an exterior 
entrance. However unlike 
traditional townhomes, they are 
structurally independent and do 
not share common walls. Instead 
they have a 6inch (or more) 
separation that may be covered 
by flashing.

The Small Lot Subdivision (Townhome) Ordinance is an 
amendment to the Los Angeles Municipal Code. It allows for the 
subdivision of multi-family and commercially zoned properties 
into small single-family or townhome style lots that enable 
ownership of fee simple homes. Intended as infill development 
and an alternative to the traditional suburban single-family 
subdivisions, small lot homes have undersized lot areas with 
compact housing footprints and reduced setbacks, frontages 
and open space.

The Small Lot Subdivision (Townhome) 
Ordinance

Structural Independence - Flashing detail over two separate walls 
Credit: Cullen Street Homes designed by Modative Inc. Architects.
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Demographic • First-time homeowners, young professionals and retirees

Zones • R2, RD, R3, R4, R5, RAS, and C  (Multifamily and 
Commercial)

Minimum lot size • 600 sq ft and 16 ft wide
• Small lots may be irregularly shaped

Number of units
• Dependant on the dwelling unit requirements established by 

the underlying zone.
• Typically 3 to 6 homes are developed per lot.

Average unit size • 1000 – 1500 sq ft

Height

• Building-to-height ratio of 1:4. 
• Buildings should have a height of at least ¼ of the width of 

the roadway. For example, on a 100-foot wide street, an 
appropriate building height would be 25 ft

Open space 
requirements

• All structures on a lot may not occupy more than 80 percent 
of the lot area.

• Exceptions are allowed if the tract or parcel map provides 
common open space equivalent to 20 percent of the lot area 
of each lot not meeting the 80 percent requirement.

Setbacks

• A 5-foot setback is required between the subdivision and 
adjoining properties. 

• There are no yard or setback requirements along alleys, 
streets, or between lots within the approved subdivision. 

Parking • 2 garaged parking spaces are required per unit
• The spaces need not be located on the same lot. 

Separation of units • Small lot homes must be structurally independent, with no 
shared foundations or common walls. 

Tenure • Fee-simple ownership
• No homeownership association (HOA) required

Approval process • 17 steps and a number of multi-departmental approvals in 
order to obtain a final building permit.

The Small Lot Subdivision (Townhome) Ordinance
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Benefits

1. Fee-simple homeownership for traditionally condominium-style housing 

The Small Lot Ordinance allows buyers to own the land and the structure, rather than just a 
percentage of shared space (as in a condominium project). The land is subdivided and each 
unit built on a separate lot. While easements for shared pathways and driveways may be 
necessary, there are no common walls or foundations and therefore the units are not subject 
to strata fees. 

2. Incentivize construction on underutilized lots

Although small lot developments do not technically increase zoning density, they are usually 
built on underutilized lots, thereby increasing the number of units made available to the 
public.

3. Increase diversity of housing options for purchase

Home ownership options have traditionally been limited to single-family homes on 5,000 sq 
foot lots or condominiums. The Small Lot Ordinance extends this ownership option to include 
townhomes, row houses, and other types of infill housing typically only available for rent.



Challenges and Drawbacks

1. No demonstrated use in single-family neighbourhoods

The Small Lot Ordinance is restricted to use in commercial and multi-family zoned areas. While 
this form of infill development could be appropriate for some single-family neighbourhoods, it 
is unlikely that such a development would ever come to pass. Single-family neighbourhoods 
in Los Angeles are strongly defended and protected from densification.  

2. Inadequate public consultation

The minimum consultation required was applied to the development of the Small Lot Ordinance. 
Despite having significant implications for communities in the City, public consultation was 
restricted to a few council meetings. The impact of this was that many homeowners were 
caught off guard by the policy and frustrated with its wide reaching scope. For many, despite 
living in a home on a property zoned for commercial and multi-family units, the area shared 
the typology and residential character of a typical single-family neighbourhood.

3. Takes too long to implement 

Implementing small lot developments can still be challenging for developers. First, subdividing 
land for small lot development can take up to a year (or longer), making the entitlement 
process complicated, time consuming, and costly. A complicated permitting process can 
significantly delay projects. Developers applying for permits in the city of Los Angeles must 
go through approximately 17 steps and a number of multi-departmental approvals in order to 
obtain a final building permit. 

4. Parking requirements are too high

Despite locating developments on throughways and in mixed-use areas, the parking 
requirements mimic those of single-family zones. A typical parking space requires up to 300 
sq ft; the small lot ordinance generally requires that each unit provide two garaged parking 
spaces, shrinking the availability of land for housing. Tailoring parking requirements to reflect 
the availability of transit options will promote compact and pedestrian-friendly communities.


