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BACKGROUND & CONTEXT

• New ADU regulations (2019) 

• During engagement, many 
homeowners described feeling 
intimidated or overwhelmed by the 
design and permitting process

• Undertook effort to address barriers 
— regulatory, knowledge, process, 
and financial 

• Since 2019, ADU production has 
increased fourfold 
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SEATTLE’S PROCESS FOR CREATING PRE-APPROVED PLANS
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2018 
Secured budget (~$80k)

Summer 2019
Consultation with AIA Seattle
Public survey on selection criteria

December 2019
Call for submissions launched

February 2020
165 submissions received

April 2020
Selection process identifies 10 plans 
for pre-approval

May–August 2020
Permitting staff review and pre-
approve plans

September 2020
ADUniverse launched with gallery of 
designs
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WE WANTED A CATALOG OF DESIGNS FEASIBLE THROUGHOUT SEATTLE AND 
SUITABLE FOR A DIVERSE RANGE OF HOUSEHOLDS
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SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS

• Reflective of “design development” phase

• Submissions could include up to three options for variation in roof form, window packages, etc. 

• Plans for constructed projects welcome / encouraged

• Submissions had to include: 
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– Name and contact information

– Project description (150 words maximum)

– Narrative describing how the submission fulfills the 
design criteria (300 words maximum)

– Estimate of construction cost (this can be a range, can 
include assumptions for site conditions, and for built 
DADUs can denote when the project was built and any 
noteworthy or anomalous factors that affected cost)

– Floor plans (1/4” scale) with dimensioned room sizes

– Sections (1/4” scale) showing wall and roof assembly

– Building elevations (1/4” scale)

– Three-dimensional views (maximum of four)

– Major materials

– List of mechanical systems

– Photographs of completed DADU (if submitting plans for a 
built project)

– Plan use fee (up to $1,000) and hourly rate for further work
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SELECTION PROCESS

• Formed committee composed of volunteer members with design expertise from Design 
Commission, Planning Commission, Construction Codes Advisory Board, plus engineering staff 
from Seattle Department of Construction and Inspections

• First round of review
– Blind review of submissions
– Low cost, green building & design, privacy, context, culturally responsive design, constructability 
– 165 submissions winnowed to two dozen shortlisted designs

• Second round of review
– Architect/designer identified
– Reviewed for a set of designs that, collectively advance architectural variety and broad applicability 

• Selected designs then:
– Developed and submitted a full permit-ready plan set
– Signed a Memorandum of Agreement — copyright provisions, liability, insurance, etc.
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GALLERY ON ADUNIVERSE

• ADUniverse launched in September 2020 as a 
one-stop resource website offering illustrated 
guidance, property search tool, and gallery of 
pre-approved designs 

• Designs retain ownership of their plan; property 
owners contact directly, negotiate, license plan

• Of initial set of 10 designs, seven are still active

• Pre-approved designs permitted 297 times 

• Possible changes: plan mirroring roof options 
(some), floor plans (1 plan), materials, color, 
finishes

• Cannot move structural walls, windows
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WHY DIDN’T WE JUST BUY THE PLANS? 

1. Design community preference. Through 
engagement with AIA Seattle, architects 
generally preferred an approach that was more 
inclusive and kept them involved as plans were 
used, rather than a traditional RFP.

2. Liability. Designers retaining ownership of their 
IP protected the City from liability. 

3. More support for homeowners. Program goal 
was to simplify and streamline for homeowners. 
A City-owned plan, even if offered for free, still 
needs to be put on a site for additional reviews 
like zoning, drainage, etc. 

4. More options. Given our fixed budget, we could 
either buy 2-3 plans outright or pay for the 
internal review of 10. 
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Credit Fivedot Architects
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LESSONS & CHALLENGES

• Intensive staff time up front; ongoing group of permit 
staff who steward process & troubleshoot 

• Designs with complex structural engineering were hard 
to pre-approve

• Help articles help

• Larger designs are popular and comprise majority of 
permits

• Builders are using pre-approved plans when 
redeveloping a site (typically with condos)

• Have a plan (and budget) for renewing approval for 
three-year construction code cycle

• We have ongoing interest from designers, but do not 
have ongoing budget to pre-approve more
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LOOKING AHEAD

Exploring how to refresh and expand our gallery with 
new types as we implement state legislation and 
update Seattle’s Neighborhood Residential zoning

• More DADU forms and styles

• Double DADU (allowed under HB 1337)

• Stacked duplex (permitted under IRC)

• Maybe even stacked fourplexes and sixplexes
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Diagrams courtesy of 
Fivedot Architects
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Nick Welch Senior Planner
nicolas.welch@seattle.gov

Visit ADUniverse at maps.seattle.gov/ADU

CAST Architecture / Cindy Apple Photography
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