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Accessory Apartment Guidance 
 
 

I. How to File for a Building Permit: 

a. Apply for a building permit through OCPI -- https://dcra.dc.gov/page/online-construction-permit-

intake-ocpi-20. 

b. Upload plans, DC Surveyor’s plat and supporting documents to ProjectDox (electronic plan review 

system). 

c. Once the plans and application are accepted for review by DCRA, the review process starts and all of 

the required disciplines (DCRA: fire, mechanical, electrical, plumbing, structural, and zoning. Sister 

Agency reviews as necessary including DDOT, DC Water, Department of Health, etc.). See attached 

Permitting & Plan Review Flowchart.  

d. Disciplines review and either approve or hold for correction (HFC).   

e. Applicant resubmits a response letter responding to ALL HFC comments by discipline and uploads 

revised plans or additional documents as required in order to fully respond to the comments. 

f. Disciplines re-review the project and either approve or HFC.  If they HFC again, they contact the 

applicant to schedule a meeting to discuss the comments. 

g. Once all of the DCRA and Sister Agency reviews are completed and approved, the building permit is 

issued and construction may begin. 

h. Inspections may be scheduled and performed by DCRA by calling 202-442-9557 or by a third party 

agency. 

i. Final inspections must be completed and accepted by DCRA in order to close the building permit. 

j. Accessory apartments are not required to obtain a certificate of occupancy because they are a single 

family dwelling use.  A principal dwelling unit in RF zones and above zones is required to obtain a 

certificate of occupancy.  For more information about the certificate of occupancy process, visit 

dcra.dc.gov/service/zoning-certificates-occupancy.  
 

II. Other Tips: 

a. The Homeowner Center at DCRA is a useful resource that can be used in the planning stages of an 

accessory apartment proposal -- https://dcra.dc.gov/service/homeowners-center. 

b. Make sure that plans are drawn to scale with dimensions labeled. 

c. Provide existing and proposed floorplans that show, among other features, access and elements 

(fixtures) in a space. 
 

III. Accessory Apartment Zoning Rules (see Subtitle C, Section 253 at https://dcoz.dc.gov/zrr/zr16): 

Background Beginning on September 6, 2016 with the adoption of the ZR16 zoning rules, 
certain zoning changes signaled a greater permissiveness for creating 
accessory apartments in low density residential zones and provided more 
flexibility for where dwelling units can be located on a property.   
 
Under the 1958 zoning regulations, accessory apartments were permitted in 
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the principal building only by special exception with stricter standards.  They 
were not permitted in accessory buildings, except for living quarters for 
domestic employees. 

What zones are accessory apartments 
permitted in? 

R zoned property.  In general, this relates to low density single family zones, 
such as R-1-A, R-1-B, R-2, and R-3. 

Are accessory apartments permitted 
as a matter of right in these zones? 

Yes, accessory apartments, subject to conditions, are permitted as a matter of 
right in most R zones.  In certain zones, they are permitted by special 
exception. 

How many accessory apartments are 
permitted per lot? 

One (1) 

Where can the accessory apartment be 
located? 

It may be located either in the principal building or in an accessory building. 

Must the property owner live on site? Yes, either the principal or accessory unit must be owner occupied during the 
duration of the accessory apartment use. 

How many people can occupy an 
accessory apartment? 

No more than 3 people are permitted in an accessory apartment in most R 
zones 

Are there conditions for locating the 
accessory apartment in the principal 
building? 

Yes, the accessory apartment must meet the following conditions: 

 The dwelling must have a minimum gross floor area of either 1,200 or 
2,000 square feet, depending on the zone 

 The accessory apartment may not occupy more than 35% of the house 

 No additional entrance can be created at the front of the house facing 
the street 

Are there conditions for locating the 
accessory apartment in the accessory 
building? 

Yes, the accessory apartment must meet the following conditions: 

 Permanent access to the accessory apartment must be provided by 
one of the following: 
(1) An 8 ft. wide passage extending to a public street 
(2) Through an improved public alley with a minimum width of 24 ft. 

that connects to a street 
(3) The accessory building must be within 300 ft. of a public street 

accessible through an improved public alley with a minimum width 
of 15 ft. 

 Other contemporaneous uses of the accessory building are limited to 
private vehicle garage, artist studio, or storage for a dwelling unit on 
the lot. 

 No roof deck. 
Additional conditions apply to R-19 and R-20 zones. 

What happens if the zoning standards 
are not met? 

Unless the project is altered to make it conforming to the zoning rules, a 
project would need to seek zoning relief at the Board of Zoning Adjustment 
(BZA) 

Parking required for the accessory 
apartment? 

No.  The standard is 1 space per principal dwelling. 

License required? An accessory apartment is required to have a residential rental business 
license 

Other zoning standards that apply? Note that other zoning regulations can apply that govern areas such as lot 
occupancy, yard setbacks, and accessory building height and footprints. 

RF and RA zones? These zones do not permit accessory apartments, only principal dwelling units. 
 

This guide is not a substitute or replacement for District laws and regulations, and those legal sources should be consulted for the specific legal 

requirements applicable to the construction process.  This guide is intended to provide a central informational source to assist in complying with these 

zoning regulations. 


