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Item 4-2 (Preliminary) – Ordinance Amendments Impacting Townhouses 

Title: Ordinance to amend Section 18-0204 relating to “Townhouse” definition, Section 18-

0209(11) relating to R-2 Semi-Detached Dwelling Special Conditions, and Section 18-0210(11)(A) 

relating to R-3 Townhouse Special Conditions. 

 

Applicant: Planning & Community Development Department  

Prepared By: Andrea Edwardson, Planning 

Manager 

Submitted By: Ryan Brooks, Director of 

Planning & Community Development 

Purpose: To amend definition of “townhouse” in the 18-0204 Rules and Definitions section of the 

Chapter 18 Land Development Code to not require lot line separations and to amend special 

conditions for townhouses found in 18-0209 (11) R-2 district requirements and 18-0210 (11) R-3 

districts requirements for added flexibility in townhouse construction.  

 

 

Application Status 

June 3, 2026 – Planning and Zoning Commission Recommended Action: Motion by Reichert, 

second by Budke for approval of staff recommendation. Motion carried unanimously. 

June 15, 2026 – City Council Action:  

 

July 8, 2026 (Public Hearing) - Planning and Zoning Commission Recommended Action:  

 

July 20, 2026 (Public Hearing) – City Council Action:  

 

 

Consistency with 2050 Land Use Plan 

The requested change fits multiple housing goals including the following: 

- Housing Goal 1, Objective A: “Increase a well-maintained mix of housing opportunities to 

provide for the full spectrum of existing and potential residents.” 

Staff Recommendation 

Staff recommends approval of the Ordinance to amend definition of “Townhouse” found 

in 18-0204 of the Land Development Code; to amend special conditions of Semi-Detached 

twin home requirements found in 18-0209 (11) R-2 districts; to amend special conditions of 

Townhouses found in 18-0210 (11) in R-3 district requirements; and to schedule and hold a 

public hearing as required.  



- Housing Goal 2, Objective B: “The City will not constrain the housing supply with 

unnecessary regulation and will ensure regulations allow housing types that families that 

can buy or rent.” 

- Housing Goal 2, Objective C: “The City will continue to find creative ways to incentivize 

developers to supply housing units for low to moderate income families.” 
   

Background and Discussion 

This request is coming from a need expressed by multiple builders who are actively trying to 

build townhouse style units (for rent) throughout the community but are facing the following 

limitations with code that prohibit them from building in a more affordable manner.  

 

18-0204. - Rules and definitions: 

Townhouse. A dwelling unit that does not have a setback from the lot and dwelling unit 

adjacent to it but, rather, is separated from the dwelling unit adjacent to it only by a common 

party wall upon the lot line. (underline provided to emphasize issue).  

 

The requirement of the lot line triggers: Platting, mandatory fire wall separation (2 two-hour 

fire walls built independently but directly next to each other on the lot line so each unit is 

independent of the other) and individual utility connections which typically require multiple 

bores or street openings to connect to main lines. Lot lines are necessary in order to sell the 

individual units independently of one another.  

 

Removing the lot line requirement would still allow an owner to pursue lot lines, fire wall 

separations, and individual utility connections if they wish to. But removing the lot line 

requirement opens up the option to have multiple units on one lot if zoning permits (no 

platting fees), potentially one utility connection under/through the street and private lines to 

the individual units (typically would be a cost savings), and to choose how to separate the 

units per fire code (2 two-hour fire wall built independently but directly next to each other 

allows for units to not be sprinklered per building codes, or to have one two hour fire 

separation but with a fully sprinklered system like an apartment). This building style can be 

more challenging to sell the individual units in the future, but it is possible through 

easements or by creating a condominium association.  

 

Removing the requirement of a lot line provides more flexibility in how units can be designed, 

all while still maintaining all required and proper life safety standards.  

 

 

Townhouse type units (units that share a common wall) are permitted in: 

- R-2 Single Family as semi-detatched (more commonly known as twin homes or single-

family attached units) 

- R-3 (low density multi-family (these typically take the form of row houses)  

- R-4 High density Multi-family districts (what’s permitted in R-3 is permitted in R-4) 

 



Additionally, there are conditions placed on townhouses in the R-2 and R-3 that make 

building these types of units difficult.  

 

Staff’s interpretations are provided after the code in italics for ease of reference. Comments 

have been copied over to the draft ordinance as well.  

 

18-0209 (11) R-2 Special Conditions for Semi-detached units:  

(A) Dwelling, semi-detached, subject to the following conditions: 

1.  The lot adjacent to the common wall side yard must be under the same ownership 

at the time of initial construction.  (recommend removing to simplify code and this 

conflicts with the pre-sale of units prior to construction starting.) 

2.  The side yard setback for the opposite side yard shall be no less than the minimum 

required setback for the appropriate district. The two (2) lots shall be combined as a 

single building lot for the purpose of determining the minimum side yard 

requirement.  (Staff recommend removing the combined lot as the basis for determining 

width and continue to utilize the one-side yard requirement instead.  Combining the lots 

results in an unrealistically large sideyard, leaves little buildable area, and is something that 

has been appealed or not enforced for the reasons stated. Enforcement has centered 

around maintaining consistent side yards throughout the district, not requiring attached 

units to have double the standard).  

3.  Lots created for semi-detached dwellings shall contain a minimum of thirty-five 

hundred (3,500) square feet and have a minimum of twenty-five (25) feet of frontage. 

(Recommend reducing frontage by a foot to 24 feet of frontage as increments of 4 feet have 

been requested by a local small developer to allow for more modular/easier to learn 

building techniques and reducing total square footage of the lot to 2,800 (24x120 ft lot) to 

allow for more flexible design opportunities.  

 

18-0210 (11) R-3 Special Conditions for townhouses:  

(A)Townhouses, subject to the following conditions: 

1. Covenants or townhouse association agreements shall be recorded with the 

register of deeds and shall govern the maintenance of the party wall, repainting 

and other conditions deemed necessary. No building permit shall be issued prior 

to approval of the covenants or townhouse association agreements or prior to the 

filing of the same in the office of the register of deeds in and for Grand Forks 

County. (Recommend modifying this requirement to only apply for for-sale units, not 

rentals where all units are managed by a single owner or management company).  

2. Lot shall contain a minimum of three thousand five hundred (3,500) square feet 

per townhouse unit and have a minimum of twenty-five (25) feet of frontage for 

each townhouse unit.  (Recommend reducing the lot size to 2000 square feet and a 

minimum frontage of 16 feet. The middle units of the Promenade Townhomes (700 

block of Promenade Court) are 18ft in width which provides a comfortable layout, 16ft 

would allow for the 4 foot building increment as described above. Staff also anticipate a 

desire for shallower lot depths to reduce land costs.) 



 

The recommended changes described above coincide with the Missing Middle Code Audit 

recommendations which suggested a scaled approach to lot sizes with R-1 lot sizes being the 

starting point (the audit recommended a 5,000 – 6,000 sqft lot size for R-1) and then scaling 

down sizes in the subsequent residential districts that allow for denser housing types 

(duplexes/twin homes, tri-plexes, rowhouses).  In this instance: 

- Current R-1 code requires 7,500 sqft and 50ft in width for new lots, or existing lots to be 

6,000 sqft and 45ft in width. (Not proposing a change to single family at this time, staff will 

review and potential for change to be brought forward in future).  

- Staff is recommending R-2 townhouses be permitted to be on 2,800 sqft lots. This would 

be little more than half the size so that the two-townhouse units together take the size of 

the one single family home permitted in the district as well.  

- R-3 is proposed to be reduced to a third of the R-1 lot size to further scale the size where 

additional units and design types are permitted.  

 

R-4 has requirements of lot width and size requirements that staff will continue to refine and 

bring forward in a future phase of code review at a future date.  

 

Staff is recommending approval of the described changes.  

 

  Findings of Fact 

• Ordinance Amendments require preliminary and final action, with public hearings held at 

final action.  

• Current townhouse definition found in Chapter 18-0204 requires a lot line in order to 

build that housing type in the City of Grand Forks.  

o By removing the lot line requirement from the definition, the owner is able to have 

flexibility in deciding whether or not to pursue lot lines and for sale options or to 

construct the units as rentals with all units on one lot.  

•  18-0209 (11) and 18-0210 (11) modifications proposed would allow for flexible design 

choices that still allow for the scale of development to be consistent throughout the 

district.  

  

  Attachments 

- Draft Ordinance with comments (comments copied and same as described in background 

above) 

- Missing Middle Code Audit Report  

 



ORDINANCE No. _________ 

An ordinance to amend Section 18-0204 (2) of the Grand Forks City Code relating to the Rules 

and Definitions; to amend section 18-0209 (11) of the Grand Forks City Code relating to R-2 Semi-

detatched housing types; to amend section 18-0210 (11) of the Grand Forks City Code relating to 

R-3 multiple-family residence, medium density district townhouse special conditions.  

 

Be it hereby ordained by the City Council of the City of Grand Forks, North Dakota, pursuant to 

the Home Rule Charter of the City of Grand Forks, North Dakota, that:  

 

SECTION I.  AMENDING CLAUSE 

Section 18-0204 (2) of the Grand Forks City Code relating to the Rules and Definitions is hereby 

by amended to provide as follows:  

18-0204 – Rules and definitions  

…. 

(2) Definitions.  Certain words and terms are defined as follows:  

… 

Townhouse. A dwelling unit that does not have a setback from the lot and dwelling unit 

adjacent to it but, rather, is separated from the dwelling unit adjacent to it only by a 

common party wall upon the lot line. 

… 

 

SECTION II.  AMENDING CLAUSE 

Section 18-0209 (11) of the Grand Forks City Code relating to R-2 One and Two family resident 

district special conditions of semi-detatched housing types is hereby by amended as follows:  

18-0209 R-2 One and Two Family resident district 

….. 

(11) Special conditions: 

(A) Dwelling, semi-detached, subject to the following conditions: 

1. The lot adjacent to the common wall side yard must be under the same ownership 

at the time of initial construction. 

Commented [AE1]: Removal of lot line requirements 
allows for flexibility of construction and building code 
options. Lot lines may still be pursued, but not required, 
allowing rental townhouses to be constructed on one single, 
larger lot. 

Commented [AE2]: Recommend removing to simplify 
code and this conflicts with the pre-sale of units prior to 
construction starting. 



2. 1. The side yard setback for the opposite side yard shall be no less than the 

minimum required setback for the appropriate district. The two (2) lots shall 

be combined as a single building lot for the purpose of determining the 

minimum side yard requirement. 

3. 2. Lots created for semi-detached dwellings shall contain a minimum of thirty-

five two thousand eight hundred (3,500 2,800) square feet and have a 

minimum of twenty-five four (25 24) feet of frontage. 

(B) Reserved. 

 

 

SECTION III.  AMENDING CLAUSE 

Section 18-0210 (11) of the Grand Forks City Code relating to R-3 multiple family residence 

district, medium density special conditions for Townhouses is hereby by amended as follows:  

18-0210. - R-3 multiple-family residence, medium density district 

…. 

(11) Special conditions: 

(A) Townhouses, subject to the following conditions: 

1. When townhouses are platted on individual lots for sale, Ccovenants 

or townhouse association agreements shall be recorded with the register of 

deeds and shall govern the maintenance of the party wall, repainting and 

other conditions deemed necessary. No building permit shall be issued 

prior to approval of the covenants or townhouse association agreements or 

prior to the filing of the same in the office of the register of deeds in and 

for Grand Forks County. 

2. Lots shall contain a minimum of three thousand five hundred  two 

thousand (3,500 2,000) square feet per townhouse unit and have a 

minimum of twenty-five sixteen (25 16) feet of frontage for each 

townhouse unit. 

…. 

 

SECTION V.  EFFECTIVITY 

 

This ordinance shall be in full force and effective after its passage and approval as provided by 

law. 
 

 

 

 

Commented [AE3]: Staff recommend removing the 
combined lot as the basis for determining width and 
continue to utilize the one-side yard requirement instead.  
Combining the lots results in an unrealistically large 
sideyard, leaves little buildable area, and is something that 
has been appealed or not enforced for the reasons stated. 
Enforcement has centered around maintaining consistent 
side yards throughout the district, not requiring attached 
units to have double the standard. 

Commented [AE4]: Recommend reducing frontage by a 
foot to 24 feet of frontage as increments of 4 feet have been 
requested by a local small developer to allow for more 
modular/easier to learn building techniques and reducing 
total square footage of the lot to 2,800 (24x120 ft lot) to 
allow for more flexible design opportunities.  

Commented [AE5]: Removing as its unnecessary to keep.  

Commented [AE6]: Recommend modifying this 
requirement to only apply for for-sale units, not rentals 
where all units are managed by a single owner or 
management company. 

Commented [AE7]: Recommend reducing the lot size to 
2000 square feet and a minimum frontage of 16 feet. The 
middle units of the Promenade Townhomes (700 block of 
Promenade Court) are 18ft in width which provides a 
comfortable layout, 16ft would allow for the 4 foot building 
increment as described above. Staff also anticipate a desire 
for shallower lot depths to reduce land costs 



 

                                                                 

 Brandon Bochenski, Mayor 

ATTEST: 

  

___________________________                                                            

Maureen Storstad, City Auditor 
 

Introduction and first reading:  

Public Hearing:  

Second Reading and final passage: 

Approved: 

Published:  Not required by law. 
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I. SUMMARY & RECOMMENDATIONS 
The City of Grand Forks is increasingly interested in the role that middle housing could play to 
address local housing needs, particularly workforce housing options. This code audit identifies 
significant opportunities in the current Grand Forks Land Development Code to expand middle 
housing options, including code recommendations based on existing code and national best 
practices as well as planning, financial and educational strategies to further enhance 
development opportunities for middle housing. With an identified need for more housing that 
meets the needs of working families, smaller households, lower-income households and older 
households, this audit focuses primarily on opportunities to support growth of middle housing 
of two to four units built at a neighborhood scale which has been absent from the community 
including accessory dwelling units (ADUs), duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes, townhouses and 
cottage clusters.  

This report was developed through review of the current Grand Forks Land Development 
Code (Chapter XVIII), informed by review of the City’s long-range plans, recent development 
proposals and the broader context of state housing initiatives. Key insights include: 

• There is increasing interest across the state to address housing needs, especially 
focused on workforce housing as an economic development issue. State agencies and 
governor have engaged in efforts but no concerted action, incentives or requirements 
have developed yet. Other cities have expressed individual interest in middle housing 
but none have yet adopted local middle housing updates. 

• In Grand Forks, long-range plans are supportive of, but not specific about, the role 
for middle housing to meet some of local housing needs, particularly moderate-income 
homeownership opportunities that could directly support workforce housing. 

• The City’s zoning code currently does not widely permit middle housing. Definitions, 
allowed uses, dimensional standards and off-street parking minimums do not permit or 
in some cases do not address middle housing. Of the four primary residential zones: 

- Over 70% of residentially zoned land is zoned for R-1, which allows only single-
family detached homes.  

- The R-2 and U-D (University District) zones allow two-family homes in various 
configurations, with additional restrictions relative to single-family homes.  

- The R-3 zone allows the greatest range of middle housing types in a relatively low-
scale zone, including two-family, townhouses, and triplexes and fourplexes as 
multiple-family. Dimensional standards and parking minimums may create 
barriers to development, however. 
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- The R-4 allows the greatest intensity and range of housing types, from single-
family homes on 6,000-SF lots to multistory apartments at 50 units per acre, 
inclusive of middle housing types. This wide range may de-emphasize middle 
housing relative to higher density opportunities; it could be beneficial to refine 
these standards to create a more consistent scale and focused range of uses.  

- The City has also used Planned Unit Development (PUD) variations of each of 
these zones for greenfield development, predominately along the southern edge 
of the city, that allow some flexibility with the base zoning district standards such 
as modifying dimensional standards. PUDs do not appear to be being used to add 
significant middle housing, and are not codified with clear details. 

The existing built environment and distinct regulatory approaches define two separate 
contexts for Grand Forks to consider for future middle housing initiatives:  

• Infill: Changing base zoning districts or introducing middle housing overlay districts 
would most effectively address middle housing in older neighborhoods, including Near 
North, that have the most existing middle housing and where new infill could be most 
consistent and successful in a walkable context. Citywide, there is the largest potential 
opportunity to add ADUs or other gentle infill in the R-1 district with over 70% of 
residential land zoned for and developed with single-family homes. However, there is 
also the greatest need for engagement and education with existing residents in these 
areas to address potential concerns about impacts and compatibility and to build 
support for how greater zoning flexibility can benefit residents.  

• Greenfield: Building middle housing into new developments as the city grows has 
significant potential to provide a variety of new housing and sidestep existing 
neighborhood concerns. Building middle housing at the subdivision scale, rather than 
individual infill lots, may call for different standards to regulate impacts such as 

What is middle housing? 

Sometimes termed “missing middle housing” as introduced by Opticos Design, it refers to 
housing types that fall between single-family detached homes and multifamily housing on a 
continuum of housing scale and density. Middle housing could be considered “house-scale 
buildings with multiple units in walkable neighborhoods.”1 Examples of middle housing 
include duplexes, triplexes, quadplexes, townhomes, Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs), 
cottage housing, and small courtyard apartments, though the exact mix differs by city. This 
type of housing has been missing from many neighborhoods outside of urban cores largely 
due to zoning/development regulations limiting where and how it can be built.  
1 See https://missingmiddlehousing.com. 
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parking. Revisions to the subdivision or PUD standards applied to new developments 
could address both expanded housing types and appropriately scaled standards. 

Moving forward with middle housing updates in either or both contexts could take many 
forms, across different timescales. Many cities that have had success adopting comprehensive 
reforms allowing middle housing in most residential zones outright have done so in the context 
of statewide mandates or strong local leadership. Other cities exploring middle housing 
opportunities have started with more incremental reforms, and made iterative refinements as 
neighborhoods and elected officials gain familiarity with expanded housing options. Grand 
Forks could spark middle housing opportunities with any mix of the following strategies: 

1. Allow ADUs outright with as few restrictions as possible in the R-1 zone and on all lots 
developed with a single-family home. 

2. Allow two-family homes or two attached homes on the same size lot as single-family 
homes in the R-2 and U-D zones, to expand the number of lots that are eligible rather 
than requiring slightly larger lots. Consider allowing triplexes, fourplexes and up to 
four townhouses as well. 

3. Allow smaller format single-family and middle housing in the R-3 zone where a range of 
middle housing types are already permitted, scaling minimum lot area standards more 
similarly to the existing multiple-family ratio of one dwelling per 2,500 SF.  

4. Define and develop standards for cottage housing scaled for the R-1 and R-2 zones. 

5. Add specific middle housing types to definitions, uses and dimensional standards in R-
2, R-3 and/or R-4 zones to increase familiarity. 

6. Explore reductions to existing residential parking minimums. Moving away from 
existing standards that require one space per bedroom for many homes would help set 
the baseline for introducing lower minimums for middle housing now or in the future, 
moving closer to national best practice of no more than one required space per unit. 

7. Expand middle housing types permitted within PUDs, for greenfield development, and 
set dimensional standards as suggested for R zones to allow more middle housing types 
at a similar scale permitted for single-family homes. Explore development standards 
such as alleys to serve townhouse lots that may be more feasible in a greenfield context. 

Beyond code, there are equally significant opportunities to build support for and interest in 
middle housing through education and outreach. Future champions for middle housing could 
include elected officials, local advocacy groups, builders and individuals who can share their 
middle housing success stories as inspiration for expanding middle housing in neighborhoods 
across Grand Forks. 
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II. GRAND FORKS ANALYSIS 

CITY CONTEXT 

Grand Forks is one of the largest cities in North Dakota with nearly 60,000 residents, and home 
to University of North Dakota (UND). Like many cities in North Dakota and across the nation, 
Grand Forks residents are encountering rising housing costs, limited supply and variety of 
housing options. There is interest to explore middle housing opportunities— housing types that 
fall between single-family detached homes and multifamily housing on a continuum of 
housing scale and density—to expand housing options and better address housing needs of city 
residents. 

The majority of housing in Grand Forks is single-family detached homes, reflected in the 
City’s zoning that designates 72% of residential areas for R-1, which only permits single-family 
detached homes. Townhouses and larger apartment developments provide some variety of 
housing options, with very limited options for two- to four-unit middle housing in the City’s 
older Near North and some parts of Near South neighborhoods.  

Rising housing costs pose a challenge for many Grand Forks residents, particularly lower-
income households, with both median home values and median rents outpacing income gains 
over the past decade.1 Growth in average rental costs in Grand Forks has accelerated since 
2022, pointing to an undersupply of housing related to underlying housing market trends: low 
vacancy rates and lack of multifamily development since 2023, and rising prices for single-
family homes coupled with low inventory for the same period.2  

Future housing demand will be driven by smaller, aging and lower-income households. 
Notable state trends highlighted in the North Dakota Statewide Housing Needs Assessment 
(2022)3 reflected in City forecasts include: 

• Smaller households will continue to be prevalent, with a majority of Grand Forks 
households consisting of one or two people such as couples without children and single 
adults. 

• The most significant demographic trend forecast for the state is the ‘aging forward’ of 
baby boomers into the ‘65 and older’ category by 2025. While many people in this age 

 
1 2025-2029 Consolidated Plan. 
https://www.grandforksgov.com/home/showpublisheddocument/56297/638887794629930000  
2 Latest Rent Data in Grand Forks Area. Praxis Strategy Group memo, June 6. 2025. 
https://www.grandforksgov.com/home/showpublisheddocument/55709/638848232067270000  
3 https://www.ndsu.edu/fileadmin/csr/Housing/SHNA2022_FullReport.pdf  
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group want to and can age in place, approximately one-third of the cohort will 
experience disability that impacts their housing needs. Many others may look to 
downsize and encounter limited supply of smaller housing options. 

• As sheer growth in population flattens out, the most significant housing needs for North 
Dakota are housing affordable to lower-income households and housing suited to 
meet the needs of an aging population.  

Additional factors influencing local housing demand include student housing demand near 
UND and increased community workforce demands related to the Grand Forks Air Force base 
and Grand Sky UAS expansions, and other primary sector investments. Housing is 
increasingly recognized as an economic development issue, with broader variety of 
workforce housing options seen as a key strategy to improve economic competitiveness and 
worker retention. 

In addition to growth in older households, the City has a higher percentage of younger 
residents relative to the state driven by UND and young professionals in the workforce. All 
three groups are interested in smaller, more affordable housing options, both for rent and for 
purchase, which can increase competition for the relatively few existing options. 

Thus, Grand Forks has a significant opportunity to help meet local and regional housing 
needs by diversifying housing options to include more middle housing options. The City is 
actively interested to explore middle housing suitability and feasibility, including initial 
discussions with policy makers in 2024 and 2025, and commissioning this analysis of specific 
zoning opportunities to support middle housing. 

POLICY ANALYSIS 
Local long-range planning documents set housing policy priorities, and can set the tone for on-
the-ground housing implementation strategies such as middle housing code updates. Grand 
Forks has adopted long-range plans that identify the need for a greater variety of housing to 
serve residents and that tie housing supply and variety to key economic development goals, 
which can support development code updates that allow a broader range of middle housing. 

2050 Land Use Plan: The Plan sets long-range planning priorities for the city, and provides the 
most direct policy guidance on desired housing outcomes. The 2050 Land Use Plan establishes 
policies that support expanding middle housing opportunities, particularly as infill, and 
recognizes that expanded housing opportunities further related community, transportation 
and economic development goals, but does not include specifics to update zoning. 



 

 

6 
  

6 

The Plan is structured around six livability principles implemented through specific goals and 
objectives, including to promote equitable, affordable housing with housing that matches 
community needs for various household stages and incomes. This principle supports adding 
middle housing opportunities, and ties to other principles including to support existing 
communities and neighborhoods by promoting infill and to provide more transportation 
choices informed by more walkable and transit-supportive development patterns. Further, 
broader housing opportunities are explicitly linked to the City’s economic development goals, 
by supporting affordable, good-quality homes for workers and UND graduates. 

The Future Land Use Map (Figure 4) uses a broad ‘Urban Residential’ designation for areas that 
include single-family homes, duplexes, triplexes, quadplexes, townhomes and condominiums, 
and various multifamily housing types, which creates flexibility to implement middle housing 
in various residential zones without necessitating map changes. 

The Plan identifies residential zoning as a tool to inform a market-driven approach to address 
housing affordability and meet market gaps, though with few details about desired middle 
housing zoning changes. Additional housing options needed for single residents, multi-
generational households, and workforce housing may be addressed through explicit ideas to: 

• Ease height, bulk and/or minimum lot sizes; 
• Relax or eliminate off-street parking requirements; and 
• Permit accessory dwelling units (ADUs). (Page 49.) 

The Plan promotes infill as a viable and desirable alternative to greenfield development, given 
lower infrastructure costs and higher property tax revenues, but acknowledges that growth has 
been overwhelmingly focused in fringe areas around the city for the past 20 years. This insight 
highlights the importance of tailoring middle housing strategies to both infill and greenfield 
contexts, and considering the relative advantages of middle housing in both contexts. 

2025-2029 Consolidated Plan: This housing plan identifies housing and community 
development needs and priority actions. Similar to statewide trends, local rental and 
ownership housing costs are increasing faster than incomes, causing all households, especially 
at low- to moderate-incomes, to struggle to find housing they can afford. The Plan prioritizes 
increasing affordable rental housing and affordable homeownership. In addition to financial 
strategies identified in the Plan goals, expanding middle housing opportunities can help to 
increase rental and ownership housing options that are more affordable.  

North Dakota Housing Initiative: There is also growing statewide interest to examine housing 
issues, and the supporting role middle housing can play. The North Dakota Housing Initiative, 
led by a coalition of state agencies, began with developing a statewide housing needs 
assessment and supporting communities to develop a local housing plan. Developing a local 
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housing plan for Grand Forks could help inform the case for middle housing opportunities 
and tailor code strategies to best meet local needs.  

The Initiative also developed recommendations in 2024 highlighting the need for housing as a 
workforce issue, to support community and economic development. Some strategies relate to 
middle housing, including reforming housing-related codes (zoning, building, etc) along with 
grants to local governments to support the work, as well as financing tools to support a range 
of housing choices in urban and rural areas.4 Although the recommendations did not move 
forward in the 2025 legislative session, they help lay the groundwork for state and local action 
in coming years by advancing awareness of housing needs and bringing together allies. 

ZONING CODE ANALYSIS 
The City’s Land Development Code (Chapter XVIII of the City Code) is the primary tool for 
regulating development to ensure that housing options meeting both the long-range planning 
goals and local housing needs can be built. Analysis of LDC provisions related to housing 
relative to best practices for middle housing, typified by AARP’s Expanding Middle Housing 
Options: A Guide to Local Middle Housing Regulations,5 identified existing regulatory barriers to 
middle housing development. There are significant opportunities to introduce and expand 
middle housing development options through future code updates, detailed in the following 
code analysis and recommendations organized by topic. 

Housing Definitions 
The definitions of various housing types in Sec. 18-0204 are important to literally define the 
types of housing that can be permitted and the households that can live there. There are 
existing definitions for many housing types: single-family detached dwellings, two-family 
dwellings, semi-detached dwellings, attached dwellings, townhouses, multiple family 
dwellings, and apartment buildings/units.  

• These dwelling types are used consistently in the individual zoning districts to identify 
permitted and conditional uses, with the additional terms ‘two-family condominium’ 
listed in the R-2 zone and ‘apartment condominiums’ listed in the R-3 and B-4 zones.  

 
4 https://www.hhs.nd.gov/sites/www/files/documents/HousingInitiative/NDHI_Recommendation 
_Highlights-Nov_2024.pdf 
5 See https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-
communities/housing/2024/Expanding%20Middle%20Housing%20Option-
A%20Guide%20to%20Local%20Middle%20Housing%20Regulations.pdf  
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• There is overlap between some of the terms, particularly for two-unit housing types 
like ‘two-family dwelling,’ ‘semi-detached dwellings,’ and ‘two-family condominium;’ 
for ‘townhouses’ and ‘attached dwellings;’ and for multifamily uses with three or more 
units including ‘multiple-family dwelling,’ ‘apartment building,’ and ‘apartment 
condominium.’ Where these dwelling types are permitted, they are generally inclusive 
of all variations of two-unit or multi-unit housing without differentiating standards.  

• There are no definitions for other middle housing types including ADUs, triplexes, 
fourplexes or cottage clusters. Triplexes and fourplexes currently fall under the broader 
‘multiple-family dwelling’ definition for dwellings with three or more units.  

Dwelling definitions all tie to the code’s definition of ‘family,’ referencing either the number of 
families to occupy the dwelling directly or the number of dwelling units within the dwelling. 
‘Dwelling unit’ is defined as ‘A room or group of rooms providing or intended to provide living 
quarters for not more than one (1) family.’ ‘Family’ is defined as: 

Any number of individuals, related by blood, legal adoption, or marriage, or a group of not 
more than four (4) persons who need not be related by blood or marriage, living together on 
the premises as members of a single housekeeping unit, as distinguished from a group 
occupying a boardinghouse, lodging house or hotel as herein described. 

The limit of the number of unrelated individuals that is not applied to related individuals can 
discriminate against households based on familial status.  

Definitions Recommendations 

Updated zoning code definitions should address the following: 

• Consolidate similar dwelling types, such as combining ‘two-family dwelling,’ ‘semi-
detached dwellings,’ and ‘two-family condominium’ into a single ‘duplex’ definition, 
and similarly combining multiple-family, apartment and condominium dwelling 
types. ‘Townhouse’ is used more broadly in code and should replace the term 
‘attached dwelling.’ Use preferred terms consistently throughout the code. 

• Add definitions for desired middle housing types permitted in code including 
accessory dwelling units, triplexes, fourplexes and/or cottage clusters. Revise 
multiple family definition to exclude these housing types. 

• Remove reference to ‘families’ in dwelling definitions to focus regulations on the 
number of dwelling units, with revision to the ‘dwelling unit’ definition to focus on 
the physical characteristics of the dwelling (kitchen, bathroom, living area, 
potentially aligned with building code definitions) rather than their occupants to 
avoid discriminating based on relationship status. Consider deleting ‘family’ 
definition, or revising to allow ‘any number of related or unrelated individuals living 
together on the premises as a single housekeeping unit.’ 
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Zoning Districts 
The City has four primary residential districts with generally increasing variety of residential 
uses permitted and increasing housing scale (e.g., density and height), along with several 
special purpose zones. Districts include: 

• R-1 Single-Family Residence 
• R-2 One-and Two-Family Residence 

- The U-D University District also allows the same residential uses permitted in the 
R-2 zone 

• R-3 Multiple-Family Residence (medium density) 
• R-4 Multiple-Family Residence (high density) 

There are two special purpose zones focused on manufactured housing that are excluded from 
this analysis: the R-5 Mobile Home Residence and R-M Manufactured home residence districts. 

Additionally, the City uses the PUD Planned Unit Development district (Sec. 18-0223) to 
approve more creative and flexible developments. PUDs are used as an alternative to the 
existing R zones exclusively on the south end to remain contiguous with practice in that area. 
PUDs were negotiated for specific sites such as Lou Ann Street and Tobi Lane where specific 
flexibility for reduced lot sizes and setbacks was sought. PUDs are mapped as distinct zones on 
the City zoning maps, with slightly different classifications than the Residential zones: 

• SF PUD – Single-Family Uses, corresponding with the R-1 district 
• SD PUD – Single Family or Duplex Uses, corresponding with the R-2 district 
• TH PUD – Townhome Uses, corresponding with R-1 to R-3 districts.  
• MF3 PUD – Multiple Family (R3) Uses, corresponding with the R-3 district 
• MF PUD – Multiple Family (R4) Uses, corresponding with the R-4 district 

The PUD process requires two levels of review, for a concept development plan (approved by 
the Planning Commission and City Council) and a detailed development plan (approved by the 
Planning Department), that adds to the uncertainty, cost and time required to receive 
residential development approval compared to the specific standards and criteria required of a 
subdivision under Article 9. The additional level of review may be warranted for alternative 
design proposals that depart from the base zoning district standards, but staff reports that 
many PUDs, notably those on the south end, make few modifications to the base zoning district 
standards. Similar requests to modify base standards across multiple PUDs, such as increasing 
allowed impervious surface area, could point to the opportunity to modify those base standards 
to better suit desired development and reduce the reliance on a discretionary process. 
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Residential Uses 
Permitting more middle housing types and being able to build those housing types ‘by right’ 
without having to secure special permission for a conditional use or other land use process 
beyond a building permit is the central issue to expanding middle housing opportunities. Table 
1 summarizes the permitted middle housing types Grand Forks’ residential districts. 

Table 1: Middle Housing Uses Permitted 

Zoning District Single-family 
detached 

Accessory 
dwelling unit 

Two-family Triplex/ 
Fourplex 

Townhouses Cottage 
cluster 

R-1 Permitted Not allowed Not allowed Conditional1 Not allowed Not allowed 

R-2 Permitted Not allowed Permitted2  Conditional1 Not allowed Not allowed 

U-D, University 
District 

Permitted Not allowed Permitted2  Conditional1 Not allowed Not allowed 

R-3 Permitted Not allowed Permitted2  Permitted3  Permitted Not allowed 

R-4 Permitted Not allowed Permitted2  Permitted3 Permitted Not allowed 

Zoning Districts Recommendations 

The four Residential zoning districts offer a suitable variety of scales for the City, however, 
consider renaming the districts to focus on scale or character, such as ‘Neighborhood 
Residential Zone’ rather than the specific types of housing permitted, which may change with 
introduction of middle housing options. 

The PUD districts double the number of zones applied, and could benefit from clarification:  

• Clarify in code and zoning map how the PUD zones relate to the Residential zones. 

• Explore ways to use PUDS more specifically for developments seeking flexibility from 
base zoning districts, including creative developments modifying scale and/or 
incorporating a broader variety of housing types. Consider limiting use of PUDs 
where proposed development is largely or entirely consistent with base zoning 
district standards to reduce procedural and ongoing administrative complexity.  

• Explore whether any existing PUDs can be converted to base zones to ensure that any 
changes to base zones expanding middle housing options are applicable to areas with 
PUDs as well, rather than amending each PUD separately. 

• Work to reduce dependence on PUDs by adjusting those base zoning district 
standards that are most frequently modified. 

• Continue mapping PUDs and linking to applicable standards approved for the site 
through the City’s online mapping tool to inform ongoing administration. 
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1 Permitted as multiple-family only where located in an existing historic multi-unit structure, cannot be 
created through conversion of existing single-family detached dwelling, and requires majority approval 
of nearby property owners. 
2 Permitted as two-family, semi-detached, and two-family condominium. 
3 Permitted as multiple-family, apartment buildings, and condominium apartments. 

Existing middle housing options are limited, with options for two-family dwellings in all 
zones except R-1, and triplexes/fourplexes (as multiple-family dwellings) and townhouses 
permitted only in the higher-density R-3 and R-4 zones. Additional opportunities missing from 
the code include: 

• ADUs are not permitted in any residential zones, limiting how existing residents can 
use their properties or modify their homes.  

• The R-1 zone permits almost exclusively single-family homes. Middle housing is well-
suited for these kinds of low-density residential zones that have been historically 
reserved primarily for single-family homes, and it can be designed to integrate well 
with the scale and neighborhood fabric of single-detached dwellings while expanding 
housing options.  

• Triplexes and fourplexes are permitted only as multiple-family, and limited to 
higher-density zones. Defining them separately would allow the City to permit these 
housing options with more precision across a greater number of zones, without 
permitting larger apartment buildings.  

• Townhouses are limited to higher-density zones.  

• Cottage clusters are not permitted in any residential zones, missing an opportunity 
for low-scale compact housing that can be compatible with low-density neighborhoods. 
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Development Standards 
In addition to allowing middle housing types more broadly, the development standards that 
apply to middle housing play a critical role in determining whether various types and scales of 
middle housing are physically possible and economically feasible to build. Table 2 below 
summarizes the City’s existing development standards. 

 

Residential Uses Recommendations 

Allowing more middle housing types in more zones throughout the City would provide 
greater flexibility for a variety of housing, including within existing and planned 
neighborhoods primarily characterized by single-family homes.  

• The biggest opportunity is to expand middle housing types into more or all zones, to 
supplement single-family dwelling options and create more variety. Allowing 
duplexes in R-1, and triplexes, fourplexes, townhouses and cottage clusters by right in 
more zones would create opportunities for greater flexibility for both infill and new 
development.  

• Related opportunity is to introduce new middle housing types, including ADUs and 
cottage clusters. ADUs can be most successful when permitted on all lots developed 
with single-family detached dwellings, in all zones, to increase flexibility for existing 
homeowners, add more housing options for smaller households, and support 
multigenerational housing.  

The City could explore a narrower or broader integration of middle housing types, choosing 
to focus on specific older neighborhoods where there are more existing middle housing 
examples, to permit them in base residential zones citywide, and/or in greenfield areas 
through PUDs. While broader applicability better supports middle housing development, 
more targeted allowances may be more feasible as an initial step. See discussion in Section III.  
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Table 2: Key Residential Development Standards 

Zoning 
District Min Lot Area 

Min Lot 
Width & 
Depth 

Max 
Height 

Max 
Impervious 
Surface 
Area 

Front 
Setback 

Side 
Setback 

Rear 
Setback 

R-1 1-Fam: 7,500 SF 60 ft / 120 ft1 35 ft / 2.5 
stories 

35% 25-35 ft, 
based 
on 
street 
classifi-
cation2 

6-10 ft, 
based on 
lot width 

25 ft or 
20% of 
lot 
depth if 
greater 

R-2 1-Fam: 6,000 SF 45 ft / 120 ft3 35 ft / 2.5 
stories 

40% Same 4.5-10 ft, 
based on 
lot width 

Same 
2-Fam: 7,000 SF 50 ft / 120 ft4 
2-Fam det: 3,500 
SF 

25 ft 
frontage 

U-D 1-Fam: 6,000 SF 45 ft / 120 ft3 75 ft / 6 
stories 

55% 25+ ft5 

35 ft on 
arterials 

4.5-10 ft, 
based on 
lot width; 
total for 
both sides 
no less 
than 20% 
of lot width 

Same 

2-Fam: 7,000 SF 50 ft / 120 ft4 

Other: 7,000 SF 50 ft / 120 ft4 

R-3 1-Fam: 6,000 SF 45 ft / 120 ft3 40 ft / 3 
stories 

45% Same6 5-10 ft, 
based on 
lot width6 

40 ft or 
20% of 
lot 
depth if 
greater 

2-Fam: 7,000 SF 50 ft / 120 ft4 

Townhouse: 
3,500 SF 

25 ft 
frontage 

3-Fam: 7,500 SF 
4-Fam: 10,000 SF 

45 ft / 120 ft3 

R-4 1-Fam: 6,000 SF 45 ft / 120 ft3 75 ft / 6 
stories 

35% Same6 5-10 ft, 
based on 
lot width8 

40 ft or 
20% of 
lot 
depth if 
greater 

2-Fam: 7,000 SF 50 ft / 120 ft4 40% 
Townhouse: not 
specified -- -- 
3, 4-Fam: 7,000 
SF7 50 ft / 120 ft4 60% 
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1 Depth can be reduced to 100 ft for lots wider than 60 ft; pre-existing lots may be as narrow as 45 ft with 
6,000-SF minimum lot area. 
2 May be reduced to 20 ft with qualifying front- or rear-loaded garages on local streets. 
3 Depth can be reduced to 100 ft for lots wider than 45 ft. 
4 Depth can be reduced to 100 ft for lots wider than 50 ft. 
5 Front setback is a minimum of 25 ft plus 1 ft for each ft of building height above 25 ft. 
6 On collector streets only, front setback is a minimum of 25 ft plus 1 ft for each ft of building height 
above 25 ft. 
7 Minimum for all multiple-family is 7,000 SF of lot area, with no less than 800 SF per dwelling unit. 
8 Setbacks for buildings over 35 ft must be a minimum of one-quarter of the building height. 

Key observations based on the primary residential development standards include: 

• Minimum lot sizes and widths are differentiated by housing type, such as requiring 
7,000-SF minimum lots for duplexes and 6,000-SF minimum lots for single-family 
detached. It is not clear whether the slightly larger scale for duplexes—e.g., 50-ft 
minimum lot width compared to 45-ft—are intended to respond to specific differences 
in scale between housing types. It can significantly decrease flexibility on existing lots, 
limiting any smaller lots to single-family detached homes even if other middle housing 
types are permitted within the zone. 

• Lot sizes for single-family, two-family and townhouses do not vary significantly by 
zone. Single-family minimum lot sizes range from 7,500 to 6,000 SF, even in the R-4 
zone that permits multiple-family development at up to one unit per 800 SF. Previous 
projects that experimented with narrower lots through PUD provisions have generated 
concerns about lack of on-street parking and lack of berm space for utilities and snow 
storage.  

• Heights appear sufficient for range of housing types. However, higher height limits in 
the U-D and R-4 district may be less compatible with single-family detached and middle 
housing built to lower heights within those districts. 

• Impervious surface coverage may be low. City staff report that increases to impervious 
surface coverage are the most common variance requested. Modest increases to 
coverage maximums could be warranted along with expanding middle housing types, 
especially given that impervious surface is inclusive of all paved areas and buildings. 

• The setback formulas are complex and appear to require large setbacks on many 
lots.  

- It appears from recent residential proposals and variances that prevailing yard 
patterns may offer flexibility to adjust front yard setbacks; consider reevaluating 
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front yard setbacks to account for prevailing patterns rather than making it an 
exception.  

- The side yard setbacks have recently been simplified, in all zones except U-D 
which may have been overlooked, but continue to vary based on lot width.  

- The 40+ ft rear yard setback in R-3 and R-4 districts is significantly larger than in 
other zones and applies to all housing types, including single-family detached and 
middle housing that only requires a 25+ ft setback in other zones. 

- Some of the special provisions and exceptions should be evaluated for utility, e.g., 
whether the additional setback in R-3 zone for buildings over 25 ft only on 
collector streets offers a meaningful difference. (Sec. 18-210(8)(C).)  

• The development standards for the R-4 district are significantly higher than other 
zones. The greater height, density, and lower lot area per unit allow this district to 
support higher intensity development. However, single-family detached and middle 
housing uses are also permitted in this district at a scale similar to the R-2 district, 
which could create compatibility issues within the district. Consider clarifying the 
intent of this district and setting uses and dimensional standards accordingly. If uses 
other than multiple-family continue to be permitted, consider allowing a much higher 
intensity of single-family and middle housing uses as well. 

• There are few minimum or maximum density standards. The code largely relies on 
the minimum lot sizes and minimum lot area per dwelling unit to control the scale and 
intensity of development instead. The two exceptions are a 16-unit/acre maximum 
density in the R-3 district and a 50-unit/acre maximum density in the R-4 district. (Sec. 
18-0210(12), 18-0211(11).) 
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Development Standards Recommendations 

Adjustments to the dimensional standards for residential development will be vital to 
permitting a range of single-family and middle housing development options.  

• Scale minimum lot area standards across zones to create more gradation in scale 
across zones. For example, consider reducing the R-1 minimum lot size to 7000 SF to 
match traditional 50x140-ft lot configurations, allowing a 6,000-SF minimum lot size in 
R-2 and U-D districts, and allowing a 5,000-SF minimum lot size in the R-3 district. 

• Where introducing duplexes, set minimum lot sizes, widths, depth and other 
dimensional standards equal to those for single-family detached homes.  

• For triplexes, fourplexes and cottage clusters, consider minimum lot sizes equal to 
those for single-family detached to increase the number of lots eligible. In R-3 and R-4 
districts, consider whether slightly larger lots consistent with multiple-family density 
could be appropriate or if a 5,000-SF minimum lot area would be sufficient. 

• For townhouses, consider minimum lot sizes that are equivalent to one-quarter of 
fourplex lot sizes for parity. Ensure that 0-ft side-yard setbacks are permitted. 

• In the R-4 zone, allow higher intensity single-family detached and middle housing 
standards (if those housing types continue to be permitted) to better integrate with 
higher intensity multiple-family uses. Consider reducing lot depth and/or requiring 
alley access if narrow lot frontages are a concern. 

• Evaluate maximum impervious surface as applied to existing or proposed minimum 
lot sizes to determine development feasibility. Consider a tiered maximum coverage 
standard for middle housing, where additional dwelling units are eligible for 
additional impervious surface coverage to encourage those development types and to 
enhance development feasibility. 

• Look for ways to simplify the setback formulas. Evaluate prevailing yard patterns to 
determine if there are any appropriate adjustments to front yard setbacks that could 
be allowed outright in established neighborhoods. Use consistent minimum side 
setbacks in each district that do not scale up for larger lots, a single standard that 
reflects the district’s scale and necessary building separation. Consider reducing rear 
setbacks, particularly for single-family detached and middle housing in the R-3 and R-
4 districts, and/or incorporating provisions similar to the 3-5-ft residential accessory 
building setbacks for smaller detached dwelling units in all districts. 

• Continue to rely on minimum lot sizes rather than additional maximum density 
standards. Consider whether the additional maximum density of 50 units per acre in 
the R-4 zone provides a regulatory benefit in addition to the 800 SF minimum lot area 
per unit standard (equivalent to 54 units per acre). 

• Reevaluate the exceptions and narrowly applicable standards to determine if they 
provide meaningful distinctions, or add complexity without commensurate benefit.  
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Parking Requirements 
Minimum off-street parking requirements can make all the difference in whether middle 
housing development is viable: whether the standards prioritize people or vehicles. Parking 
matters largely because of the space it requires, which means less room for housing, 
particularly if the number of spaces required for middle housing is significantly more than the 
number required for a single-family detached home on the same lot. National best practices 
recommend a minimum of one space per unit for most middle housing development.6 

Existing minimum parking ratios are based on residential type and size, totaling one space 
per bedroom for many homes. Minimum off-street requirements include: 

• Single-family detached: 2 spaces for homes with 3 or fewer bedrooms, 3 spaces for 
homes with 4 or more bedrooms. (Sec. 18-0302(14)(B)(11).) 

• Two-family: Not specified, but policy is to follow single-family detached standard. 

o However, single-family and two-family dwellings used as rentals must meet a 
higher minimum of 1 space per bedroom. 

• Multiple-family, including townhomes: 2 spaces for studios and 1-bedroom, 2.25 spaces 
for 2-bedroom, and 1 space per bedroom for 3+ bedrooms. 

Standards also address where parking can be located. Up to 40 percent of front yards in R-1 and 
R-2 districts can be used for parking for single-family and two-family homes, but not for the 
same homes in the R-3 or R-4 districts. (Sec. 18-0302(5)(B).) However, the driveway space in a 
front yard in front of a garage may not be counted towards the minimum parking. (Sec. 18-
0302(9).)  

Additional access standards address the location of driveways relative to street intersections, 
requiring minimum 50-ft spacing between driveways and intersections in the R-3 and R-4 
districts and 15-ft spacing in the R-1 and R-2 districts. (Sec. 18-0302(8)(B).) The increased 
spacing for the R-3 and R-4 districts may impact feasibility of single-family and middle housing 
development on individual lots. 

The City is conducting internal review by a Planning & Zoning Committee subcommittee to 
explore reductions to parking minimums across all uses as well as alternatives to off-street 
parking for individual lots, such as on-street parking credits, land banking, parking study 
alternatives, and shared parking.   

 
6 AARP Middle Housing Guide. Page 61. 
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ADU Standards 
Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) can be one of the easiest middle housing types to integrate 
into neighborhoods and directly empower homeowners to create housing options that meet 
their families’ needs. The City should consider these best practices from around the country, 
further detailed in the AARP Model Local Ordinance linked in the appendix, to establish ADU 
standards. 

The City does have standards for residential accessory structures that may inform future ADU 
standards, both because (a) they would have been applied to any existing accessory structures 
that could be converted to ADUs, or (b) they could inform or be used as a template for ADU 
dimensional standards. The residential accessory structure standards allow reductions to the 
side and rear setbacks and set maximum size limits of 1,200 SF on lots under 10,000 SF and 
1,400 SF on larger lots. (Sec. 18-0305.) 

  

Parking Recommendations 

Additional flexibility should be explored to ensure parking is not an obstacle to middle 
housing, particularly relative to single-family homes on the same lot. 

• Look to bring middle housing parking minimums in line with best practices of one 
off-street parking space per dwelling unit, and no off-street parking for ADUs. 
Explore in tandem with reductions to single-family and multiple-family minimums. 

• Set parking minimums equal for dwellings that are both owned and rented to avoid 
discrimination based on tenure type, and to increase flexibility for dwellings to be 
owned or rented without changing parking configurations. 

• Revise location and access standards to allow driveway parking to count towards 
required minimums, and to allow driveway spacing requirements in R-3 and R-4 for 
any single-family or middle housing types permitted equal to those for R- and R-2 
districts. 

• Explore ways to provide more site-specific parking flexibility, such as allowing on-
street parking to be counted towards requirements and shared parking. In areas with 
high parking demand such as near UND, consider conducting more detailed parking 
demand studies and exploring suitability of district-wide parking demand 
management techniques. 
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Middle Housing Standards 
There are few specific standards for middle housing types in the current code beyond 
dimensional standards, e.g., minimum lot area for two-family homes, because they are not 
widely permitted. The following recommendations go beyond the existing development code 
to address expanded housing options, some or all of which may be prioritized for Grand Forks. 

  

ADU Recommendations 

First and foremost, permit ADUs outright on all lots with single-family homes including 
within PUDs and on any existing undersized lots. Apply limited standards to ADUs to 
maximize flexibility and utility: 

• Set a maximum size of 1,000 SF for all ADUs for parity with accessory structure 
standards to facilitate conversion of existing accessory structures. Avoid a maximum 
size tied to a percentage of the primary dwelling size, which penalizes smaller homes.  

• Allow two-story ADUs, with heights up to 25 feet, including as retrofits of existing 
accessory structures. 

• Allow flexibility to locate within the side and rear setbacks. Consider using the 
existing 3-5-ft setbacks or a minimum 5-foot rear and side setback for single-story 
ADUs and a 10-ft minimum setback for two-story ADUs. 

• Exempt ADUs from off-street parking requirements, for both owned and rented 
ADUs. 

• Do not require owner occupancy for ADUs, which can significantly limit flexibility of 
use and financial benefits from an ADU, including the ability to get financing to 
construct the unit initially. 
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Middle Housing Recommendations 

For all middle housing types, best practices are to permit them broadly and at ‘house-scale,’ 
similar to single-family homes in the same neighborhoods with enough flexibility to allow 
housing types that can realistically get built. 

• Permit duplexes outright in all residential zones where single-family detached homes 
are permitted, on the same size lots without additional siting and design standards. 

• Introduce triplexes and fourplexes as a distinct use from multiple-family residential 
and permit on the same size lots as single-family detached in at least the UD, R-3 and 
R-4 zones. Allow flexibility for modifications of existing homes through internal 
remodeling or additional detached structures on the same lot.  

• Permit townhouses more explicitly in the R-2, UD, R-3 and R-4 zones. One of the 
biggest design challenges for townhouses is accommodating parking because a single 
or double-car garage can easily dominate the façade on these narrow lots. The City 
should strategically consider how much to regulate driveway and garage placement 
without creating significant obstacles to development, and/or create incentives for 
alley-loaded parking in new development contexts. 

• Cottage clusters could be introduced as a new housing type and could be compatible 
in all residential zones. Cottage clusters are typically groups of 4-12 smaller, detached 
or attached homes arranged around a central courtyard area. The scale of the homes 
is limited, perhaps around 1,500-SF each up to two stories. There can be a temptation 
to develop very prescriptive cottage cluster standards, but best practices focus on the 
key site design elements such as orienting cottages towards the central courtyard and 
locating any parking to the perimeter of the site. These housing types can provide 
attractive, smaller-scale homes for smaller households while building community 
between residents.  
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III. CODE UPDATE STRATEGIES 
Beyond individual housing types and regulatory specifics, there are several more conceptual 
issues to consider when crafting middle housing code recommendations. 

Consider Scale of Implementation 
Almost all of the housing types outlined here can be scaled to a few neighborhoods or citywide, 
depending on political appetite and preferences. Though many of the middle housing 
initiatives that have grabbed headlines in recent years, including triplexes in Minneapolis and 
middle housing in Oregon, have been broad reforms, incremental reforms may be valuable if 
targeted to the most promising neighborhoods for middle housing development and/or if they 
build community support for broader future reforms.7  

While it may seem daunting to tackle the issue at the citywide scale, it could avoid a long series 
of discussions on a neighborhood-by-neighborhood basis and can be most effective. It is also 
most inclusive, expanding new housing development options to all neighborhoods. If a more 
incremental approach is desired, one starting point could be to identify areas with greater infill 
opportunities and recent interest, such as the area between downtown and the university, as 
initial candidates for middle housing to be implemented through an overlay zone. The City has 
experience with designating the Affordable Housing Districts in the early 2000s as a strategy for 
targeted experimentation with more flexible housing options. 

Finally, another option to scale implementation can be to start a pilot program with a specific 
sunset date. The city of Spokane, WA, adopted middle housing standards as an interim 
ordinance for one year and then used that time to refine the rules, recently adopting 
permanent plan and zoning reforms for middle housing.8 However, an interim approach may 
produce limited results if local developers do not believe it is worth their time to learn and 
apply the new standards. 

 
7 For an example of a successful incremental approach, the City of Chicago adopted an ADU ordinance to 
allow ADUs in five “pilot areas” rather than citywide. 
https://chicago.suntimes.com/2020/12/15/22177259/coach-houses-chicago-zoning-pilot-program-
affordable-housing-coucil-passes  Five years later, the City has expanded ADUs to permit them citywide. 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/mayor/press_room/press_releases/2025/september/ADU-
expansion.html  
8 Spokane’s Building Opportunity for Housing code amendments were adopted in 2023 after a one-year 
pilot, and then further refined to adjust implementation issues in 2025. 
https://my.spokanecity.org/projects/shaping-spokane-housing/building-opportunity-for-housing/  
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Prioritize the Most Impactful Changes 
Amidst the many specific zoning details, there are three key regulatory changes that will best 
support middle housing as a meaningful development option, and that are likely to generate 
the most significant community conversations.  

Permit by right. Middle housing should generally be processed through a staff review 
(sometimes called ministerial review) and subject only to objective development and/or 
design standards. If housing is only subject to objective standards, then a discretionary 
review is not necessary. Discretionary review processes (e.g., design review or 
conditional use permits) typically add time, increase permit fee costs, and increase 
uncertainty for the development. They can also lead to more design and professional 
services fees if the design or layout needs to be changed in response to the review. If 
these review processes apply to middle housing but not single-family detached housing, 
this creates a disincentive for building middle housing.  

Address ‘compatibility.’ Discussions around introducing middle housing into 
neighborhoods with predominately single-family detached homes often come around 
to the issue of whether middle housing is ‘compatible’ with the existing development. It 
is important to re-examine some of the common assumptions about what makes a 
specific project compatible: similar scale (height, footprint, setbacks), similar use 
(household residential), similar design (color, materials, and details), similar residents 
(income, household composition and size), and/or similar impacts (traffic, parking)? 
While middle housing projects are often a distinct new type of housing, they are 
household residential uses with similar scale impacts to single-family detached homes. 
Many residential neighborhoods have historically accommodated a mix of middle 
housing and single-family homes: middle housing can sometimes be hidden in plain 
sight and it can be useful to point to any existing examples of successfully blended 
neighborhoods.  

Reduce off-street parking. Simply put, space can be used for housing or parking, and 
requiring parking often tends to result in fewer, larger, more expansive units than 
could otherwise be built.9 Requiring parking along with ADUs and other middle housing 
types severely impacts the feasibility of actually developing those housing types on the 
typical 6,000 to 7,500-SF neighborhood lot. While these can be challenging community 

 
9 For general discussion, see https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-07-29/to-add-housing-
zoning-code-reform-is-just-a-start. One example in Portland, OR, found that if off-street parking is 
required, a given site could accommodate 10 townhouses at over $700k apiece, but that the site could 
accommodate 32 condos at less than $300k each if parking were not required. 
https://www.sightline.org/2019/10/02/in-mid-density-zones-portland-has-a-choice-garages-or-low-prices/ 
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conversations to have, reducing parking requirements is at the core of successful 
housing code reform and must be addressed.10 Other parking management tools such as 
shared parking or parking districts may be proposed in areas of high parking demand 
in lieu of high off-street parking minimums that stifle middle housing development. 

Addressing these three issues can make middle housing an “easy” choice relative to single-
family detached housing. Restrictions on middle housing development that do not apply to 
single-family detached housing can deter middle housing development and continue to 
prioritize development of single-family detached homes. This is true of dimensional standards 
design details such as parking or garage location or architectural design details, or occupancy 
or affordability requirements that are not also applied to single-family detached homes.  

Development standards taken together need to leave room for a reasonable unit size to make 
development feasible, while keeping an overall alignment with house-scale buildings. Scale 
and building size limitations for middle housing should generally be no more restrictive than 
for new single-detached housing. Standards addressing building scale can also be designed to 
create an incentive to build more, smaller units, by allowing incrementally larger buildings 
when more units are proposed. 

Consider Infill and Greenfield Strategies 
Middle housing functions differently in infill scenarios and greenfield developments, and may 
require distinct code update strategies particularly given Grand Forks’ application of PUD 
districts for new development in the south end.  

Strategies specific to infill contexts should prioritize flexibility to work within the existing 
built environment, particularly to allow new or modify existing structures on potentially 
nonconforming lots, extend existing or new structures into required side and rear setbacks, 
and to reduce or waive off-street parking minimums. Infill standards can be implemented 
through an overlay zone or changes to base residential zones.  

Neighbors may have greater concerns about middle housing in existing neighborhoods, and it 
is therefore important to engage with communities throughout the process of developing 
updated standards. Engagement strategies may include highlighting existing middle housing 
examples hidden in plain sight within neighborhoods and framing ADUs and middle housing 
as opportunities for existing residents to have more flexibility with their own properties. 
Neighborhood walk audits can be a great way to engage individual neighborhoods. 

 
10 An entire memo or even book could be written about how and why to advocate for parking regulatory 
reform. See, for example, The High Cost of Free Parking, by Donald Shoup. 
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Greenfield settings can offer opportunities to develop middle housing at greater scale, with 
developers able to proactively plan for middle housing. New developments can more easily be 
designed to meet specific middle housing standards, such as alley access for townhouses, 
however, it is important that standards not be significantly more onerous than single-family 
detached homes. Grand Forks should consider whether to continue requiring PUDs for many 
new developments, and adjusting PUD standards to allow middle housing and perhaps even 
require some mixing of housing types, or allowing more middle housing outright in the 
residential zones that can be permitted through the subdivision process. 

Test Development Standards 
In the process of setting specific standards for middle housing, testing those standards can be 
helpful to illuminate potential issues and highlight whether the regulations are likely to lead to 
the desired outcomes or not. This could include: 

• Test physical layouts on example site sizes. Study possible configurations that could 
work on real or hypothetical example sites using the draft development standards (e.g., 
minimum lot area, setbacks, impervious surface coverage, building heights, parking 
requirements). This can be an effective way to illustrate how the layers of development 
requirements interact and whether the resulting combination allows for viable 
development, as demonstrated in several lot tests prepared by staff for Planning 
Commission in October 2024 that determined that existing regulations largely limit 
current middle housing develop to 1-bedroom units where permitted.  

• Analyze financial feasibility. Development feasibility analysis and sensitivity testing 
can be used to estimate middle housing development potential in different areas and/or 
to see how alternative development standards impact which types of middle housing 
are most likely to be built. This is typically done using pro forma analysis that reflects a 
generalized version of how a developer would assess the financial feasibility of a 
development proposal using localized market data.  

• Recruit local developers/architects to test the code. A detailed review by those used to 
applying the existing code and any proposed middle housing standards to their projects 
can reveal flaws or awkward language in standards.  

Create a Coalition 
Building support by finding or educating potential allies is essential to generate momentum to 
adopt, implement and continue refining middle housing updates. Building local support for 
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middle housing will be especially crucial in Grand Forks given the absence of successful 
middle housing updates around the state (as of yet!) or clear local or state direction to pursue 
updates. Engagement around middle housing can be an important strategy to build new and 
strengthen existing relationships, and to unite allies around key messages to generate support 
at crucial decision points. Education and engagement opportunities can include: 

• Presentations to local officials, such as the staff presentation on Housing in October 
2024 and AARP presentation on middle housing in January 2025. 

• Tours of existing middle housing in Grand Forks, particularly any that have been built 
recently (as opposed to historic examples). 

• Design competitions and design awards for middle housing types, including 
partnerships with university architecture and planning programs. This can also support 
development of pre-approved plans for middle housing. 

• Presentations at professional organizations, including architects, urban planners, 
landscape architects, homebuilders, and real estate professionals. Engaging these 
professionals early is essential to getting new housing types built once codes are 
updated. 

• Educational materials for would-be middle housing developers, including brochures or 
websites translating new code provisions and permitting rules, webinars, in-person 
seminars, special open hours with planning staff or building permit center, or other 
engagement options. This can be especially effective for ADUs where individual 
homeowners—who are not experienced developers—are the ones contemplating a 
major construction project. 

• Creative outreach to neighborhoods to highlight existing middle housing and future 
potential. Advocates in Winnipeg, Manitoba, used a Valentine’s Day infill housing love 
letters campaign as one of the more creative ways to expand the narrative about 
housing options.11  

Potential private sector advocates can include groups like local homebuilders, architects and 
other developers. Large employers can also be advocates for middle housing to ensure housing 
options for their employees, particularly given Grand Forks’ recognition of housing as an 
economic development issue. Nonprofit allies with common cause can include groups 
interested in alternative transportation, affordable housing, climate action, social justice and 
accessibility. AARP North Dakota, in addition to facilitating this code audit, is a resource and 
an advocate for expanding housing options across the state. 

 
11 See https://www.yesinwpg.com/2020/02/folks-loved-our-valentines-day-infill-housing-love-letters-
campaign/ 
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Around the state, several communities in North Dakota are exploring middle housing reforms. 
Bismarck, West Fargo and Mandan have completed middle housing code audits in recent 
years, eyeing near-term code updates. Planners in those cities would be natural peers and 
allies to discuss approaches to middle housing reform.  
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IV. RESOURCES 
Cities and states around the country are working to support middle housing development and 
reintroduce it within their communities. The following examples highlight both zoning codes 
as well as complementary implementation strategies. 

Lawrence Updated Land Development Code. In 2025 Lawrence adopted a fully updated 
development code that allows ADUs, triplexes and fourplexes, courtyard development, and 
small lot development, intended to promote a mix of housing types within neighborhood 
developments. Code updates also include design standards for both new residential 
development and infill standards so new developments have to match the style of the 
surrounding area, meaning matching lot widths, distance to neighbors, distance from streets, 
etc. While a major advance, ADU standards include some known barriers such as owner 
occupancy requirements, occupancy limits, and design compatibility standards, but does 
waive off-street parking for lots over 27 ft wide.  

https://lawrenceks.gov/2025/01/15/city-of-lawrence-adopts-new-land-development-code/  

https://assets.lawrenceks.gov/pds/planning/documents/Lawrence-LDC-April-1-Clean-
040125.pdf  

Topeka Missing Middle Housing Code Amendments. This Kansas city adopted ADU reforms 
in 2024, as first step in a broader exploration of middle housing updates that may include 
allowing up to four units and decreasing parking requirements. ADU standards allow units up 
to 800 SF outright, but do require owner occupancy, one off-street parking space, and visually 
compatible building design unless modified through a conditional use permit. Neither 
Lawrence nor Topeka were required to permit ADUs through statewide legislation, but rather 
initiated efforts independently to address local housing needs. 

https://www.topeka.org/planning/missing-middle-amendments/#gsc.tab=0  

Bozeman Unified Development Code Update. A city of 60,000 that is home to Montana State 
University, Bozeman, Montana, is in the midst of a comprehensive update to its development 
code that prominently features middle housing code updates. The proposed code, pending 
adoption, would allow two-unit housing and ADUs on all low-density lots, and four-unit 
housing in the low-medium zone, with increasing scale in the medium and high residential 
zones. Some aspects of the code updates exceed new statewide requirements for ADUs and 
duplexes, and are coupled with changes to parking minimums and procedural review 
requirements. 

https://engage.bozeman.net/udc  
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Build South Bend Initiative. The City adopted an award-winning, form-based code in 2019 that 
allows a range of middle housing across the residential zones, organized around a ‘transect’ 
principle, with less intense uses such as ADUs and duplexes permitted in all zones (including 
the most widespread neighborhood residential zones), and larger uses such as fourplexes and 
cottage courts allowed only in higher intensity zones. The zoning standards focus on 
descriptive form and building standards specific to each housing type, such as detailed in 
Section 21-08.02. The City has also removed all parking minimums, including for housing. 

http://docs.southbendin.gov/WebLink/0/edoc/348545/21-
0%20South%20Bend%20Zoning%20Ordinance%202021.09-27%20(Current).pdf 

The City is further working to support a growing cohort of developers working at the small 
infill scale through its Build South Bend program, which includes financial incentives such as 
waiver of sewer hookup fees, educational seminars, and preapproved middle housing plans. 

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2022/10/6/pre-approved-house-designs-jump-start-
infill-development-in-south-bend (description) 

https://southbendin.gov/bsb/preapprovedplans/ (plans) 

Tulsa Neighborhood Infill Overlay. The city of Tulsa, Oklahoma, adopted the Neighborhood 
Infill Overlay (NIO) in December 2021 to allow a wide variety of middle housing types in near-
downtown neighborhoods, following an engagement process that grew from a 2020 housing 
study and strategy. The goal of the NIO project was to allow for the development of middle 
housing in order to, which would create more affordable homes at a variety of income levels 
while maintaining compatibility with the mass, scale, and character of existing neighborhood 
development. 

https://tulsaplanning.org/programs/projects/housing/overlay/  

Oregon Middle Housing Model Code. Oregon adopted legislation requiring all cities with 
populations over 10,000 to permit a range of middle housing types by 2022. State planning staff 
worked with a wide range of stakeholders to develop a Model Code incorporating best practices 
for middle housing zoning. The Oregon model focuses on permitting all middle housing types 
in all zones where single-family detached dwellings are permitted, generally with the same 
minimum lot sizes and building envelopes. While some specifics may differ for Grand Forks, 
other sections—particularly the design standards for middle housing—could be easily adapted. 

https://www.oregon.gov/lcd/UP/Documents/OAR660046%20EXHIBIT%20B%20-
%20Large%20Cities%20Middle%20Housing%20Model%20Code%2020201209.pdf 
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AARP Middle Housing Resources. 

The ADU Model State Act and Local Ordinance is a detailed guide to key issues for drafting 
local city ADU ordinances, drawing upon best practices from around the country. Available 
at: https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/housing/info-2021/adu-model-state-act-and-
local-ordinance.html 

The Discovering and Developing Missing Middle Housing Guide is available at: 
https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/housing/info-2022/missing-middle-
housing.html  

Expanding Middle Housing Options: A Guide to Local Middle Housing Regulations is a 
guide to best practices for local jurisdictions, available at:  

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-
communities/housing/2024/Expanding%20Middle%20Housing%20Option-
A%20Guide%20to%20Local%20Middle%20Housing%20Regulations.pdf  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This analysis is prepared under the auspices of AARP North Dakota and in partnership with AARP 
Livable Communities to support expansion of housing opportunities and livable communities in North 
Dakota for people of all ages, and the views herein are those of the consultant, JET Planning. JET 
Planning is a land use planning firm based in Portland, OR with over a decade of experience 
analyzing and updating development codes, with a focus on expanding housing diversity and 
development feasibility. Contact: www.jetplanning.net  
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Agenda Item Number / Topic: Opposition to Item 4-2: Ordinance to amend Section 18-0204 (Townhouse definition), Section 18-0209(11)
(R-2 Semi-Detached Special Conditions), and Section 18-0210(11)(A) (R-3 Townhouse Special
Conditions)

Comments: RE: Opposition to Item 4-2: Ordinance to amend Section 18-0204 (Townhouse definition), Section 18-
0209(11) (R-2 Semi-Detached Special Conditions), and Section 18-0210(11)(A) (R-3 Townhouse Special
Conditions).

Dear Chairman and Members of the Planning & Zoning Commission,

Please accept this formal written testimony regarding Item 4-2 on tonight's agenda. I am writing to express
serious reservations about modifying definitions and loosening special conditions for high-density attached
housing without simultaneously mandating enhanced structural fire protection.

We must look at the real-world economic and physical fallout of loose regulations on high-density wood
structures. The catastrophic five-story, 325-unit Canton Apartment fire in Oklahoma City serves as a stark
warning. Because it was an incredibly massive wood-frame structure with continuous horizontal areas, it
burned for days and resulted in a total loss. Beyond the immediate danger, the total destruction of that
massive volume of building materials created localized supply chain shocks, drawing away lumber,
specialized equipment, and construction supplies that impacted other regional developers and local small
contractors.

Grand Forks currently maintains an elite Class 1 ISO (Insurance Services Office) fire protection rating. This
rating directly protects our homeowners, small businesses, and developers by keeping property insurance
premiums affordable city-wide. When a municipality alters townhouse definitions to allow structures to be
built closer together or reduce setbacks, the systemic risk changes. If a major multi-family loss occurs here
due to weak firewall requirements, the insurance payout causes actuaries to re-price the geographical risk
pool, driving up insurance premiums for every property owner in Grand Forks. Furthermore, localized
supply shortages from rebuilding a total-loss complex will halt other ongoing local projects.

I support responsible housing growth. However, increased density must require increased safety. I ask that
the Commission delay preliminary approval of Item 4-2 until the text explicitly includes provisions
mandating:
1. True, structurally independent, non-combustible fire walls extending fully from the foundation through
the roof deck to prevent horizontal fire spread.
2. Rigid perimeter access requirements so fire apparatus are never obstructed by reduced setbacks.
3. Explicit confirmation from the Grand Forks Fire Department that these changes will not jeopardize our
Class 1 ISO rating.

Respectfully submitted,
Liv Tegenu


