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In her 2024 State of the City Address, Mayor Michelle Wu announced that it was a priority of her
administration to make it easier to build an ADU in Boston. But what are the current rules, how restrictive
are they, what are the barriers that currently exist, and when should city residents expect to see changes?
The purpose of this document is to answer these questions and be a resource to any resident who wants a
quick snapshot of the city’s ADU program.

Boston’s ADU Program CONVERTED BASEMENT

Currently, Boston only allows owner-occupants in 1-, 2-, and 3-
family homes to build aninternal ADU that does not add to the
building footprint by-right. An example of what this looks like
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can be found in the image to the right. Homeowners who want m\//

to build an attached or detached ADU or an internal ADU that

adds to the building footprint must receive a variance from the

Zoning Board of Appeals. Internal ADU

These are the rules citywide, unless you are a homeowner in the area covered by PLAN: Mattapan. As part of
that re-zoning initiative, homeowners living in the district can build attached and detached ADUs by-right, in
addition to internal ADUs. Furthermore, a homeowner can build two ADUs - one attached and one detached -
without needing a variance.

Timeline of ADUs in Boston

2017-2018: ADU Pilot: 1
« Owner occupants of 1, 2, and 3 family homes in Mattapan and JP could build internal ADUs by-right
2019 Zoning Amendment
« Codified the ADU pilot program and expanded it to the whole city
2021-2022: ADU Pilot: 2
« Provided TA to convert existing exterior structures into ADUs
2024 PLAN Mattapan
« PLAN: Mattapan included zoning changes that make it significantly easier to build an ADU, but is restricted to
Mattapan
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Program Results

Since 2019, only 160 internal ADUs have been built in Boston.
That represents just a tiny fraction of the new homes built in the
city over the past 5 years and points to the need for significant
revisions to the current program. The table to the right provides
a breakdown of of those ADUs by neighborhood.

Barriers to Success

The biggest barrier cited by the city is that the current rules do
not allow for any sort of bump-out or size increase when building
aninternal ADU. Oftentimes, a homeowner will need to add a
second door to comply with the requirement that an ADU have
two means of leaving the property, which can result in an
increase to the building size. As soon as this happens, the
proposed ADU is no longer compliant with the code and must
receive a variance from the Zoning Board of Appeal to continue.

Beyond this very technical issue, the fact that the current rules
only apply to internal ADUs severely limits its potential for
meaningfully increasing ADU development.

ADU Reform Initiative

The city is currently undergoing a review of the program and is
expected to release its draft improvement recommendations
later this year. For more information and updates on when
those will be released, refer to the City’s website at:
https://www.bostonplans.org/planning-zoning/zoning-
initiatives/citywide-adu-zoning#zoning-reform

Neighborhood AB?;:::
Dorchester 39
East Boston 17

Mattapan 17
Roxbury 15
Hyde Park 14
Brighton 11
Jamaica Plain 11
Roslindale 8
South Boston 8
West Roxbury 3
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