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Thurston County Accessory Dwelling Unit Focus Group: Second Meeting 
February 15, 2018 

Staff: Allison Osterberg, Senior Planner and Krosbie Carter, Associate Planner 

In attendance:  

• Jennifer Davis, Thurston County 
Planning Commission Chair 

• Pat DeRoberts, Thurston County 
resident and homeowner 

• Stuart Drebick, Olympia Master Builders 
• Julia Hicks, Thurston County resident 
• Holly Gadbaw, Thurston County resident 
• Tammy Trager, Thurston County Planner 

• Trudy Soucoup, Homes First 
• Tim Kramer, Thurston County Planning 

Commission 
• Saundra Raynor, Thurston County 

resident and homeowner 
• Dave Stribling, Thurston County resident 

and homeowner 

 

Summary 
There were five main areas up for discussion at the second meeting: owner occupancy, size 
requirement, attached vs detached, water and sewage standards, and family member units 
(FMU). Staff reviewed the purpose of the group, which is not necessarily to reach consensus, 
but to provide a variety of perspectives and ideas surrounding ADU standards, benefits and 
concerns. Ideas and discussion from the focus group will help county staff draft a Thurston 
County ADU policy, which the group will then review and provide feedback on before options 
are presented to the Planning Commission in the Summer of 2018.  

The staff reviewed the draft ADU language, asking for group feedback on the different options 
and varying viewpoints. Conversation centered around rural character and density issues of 
allowing ADUs, specifically the possibility of detached ADUs. No consensus was reached on the 
topics at hand, however, the various viewpoints are recorded in the following sections.  

1. Zoning and Density concerns 
• Want to maintain rural character, and adding ADUs could go against that. Even if 

they are smaller, they still add impacts—traffic, noise, wildlife.  
• How much growth does the rural county need to accommodate? Why do we need 

ADUs? 
• Concerns regarding the 1/5 zones and allowing ADUs at all. Some noted that 

detached ADUs are appropriate for the urban areas, but have concerns about the 
rural area. 

• All detached versions, including accessory conversions, should count towards 
density. But they should still be allowed if zoning allows. 

• Some argue that all ADUs in general, including attached, should count towards 
density, as they will have a greater impact on the lot and character.  
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• Others say that attached ADUs or conversions of existing structures should not 
count towards density. No additional ‘footprint’ is being created, and even though 
the number of people could increase, impacts would be minimal compared to a new 
larger home.  

 
2. Family Member Units (FMUs) 

• Big question: Should FMUs be replaced by ADU standards, or not? 
• The main purpose of FMUs is for a family member. They provide an affordable way 

to care for sick family or accommodate younger generations. ADUs would not be 
“affordable” compared to the FMU, as FMUs are mobile/manufactured and less 
expensive to purchase. 

• There is still a need for FMUs, but they should have better enforcement to regulate 
the family member restriction and temporary nature. Consider requiring an annual 
fee or certification to better enforce.  

• Compared to the proposed ADU standards, FMUs provide adequate space for an 
entire family. Without the FMU, it would be very hard to have an entire family fit in 
a small ADU. 

• Group split: Most feel they should go away, as there is no mechanism for 
enforcement. However, if there were new regulations added, half then would 
support maintaining FMUs.  

3. Water & Sewage issues 
• Compliance issues: most septics are limited based on the number of bedrooms, and 

would not accommodate new bedroom additions in the ADUs.  
• Could set people up to cheat the system—call bedrooms “offices” to 

accommodate the ADU.  
• However, many people already do this on a regular basis, even without 

ADUs. 
• Point of clarification: FMUs are not exempt from the waste flow requirements of 

septic. If the existing septic cannot accommodate the increase in bedrooms and 
waste, they are required to install a new septic. ADUs would be held to the same 
standard.  

• Group consensus: Ok holding ADUs to the same standards as all other development, 
including lot setbacks, permits and health standards.  

4. Attached  
• All agree to allow attached ADUs 

• One dissent to not allow them in the RRR 1/5 zones 
• Need to define and clarify “attached”. How much of a shared wall would be 

required? Allow the roof line to count, so as to accommodate breezeways in 
between the garage and house?    

• Also consider allowing garage conversions in “attached” if they are in close proximity 
to the house, such as 20ft. Need to define “close” proximity.  
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5. Detached 
• Group split. Some in favor of allowing some form of detached ADU, others oppose 

all forms of detached.  
• Arguments against detached: 

• Density and rural character concerns. Two houses on one lot. 
• Would be more ‘in-demand’ than attached and could create too much 

growth. 
• Don’t want communities to look overcrowded. Hawks Prairie rural area used 

as the example of what they want to avoid.  
• Arguments for detached: 

• For conversions of existing structure: no additional buildings created, so less 
infrastructure impact than creating even a new attached building.  

• Stand-alone detached: If only allowed on a lot that meets the density 
requirements, it’s no different than if an owner subdivided and built another 
house. Except that the ADU would be smaller, have less of an impact on the 
land. 

• Considerations for detached: Base the ability to have a detached unit on the density 
of the underlying zone and size of the lot. Any legal lot should be allowed to have a 
detached ADU if they meet the density requirements.  

• For example, owning 4 acres in a LAMIRD 1/2, or 10 acres in a 1/5. Critical 
Areas Ordinance and lot requirements would still apply. 

• Need to assess how many legal lots meet the criteria of ‘double the density 
requirement’ in the county.  

• Could also be seen as a way of preserving these ‘larger lots’ from subdivision; 
preserves more natural environment than would be left if the owner 
subdivided and built two large homes. Any future subdivision would be 
unable to create non-conforming lots (i.e. leaving the ADU with the original 
primary house on one lot), so allowing a detached could enhance rural 
character more by incentivizing smaller houses and less impact.  

6. Size 
• Option: different standard for attached, internal conversion, and detached. 

• No size limit for internal conversion (such as a basement), as the footprint of 
the house already exists.  

• However, argument against this option is that it could then create duplexes, 
with houses being built large enough to have two full living areas in one. 

• Need to clarify in code that the ADU must be accessory in size, not just use. 
• For Planners, flat square footage option is easier to monitor and implement, while a 

percentage base is harder to regulate (as people can change the size of their house). 
Option could be 1,000sf maximum for all ADUs.  



 

Thurston County ADU Focus Group: Meeting notes 2.15.18 

• Others prefer the percentage, as larger houses or larger lots should be able to 
accommodate a larger ADU.  

• Combination of both could be a middle ground (i.e. 1,500sf or 40% primary) 
• Option: create SUP process for detached, with size increase available. However, SUP 

is prohibitive and expensive.  
7. Owner occupancy 

• In favor: discourages ADU creation in the rural area. Want to make it less desirable 
to build ADUs—owner occupancy would limit the noise impacts, traffic impacts etc.  

• Not in favor: hard to enforce, creates regulations without ‘teeth’. Want to make it 
easier to allow ADU creation.  
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