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Executive Summary

Americans are facing three overlapping threats: the climate crisis, an affordability crisis, and a
housing crisis. State legislators are simultaneously on the front lines of all three, caught between
federal policy repeals and a looming economic downturn, but still responsible for improving their
constituents’ way of life and cutting emissions.

Most policy proposals only focus on one of the three problems, compounding the challenge and
often leaving state legislators feeling they have few options available to make a difference, especial-
ly in the absence of federal leadership.

But that perspective overlooks an elegant — often bipartisan — solution to all three: building
housing that fights climate change. State and local lawmakers can give people the freedom to
choose alternatives to driving in traffic, protecting families from soaring housing costs, and cutting
emissions. This is a huge opportunity for state legislators to lead that’s entirely within their sphere
of influence.

The “Montana Miracle” shows how. The state
has wrestled with an affordable housing crisis for
nearly 20 years, first driven by foreclosures during
the Great Recession then accelerated by COVID-19
influenced migration into Montana, overwhelming
available housing stock and pushing prices out of
reach for residents. In 2021, the state’s Republican
governor and Republican-dominated state legisla-
ture passed multiple laws to expand housing supply
through multifamily homes and accessory dwelling
units (ADUs), increase community density, and limit
parking requirements. The laws survived a 2023 legal
challenge, and state legislators doubled down in 2025
by enacting even more pro-housing policy.

Few observers would consider Montana a pro-cli-
mate state but these policies — ostensibly designed
to reduce housing costs and give families opportu-
nities to own their own homes — create clear climate
benefits by reducing sprawl and the need to drive
everywhere.

Housing and transportation together compose
nearly 35 percent of all United States greenhouse gas
emissions. Policymakers focused on these sectors
typically prioritize efforts to electrify appliances and
vehicles, but using the full suite of tools to address
the housing-transportation nexus empowers states
to address the housing-affordability-climate challenge while creating even greater benefits, faster
and cheaper than only focusing on electrification. But not all housing supply policies create the
same climate benefits. Without advocacy by progressive voices, this well-meaning effort could be
diverted into policies that create longer commutes, convert more land, and increase costs.
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Done right, increasing housing in dense areas served by mass transit, while creating amenities and
jobs accessible by bike and on foot, can significantly cut emissions and household expenses. Emis-
sions reductions from traffic calming measures in cities and countries that have adopted them, for
example, have proved extremely popular and effective. These types of resilient reforms go hand in
hand with a housing policy that enables more transportation choices.

While housing supply policy alone cannot solve the climate crisis, locating dense housing in the
right places in communities has a meaningful role, and pursuing housing policy as climate action
has two big advantages:

1. Achievability: Housing supply policy can draw support from elected officials that typically
do not support other climate priorities. This is a chance to notch climate wins in red and
purple states where traditional victories like renewable electricity standards and carbon
pricing may not be possible.

2. Durability: Housing-driven transportation emissions reductions grow steadily over time
and are long-lasting. The footprint of neighborhoods built prior to the American Revolution
is still visible today, and the housing choices we make now will shape our cities long into the
future. New construction takes time to transform neighborhoods. But once these homes are
built, they reduce emissions and costs across their communities for decades or centuries to
come.

This report details 16 policies, evaluated in Part 1. Each policy example cites states that have
adopted or have contemplated the policy — and discusses policy trade-offs, dials and levers, and
limitations. In each case, this report includes the best available information about the scale of the
policy’s potential impact. While comparing potential pollution impact between each policy or the
impact each could have in isolation isn’t currently possible, this report prioritizes policies based
on their potential climate impact and political ease or challenge of passage.

Nine priority policies that could have the largest climate impact are extensively described in this
section, with Transit Oriented Development (TOD) and Eliminating Parking Minimums the highest
priority options. TOD is likely to be partisan in some states, but should be a priority in states with a
majority that can pass it. Eliminating Parking Minimums has proven feasible in both red and blue
legislatures.

However, the remaining priority policies should be evaluated based upon the state where they are
being considered, as they may have unique benefits even without the largest pollution reductions.
For instance, facilitating ADUs is the one policy prioritized in this report that has the fastest likely
timeline from bill passage to new home creation.

Seven other policies fall into a secondary priority tier because they may be meaningful in specif-
ic places, or may become important in the future. These warrant consideration and additional
discussion.

Part 2 of the report discusses the challenges and stakeholders in more detail, including detail
on priority policies and cross policy issues, outside analysis and modeling from third-party and
government sources, and potential stakeholder divides.
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PART1

Housing Policy that
Cuts Climate Pollution:
Our Recommendations

The primary thesis underlying this report is simple: Increasing
housing availability in existing communities cuts transportation
pollution by reducing time people are stuck in car traffic and
increasing availability of other modes of transportation including
walking, biking, and transit.

Americans are often forced into car-dependence by uncoordinated
decisions made by state and local governments, increasing trans-
portation pollution as more people must purchase cars and drive
longer distances. Established transportation and urban develop-
ment policies often make it impossible to get around by any other
means — from 1980 to 2020 the average time commuters spent
stuck in traffic increased 170%. But when policymakers invest in
mass transit and expand networks of sidewalks, bike lanes, and
multi-use trails, they reduce congestion and household costs while
cutting pollution.

Increasing housing supply in ways that reduces transportation
pollution creates extremely durable climate benefits. Compared
to technologies like electric vehicles, renewable energy, or HVAC
upgrades where reductions last a couple of decades until the equip-
ment ages out of service, building compact communities creates
impacts that last for generations. In many communities, the parts
of town that developed around trolley service, for example, remain
walkable, bikeable, and transit friendly 100 years later.

These policies create many other benefits. Although beyond the scope of this analysis, compact
housing is more energy efficient both because multifamily housing tends to be more energy effi-
cient on a per square foot basis, and because smaller housing units means heating and cooling
less space per unit. More compact communities are easier to provide city services to, decreasing
municipal costs. The health benefits of living in more walkable communities are numerous and
suburban sprawl likely contributes to social isolation. These co-benefits create opportunities to
build solidarity with a wide assembly of allies as climate advocates work to support these policies.

State legislators are positioned to effectively advocate for pro-climate housing policy, especially
where a clear climate majority is not currently in power. Many of the measures addressed in this
report have achieved bipartisan support. Leveraging the unique ability of state legislators to move
meaningful climate policy in places that won’t support electrification or renewable energy policy
is a great opportunity to make meaningful improvements that address long-term factors increas-
ing emissions. Adding these policies to existing advocacy areas will broaden the impact ability of
pro-climate state legislators.
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https://climatecabineteducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Transportation-101-Booklet.pdf

PRIORITY POLICIES

Pollution Relative
Impact 1-10 scale

Policy Potential impact by 2035 Political Ease Notes

Transit Oriented 10 Partisan and Most housing created, focused in

Development Difficult places that will optimize pollution
reductions

Eliminate Parking 8 Bipartisan Colorado study rates this as very

Minimums effective at encouraging housing

Middle Housing, Lot 7 Bipartisan and Likely long-term greatest increase

Sizes, and Related Difficult in housing supply, but slow to take

Zoning Reforms effect

Mid-Rise Apartment 6 Bipartisan Little data. Could create more

Zoning Reform housing than TOD, but is less
focused on transit-served areas

Building Code 4 Bipartisan Unique stakeholders make politics

Reform complex

Local Government 4 Bipartisan and Requires substantial cooperation

Planning and Difficult and coordination among many

Accountability stakeholders

Facilitate ADUs 5 Bipartisan Likely the fastest increase in
housing supply from law’s passage
to construction, but pollution
impacts unclear

Pre-approved Plans 2 Bipartisan Emerging, likely moderate impact
on housing supply and pollution.

Condominium 3 Difficult Emerging and unique state-to-state

Liability Reform
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TRANSIT ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

State laws superseding or requiring local zoning that allow higher density development in areas
with access to transit likely creates the biggest bang for the buck in terms of climate benefits from
all housing supply policies. TOD policies are land use and zoning codes that promote housing
development around transit. This concept is not new — many traditional city neighborhoods,
suburban communities, and small towns were built before widespread car use using community
planning practices centered around rail or bus systems that we now consider TOD. In some cases,
this policy has been paired with affordable housing minimums (inclusionary zoning) and/or devel-
oper incentives for mandatory affordable housing (funded inclusionary zoning). This approach
amplifies the benefits of TOD policy and likely also improves the climate impact.

Because TOD policy specifically ties increased housing supply to geographies where transit is
most accessible, and because the housing density increases can be significant, TOD is the most
climate-friendly housing supply policy in this report.

Futurewise analyzed an earlier version of Washington’s TOD bill (similar to the HB 2610 version
that eventually passed) and concluded that in the four Central Puget Sound counties currently
served by light rail, the bill would have added about 1.6 billion square feet of multifamily residential
development capacity. This could approach a million new units over time. By definition, all these
units will be built in close proximity to the highest levels of transit service. The version of the bill
that eventually passed likely has a similar scale of impact.

The details of implementation matter dramatically though. Massachusetts’s 2004 TOD law is
much less ambitious in the intended upzoning and is driven by incentives rather than mandates.
A_2018 report by the Citizen’s Housing and Planning Association found in the first 14 years of
that program about 15,000 future units had been created. The report concluded “incentives alone
will not produce the number of homes necessary to meet demand ... More tools, such as addi-
tional requirements for multifamily zoning in communities and other incentives will be needed to
provide the support for communities to plan for the number of homes needed to meet the needs of
residents and grow the Massachusetts economy.”

HB 1491--2025 (Reed-36). Establishes minimum floor/area ratios for zones within .5 miles of
light rail, commuter rail and bus rapid transit. Requires 10% of units to be affordable (inclusionary
zoning), provides a property tax exemption for qualifying housing with affordable housing (funded
inclusionary zoning).

HB 24-1313--2024 (Woodrow-2). Establishes transit-oriented communities, within .5 miles of
light or commuter rail, or with transit corridors (such as bus rapid transit, or BRT), and meeting
other minimum size standards, must plan for at least 40 units/acre. The bill also provides local
planning grants, prevents common limitations on housing like age restricted HOAs.

Chapter 40R--2004. Empowers local governments to use state authorized smart zoning to allow
projects by-right or with limited review. Establishes minimum density in overlay zones. Authorizes
grant funds to those designated areas.
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https://futurewise.org/our_resources/2024-tod-legislation-development-capacity/
https://www.northbridgemass.org/sites/g/files/vyhlif981/f/uploads/chapa_-use_of_40r_2018_update.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=1491&Year=2025&Initiative=False
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1313
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1313
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/chapter-40r

SB 2111--2025 (Villivalam-8). Known as the Northern Illinois Transit Act. Includes significant
funding for transit systems. Also prohibits mandatory parking requirements in new developments
(residential and commercial) statewide near transit. Transit served areas defined as properties
within .5 miles of a rail station or within one-eighth of a mile of a high frequency bus corridor. Also
creates a funding mechanism to finance and construct transit-supportive developments within .5
miles of a rail station, .25 miles of a multi-use trail, and .125 miles of a bus stop (must be compliant
with local zoning).

SB 79--2025 (Weiner-11). Would establish minimum zoning around train stations and bus rapid
transit stops that allow seven stories near immediately surrounding major transit stops, with lower
height standards extending up to .5 miles away from such stops. Creates additional incentives for
transit agencies on land they already own. Includes demolition and anti-displacement standards.

HB 5002--2025 (Rojas-9, vetoed by Gov. Lamont). Would have allowed middle housing by right on
commercial lots, prohibited manufactured housing discrimination, generally eliminated residential
parking requirements with exceptions, limited protest petitions, established fair share allocations
for municipal housing and prioritized grants to complying jurisdictions as well as for jurisdictions
adopting TOD standards (incentives only), and provided funding and regulatory changes for other
housing related policies.

Local control and concerns from existing homeowners are frequent narratives against TOD policy.
Because of the scale of upzoning contemplated in the strongest versions of this policy, these argu-
ments are particularly potent.

TOD policy can also create meaningful displacement concerns. Historically, transit routes have
frequently been easier to build through lower-income communities, often communities of color.
Consequently, creating housing development pressure near transit can create displacement pressure
in these communities and lead to gentrification. Policy tools — such as inclusionary zoning, anti-dis-
placement plans, or relocation allowances for displaced tenants — can help address this potential
impact and should be employed.

Stakeholder groups with business, development, and ownership interests in land near transit can
gain significantly from TOD. All things equal, increased density means more profitable development
opportunities. However, in Washington, the requirement for inclusionary zoning — a 10% set aside
for affordable housing — was a significant barrier to this group. The value of additional development
potential far overshadows the relatively small incremental cost of maintaining a small percentage
of units below market rate, and the objection is more ideological (strict opposition to mandatory
inclusionary zoning, even with incentives) rather than based on a business analysis. In Washington,
this blow was softened by the addition of an additional property tax exemption for these units. Even
still, the main commercial real estate development association, NAIOP, opposed the bill.

This policy is one of the hardest to find bipartisanship on because expanding mass transit can be
a politically polarizing issue for Republicans with benefits perceived to be focused in areas often
represented by Democrats. In fact, many moderate Democratic and Republican officials’ constitu-
encies, including exurban commuters, stand to benefit significantly from improved commuter rail
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https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus/FullText?LegDocId=205897&DocName=10400SB2111ham003&DocNum=2111&DocTypeID=SB&LegID=161644&GAID=18&SessionID=114&SpecSess=&Session=
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billAnalysisClient.xhtml?bill_id=202520260SB79
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billAnalysisClient.xhtml?bill_id=202520260SB79
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&which_year=2025&bill_num=5002
https://ctmirror.org/2025/06/23/lamont-vetoes-h-b-5002-housing-bill-sets-local-buy-in-as-priority/
https://www.naiop.org

service and reduced freeway traffic as a result of better TOD policy, but this reality is often poorly
understood or rejected by elected officials. It’s a solution to a problem they don’t all agree with,
using tools they are hesitant about, focused in areas that are not their first concern.

Huge potential variability exists in the quality and efficacy of this policy dependent on the choices
and compromises made within the legislation:

e Requirements for upzoning. The Massachusetts policy, focused on incentivizing local govern-
ments, has not been as effective as it could be because it did not require upzoning.

e Definitions of the qualifying transit (level of service). In Washington, the final bill passed applied to
areas within .5 miles of light or commuter rail or .25 miles of bus rapid transit. Earlier versions
of the bill had more graduation, and more limited density bonuses in areas near high frequency
bus service, for example. Increased applicability of the density bonus means more housing
with greater climate impact and, correspondingly, more local opposition. When thinking about
tradeofts, it’s worth contemplating that climate impacts are likely subject to diminishing returns
as the policy’s sphere of influence expands to less frequent transit. In Washington, the decision
to exclude high-frequency traditional bus service was made in part because Bus Rapid Transit
(BRT) and rail service both include more permanent facility upgrades, whereas traditional bus
service standards (e.g., 15-minute frequency for at least 10 hours a day) could be changed by
the transit agency after zoning changes and increased housing density are already in place.

e Distance to transit stops. The area of a circle surrounding the train station or the bus stop is
worth considering — because it’s a circle, increasing the radius a small amount has an expo-
nential effect on the area upzoned.

e Scale of the density increase. In Washington the increase is based on floor area ratio. In Colora-
do and Massachusetts, it is based on a number of allowed units per acre. Converting between
these metrics isn’t an exact science, but in Washington, the floor area ratio density is estimated
to be ~100 units per acre while Massachusetts is closer to 12.

e [Inclusionary zoning. This requires some portion of the units in each development be rented at
a below-market rate to people who are income qualified, significantly increasing the policy’s
equity benefits. Because this means more lower- and middle-income people will be able to
live near transit, it likely improves the policy’s climate impacts and political durability. Many
details matter to implementing inclusionary zoning requirements including additional incen-
tives, percentage of units held affordable, whether an “in-lieu” alternative is available, and
income level that units must be made available.

e Potential exemptions. Any number of exemptions can be included. In Washington, for example,
communities of less than 10,000 people were excluded.

State legislators should prioritize support for TOD bills with teeth, with meaningful upzones to
larger areas, and, when appropriate, with strong economic and environmental justice provisions
along each of the axes identified above. In practice, strong policy may require iteration over multi-
ple legislative cycles and difficult tradeoffs. In making these tradeoffs, legislators should maintain
focus on the underlying public purposes of TOD: increasing access to housing near commercial
centers so fewer residents must commute long distances in freeway traffic.

4
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ELIMINATE PARKING MINIMUMS

States have begun to limit — or prohibit outright — local government mandates for parking mini-
mums. Parking spaces can be a sizable development expense, particularly in dense areas where
land value is at a premium and where parking spaces must be constructed underground or in a
multi-story garage. Local government requirements for off-street parking in these developments
— generally tied to the number of bedrooms or metrics of commercial occupancy — often require
overbuilding space for cars and add cost to housing units, particularly in the most climate-friendly
places for new housing.

Why it’s important/ Scale of Impact:

This policy has passed in several states including Montana and Washington, with strong bipartisan
coalitions, and is an important opportunity for meaningful action in places where a clear climate
majority doesn’t yet exist.

This policy simply moves the onus of decision making to the developer, which complicates esti-
mating the policy’s impact on housing production. Under this policy, developers may still build the
same, or a similar number of parking spaces. This developer choice is a key element that makes
the policy popular among conservatives, but it makes quantifying the impact of the policy unpre-
dictable.

The Sightline Institute’s excellent review of the Colorado Land Use and greenhouse gas study
suggested that eliminating parking minimums alone could boost new home construction by
40-70%, likely the upper end of what’s possible.

HOUSING POLICY THAT SOLVES CLIMATE CHANGE
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https://www.sightline.org/
https://sightline.org/2024/12/10/parking-reform-alone-can-boost-homebuilding-by-40-to-70-percent/
https://sightline.org/2024/12/10/parking-reform-alone-can-boost-homebuilding-by-40-to-70-percent/

Other analyses of the impacts of implementation of parking reductions in Oregon and Minneapolis
show that, at least at first, developers are not eliminating parking altogether, simply reducing the
number of units to meet their perception of demand. Some speculation exists that the impact will
grow as financial institutions become more accustomed to lending to projects with lower numbers
of parking spots. Especially when paired with other transit and bike and pedestrian optimization
strategies, this policy’s impact will likely grow as time passes.

AB 2097--2022 (Friedman-30). Prohibits parking minimums for most development within .5
miles of significant transit stops. Exemptions for hotels and motels.

SB 5184--2025 (Bateman-22). Limits the allowable parking minimums by city and county govern-
ments. May not be more than .5 spaces per multifamily unit, and prevents any parking minimum
for several categories including residences under 1,200 square feet, commercial spaces under
3,000 square feet, and affordable housing and child care facilities. Provides several exemptions for
smaller cities, and unique circumstances. Bill passed with bipartisan support in both chambers.

HB 492--2025 (Zolkanov-44). Sets similar standards to those in Washington, but with fewer
off-ramps. Passed with bipartisan support in both chambers.

LD 2003--2022 (Fecteau-132). Sets statewide targets, generally requires local governments to
allow duplexes in residential zones, generally requires ADUs to be allowed on residential lots,
limits parking requirements for affordable housing developments and ADUs.

SB 2111--2025 (Villivalam-8). Known as the Northern Illinois Transit Act. Includes significant
funding for transit systems. Also prohibits mandatory parking requirements in new developments
statewide (residential and commercial) near transit. Transit served areas defined as properties
within .5 miles of a rail station or .125 miles of a high frequency bus corridor. Also creates a funding
mechanism to finance and construct transit-supportive developments within .5 miles of a rail
station, .25 miles of a multi-use trail, and .125 miles of a bus stop (must be compliant with local
zoning).

HB 5002--2025 (Rojas-9, vetoed by Gov. Lamont). Would have allowed middle housing by right
on commercial lots, prohibited manufactured housing discrimination, generally eliminated resi-
dential parking requirements with exceptions, limited protest petitions, established fair share
allocations for municipal housing, prioritized grants to complying jurisdictions as well as for juris-
dictions adopting TOD standards (incentives only), and provided funding and regulatory changes
for a number of other housing related policies.

HB 6095--2024 (Neeley-70). Did not pass. Would have prohibited a zoning ordinance from requir-
ing more than 1.5 parking spaces per dwelling residential unit.

4
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https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/ORDLCD/bulletins/330dbc6
https://www.nickmagrino.com/blog/2018/1/30/when-you-dont-have-to-build-so-much-parking
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB2097
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5184&Year=2025&Initiative=False
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5184&Year=2025&Initiative=False
https://bills.legmt.gov/#/laws/bill/2/LC0886?open_tab=sum
https://www.mainelegislature.org/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280082953
https://www.mainelegislature.org/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280082953
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus/FullText?LegDocId=205897&DocName=10400SB2111ham003&DocNum=2111&DocTypeID=SB&LegID=161644&GAID=18&SessionID=114&SpecSess=&Session=
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&which_year=2025&bill_num=5002
https://ctmirror.org/2025/06/23/lamont-vetoes-h-b-5002-housing-bill-sets-local-buy-in-as-priority/
https://www.legislature.mi.gov/Bills/Bill?ObjectName=2024-HB-6095&QueryID=182469607

Local opposition to this kind of policy focuses on lack of parking in neighborhoods and is ampli-
fied when reducing or eliminating parking minimums is paired with other reforms like missing
middle housing which will increase the population density and perceived pressure on limited
parking spaces.

Despite significant evidence that increased density and increasing space for uses other than
parking have beneficial effects on local businesses, businesses that perceive themselves as depen-
dent on free or low-cost parking are a subset of opponents with a special flavor to their objections.
Small businesses have a particularly compelling story to policymakers; businesses with auto-de-
pendent products or services like grocery stores or retail shops can make an even stronger case to
this effect.

Local government leaders are likely to experience this pressure most acutely from existing residents
and businesses. State government leaders are less likely to be subject to this localized pressure, and
these policies have seen bipartisan support.

e Limiting geographical scope. Local governments have the flexibility to apply this policy elimi-
nating parking minimums in some neighborhoods, but not others. This can limit opposition,
particularly if it is targeted at neighborhoods that are being redeveloped and do not currently
have many neighbors. Bellingham, Washington followed this path, first eliminating parking
minimums in a brownfield redevelopment area, and then later applying the policy to other
parts of the city a couple of years later. States setting rules for local governments can make
those prohibitions blanket across all jurisdictions and zones, or could limit the rule to cities
above a certain size or only residential zones, for example.

e FElectric vehicle parking and charging space exceptions. One issue recently raised in Washington
is setting aside parking spaces for electric vehicles and charging (or pre-wired) parking spaces.
This can create conflict between a pro-climate housing policy that limits a local government’s
ability to mandate minimum parking spaces and a pro-climate policy that mandates minimum
numbers of spaces in multi-family housing for electric vehicle charging. Good solutions exist
for this conundrum (for example, requirements based on the percentage of parking spaces
provided, rather than an absolute number) but the issue warrants early consideration.

e Vehicle/space size limitations. An even stronger climate policy option would include limiting
the available number of larger parking spaces for oversized vehicles. Efforts to date to take any
steps to discourage the proliferation of larger and more dangerous vehicles have been political
non-starters.

State legislators should focus efforts on supporting parking minimum elimination in residential
areas with as few exceptions as possible. Places where this policy is only focused on affordable
housing or in limited geographies will unnecessarily limit the impact of a policy that is proven,
successful, and should be an easy yes.

4
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https://www.planning.org/planning/2022/spring/a-business-case-for-dropping-parking-minimums/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=1674&Year=2023&Initiative=False

MISSING MIDDLE, LOT SIZE, AND RELATED ZONING REFORMS

Awide variety of states including California, Montana, Oregon, and Texas have been steadily taking
steps to require local governments to allow more housing forms, such as more dense housing, to be
allowed in single family zones. Related zoning reforms that reduce minimum lot sizes or allow lot
splitting, so that more homes can be built in the same area on adjoining subdivided lots, are also
becoming common. Both approaches are a very impactful way to increase housing and housing
density that supports transit and cuts transportation emissions.

Other related zoning changes that support middle housing types or enable flexibility, such as
reductions in setbacks, allowing smaller lots, and enabling large residential lots to be split, similar-
ly support infill. States may cluster these changes together or tackle these restrictions individually.
States may also choose an “opt-in” approach to which zoning reforms local governments adopt by
requiring a certain number of reforms to be adopted from a longer list of eligible policies. Either
approach may be available to policymakers depending on their specific circumstances.

Why it’s important/ Scale of impact:

Because so much land in our cities is zoned for single family
homes, this policy can likely create the most total number of
additional allowed units of all policies considered in this report.
But unless coupled with other policies, it may create highly
varied results in terms of real-world effectiveness at increas-
ing housing availability. In existing neighborhoods, change will
occur only as homes are replaced, meaning the effect will gener-
ally be slower to materialize. This limitation is compounded by
the lack of experience and expertise in the building industry at
building and permitting middle housing, which will likely create
a lag after legalization for the industry to catch up with the rules.

Despite these limits, Portland’s Middle Housing Impact Report
found that within three years of legalization, middle housing is
26% of new housing construction, and “in 2023-24, the average
sales price of a new market-rate middle housing unit was about
$250,000 less than that of a new single detached house, mostly
due to size differences.”

The Welcoming Neighbors Network estimates land is about
21.5% of the total purchase price of a single-family home, which
means reducing minimum lot sizes can save tens of thousands
of dollars or more, without compromising anything else.

Where has the policy been implemented?

OREGON

HB 2001--2019 (Kotek). Requires cities of more than 25,000
people to permit development of all middle housing types
in single family residential areas while cities from 10,000-
25,000 people must allow duplexes. Allows local government
to regulate siting and design of middle housing under certain
conditions, and must amend plans to implement the measure
by certain dates.
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https://www.portland.gov/bps/planning/rip2/news/2025/2/4/portland-sees-significant-production-middle-housing-resulting
https://www.sightline.org/2025/06/04/oregons-zoning-reforms-are-working-but-they-need-some-upgrades/
https://www.sightline.org/2025/06/04/oregons-zoning-reforms-are-working-but-they-need-some-upgrades/
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HB 2138--2025 (Governor’s request). Expands and streamlines middle housing requirements,
also applies them to more jurisdictions and certain unincorporated areas. Precludes HOAs from
restricting middle housing or ADUs, and allows density bonuses for projects that include accessi-
ble or affordable units.

LD 2003--2022 (Fecteau-132). Sets statewide targets, generally requires local governments to
allow duplexes in residential zones, generally requires ADUs to be allowed on residential lots,
limits parking requirements for affordable housing developments and ADUs.

SB 243--2023 (Boldman-47). Duplexes must generally be allowed in residential zones; commercial
zones must generally allow multi-unit residential and mixed-use buildings; and height restrictions
may not be less than 60 feet.

HB 1110--2023 (Bateman-22). Cities between 25,000-75,000 people must allow densities of two
units per lot; four units per lot within .25 miles of transit or if at least one unit is affordable housing.
Qualifying cities with more than 75,000 people must allow densities of four units per lot; six units
per lot within .25 miles of transit or if at least one unit is affordable housing. An alternative, lower,
density is provided for qualifying cities. Cities must allow at least six of nine described types of
middle housing in all residential zones. Cities are limited in application of design review, parking
minimums and other permit conditions for middle housing.

HB 1096--2025 (Barkas-1). Cities must have an administrative review process for a qualifying lot
split. A city may not require any design review, additional public process or appeals. Explicitly may
be combined with middle housing.

SB 9--2021 (Atkins-39). Establishes ministerial approval for lot splits and housing developments
up to two units in single family zones.

AB 2345--2020 (Gonzalez-80). Requires cities to conform with the state’s density bonus law and
increase the number of units that can be allowed through density bonus incentives.

SB 15--2025 (Bettencourt-7). Cities may not have minimum lot sizes below 3,000 sq ft. Provides
favorable small lots rules. Caps minimum lot sizes at 1,600 sq ft.

SB 1313--2025 (McPike-29, vetoed by Gov. Youngkin). Would expand the existing affordable
housing option for local governments to enable middle housing, and other zoning accommoda-
tions. “Current law restricts such authorization to counties with an urban county executive form
of government or county manager plan of government and certain other localities.” Governor
Youngkin indicated cities should already take the cost of housing into account with their zoning
policies.

SB 84--2025 (Murphy-16). Did not pass in 2025. Would have established maximum lot sizes for
single family districts depending on the availability of city water/sewer, ranging down to 22,000
sq ft.
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https://legiscan.com/TX/bill/SB15/2025
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20251/SB1313
https://legiscan.com/NH/text/SB84/id/3073875

H. 1572--2025 (Vargas-3). Has not passed as of 11/2025. Would requires middle housing and
removes parking minimums and minimum lot sizes, as well as TOD.

SB 497--2025 (Mayfield-49). In committee, unlikely to pass in 2025. Would require local
governments to allow all middle housing types defined in any residential-zoned district. Local
governments may not regulate middle housing with regard to seven issues, “including prohibiting
the use of any dwelling units on an affected lot as a long-term rental, requiring the installation

of fire sprinklers, and restricting the ability of the owner to determine the size and location of
parking spaces.”

HB 1814--2025 (Rita-28). Did not pass in 2025. Would require cities of more than 25,000 people
to allow all middle housing types in residential-zoned areas. Cities with 10,000-25,000 people
must allow duplexes. Municipalities may regulate siting and design but may not discourage middle
housing types

HB 3288--2025 (Buckner-26). Did not pass in 2025. Would bar cities and counties with more than
100,000 people from preventing development of any middle housing types otherwise permitted
through unreasonable costs, delay, or procedural requirements. Would require the Illinois Housing
Development Authority to develop a model middle housing ordinance.

HB 5002--2025 (Rojas-9, vetoed by Gov. Lamont). Would allow middle housing by right on
commercial lots, prohibit manufactured housing discrimination, generally eliminate residential
parking requirements (with exceptions), limit protest petitions, establish fair share allocations
for municipal housing and prioritize grants to complying jurisdictions as well as for jurisdictions
adopting TOD standards (incentives only), provide funding and regulatory changes for a number
of other housing related policies.

HB 6097--2024 (Grant-82). Did not pass. Would have allowed duplexes in single family zoned
neighborhoods.

Localized opposition from individual homeowners is especially pointed on this policy, which
is sometimes characterized as “ending single family zoning.” Because state lawmakers are less
subject to this pressure, this policy priority should be focused on state legislatures.

In Washington, the first year this bill was run, the Association of Washington Cities was the only
organized opposition (compared to home builders, environmentalists, unions, and smart growth
advocates who were all in favor), But that opposition was still resounding and effective. In the next
session, local government leaders who favored the policy were asked to participate vocally, to show
that local government opposition was fractured. This proved to be an effective effort.

Pairing lot splitting, or reductions in minimum lot sizes, with middle housing rules, generated
significant concern about the cumulative effect. This was enough to stop the lot splitting effort
in Washington for one additional year. In short, the question was raised whether a residential lot
could be split, and then have middle housing forms put on both new parcels; in effect allowing
up to 12 units where only one had been allowed before (14 with the ADU policy that was also

[

HOUSING POLICY THAT SOLVES CLIMATE CHANGE

16

]


https://malegislature.gov/Bills/194/H1572
https://www.ncleg.gov/BillLookUp/2025/S497
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?DocTypeID=HB&DocNum=1814&GAID=18&SessionID=114&LegID=159270
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?DocTypeID=HB&DocNum=3288&GAID=18&SessionID=114&LegID=161778
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&which_year=2025&bill_num=5002
https://ctmirror.org/2025/06/23/lamont-vetoes-h-b-5002-housing-bill-sets-local-buy-in-as-priority/
https://www.legislature.mi.gov/Bills/Bill?ObjectName=2024-HB-6097&QueryID=182469607

passed that year). Some legislators were uneasy about this pace of change. Eventually, the case was
made that other factors like building codes, setbacks, and design constraints meant this extreme
example was unlikely to materialize. In effect, builders still must decide which of the allowable
housing forms will fit on the lots that they have.

e Housing-type limitations. A key decision in the policy is which housing forms are included.
Some states focus on legalizing one or two housing forms (often starting with duplexes). Wash-
ington’s bill offers nine types of housing and requires cities to allow at least six of them. This
gives locals some flexibility and decision-making authority, while still mandating the overall
direction.

e [Inclusion of homeowners associations. This is a key tradeoff but overriding HOA agreements
is seen as a heavier lift, with stronger opposition than overriding traditional single-family
zoning. In Washington, existing HOAs rules are not preempted. But new HOAs are subject to
these rules; the sponsor of the bill reports this was a political decision based on the intensity
of the opposition which she weighed against the marginal additional impact on housing supply
had HOAs been included. Oregon’s 2025 cleanup bill addresses this issue.

e Limitations based on jurisdiction size or other characteristics. Another key variable is which cities
or zones within cities are included or not included. Washington’s policy included a carveout to
allow local control in areas with particular environmental sensitivity (e.g., impaired waterbod-
ies where additional construction would negatively impact water pollution). Smaller cities can
be exempted or given more time to phase in policies.

e Housing price considerations. Affordability requirements have been added in some cases, such
as in Washington and in Oregon’s 2025 trailer bill. While some affordability requirements can
enhance the justice and climate impacts of this policy, excessive affordability requirements
that would make development uneconomic could prevent this policy from having any mean-
ingful impact. Washington’s approach allows three additional units on every lot, and up to two
more if affordability guidelines are met; policy makers should be encouraged to strike a similar
balance.

e Implementation support. Local governments can also be given incentives, such as planning
grants, to facilitate zoning changes.

o Consideration of existing development patterns. Policies that change the minimum lot size or
allow lot splitting have many variables. Lot splits or changes to minimum lot size past 3,000
square feet may have limited impacts. It is especially important to think about protecting rural
character and avoiding sprawl development in passing these policies as allowing lot splitting
in rural areas could increase transportation emissions and should be avoided.

State legislators should focus on middle housing policies with broad applicability across single
family zones and with more options. Allowing duplexes is a good step, but a small one. Allowing
more housing forms, like tri-plexes, four-plexes, row houses, and more will create more density and
more housing. Broad applicability to as many cities as possible should be the goal.
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MID-RISE APARTMENT ZONING REFORMS

Some states have begun requiring mid-rise apartments be allowed in commercially zoned areas.
This approach appears to have traction in areas where TOD may not be a feasible option, either
due to lack of transit infrastructure in small downtown areas or to political limitations. Never-
theless, it provides many of the same benefits as TOD: Increased availability of housing near jobs
and services can reduce traffic and tailpipe pollution even where transit is unavailable. It can
also generate economic co-benefits by increasing overall economic activity in underutilized but
already-urbanized regions.

Why it’s important/ Scale of impact:

This policy option may be politically achievable in states where TOD
legislation is not feasible. Data on the efficacy and impact of this policy
doesn’t exist since the policies contemplated here are relatively new. The
Colorado Energy Office’s land use and greenhouse gas impact modeling
did not contemplate this policy separately, but did include upzoning of
commercial corridors alongside several other measures in one of the
evaluated scenarios with significant pollution reduction benefits.

Where has the policy been implemented?

TEXAS

SB 840--2025 (Hughes-1). Permits mixed-use and residential develop-
ment on commercial properties by right. Also facilitates conversion of
existing commercial structures into housing.

MONTANA

SB 243--2025 (Boldman-45). Duplexes must generally be allowed in
residential zones; commercial zones must generally allow multi-unit
residential and mixed-use buildings; and height restrictions may not be
less than 60 feet.

What is the opposition and how significant is it?

Traditional localized opposition is likely the primary challenge with
this policy. However, since the zones impacted are already commercial,
it is likely significantly less than other approaches contemplated in this
report.

Cities that are concerned about maintaining local control of decision
making will likely also need to be addressed.

What are the dials and variables?

State legislators should prioritize this kind of policy in states and regions where TOD is not likely
or feasible to be adopted soon. This policy could also be included as a component of a statewide
TOD policy as a tailored solution for certain regions or an alternative compliance mechanism in
some instances. The scale of the upzone, allowable sizes and types of apartments, and any exclu-
sions from the rule are the key variables that will determine the impact’s extent.
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BUILDING CODE REFORMS

Building codes (as well as fire codes and energy codes) were designed with important purposes
in mind, but can inadvertently include requirements that add cost or design complexity to multi-
family housing. Many states are re-evaluating these decisions and contemplating whether some
measures may be redundant or inappropriate for certain building types.

Pro-housing advocates are particularly enthusiastic about reforms that would allow a single stair-
case, rather than the typically required two, in small apartment buildings. This flexibility can allow
much more efficient use of space, increasing the number of units or reducing cost per unit. Simi-
larly, allowing smaller elevators would reduce this significant cost.

As compared to the International Building Code (IBC), the International Residential Building Code
(IRC) is a much-simplified set of standards, with greater flexibility for building design. In most

jurisdictions, multifamily buildings must meet the IRC. Allowing some multifamily housing types,
such as duplexes, to utilize the IRC can reduce the regulatory burden for these more dense housing
types and make their construction easier and less expensive.

Why it’s important/ Scale of Impact:

One study estimated approximately 5,000
underutilized parcels in the greater Boston Area
would be easier to build on if single stair construc-
tion were allowed. If these units were all built
out, it could meet ~65% of the state’s 2030 new
housing goal. While these results would be hard to
extrapolate across the country, this is a significant
opportunity.

Elevators are an essential feature of more dense
housing. One estimate finds elevator construction
and installation in the U.S. and Canada is three
times more expensive than comparable work in
other developed nations. Because elevators are
an essential part of mid-rise apartment buildings
and larger buildings, reducing this cost could be
a meaningful step to make more dense housing
more cost effective.

It is reasonable to presume that steps to reduce
elevator costs will be even more effective when
coupled with efforts to make mid-rise apartments
possible in more commercial zones by reducing
this cost barrier, in addition to other regulatory
barriers.

Allowing use of the residential building code for
middle housing types — buildings with more than one, but only a few, units — is an even more effec-
tive tool when paired with middle housing zoning reforms. This seems especially significant in
light of concerns that builders and developers don’t have expertise with building middle housing.
Using the residential code, with which they are more familiar, may substantially lessen this barrier.
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https://www.iccsafe.org/products-and-services/i-codes/2018-i-codes/irc/
https://www.iccsafe.org/products-and-services/i-codes/2018-i-codes/irc/
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/research/files/harvard_jchs_utile_boston_indicators_single-stair_housing_october_10_2024.pdf
https://admin.centerforbuilding.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Elevators.pdf

HB 2071--2024 (Duerr-1). Directs the State Building Code Council to adopt rules allowing Single
Stair and Residential Code.

SB 213--2025 (Zolkinov-44). Requires agency to adopt rules to allow for a single staircase in resi-
dential buildings less than six stories and with no more than four units per floor.

SB 2835--2025 (Johnson-16). Legalizes single stairs for buildings up to six stories, four units per
story.

SB 282--2025 (Murphy-16). Legalizes single stairs for buildings up to six stories under certain
conditions.

HB 0489--2025. (Multiple authors). Requires the Department of Labor to study the options to
implement single stair changes to the building code and report back to the legislature in 2026.

SB 5156--2025. (Solomon-32, did not pass). Would have set the first U.S. standards for cities and
counties to allow passenger elevators sized for a single wheelchair in small apartment buildings
(six stories and 24 units).

North Carolina introduced but did not pass single stair bills in 2025.

Emergency preparedness professionals, including fire marshals, frequently oppose reforming poli-
cies intended to increase safety, even where evidence exists that the reforms will not reduce safety.
These stakeholders may participate in lawmaking, but are also a factor in rulemaking when state
code officials receive technical input. Some of their concerns can be addressed with appropri-
ate considerations in rulemaking (e.g., single stair buildings can have external fire escapes) but in
some cases genuine tradeoffs may exist between optimizing for safety and decreasing the cost of
housing. It is appropriate to explore whether improved technologies or alternative safety measures
can address these concerns as well as or better than existing code measures that limit middle
housing development. For example, double egress requirements were enacted before more effec-
tive fire code measures such as sprinklers, smoke detectors, and safer building materials were the
norm.

In some cases, the Union of Elevator Constructors has actively opposed legislation that reduces or
impacts work for their membership. They are strengthened by affiliation with other building trades
unions, which frequently stick together and collectively wield significant sway.
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT PLANNING AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Cities can be more effective partners in confronting the housing crisis and realizing transportation
and climate co-benefits if they are effectively planning for local housing needs. Many states have
established requirements for this kind of planning but as states encourage higher density in more
places, some local governments may create additional barriers to development to prevent unwant-
ed growth — e.g., requiring extensive design review for middle housing, more expensive siding,
extensive tree preservation, and/or owner occupancy. This type of localized hostile compliance
risks undermining the housing supply growth and correlated climate benefits of statewide housing
policy changes.

States have been taking several approaches to address
this challenge such as limiting design review, pre-empting
occupancy limits, or the “builder’s remedy” legal mecha-
nism. One approach involves creating a local government
performance metric that sets a requirement for housing
supply within a given area, and establishes consequences if
those metrics are not achieved. This policy “stick” is often
organized within the framework of the existing planning
requirements for local governments.

Another approach is limiting design review requirements
by local governments including limiting the timeline and
mandating any aesthetic requirements be objective. This
policy helps correct the effect of some local governments
requiring overly burdensome design review as a part of the
permitting process. The intention is to establish aesthetic
standards and prevent unsightly buildings, but the effect
is frequently adding costs and delays to the permitting
process, in some cases effectively prohibiting denser
housing.

States can also pre-empt occupancy limits unrelated to
health and safety (e.g., limiting the number of unrelated
people living in a home) to limit protest petitions allow-
ing neighbors to challenge permits and implement historic
district reform. Perhaps most egregiously, some commu-
nities have also attempted to cap growth by limiting the
number of building permits for housing that are allowed
each year — states can and should forbid this practice.

Pre-empting individual local policies with the goal or effect
of undermining state housing policy can become extreme-
ly burdensome. As a result, some states have implemented
a catch-all approach to imposing consequences for local
governments perceived to be dragging their feet. This
approach is sometimes called the “builders’ remedy” or “shot clock” and establishes a maximum
time limit for local governments to review and approve permits, reducing delays and costs for
housing construction. One perceived benefit of a permitting timeline is an even flow in the project
pipeline, which may allow developers to achieve cost reducing efficiencies. Accelerating permits
without allowing for adequate time to meet environmental and other reviews can lead to unin-
tended consequences, however, so this measure warrants careful consideration of the details prior
to adoption.
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The scale of impact offered by this suite of policies is difficult to evaluate because it will vary so
much between communities. This policy is likely a lower priority than TOD and Missing Middle in
terms of the quantity of dense housing that reduces transportation emissions. However, in states
that have passed requirements to change zoning codes to allow more dense housing, some local
governments have reacted by increasing other limitations. Local government accountability should
then become a higher priority to ensure those policies are not undermined.

The question of if investing attention in requiring local planning is an effective housing inter-
vention is open for debate, and other policies in this report will likely have greater impact. Some
advocates will go so far as to say that planning is a drain on local government permitting capac-
ity with unclear results or that housing needs assessments don’t change city behavior. However,
consensus exists that if a state adopts planning requirements, it is preferable to have an enforce-
ment mechanism if cities are not planning properly or meeting the established goals.

HB 2001--2023 (Dexter-33). Directs the Department of Administrative Services to develop a
system to hold cities accountable for building enough housing. Identifies cities that are underper-
forming, including a series of remediation steps, with the last step being automatic upzones.

SB 5148--2025 (Bateman-22). Directs the Department of Commerce to review and determine
whether local housing elements of the comprehensive plan are compliant across several named
goals and standards. In general, a non-compliance city may not deny affordable housing develop-
ment or apply onerous conditions on affordable housing development. Progress towards becoming
compliant is required to qualify for certain grant funds.

HB 1220--2021 (Peterson-21). Updates the Growth Management Act to include more details in the
Housing Element of local plans.

SB 382--2023 (Mandival-29). Limits public hearings on housing projects, review instead occurs
earlier as cities adopt their overall land-use plans. Approvals are otherwise by-right.

SB 342--2008. Requires municipalities to make affordable workforce housing possible in the
majority of residentially zoned areas. If a city is not in compliance with the standard, a court can
override local zoning decisions to approve workforce housing projects. A ten-year retrospective

was prepared for New Hampshire Housing which suggests significant opportunities for improve-
ment.

AB 1398--2021 (Bloom-50). Mandates that if a city is out of compliance with Housing Element
rezoning requirements, they can be made ineligible for state and federal grants.
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SB 102--2023 (Calatayud-38). Pre-empts local governments’ requirements regarding zoning,
density, and height for affordable multifamily housing in commercial and mixed-use zones. Accel-
erates approval of affordable housing in residential zones. Requires local governments to maintain
a public written policy for expediting affordable housing projects. Includes other provisions for tax
incentives, financing and other support for affordable housing; pre-empts local authority for rent
control.

SB 1730--2025 (Calatayud-38). Generally prohibits local governments from enforcing building
moratoria that delay construction of affordable housing developments. Requires local govern-
ments to reduce parking requirements by 15%, along with numerous other minor provisions.

HB 5557--2024 (Grant-82). Requires local government master plans to identify and plan for
housing needs.

HB 5002--2025 (Rojas-9, vetoed by Gov. Lamont). Would have allowed middle housing by right
on commercial lots, prohibited manufactured housing discrimination, generally eliminated resi-
dential parking requirements (with exceptions), limits protest petitions, established fair share
allocations for municipal housing and prioritizes grants to complying jurisdictions as well as for
jurisdictions adopting TOD standards (incentives only), provided funding and regulatory changes
for a number of other housing related policies.

HB 6097--2024 (Grant-82). Did not pass. Limits the allowable studies and prescribes the allowable
application and site planning process that local governments can impose for housing development.

Local governments and cities are generally the primary opposition to these policies. Processes like
design review and historical protection have a positive intention and constituencies that want to
maintain what they view as protections.

Requirements on local government actions or changes in ordinances are often framed in fiscal
impact terms — cities can describe these requirements as “unfunded mandates.” States can provide
grants to address this problem, but this merely moves the cost of local planning to the state level,
which socializes it across all taxpayers, rather than the locality the planning applies to.
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FACILITATE ADUS

Smaller, secondary dwellings on existing properties (“accessory dwelling units” or “ADUs”), can
be a limited, but meaningful, way to increase housing supply in existing single-family residen-
tial areas where new multifamily housing is unlikely. Because local governments have frequently
added additional burdens (such as setbacks, resident occupancy, or parking) to these permits, state
governments have begun to set maximum standards that local governments can impose, or make
ADUs a by-right option for residential property owners.

Why it’s important/ Scale of Impact

Although the likely additional total housing increase potential from this policy is relatively small
compared to TOD, middle housing, or mid-rise apartments, the Welcoming Neighbors Network has
emphasized the importance of ADUs because they are relatively quick to deploy, easy to permit,
and fit within existing neighborhoods. As evidenced in Montana, ADUs have proven to be a bipar-
tisan solution.
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ADU policies are among the most prolific housing supply policies. According to The State of the
Nation’s Housing report, as of 2024, “fourteen states now preempt local limits on ADUs in some
capacity, with Arizona, Colorado, Hawai‘i, and Massachusetts joining the list in 2024.” A small
sampling is listed below.

LD 2003--2022 (Fecteau-132). Sets statewide targets, generally requires local governments to
allow duplexes in residential zones, generally requires ADUs to be allowed on residential lots,
limits parking requirements for affordable housing developments and ADUs.

AB 670--2019 (Friedman-30). Prohibits HOAs from preventing ADU construction and makes any
such existing provisions void.

HB 6107--2021 (Rojas-9). Requires local governments to allow at least one ADU by-right and
limits how many parking spaces cities can require.

HB 1337--2023 (Gregerson). Requires cities to allow up to two accessory dwelling units on any
qualifying lot. Cities can choose one restriction, but not all, from a menu of restriction options.

ADUs create flexibility for homeowners — whether adding additional rental income or allowing a
family member to live affordably nearby (mother-in-law or college student are classic examples).
While neighbors may have a negative response to more density in the neighborhood, homeown-
ers are more likely to be split on the issue, which is likely why ADU policies are among the most
successful housing supply policies in recent years.

e Price restrictions. As with other policies, legislation can face a push to put affordability require-
ments on any allowed ADUs. These requirements likely limit the effectiveness of the overall
policy in encouraging new housing. Policymakers should remember an affordability require-
ment that applies to the next buyer will likely have a substantial impact on the home’s resale
value, which is an outcome many homeowners cannot overlook.

e Occupancy restrictions. Some ADU policies have required owner occupancy on the lot. This
limitation, if it carries through to a new buyer at sale, will limit the home’s resale value and
discourage ADU construction. State legislators should oppose policies with restrictive stan-
dards to limit ADU use and support protections to ensure ADUs are allowed without being
artificially constrained by parking limitations or other restrictions.

* Restrictive covenants. Rules governing city zoning standards are the most common in exist-
ing bills. However, HOAs may have contractual agreements that go above and beyond the
limitations of zoning. California’s AB 670, passed in 2019, goes a step further to nullify these
restrictive provisions in those covenants.
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PRE-APPROVED PLANS

Several states have implemented requirements that cities develop and publish building plans that
meet local standards, or allow construction of buildings based on a state-published design. This is
areasonable way to accelerate project timelines and reduce costs, and while no existing legislation
has been implemented yet (Oregon and Arizona both passed their bills in the 2025 session), this
approach has promise.

What are the dials and variables?

Why it’s important/ Scale of Impact

This policy has fewer examples to draw from and
these examples are new, so it has less available
evidence about potential policy impacts. Anecdot-
ally, support has grown about the potential for this
policy to encourage local governments that are
dragging their feet on middle housing implemen-
tation, and to address concerns about the pace of
implementation of middle housing goals.

Where has the policy been implemented?

OREGON

HB 2258--2025. Directs the Land Conservation
and Development Commission to create pre-ap-
proved plans for residential development, and
requires local governments to approve develop-
ments using these plans on qualifying lots.

ARIZONA

SB 1529--2025 (Peterson). Requires qualify-
ing cities to establish standard or pre-approved
housing plans, or a pre-approved housing design
plan program.

What is the opposition and how significant is
it?
Architects have been vocal opponents of this

policy, presumably based on a perceived interest in
controlling market share.

Oregon’s policy required a state agency to develop and publish pre-approved plans that each local
government would be required to allow. Arizona’s approach was to require local governments to
each develop and adopt their own unique plans. Sightline Institute has indicated support for the
Oregon approach, but it may be worth watching both to see which sees more success.
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CONDO LIABILITY REFORM

In some markets, the liability and corresponding insurance cost for condos is much greater than
the liability builders have for multifamily rental buildings. This can cause a significant price differ-
ential in this market and significantly curtail condo construction. In places where this problem
exists, it would be very valuable to address it. However, the problem is significantly different in
different states and markets; and a comprehensive solution has not materialized.

The cost differential for builders in Washington to insure a condo project compared to an apart-
ment is on the order of $15,000-$25,000/unit, which anecdotally many builders say does not
pencil out. These results are likely different from state to state, and it would be inaccurate to try
to generalize. Hawai‘i appears to be addressing a very different insurance market imbalance, even
though the effect is similar.

Evaluating the impact of this measure is especially difficult because it may require multiple states
to implement similar solutions before a measurable change occurs in the insurance market. Insur-
ance markets are regional, so fixing the problem one state at a time may not be sufficient.

However, the policy is included because condos are a uniquely valuable step in the housing ladder.
They are frequently an ownership opportunity at a lower price point than traditional single-family
homes, and they are a more dense option which still allows the resident to build equity. While this
is a tough challenge, it’s important to continue exploring options to get it right.

HB 1403--2025 (Taylor). Limits the applicability of implied warranties applied to COAs under 12
units on two-story buildings.

SB 5258--2023 (Shewmake). Clarifies the process for construction defect claims.

HB 3746--2025 (Marsh). Lowers time period to initiate a defect claim from ten years to seven.
Includes requirements for moisture inspections for the HOA throughout that period.

SB 1044--2025 (Aquino). Expands the Hawai‘i Property Insurance Association to cover condo
insurance; reactivates the Hawai‘i Hurricane Relief Fund, establishes a Condominium Loan
Program to help condo associations fund repairs, and directs the insurance commissioner to
conduct a comprehensive study, including regulatory reforms.

SB 143--2025 (Hertz). Reduces condo liability period from ten years to six.

HOAs, builders, and insurance companies all have exposure to potential risk that underlies this
market imbalance. Moving liability between these three doesn’t really solve the problem, it just
forces someone else to pay. An optimized solution should focus on reducing risk rather than shift-
ing responsibility for consequences.
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OTHER POLICIES TO CONSIDER (HONORABLE MENTIONS)

SEPA / CEQA REFORMS *

State Environmental Policy Acts, sometimes called baby NEPAs, exist in 15 states plus the District
of Columbia. Reforming these policies to eliminate unintended barriers to housing is a very active
conversation, most prominently in California. Because the reforms will necessarily be responsive
to decades of case law on the original state policy, it is difficult to generalize the impact, value,
and dynamics of this approach to improving housing. For that reason, this report spends limited
time on this topic. California and Washington have both taken significant steps in this direction
recently.

MANUFACTURED HOUSING PARITY*

When asked about what might be next on the horizon in terms of tackling the housing crisis, several
thought leaders interviewed for this report raised the potential for manufactured housing. Accord-
ing to the Urban Institute, the average new manufactured home is $243,000 less expensive than
a new site-built house. However, zoning in many cities makes this form of housing illegal despite
the fact that HUD-code manufactured housing is more or less the same as site-built housing. In
effect, the main outcome from this type of ban is to create a financial barrier that excludes any new
residents who are not wealthy enough to afford site-built homes.

Realizing these economies will likely require implementing more than just zoning reform. Some
proposed policy reforms include making siting for manufactured homes easier, incentivizing
manufacturing facilities to locate in an area, and commitments to purchase public housing units
as a way to seed the market.

MODEL TREE ORDINANCE *

Tree preservation is a common issue raised by opponents of housing density, sometimes citing
the climate value of trees. A state policy that provides a model that local government leaders can
adopt to protect trees, without unduly limiting housing, would be a meaningful way to address this
challenge. Washington contemplated one such bill, as did Virginia, and Oregon; Virginia’s law was
vetoed, the other two did not pass.

LOW INCOME WEATHERIZATION*

Federal funds are provided to support energy efficiency improvements in low-income homes. These
measures have a direct climate benefit by reducing energy consumption, and they can positively
impact housing supply because many efficiency measures help improve durability and extend the
lifespan of existing housing stock. State and local funds can augment and expand this program’s
effectiveness. Oftentimes, for example, federal money can only be used for insulation but not to
upgrade the knob and tube wiring in the walls, a safety measure that must happen first. Some
states set aside funds for this kind of purpose. Though positive, the impact on housing supply and
housing density is likely of a small magnitude and are difficult to quantify.

ENERCY LABELING

Operating costs of energy inefficient buildings are a meaningful, but often missed, component of
housing costs. Requiring disclosure of a simplified and standardized energy score during sale and/
or rental is a transparent way to reduce these costs. Portland, Oregion requires this disclosure,
incentivizing sellers and landlords to reduce energy costs and waste, with a clear climate co-bene-
fit. Washington has contemplated a bill to enable this progress for several years.
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WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE CODE

The Wildlands Urban Interface code is an optional standard some states have adopted to establish
rules for construction and landscaping in areas designated as likely exposed to wildland fire risk.
This policy has numerous climate related policy implications, including housing cost, construction
costs in exurban areas, wildfire risk increases tied to increased temperature and drought, and a
potential throttle on electric transmission supply and renewable energy deployment. The impacts
here are highly complex and localized, but in states with high fire risk, this policy could be highly
consequential to housing affordability and availability.

FORM-BASED CODES

Also called smart codes, Form Based Codes are a zoning reform that attempts to reduce admin-
istrative burdens by focusing only on the shape and location of buildings rather than on the uses.
This is an interesting idea, which is sometimes touted as a major solution. However, in practice, it
is not reported to have had a significant impact in improving housing supply in existing neighbor-
hoods. Their implementation has more often been part of a master plan for new neighborhoods or
brownfield redevelopments.
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PART 2

Housing and Climate Impact:
What does science say?

WHY HOUSING SUPPLY POLICIES?

Numerous analyses confirm the thesis that increasing housing availability in existing communities
will decrease transportation emissions by reducing traffic, increasing walkability, bikeability, transit
service, and even reducing car ownership.

In 2023, researchers at the Terner Center for Housing Innovation estimated
the climate benefit of implementing state level reforms to land use policies
to meet existing and pending housing demand over the next decade. Their
conclusion is that if that demand is met with housing in compact, walkable
communities, the climate benefit would be equivalent to extending Califor-
nia’s zero-emission vehicle targets to two-thirds of the country, even in the
absence of supportive federal policy.

Meeting housing demand with increased supply is a worthwhile end of its
own for many state legislators. Housing shortages increase costs, especially
for first time buyers and renters. These added costs fall disproportionate-
ly on lower income people with corresponding racial justice impacts that
should not be ignored. Increased housing supply is a clear opportunity to
address this inequity, and supporting housing supply while implementing
effective anti-displacement policies is an important opportunity to further
align climate mitigation efforts with justice movements.

Estimating the climate impact of any single housing supply policy is a daunting task. Many of the poli-
cies discussed in this report have not had time to be fully implemented, even in the most vanguard of
states. Results from one state to another or one city in the same state to another may not be replica-
ble. In many cases, these policies each remove one barrier to home construction while other barriers
remain (or are enacted by regressive city governments), limiting the full effect of the policy.

This report focuses on nine types of housing policies that are likely the most impactful across many
states and regions. Reforms to state environmental policy acts (like CEQA or SEPA) were excluded,
for example, because the case law and specifics of the existing rules make it hard to learn a lesson
from California that is applicable in Washington or North Carolina.

RMI and the Terner Center for Housing Innovation modeled direct emissions reductions from
avoided transportation emissions, as well as indirect from avoided vehicle ownership and averted
land use conversions using Energy Innovation’s Energy Policy Simulator, listing states in ranked
order with estimated pollution reductions. While the specific quantifications are inexact, they were
able to weight relative magnitude of impact across geographies and found, perhaps unsurprisingly,
the largest opportunity is in the states with the biggest housing shortages.
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The Colorado Land Use Policy and Greenhouse Gas Co-Benefits Study, completed in 2024, is another
helpful tool. The study models housing development patterns projected under several different policy
scenarios across the largest counties in the state. Although the results are specific to Colorado and the
details of the policies as modeled, several policies were modeled independently rather than as a combined
package. Among standalone policies, Colorado found Eliminating Parking Minimums was particularly
impactful in many types of communities and showed evidence of bipartisan support.

Policies in this report were evaluated based on their perceived impact on housing supply. This evaluation
was informed by the Colorado report, interviews with experts and policy makers, the location of the likely
housing supply relative to transit, the political expediency, the likely pace of implementation, and a review
of available literature evaluating the success of the policies among early adopters. The results are shown
in the table below.

Colorado’s Impact Analysis

% increase in housing potential Political
Policy in transit areas Window Other Factors
Transit Oriented 22% Partisan and Focused on most climate friendly
Development Difficult locations
Eliminate Parking 1% Bipartisan
Minimums
Middle Housing and ~ Not modeled independently =~ Bipartisan and Likely long term greatest increase

Zoning Reforms Difficult in housing supply, but slow to take
effect.

Mid-Rise Not modeled independently  Bipartisan

Apartments in

Commercial Zones

Building Code Not modeled Bipartisan

Reform

Local Government Not modeled Bipartisan and

Planning and Difficult

Accountability

ADUs 1% in transit areas Bipartisan Likely the fastest increase in housing
supply from law passes to construc-

(20% across all studied zones) tion

Pre-Approved Plans Not modeled Bipartisan Emerging

Condominium Not modeled n/a Emerging and unique state-to-state

Liability Reform

HOUSING POLICY THAT SOLVES CLIMATE CHANGE

31


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dJtE7IXoDvIUzLmqXFlVDtwKg-UhuWg7/view

Comparative analysis between policies should be taken with a grain of salt. The details of the
policies, as implemented in each state, matter dramatically. Does a TOD zone extend .5 miles
from transit stations, or only .25 miles? Does missing middle policy include row houses and town
houses, or only duplexes? The most significant dials and variables in each policy are discussed in
the policy recommendations section.

Nearly all the housing policies discussed in this report are one or two degrees of separation away
from the ultimate goal of actually building homes in dense urban communities. For example, most
of the state level policies instruct cities and counties to enact local zoning changes, which is a
secondary step that can take several years. Once those changes are made, the local development
community must begin to shift by changing plans and business models, then developing new
expertise, along with relationships with suppliers and subcontractors, then developing confidence
that the new rules will work as planned.

Each of these steps can take time, delaying the policy’s impact and effectiveness on increasing
housing supply. Quantifiable steady-state pollution reductions can take even longer to develop.
As neighborhoods grow towards critical mass, they enable transit service improvements, grocery
stores, or bike and pedestrian improvements. So, while housing supply policy-based emissions
reductions are extremely durable; they are also slower to implement, and should be complemented
with direct policies to reduce transportation pollution, such as congestion pricing, creation of low
emissions zones, complete streets policy, road diets, and vehicle electrification.

Many of the most important housing supply policies are responses to long-ago enshrined neigh-
borhood protectionism — sometimes derisively called “NIMBYism.” The factors involved are
numerous and discussed in many other places, but it is important for this report to be clear that
in many places, those advocating for neighborhood protections are often otherwise allies in the
climate movement. The connection between dense housing supply and reduced emissions is not
one that is immediately intuitive. Just as support for pro-housing policy can be bipartisan, skepti-
cal voices also span the political spectrum.

These voices’ power is most concentrated at the local level. Like many other fronts in the climate
movement, the benefits to opponents of new dense housing are concentrated and immediate, and
are aligned against benefits with a diffuse value, to the wider public, over a longer term. For example,
the other residents on the block with proposed mid-rise apartments in an otherwise single-family
neighborhood perceive significant downsides to themselves in terms of street parking availability,
noise, views, etc. While the benefits of increased housing supply on costs and emissions are spread
over a much wider public, which has less incentive to participate in public hearings and advocacy,
as well as would-be neighbors who are not there yet to advocate for their own cause.

The solution here is thoughtful public policy that directs rational actors away from what they would
do if pursuing their own independent interests exclusively. Recognizing that the local governments
may experience intense pressure from motivated constituents, this report focuses more on state
level policies, often designed to limit local control. City council members who may want more
housing supply can appreciate the opportunity to have this local pressure taken off them. State
leaders with larger districts and a degree of removal from local zoning, for example, are less subject
to hyper-local political pressure.

Housing supply opponents have a common theme of distrust in “developers,” and those that would
profit from building housing, which centers on distrust in capitalism and desire to preserve nature
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and natural settings. Many housing supply opponents see themselves as protecting their environ-
ment — a particularly difficult needle to thread for Democratic elected officials.

It has been observed that lawmakers tend to exhibit a generational divide on housing policy issues
that is at least as predictive as the partisan divide. Older politicians tend to closely align with
neighborhood protectionist concerns, while younger generations tend to be more pro-housing.

HOAs deserve special attention in considering those working to restrict housing supply. They are
often more restrictive than local zoning rules, harder to amend, and changes can be opposed by
HOAs that act as pre-organized, and sometimes better funded, groups of neighbors. Because of
this difficulty, in Washington’s Missing Middle housing supply bill, HOAs are not addressed.

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

City governments, and associations of city governments, can be particularly powerful interest
groups with strong opposition to housing supply policies. This is sometimes because of policy
views that align with existing neighbors with protectionist concerns, sometimes because of a
philosophical preference for local control, or simply because of a desire to empower the level of
government they have empowered. But this block of opposition is far from uniform. City govern-
ment leaders who are in alignment with the proposed housing supply policy should be encouraged
to raise their voices within League of Cities forums and asked to testify on bills as examples of
local governments that contradict the narrative “cities oppose this policy.”

In addition, public safety advocates — like those focused on fire safety such as fire marshals — are
a complex stakeholder to understand. Generally speaking, fire protection standards such as sprin-
klers, larger elevators, or second sets of stairs will increase construction costs. Measures to reduce
these costs must be negotiated against these experts, who are accustomed to hearing about added
costs of fire code standards from the building community and conservative officials. It is fairly
new to have this issue raised by pro-climate policymakers, who may otherwise be more likely to be
aligned with and care about their purpose. In advocating for pro-climate housing policy, the goal
shouldn’t be reducing fire safety costs, only ensuring they are weighed in consideration alongside
the need for more homes that cost less while equally safe approaches are fully considered.

MARKET RATE VS. AFFORDABLE HOUSING SUPPLY

A comprehensive approach to housing policy includes “three S’s”:
¢ Increasing market rate housing (Supply)
¢ Increasing investment in affordable housing (Support)
e Limiting rent and fee increases to protect tenants (Stabilization)

While this report focuses on the climate benefits of the first S, state legislators should be cognizant
of the interests and impacts from the advocates for the other legs of the stool.

Tenants’ rights advocates, such as renters unions and community action agencies, are a complex ally.
Their traditional interests in housing are in changing landlord-tenant law and affordable housing
investments. Building more market rate homes can be seen by these advocates as a conservative
approach that does not adequately protect the most vulnerable. In Washington, advocates and
legislators report that these alliances were built despite initial distrust, demonstrating that tenant
protections and housing supply can be complementary.

Some conservative voices (especially landlord lobbies) will advocate that tenant protections have
the effect of constraining supply. To the extent this Economics 101 level argument is accurate,
simple solutions exist like excluding new construction from rent stabilization. Buying into this
argument is a pitfall that will lead those most in need of more housing to oppose housing supply
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measures and weaken the coalition needed to build housing supply that reduces transportation
emissions.

At the same time, low-income housing advocates may want to limit supply policies for affordable
or public housing, or to include overly restrictive affordability requirements. In some cases, these
approaches can improve justice outcomes of the otherwise income-neutral policies in this report,
but taken too far, they can also prevent new housing from actually being built, leaving an unjust
status quo to further deteriorate.

Two examples from Washington are helpful here. The transit oriented development bill, (HB 1491-
2025, Reed-36) requires that 10% of the units enabled by the policy (apartments built near transit)
be kept affordable for those at 80% of the area median income, but this requirement is coupled
with a tax benefit intended to offset the cost to the building developer. Similarly, in the Missing
Middle bill (HB 1110--2023, Bateman-22), up to four units are allowed by-right, and an additional
two (total of six) are allowed if the additional units are kept affordable. These two policies illustrate
how negotiated compromise may help to improve policy outcomes overall, and keep up momen-
tum for broader reform.

BUILDERS AND DEVELOPERS

Builders and developers are sometimes an unlikely ally in the housing supply space. With regards
to building energy efficiency, fossil fuel retirement, electrification, and many other issues, the build-
ing industry association has often been a vocal opponent of policies seeking to advance climate
progress. In Washington, the Building Industry Association is one of the largest political donors to
conservative officials and opposes the state’s cap and invest program to create a statewide carbon
pricing system. In this case, however, many builders’ financial interests may align with the policies
that we support. But this dynamic is complex.

Alignment with builders and developers, where available, may cause suspicion among other allies,
like low-income housing advocates and construction trade unions.

Furthermore, building and developer associations tend to be dominated by single-family home
builders. This means their interest will frequently be in the kinds of home building that do not
reduce transportation emissions, e.g., “sprawl,” in extending city service infrastructure to exist-
ing sprawl communities that subsidize pro-car housing supply, or in upzoning rural areas to
single-family housing.

CROSS POLICY ISSUES

FUNDING FOR SUPPORTIVE HOUSING/ AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Direct investment in below market rate housing can be a very valuable tool for improving housing
justice and reducing transportation emissions. Many communities have local programs that match
state, federal, and private funds. The design and implementation of these programs can influence
the effectiveness, housing justice, and political appeal of many of the other housing supply policies
discussed throughout the report.

PREFERENCE FOR MARKET RATE HOUSING VS. SOCIAL HOUSING

Social housing, subsidized or not, maintained for public benefit rather than profit, is a critically
important part of the housing system. Improving access to affordable housing must be included
in any successful and sustainable effort to address the housing crisis. At the same time, public
funding for social housing is likely to be insufficient, and should not be allowed to become a throt-
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tle on the construction of housing supply. In fact, a favorite argument employed by opponents of
housing supply policy is that the proposed project is for-profit or won’t have set-asides for afford-
ability. So, while efforts to increase social housing are valuable, social housing should be seen as
complementary, not a replacement for market rate housing in our current political environment.

RENTER PROTECTIONS

Renters are often the most vulnerable to housing crisis impacts. Some states and cities are respond-
ing by increasing protection for tenants, such as rent stabilization or bans on certain rental fees.
While not a focus of this report, tenant protections should not be traded away to increase housing
supply, as was done in the Florida “Live Local Act” which pre-empted local authority for renter
protections and increased density requirements for affordable housing.

DISPLACEMENT AND GENTRIFICATION

Pressure to build new apartments can have the consequence of displacing existing residents of
an area who may live in less dense, often unsubsidized-but-affordable, homes. Housing policy
that reduces transportation pollution should contemplate the risk of this unintended impact and
prevent or mitigate it whenever possible. Solutions include tenant protections, relocation mitiga-
tion funds, direct and tax code-based housing subsidies for residents at risk of displacement, and
community benefit agreements.

FALSE SOLUTIONS

The limiting factor on developing low-density housing at the suburban fringe of communities is
frequently access to city services such as water, sewer, or broadband. We should remain vigilant
that enthusiasm for increased housing supply is not diverted toward these kinds of inefficient and
counterproductive subsidies for the wrong kind of housing supply.

Similarly, calls for increased city annexation or extension of urban growth boundaries are likely to
be part of the discussion of housing supply. Building Industry Association members in particular
have a long-held opinion that growth management is to blame for much of the housing crisis and
often have a financial stake in upzoning rural areas to low-density, single-family housing. State
legislators may want to invest some thought into preparing to respond to these counterproductive
proposals that can be paired with positive proposals. For example, state policies requiring cities
to allow ADUs in single family residential areas will have a positive impact on housing supply in a
way that reduces transportation emissions. But if those same ADUs are allowed on rural lots, they
would contribute to sprawl and increase emissions.

Developers with large parcels outside of city limits sometimes propose to build a self-contained
community and seek approval to circumnavigate rural development restrictions to meet housing
supply needs without impacting existing city neighborhoods. These self-contained communi-
ties propose to provide full urban levels of service, including in some cases transit, to areas that
are currently rural and outside of existing city boundaries. Proposals like this may require more
nuanced evaluation of the climate impacts. While some such proposals could be a net benefit,
climate advocates looking to address the housing crisis should approach these proposals skepti-
cally and should evaluate them carefully.

HOUSING POLICY THAT SOLVES CLIMATE CHANGE

35



Conclusion

America’s affordability, housing, and climate crises aren’t going away on their own, in fact, all three
are accelerating by the day — and our families pay the price. The overlapping problems often
seem too large for policymakers to tackle at once, especially when our political system seems grid-
locked and the federal government seems intent on reversing 100 years of government investment
in stronger communities.

But solutions to all three of these challenges are ready for state policymakers to implement and
protect their constituents. Housing policy that solves climate change may be the most bipartisan
option available today, especially outside of the hyper-partisan atmosphere in Washington, D.C.,
and it blunts one of America’s fastest-rising sources of pollution.

Locating dense housing in the right places in communities is an achievable change that state poli-
cymakers can adopt — and it can drive meaningful, durable benefits. Reaching across the aisle can
give our communities the choice of not sitting in traffic, not being locked out of buying a home, and
not being forced into pain at the pump.
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