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Definition: A “second unit” is defined as a permanent dwelling unit that is accessory to a primary 
dwelling on the same site. A second unit provides complete, independent living facilities for one or more 
persons, including permanent provisions for living, sleeping, eating, cooking, sanitation, and parking. A 
second unit may be attached to or detached from the primary dwelling. 

Required Planning Approvals: Many second units can be reviewed and approved “over the counter,” 
while others are subject to the review and approval of the Planning Commission. The type of review that 
is required depends on the design and location of the second unit, as well as the circumstances of the 
property for which it is proposed. 

General Requirements: The following requirements and considerations apply to all second units, 
whether approved over the counter or by use permit: 

+  The applicant shall be the owner of the property and shall reside on the property in either the main or 
second unit (upon construction). 

+ Only one second dwelling unit shall be allowed per parcel. 

+ A detached unit shall not be occupied by more than three persons. An attached unit shall not be occupied 
by more than two persons. 

+   The second dwelling unit shall contain separate kitchen and bathroom facilities and have a separate 
entrance from the main dwelling. 

+ A second dwelling unit may be rented, although rental is not required. 

+ Individual sale of either the main or the second dwelling unit is prohibited. 

+ Manufactured second units are allowed, as long as all other requirements pertaining to second units are 
met. 

+ All requirements of the Fire Department and the Building Division shall be met in the construction of a 
second unit. For new construction, a fire sprinkler system shall be required. 

Other Permits/Special Fees: Approval from the Sonoma County Sanitation District is required prior to 
the issuance of an occupancy permit. Substantial sewer connection and water connection fees may apply, 
as well as impact fees charged by the Sonoma Valley Unified School District. 

Over the Counter Review: Pursuant to the City of Sonoma Development Code, second units that comply 
with the following criteria may be reviewed and approved ministerially, without a public hearing or 
review by the Planning Commission: 

+  A primary unit must exist on the lot for which the second unit is proposed. 

+  A second unit may be either attached or detached to the primary unit. Relative to existing living area of 
the primary unit, the floor area of an attached second unit shall not exceed 30% and the floor area of a 

 
 



 

 
 
 

detached second unit shall not exceed 50%. The minimum size of a second unit shall be 150 square feet. 
The maximum size of a detached second unit is 850 square feet. 

+ No minimum lot size is required for a second unit, but the setback, coverage, Floor Area Ratio and other 
limitations of the applicable zoning district shall be met. Attached second units shall comply with the set- 
backs applicable to the primary structure. Detached second units shall comply with the setback require- 
ments for accessory structures, including a ten-foot seperation between the second unit and the primary 
residence. 

+ Each second unit shall comply with the height limitations established in the zoning district where the 
structure is located. Detached second units shall be limited to a single story and shall comply with height 
restrictions for accessory structures. Attached second units shall comply with height restrictions for pri- 
mary structures. 

+ The second unit shall be clearly subordinate to the primary residence. Subordination may be accomplished 
through reduced building mass, height, or the use of an entry element. 

+ Exterior materials and colors shall match those existing on the primary dwelling unit. Roof pitch and style 
shall be consistent with that of the main dwelling unit. Variations in roof line may be permitted if the de- 
sign is necessary to meet certain Building Code requirements such as minimums for living area ceiling 
heights. 

+ Off-street parking shall be provided in compliance with Chapter 19.48 (Parking and Loading Standards). 
In addition to the parking required to serve the primary residence, one off-street parking space is required 
for a second unit. For detached second units, the parking space must be covered (i.e., a garage or carport). 
For attached second units, required off-street parking may be covered or uncovered. 

+ Second units located within 15 feet of an adjoining residence shall require landscaping. In the event that 
the existing development lacks landscaping, the applicant shall submit a landscape screening plan, which 
shall specify irrigation and plant varieties. 

In order to verify compliance with these criteria, a complete planning permit application is required. 

Planning Commission Review: Proposed second units that do not comply with the criteria for 
ministerial review are subject to the review and approval of the Planning Commission, through a use 
permit application. This means that the Planning Commission reviews the application in a public 
hearing, following notification of neighbors in the vicinity. The Planning Commission may approve, 
approve with conditions, or deny the proposed use. To find out how to file an application for use permit 
approval, please obtain and review a Uniform Application from the Planning Division. Second units may 
be subject to design review in order to assure compatibility with the primary residence. 
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