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DATE ISSUED: May 24, 2022

TO: City Council 

FROM: Planning Department

SUBJECT: California Coastal Commission Suggested Modifications to Two Ordinances Amending the 
San Diego Municipal Code and Local Coastal Program: (1) Movable Tiny Houses 
Amendments to the Companion Unit and (2) Junior Unit Regulations and the Housing 
Legislation Code Update

Primary
Contact:

Kelley Stanco Phone: (619) 236-6545

Secondary 
Contact: 

Melissa Garcia Phone: (619) 236-6173

Council District(s):     Citywide 

OVERVIEW:
This is a request to adopt the California Coastal Commission’s suggested modifications to two separate 
amendments to the Municipal Code and Local Coastal Program (LCP): (1) the Movable Tiny Houses 
amendments to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations adopted by the City Council in August 
2020 and (2) the Housing Legislation Code Update adopted by the City Council in October 2020.

PROPOSED ACTIONS:
1. Adopt an Ordinance to approve the California Coastal Commission’s suggested modifications to (1) 

the Movable Tiny Houses amendments to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations and (2) 
the Housing Legislation Code Update, both amendments to the Municipal Code and LCP.

2. Adopt a resolution declaring that the California Coastal Commission’s suggested modifications to (1) 
the Movable Tiny Houses amendments to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations and (2) 
the Housing Legislation Code Update, both amendments to the Municipal Code and LCP are 
categorically exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) pursuant to CEQA 
Guidelines Section 15303 (New Construction or Conversion of Small Structures) which exempts the 
construction and location of limited numbers of new, small facilities or structures; installation of small 
new equipment and facilities in small structures; and the conversion of existing small structures from 
one use to another where only minor modifications are made in the exterior of the structure.

3. Adopt a resolution declaring that the Council of the City of San Diego has determined that an 
exception to the exemption as set forth in CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 does not apply.

DISCUSSION OF ITEM:

Original City Council Adoption
On August 4, 2020, the City Council adopted Ordinance O-21223, the Movable Tiny Houses amendments 
to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations of the Municipal Code and LCP. The amendments 
added Movable Tiny Houses to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations as a new housing option 
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under that separately regulated use and included regulations specific to Movable Tiny Houses and their 
construction typology.

On October 27, 2020, the City Council adopted Ordinance O-21254, the Housing Legislation Code Update 
to the Municipal Code and LCP. The package of amendments implemented a number of land use and 
housing laws passed by the State legislature in 2019 that became effective January 1, 2020. These laws 
primarily addressed accessory dwelling units, affordable housing, and supportive housing for the 
homeless, as well as requirements to preserve dwelling units and “protected dwelling units” affordable to 
very low- and low-income households. Where permitted under state law, the package also included 
adaptations and incentives to address local housing needs and production goals. As part of this 
amendment package, the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations were completely replaced with the 
new Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) and Junior Accessory Dwelling Unit (JADU) Regulations and Movable 
Tiny Houses were established as a different separately regulated residential use under a new Municipal 
Code Section.

Coastal Commission Certification
State law requires the California Coastal Commission (CCC) to certify the code amendments to the Land 
Development Code (LDC) of the Municipal Code before they can be effective in the Coastal Zone. On 
December 29, 2020 the City submitted both the Movable Tiny Houses amendments to the Companion 
Unit and Junior Unit Regulations and the Housing Legislation Code Update to the Municipal Code and 
LCP, which replaced Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations with the new ADU and JADU 
Regulations and established Movable Tiny Houses as their own separately regulated use.

On December 17, 2021, the CCC conditionally certified the code amendments with several suggested 
modifications to the Housing Legislation Code Update related to the ADU and JADU Regulations and 
associated Coastal Development Permit requirements. The CCC also conditionally certified the Movable 
Tiny Houses regulations, as amended by the Housing Legislation Code Update, with suggested minor 
modifications. The City Council must adopt the suggested modifications prior to the regulations going into 
effect within the Coastal Zone. No other components of the Housing Legislation Code Update were 
modified by the CCC.

City and CCC staff worked collaboratively on the suggested modifications that would apply only within the 
coastal zone, which reduce the processing level of Coastal Development Permits (CDPs) for most ADUs; 
prohibit conversion of structures to an ADU that do not conform to the supplemental regulations of the 
Coastal Overlay Zone or to the wetlands, sensitive coastal bluff, or coastal beach regulations; address 
parking for ADUs that are located within the Beach Impact Area (BIA) of the Parking Impact Overlay 
Zone (PIOZ) and outside of a Transit Priority Area (TPA); and includes new provisions for ADUs, JADUs, 
and Movable Tiny Houses constructed within areas of future sea level rise.

Modification: Reduce Processing Level of Coastal Development Permits for Most ADUs 
The Housing Legislation Code Update that was approved by the City Council in October of 2020 included 
amendments that exempted attached ADUs and JADUs from CDPs and maintained existing CDP 
requirements for detached ADUs. During CCC review of the update package, CCC determined that the 
Coastal Act did not allow ADUs and JADUs to be exempt from a CDP. However, the CCC also determined 
that reduced processing and administrative approval of a CDP for ADUs and JADUs is consistent with both 
the Coastal Act and the intent of State ADU law, which seeks to streamline approval of ADUs and JADUs. 

The suggested modifications made by the Coastal Commission added a Process One CDP for ADUs and 
JADUs in the coastal zone, with administrative findings that must be made by staff during review of the 
building permit application. Process One applications are ministerial and cannot be appealed. Attached 
and detached ADUs and JADUs within the Non-Appealable Area of the Coastal Zone may be approved in 
accordance with the new Process One CDP. Attached and detached ADUs and JADUs within the 
Appealable Area of the Coastal Zone may be approved in accordance with the existing Process Three 
CDP, due to the higher resource sensitivity within the Appealable Area. ADUs and JADUs located entirely 
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within existing habitable area with no increase in floor area are exempt from a CDP. These suggested 
modifications provide a process most similar to the process for ADUs and JADUs outside of the coastal 
zone while maintaining conformity to the Coastal Act, ultimately providing a more streamlined process to 
provide more homes within the Coastal Zone by removing discretionary processes, while at the same 
time ensuring protection of coastal resources through administrative findings.

Modification: Prohibit Conversion of Certain Non-Conforming Structures to an ADU or JADU
The Housing Legislation Code Update that was approved by the City Council in October of 2020 reflected 
State ADU and JADU law, allowing conversion of non-conforming structures to ADUs and JADUs. In order 
to ensure the protection of sensitive resources, the suggested modifications approved by the CCC prohibit 
the conversion of structures that do not conform to the wetland regulations in SDMC Section 
143.0141(b), the sensitive coastal bluffs regulations in SDMC Section 143.0143, the coastal beaches 
regulations in SDMC Section 143.0144, or the Supplemental Regulations of the Coastal Overlay Zone in 
SDMC Section 132.0403.

Modification: Parking for ADUs Inside a BIA and Outside a TPA
The Housing Legislation Code Update that was approved by the City Council in October of 2020 reflected 
State ADU and JADU law by not requiring the replacement of parking that is converted to an ADU or 
JADU. Additionally, the update simplified the limited conditions under which the City could require parking 
for ADUs and JADUs by exempting all ADUs and JADUs from parking requirements, to encourage their 
construction. In order to address parking impacts and support access to the Coast, the suggested 
modifications approved by the CCC require replacement of parking that is removed to construct an ADU 
or JADU, if the property is located within the BIA and outside a TPA. Additionally, ADUs and JADUs within 
a BIA and outside a TPA are required to provide one off-street parking space per ADU or JADU, unless 
the ADU or JADU is 500 square feet or less; the property is located within a designated historical district; 
the ADU or JADU is attached to the primary dwelling unit; the premises is located within a residential 
permit parking district; or there is a car share vehicle located within one block of the premises.

Modification: Regulations for ADUs within Areas of Future Sea Level Rise
The Movable Tiny Houses amendments that were approved by the City Council in August of 2020 and the 
Housing Legislation Code Update that was approved by the City Council in October of 2020 did not 
include any measures related to areas of future sea level rise. CCC suggested modifications that apply to 
ADUs and JADUs constructed outside of the Special Flood Hazard Area and within an area of future sea 
level rise with a 75-year horizon. The suggested modifications require compliance with the same flood 
requirements as the closest Special Flood Hazard Area; prohibit the use of shoreline armoring to protect 
and ADU or JADU; require the record owner to enter into an agreement acknowledging the risks 
associated with a location within an area of future sea level rise, waiving the right to shoreline armoring, 
and acknowledging that the structure may need to be removed or relocated in the future; and requires 
the owner to notify all occupants of the acknowledgements and provisions in the signed agreement. The 
suggested modifications for Movable Tiny Houses constructed within areas of future sea level rise are 
similar, except for the requirements related to the closest Special Flood Hazard Area, as the existing 
regulations for Movable Tiny Homes already mirror requirements for this construction type within flood 
areas.

Reconciliation: San Diego Municipal Code 
It should be noted that the Housing Legislation Code Update was adopted by the City Council and 
conditionally certified by the Coastal Commission prior to the recent adoption of the Housing Action 
Package in February 2022. As a result, the language in the package and the CCC modifications do not 
reflect the language and amendments recently adopted by the City Council. As ordinances are certified by 
the CCC, the published San Diego Municipal Code will be reconciled.

Staff Recommendation
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Staff recommends the City Council accept the CCC’s suggested modifications The City Council’s action will 
be forwarded to the CCC’s Executive Director for acceptance once the City Council adopts the CCC 
modifications.

City of San Diego Strategic Plan: 
The proposed amendments directly support the Strategic Plan’s Priority Area: Create Homes for All of Us 
by facilitating the construction of different housing types that are affordable to everyone in all 
communities through streamlining and regulatory relief.

Fiscal Considerations:
None. Costs associated with implementation of this ordinance would be covered by project applicants.

Environmental Impact: 
The CCC modifications to 1) the Movable Tiny Houses amendments to the Companion Unit and Junior 
Unit Regulations, and 2) the Housing Legislation Code Update to the Municipal Code and Local Coastal 
Program do not impact the conclusions of the respective environmental analyses that were completed at 
the time the updates were processed in 2020.

The City reviewed the proposed amendments and determined them to be exempt from CEQA pursuant to 
CEQA Guidelines Section 15303 (New Construction or Conversion of Small Structures), and none of the 
exceptions to the exemptions listed under CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 apply.

CEQA Guidelines Section 15303 (New Construction or Conversion of Small Structures) exempts the 
construction and location of limited numbers of new, small facilities or structures; installation of small 
new equipment facilities in small structures; and the conversion of existing small structures from one use 
to another where only minor modifications are made in the exterior of the structure. Furthermore, 
Section 15303 (New Construction or Conversion of Small Structures) exempts the development of second 
dwelling units. Therefore, amending the ordinance to allow for movable tiny houses would allow for the 
new construction of these accessory dwelling units or the conversion of existing accessory dwelling units 
into a movable tiny house.

The proposed amendments would not cause a change in demand to existing public services like utilities 
and would not change any zoning or allowable housing densities, and thus, no new additional dwelling 
units beyond the plan densities would result. Additionally, there would be no increased demand on 
utilities and where the construction or installation of a movable tiny house on an existing lot with an 
existing primary dwelling unit would be categorically exempt based on the reasons listed above. 
Therefore, the proposed amendments would be exempt from CEQA pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 
15303 and where the exceptions listed in CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 would not apply in that no 
cumulative impacts were identified; no significant effects on the environment were identified; the project 
is not adjacent to a scenic highway; no historical resources would be affected by the action; and the 
project was not identified on a list of hazardous waste sites pursuant to Section 65962.5 of the 
Government Code.

Climate Action Plan Strategies: 
The modifications to the Movable Tiny Houses Amendments to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit 
Regulations and the Housing Legislation Code Update to the Municipal Code and Local Coastal Program 
are in direct alignment with Chapter 4 of the CAP - Social Equity and Job Creation. Specifically, under the 
section, the City’s Role as a Leader, the document states that while the City may not be able to promise 
new jobs for, or change the underlying socio-economic factors of disadvantaged populations, it can take 
action to provide equal access to opportunities for economic advancement and promotion of social equity.

Previous Council and/or Committee Actions: 
The earlier amendments were previously reviewed by the City Council, Land Use and Housing Committee, 
and Planning Commission as follows:
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Movable Tiny Houses Amendments to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations
On August 4, 2020 the City Council adopted Ordinance O-21223, the Movable Tiny Houses amendments 
to the Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations. On August 12, 2020 Mayor Kevin Faulconer signed 
the ordinance, which went into effect outside of the Coastal Zone 30 days later on September 11, 2020.

On April 16, 2020 the Planning Commission reviewed the Movable Tiny Houses amendments to the 
Companion Unit and Junior Unit Regulations and recommended that the City Council adopt the update as 
presented by a vote of 6-0-1 with Commissioner Whalen not present. 

On October 9, 2019 the Land Use and Housing Committee voted 4-0-0 to request the City Attorney, 
Council District Seven, and the Land Use and Housing Committee Consultant prepare a Municipal Code 
amendment permitting moveable tiny homes in the City of San Diego for consideration by this Committee 
before the end of the year.

Housing Action Package Amendments to the Municipal Code and Local Coastal Program
On October 27, 2020 the City Council adopted Ordinance O-21254, the Housing Legislation Code Update. 
On October 30, 2020 Mayor Kevin Faulconer signed the ordinance, which went into effect outside of the 
Coastal Zone 30 days later on November 29, 2020.

On September 17, 2020 the Land Use and Housing Committee voted 4-0-0 to recommend approval of the 
proposed Housing Legislation Code Update without modification.

On August 27, 2020 the Planning Commission reviewed the Housing Legislation Code Update to the 
Municipal Code and Local Coastal Program and recommended that the City Council adopt the update as 
presented by a vote of 6-0-1 with Commissioner Austin recusing. 

Key Stakeholders and Community Outreach Efforts:  
Key Stakeholders include neighborhood and community planning groups, residents, visitors and property 
owners.

Heidi Vonblum Jeff Sturak
          
Planning Department Director Deputy Chief Operating Officer


