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INVESTIGATING RESPONSES

‘Granny flats’ are illegal to build in most of Chicago —and
political gridlock is keeping it that way.
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) or “granny flats” are illegal to build in most of

Chicago, but a pilot program allowing them in some areas showed promising
results. City officials are divided over their full legalization.

by Alex Nitkin ~ May 27,2025

After nearly two years of navigating regulatory red tape and approximately $300,000 in construction costs, Brian Peterman was
able to build a "granny flat" on his property, allowing his mother-in-law to move in. “‘Life-changing’ is probably the cleanest way

of saying it,” he said. Credit: Akilah Townsend for Illinois Answers Project

Making it

in Chicago

An lllinois Answers Project series

CHICAGO — For most new parents, finding last-minute child care usually means an afternoon of
frantic phone calls and around $100 dropped on a trusted babysitter.

For Brian and Fiona Peterman, it means walking across their backyard.

In 2021, Fiona’s mother, Louise D’ Agostino, was scanning pricey apartments near Brian and
Fiona’s Lakeview home so she could live closer to them after she retired — until Brian learned
about a new city program that would let the family build a second, smaller house on their own

property.
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After nearly two years of navigating regulatory red tape and approximately $300,000 in
construction costs, D’ Agostino was able to move into a 700-square-foot, two-bedroom house on
top of Peterman’s garage in 2023.

After nearly two years of navigating regulatory red tape and approximately $300,000 in construction costs, Brian Peterman was

able to build a “granny flat” on his property, allowing his mother-in-law to move in. “‘Life-changing’ is probably the cleanest way
of saying it,” he said. Credit: Akilah Townsend for Illinois Answers Project

Nowadays, D’ Agostino goes on walks with her 18-month-old granddaughter nearly every day.
D’ Agostino cooks the toddler recipes from her native Malta that she learned from her own mother,
and she’s teaching her to speak Maltese.

D’ Agostino pays rent to her daughter, Fiona, and son-in-law, Brian — much less than the cost of
the mortgage at her previous home, but still a steady and meaningful source of income for the
Petermans to supplement the salaries from their day jobs.

“‘Life-changing’ is probably the cleanest way of saying it,” Brian Peterman said. “By having her
there, we always have that backup plan in case something goes awry in our normal lives.”

Homes like D’ Agostino’s, typically called coach houses, carriage houses or “granny flats,” are
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illegal to build in most of Chicago. Their construction was banned in 1957 by city leaders who
feared residential overcrowding. Chicago has since lost approximately 800,000 residents.

City officials under three mayors have been pushing for at least six years to unravel the prohibition
of so-called accessory dwelling units, or ADUs — a term used to describe both coach houses and
unused basement or attic spaces that are converted into apartments. In the legalization campaign,
bureaucrats and policy researchers consistently highlight ADUs as a low-risk tool, free to
taxpayers, that’s been proven to provide a limited but effective release valve for other cities’
affordable housing crises.

For D’ Agostino, it meant finding an affordable home in an affluent neighborhood while providing
extra income to offset child care costs for her daughter and son-in-law while keeping her
granddaughter close.

Read more in the “Making it in Chicago” series:

‘We’re at the Mercy of Child Care:’ Child care
costs are crushing families. Why does llinois’

largest subsidy exclude thousands?

A three-year pilot program that legalized the units in some areas showed that outcomes like the
Petermans’ are widely replicable, opening up more housing options in neighborhoods where cheap
apartments have become increasingly rare. But the burst of construction seen so far is a pittance
compared to the more than 100,000 affordable units experts say it would take to satisfy demand.

“ADUs are our path to economic mobility,” said state Rep. Kam Buckner (D-Chicago), who
sponsored legislation that would prohibit Illinois cities from banning the units. “They turn under-
utilized space into income-generating property, which is a big deal.”

Many City Council members remain skeptical of ADU legalization, wary of any move that would
limit their ability to guide new development in their wards.

That’s one reason why a proposal to legalize the units citywide has been sitting on the shelf for

more than a year.
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In the meantime, property owners inside the pilot zones, like the Petermans, are straining to build
ADUs amid daunting costs and regulatory barriers.

City Hall discussions on how to expand and ease construction are clouded by a political stalemate
over how far the program should reach, and by a little-understood targeting
Chicago’s housing segregation. And policymakers have struggled to craft an ordinance that would
encourage ADU construction across the city — not just in wealthy, dense areas, where they’ve
overwhelmingly been added during the pilot.

As Chicago leaders sit on their hands, proposals to permit ADU construction across Illinois are
gaining support in Springfield, where lawmakers are pushing their own measures. Adding to the
momentum 1s Gov. JB Pritzker, who recently endorsed ADUs as a tool to increase the state’s stock
of affordable housing.

“Think about carriage houses,” Pritzker said in an after an
interviewer asked the governor about his housing agenda. “We’ve got neighborhoods where people
are not allowed to have those as separate dwellings — or just the idea that we can, if we make a
few tweaks here and there, we can significantly increase the amount of housing with the existing
housing stock.”

A pilot program to test the waters

Chicago planning officials under former Mayor Rahm Emanuel first promoted the idea of
legalizing accessory dwelling units in 2018, saying they “can offer relatively affordable housing
for tenants and can help moderate income families become homeowners with the additional
income.” Researchers had taken note of new construction in Portland following the legalization of
ADUs there years earlier, and a 2016 California law had already unlocked an explosion in
construction of the relatively low-cost units across that state.

A found that in seven U.S. cities, ADU rents were hundreds of dollars
lower than the rents of comparable one-bedroom apartments and could provide “a substitute for
nursing home care, a means to age in community, an opportunity to live with other family
members in multi-generational living arrangements, as well as a source of earning extra income to
supplement fixed incomes in their retirement years.”

In 2019, the newly reconstituted Chicago Department of Housing recruited the Chicago-based
Urban Land Institute to lead a task force with dozens of developers, architects, affordable housing
advocates and lenders to draw up a list of recommendations for how Chicago could legalize
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ADUs.

The result was a , published in May 2020, detailing the challenges of ADU
legalization in other cities and ways Chicago could overcome them.

Within a month of the report’s publication, Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot had introduced an
ordinance legalizing coach house construction and basement unit conversions in Chicago,
incorporating some of the task force’s recommendations.

It got a chilly reception in the City Council.

“This will be a blanket approval ... it will allow two-flats to become three-flats, three to become
four and four to become five,” said then-Ald. Patrick Daley Thompson (11th), who represented the
city’s Bridgeport and Chinatown neighborhoods. “If someone wants to change a two-flat to a
three-flat, in my ward, we do a community meeting. All of my neighbors — the community comes
out and has participation. Not a bureaucrat at City Hall making a decision for my community.”

South Side Ald. David Moore (17th) was more direct.

“I want some aldermanic control over this,” Moore said.

After months of negotiations, the council approved a test ordinance that legalized accessory
dwelling ordinance in five “pilot zones” — two on the city’s North Side, one on the West Side and
two on the South Side — all in areas represented by alderpeople who supported the initiative.
However, the West and South Side zones were established with additional restrictions at local
council members’ request, including a requirement that the new units could be built only on
owner-occupied properties.

In May 2021, the Chicago Department of Housing began accepting applications for coach houses
and basement unit conversions. The ordinance called on city officials to report back to the City
Council three years later with data and insights.

Peterman, who had been following the ordinance closely, was among the first in line to apply.

It was a year before his coach house project would break ground.
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Peterman became tangled in a weeks-long back-and-forth with zoning officials in the city planning
department over the dimensions of his porch. Because the city requires homes like his to have at
least one parking space, he needed to figure out how to build the coach house on top of his garage.
And even after housing and planning officials gave him the go-ahead, he had to get a fresh
approval from the Chicago Department of Buildings, which regulates all construction in the city.

After nearly two years of navigating regulatory red tape and approximately $300,000 in construction costs, Brian Peterman was

able to build a “granny flat” on his property, allowing his mother-in-law to move in. “‘Life-changing’ is probably the cleanest way

of saying it,” he said. Credit: Akilah Townsend for Illinois Answers Project

“It took us a very long time compared to a normal [housing] permit, which would have been one-
tenth of the time if [the ADU] was already part of the zoning code,” he said.

Just as difficult, Peterman said, was financing. It typically takes between $50,000 and $100,000 to
build a new unit in a basement or attic, but building a new coach house can run upwards of
$250,000. Peterman and his wife had so much difficulty finding a loan package that they
ultimately took out a new line of credit on their existing home to pay for the project, he said.

Despite the hurdles, more than 300 accessory dwelling units have been permitted for construction
across the five pilot zones since 2021. They overwhelmingly comprised basement unit
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conversions, as opposed to coach houses — not surprising, observers said, considering how much

cheaper it is to renovate than to build a new free-standing structure.

"Where have ADUs been permitted for construction in

Chicago?”

More than 300 accessory dwelling units have been permitted in Chicago since 2021. Most are
basement spaces that were converted into apartments, and more than 90% are located on the

city's North Side.
Permit Type

New construction Renovation/alteration
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More than 90% of the new units were located in one of the two North Side zones. City officials
chalked up the disparity to the overwhelming demand for new housing in wealthier parts of the
city — and to the added barriers placed on construction in the South and West Side zones.

‘We need them in our neighborhoods’

A May 31, 2024 memo sent to the City Council by commissioners of the Chicago planning and
housing departments recommended expanding the pilot citywide. A review of data found that most
of the new construction in the pilot program added garden units below existing walk-up apartment
buildings. The below-grade units are typically less costly to rent.

Cook County faces a shortage of more than 150,000 affordable homes — in large part due to the
disappearance of apartments in two- to four-unit apartment buildings that have either been
demolished or converted into lavish single-family homes in recent years,

As a result, a renter who earns the median income in Chicago today has sharply fewer housing
options than they would have had 25 years ago, a earlier this year.

Chicago’s ADU pilot has seen hundreds of units crop up in neighborhoods made up of squat two-
and three-story apartment buildings, showing that their legalization has been “spurring investment
in exactly the kind of neighborhood type where added housing options are most badly needed,”
city commissioners wrote in their memo to the City Council.

The results of the ADU pilot were promising, but they were also underwhelming in the context of
the city’s mammoth affordable housing crisis, said Daniel Hertz, who served as director of policy,
research and legislative affairs for the Chicago Department of Housing from 2019 to 2024.

“It hasn’t completely transformed the face of any neighborhood,” Hertz said. “But I think 300

additional units that by and large are going to be moderately priced for the neighborhoods that
they’re in ... and having done that without basically any subsidy from the city — that’s a good
thing.”

Ald. Daniel La Spata (1st), whose ward is inside the Northwest Side pilot zone, was an early
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supporter of accessory dwelling unit legalization. What he’s seen during the pilot has been
“fantastic,” solidifying his position on the policy, he said.

Ald. Daniel La Spata (1st) at Chicago City Hall on Tuesday, June 20, 2023 Credit: Victor Hilitski, for Illinois Answers Project

“I’ve been in these units. They’re great. We need them in our neighborhoods,” La Spata said.
“They’ve allowed families to develop and stay together intergenerationally.”

AARRP Illinois, which supported Chicago’s ADU pilot ordinance, has since thrown its weight
behind efforts to allow construction of the units statewide. A spokesperson for the seniors’
advocacy group said the housing type can provide an ideal option for older Illinoisans who want to
live independently while downsizing to a smaller, more affordable home.

AARP found in its 2019 study that the average ADU in Seattle rented for $1,500, compared to
nearly $1,900 for a comparable one-bedroom apartment in the same city. The price difference was
even sharper in Oakland, Calif. and Washington, D.C.

Proponents argue the financial benefits of ADUs also apply to Chicago.

9 of 14 7/31/2025, 9:38 AM


https://illinoisanswers.org/#x
https://illinoisanswers.org/#x
https://illinoisanswers.org/#x
https://illinoisanswers.org/#x
https://illinoisanswers.org/#facebook
https://illinoisanswers.org/#facebook
https://illinoisanswers.org/#facebook
https://illinoisanswers.org/#facebook
https://illinoisanswers.org/#linkedin
https://illinoisanswers.org/#linkedin
https://illinoisanswers.org/#linkedin
https://illinoisanswers.org/#linkedin
https://illinoisanswers.org/#email
https://illinoisanswers.org/#email
https://illinoisanswers.org/#email
https://illinoisanswers.org/#email
https://illinoisanswers.org/#bluesky
https://illinoisanswers.org/#bluesky
https://illinoisanswers.org/#bluesky
https://illinoisanswers.org/#bluesky
https://illinoisanswers.org/#x
https://illinoisanswers.org/#facebook
https://illinoisanswers.org/#linkedin
https://illinoisanswers.org/#email
https://illinoisanswers.org/#bluesky

'Granny flats' are illegal to build in most of Chicago —and political grid... https://illinoisanswers.org/2025/05/27/granny-flats-are-illegal-to-build-...

La Spata noted that the city spends millions of dollars each year to subsidize housing for people
with low incomes. Legalizing basement unit conversions, assuming a $100,000-per-unit cost by
private developers, represents an easy and efficient way to bring more affordable units into the
market without spending taxpayer money, La Spata said.

“If I told someone tomorrow that we could develop 50 units of affordable housing for all of a $5
million investment, that would be the most efficient affordable housing development in the city,”
he said.

La Spata supports a proposal from Ald. Bennett Lawson (44th), whose Lakeview ward straddles a
pilot zone, to legalize the units across the city.

The addition of new ADUs in Lawson’s ward has “really worked out well,” Lawson said. The new
units haven’t drawn any complaints from neighbors or worsened traffic or parking.

“A lot of them are legalizing spaces that were never properly permitted ... and making that
housing legal and safe for more people in my neighborhood,” the North Side alderperson added.

Read more in the “Making it in Chicago” series:

When Seniors Face Expensive Home Repairs,

the Solutions Can be a Lifeline...Or Leave

Their Families an Inheritance of Debt.

Lawson met some resistance to the proposal among his colleagues, but he tweaked the ordinance
in April 2024 with a compromise that would add an additional hurdle to approval in low-density
residential neighborhoods on the city’s outskirts.

Lawson said he believed the amended ordinance had ample support in the City Council and could
pass easily if taken to the floor.

A year later, the ordinance remains on the shelf.

Delays and disputes gum up legislation
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Lawson’s proposal can’t move forward until Ald. Walter Burnett (27th), who chairs the City
Council Committee on Zoning, brings it to a vote.

Burnett is holding the proposal back. But not because he’s against the policy.

He said the hold-up is coming from Mayor Brandon Johnson’s administration.

The housing and planning departments under the mayor rejected Lawson’s proposal, saying its
built-in hurdles for construction in less dense neighborhoods make it too restrictive. Instead, the
Johnson Administration is pushing for zoning that allows ADU construction in every corner of the
city.

“Allowing ADUs by right is essential to meaningfully addressing Chicago’s housing shortage and
building on the success of the pilot program,” Chicago Department of Housing spokesperson
Felicia Bolton wrote in a statement.

Burnett also blamed the delay on an obscure legal snag.

In 2019, a coalition of fair housing groups led by the Shriver Center on Poverty Law

with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development alleging that
“aldermanic prerogative,” the unwritten rule that gives Chicago alderpeople vast power to dictate
zoning changes and other approvals in their own wards, stymies proposals for new affordable
housing in well-to-do neighborhoods. The case led federal officials in 2023 to

ruling that local aldermanic veto power violates federal civil rights law because it

“perpetuates segregation” and “‘effectuates opposition to affordable housing based on racial
animus.”

Nearly two years later, the plaintiff groups and city officials all declined to comment on the status
of the legal complaint, saying they agreed to stay quiet while the parties negotiate a mutual
resolution to the complaint.

Burnett blamed the grinding legal talks for freezing progress on citywide legalization of accessory
dwelling units. City attorneys told the zoning committee chair that Lawson’s compromise
ordinance, with its added regulations for low-density neighborhoods, would complicate the path to
a legal resolution by opening a new avenue for the “aldermanic prerogative” that the plaintiffs are
seeking to roll back.
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“The law department were the ones that said, ‘hold off until we get past this lawsuit,”” Burnett

said.

Chicago Department of Law spokesperson Kristen Cabanban wrote in a statement that city and
federal officials are “negotiating a resolution to a complaint regarding the distribution of
affordable housing throughout the city.” She declined to comment on the status of the negotiations
or on Burnett’s characterization of them.

If city leaders delay on the ordinance much longer, their efforts could be eclipsed by pending state
legislation that aims to allow coach houses and basement units across Illinois.

Buckner’s proposal, which would pair a ban on local prohibition of accessory dwelling units with

a list of measures designed to boost their construction, missed a key deadline for consideration in
the spring 2025 legislative session. But the legislator is also supporting a parallel legalization bill,

backed by the powerful trade association Illinois Realtors, that cleared a key committee vote and
remains in contention.

“I just hope we can put a little fire under them,” Buckner said of his counterparts on the Chicago
City Council. “I want the city to lead this conversation — I really don’t want the state to have to

b

do this. But we will, if we need to.’
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After nearly two years of navigating regulatory red tape and approximately $300,000 in construction costs, Brian Peterman was

able to build a “granny flat” on his property, allowing his mother-in-law to move in. “‘Life-changing’ is probably the cleanest way
of saying it,” he said. Credit: Akilah Townsend for Illinois Answers Project

Peterman has become a vocal advocate for the legislation, even opening up his home to show
Buckner and other state representatives how an ADU can work. He hopes statewide legalization of
coach houses helps more families move closer together into affordable homes just like his mother-
in-law did.

Legalizing the units in some parts of Chicago “has not changed the character of these
neighborhoods,” Peterman said. “All it has done is given people more options for the property that
they already own.”

Lawmakers adjourned their spring session this year without passing the bill.

Editor’s Note: This story was updated on June 13, 2025 with information on the bill s status after
the spring 2025 legislative session.

Read more from the series here:

Child Care Costs

While the state infuses hundreds of millions a year into child care programs, the strict
eligibility requirements and limitations for its largest child care subsidy exclude tens of
thousands of families.

Gig Work

Rideshare workers in Chicago say they’re being exploited and kept in unstable and low-
paying jobs that prevent them from getting ahead in life. Organizers are calling for better
protections.
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