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Background
The City of Tucson developed over the past century on a grid pattern.  Offices and businesses 
lined the primary streets and avenues; housing, mostly single story, was built on spacious lots in 
the interior.  Later, emphasis on population growth resulted in urban sprawl, more homes on 
smaller lots, more two-story homes.  By 2000, the negatives of urban sprawl triggered a call for 
infill development.  The City encouraged increasing residential population where infrastructure 
was already in place. Builders brought their concept of two-story houses on little lots to mid-
town, a total mismatch of housing styles. 

Land Use Code  (City of Tucson’s Current Code)
Measurement regulations in the Land Use Code (LUC), adopted in 1995, allow for much greater 
density than previously seen in older neighborhoods: lot coverage of 70%; building heights of 
25’; side and rear setbacks of 6 ft. or 2/3 height of the building, whichever is greater.  These 
parameters are primarily used on single lot construction; special exceptions in the code for larger 
developments give developers greater leeway when using over-lays, pads. clustering, etc. 
Neighborhoods west of the University of Arizona first protested the impact that infill was 
having.  New two-story structures intended for student housing compromised both the 
architectural and life-style integrity of the area.  Seldom acknowledged is the fact that these 
structures meet LUC regulations. That the City failed to take quick action to amend the LUC to 
prevent the unintended consequences of infill development prior to the passage of Prop 207 is 
tragic.  Builders of the new construction, relatively gargantuan compared to the original homes, 
simply took maximum advantage of what the City of Tucson’s LUC allows.  Any new 
construction in similarly zoned residential lots can be built using similar dimensions, be it on  
a vacant lot; on a lot where the existing buildings are demolished; when  the existing home is  
expanded; and when a second unit is added on a R-1 lot of 10,000 sq. ft+.

Proposed Unified Development Code  (Replacement for the LUC)
The zone-based dimensional standards and measurements in the Unified Development Code 
(UDC) are simplified from those of the LUC designator categories.  

Lot Coverage
R-1 and R-2 lots can have 65 % lot coverage (vs. 70% in the LUC).  This appears more 
restrictive; however, the calculations have changed.  Only roofs will count;  in the LUC, 
the drive areas are also included.
Will the 2 calculations result in the same size maximum structures?
Is this change designed to facilitate multi-story structures?
Will removing the drive areas result in more paving of front yard space?

Building Height
Both codes allow 25’ height in R-1 and R-2.



Setbacks (yard areas)
The UDC side setback is 7’ from the property line for all size buildings (vs. the LUC’s 
greater of 6’ or 2/3’ height of the building).  This reduces side setbacks  for any structure 
over 10’tall.  For a 20’ structure it is reduced from 13.3’ to 7’.
The rear setback is a uniform 16’ from the rear property line (vs. the LUC’s 6’ or 2/3’s 
height of the building, whichever is greater.)  This results in larger backyards for all 
structures less than 24’tall.  A 24’ two-story building will have exactly the same size rear 
setback as required in the LUC.
Is the “one-size fits all”  7’ rule  preferable to the LUC calculation?
Houses in new developments are often on 40’ wide lots.  Are these proposed 7’ setbacks  
designed to facilitate constructing narrow two-story structures as infill? Is that model  
appropriate for single lots in established neighborhoods?

UDC, 6.5.3. Mitigations of Multi-Story and Taller Structures, new to this code, has been added 
to reduce the impact on “affected property owners”, defined as 3 owners--those on either side 
and to the rear.  It has 3 features:
****An addition of 1 ft. setback for every building foot over 20’—ex.  a 24’tall building would 
have the standard 7’ plus 4’ (the result of 24-20) added on..  This now makes the UDC side 
setback 11’ vs. the current LUC 16” side setback for the 24’ tall structure.
****Balconies and higher windows are to be constructed for privacy of adjoining lots.
****These standards may be waived or reduced if the “affected property owners” agree in 
writing.

Is the adjusted setback formula adequate to provide neighbor protection?
How exactly do you design side balconies to not overlook the lot next door?
Is the input into the waiver/reduction process adequate? Since many of our established  
neighborhood properties became rentals over the past decade, might an investor have  
different interest in the area than those people living in owner-occupied homes? Might  
this open the door to a pay-off? Are other people in the neighborhood impacted by tall  
buildings besides the three “affected property owners”?  Currently, if someone wants to  
reduce side setbacks, the applicant requests a Design Development Option (DD0) which  
requires 50’ notification and no protests from notified neighboring property owners or  
the neighborhood association for automatic approval.

Conclusion

The current City Land Use Code does not contain adequate provisions to protect the best 
features of established residential neighborhoods —larger lots, single-story homes, mature 
vegetation.  So why does the proposed Unified Development Code contain any provisions to 
make intrusive development within single-family housing areas even easier and more 
intrusive?  If it is a desire for greater urban density, the City must identify areas where 
density is appropriate.  Squeezing a few more people into new construction which is 
incompatible with existing norms is neither an efficient solution nor an ethical practice.  It 
destroys the character of the established neighborhood for a pitifully small population gain. 
Citizens who have chosen to own property and live in older neighborhoods deserve better 
from their city government.


