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TO:  Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission 
FROM:   Lindsay Crockett, AICP | Principal Planner/Design Review Program Manager  
DATE:  August 2, 2023 
SUBJECT: 8-A-23-OA;  8-B-23-OA;  8-C-23-OA;  8-D-23-OA;  8-E-23-OA 
  Agenda Items #15-19 

 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Staff recommends zoning code amendments to enable middle housing in the City follow the process of 
implementation as defined by Opticos Design, Inc. in the September 2022 Missing Middle Housing (MMH) 
Scan and the Missing Middle Housing book (summary provided in Exhibit A). 
 
The staff recommendation applies to agenda items 8-A-23-OA, 8-B-23-OA, 8-C-23-OA, 8-D-23-OA, and 8-
E-23-OA, five amendments to the City of Knoxville Zoning Code proposed by Mr. R. Bentley Marlow. Each 
individual case file contains the exhibits listed below. 
 
The recommended process will include a review of relevant plans to ensure alignment between the code 
and adopted plans and address discrepancies or errors in the proposed amendments. The process 
recommended by staff will:   
 

1. focus on a target area naturally supportive to middle housing forms; 
2. include dimensional and design standards to guide house-scale buildings which are compatible 

with the existing neighborhood contexts, and; 
3. encourage retention of existing houses via conversions or additions that remain in character with 

the surrounding neighborhood. 
 
The recommended process will also incorporate public input via workshops, educational opportunities, 
and/or public meetings.  
 
 
Exhibit A: Summary, Recommended Process to Address Missing Middle Housing 
Exhibit B: Memos, City of Knoxville Office of the Mayor; City of Knoxville Law Department 
Exhibit C: Individual Case Files 

   Proposed Amendment Text 
    Planning Staff Summary and Analysis 

     City of Knoxville Plans Review and Inspections Analysis 

https://archive.knoxplanning.org/plans/missing_middle_housing_scan.pdf
https://archive.knoxplanning.org/plans/missing_middle_housing_scan.pdf
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Exhibit A:  Summary, Recommended Processes to Address Missing Middle Housing 
Op�cos Design, Inc, MMH Scan: Analysis + Definition of Barriers to Missing Middle Housing, Prepared for 
the City of Knoxville, TN (Berkeley, CA:  September 2022). 
 
Daniel Parolek and Arthur C. Nelson, Missing Middle Housing: Thinking Big and Building Small to 
Respond to Today’s Housing Crisis (Washington, DC:  2020). 
 
• Defini�on of Missing Middle Housing: “house-scale buildings with mul�ple units in walkable 

neighborhoods” 
o Addressing MMH in Knoxville requires updates to the zoning code to: 

 Accommodate mul�ple units 
 Ensure house-scale buildings compa�ble with the context 
 Work within exis�ng and poten�al walkable neighborhoods 

 
Recommended process 

1. Iden�fy MMH-ready neighborhoods: “MMH types are most successful when located in an 
exis�ng or newly built walkable context.” 

o Report iden�fies MMH-ready neighborhoods in Knoxville, characterized by smaller block 
sizes, access to bicycle routes, access to mixed-use areas, small-to-medium lot sizes, 
proximity to ameni�es 

2. Iden�fy and address exis�ng barriers to MMH 
o Recommenda�ons 1-11 focus on small area plans and sector plans 
o Recommenda�ons 13-25 analyze the current zoning code 

 Recommenda�ons discourage blanket regula�on of density or minimum lot area 
by zoning district  

• Recommenda�ons 16 and 17:  regulate minimum lot width, maximum 
building footprint, height, and parking, “according to the needs of the 
different MMH types.” 

 Recommenda�on 17: “For MMH developments, do not regulate density. 
Instead, regulate maximum building footprint, height, and parking.”  

o Recommenda�on 25: “For MMH development, allow all MMH types by right if clear 
standards are applied to control building height, footprint, parking and parking 
loca�on, building entry/frontage, and streetscapes. Development that does not use 
these standards would be required to go through the special use process.” 

3. Implement MMH 
o Iden�fy a target area defined by exis�ng and poten�al walkable centers; priori�ze MMH 

within the 5 to 10-minute walkable environments around the walkable centers 
o Apply the findings of the MMH Scan to the target areas 
o Priori�ze fi�ng the desired MMH types to the actual lot sizes in specific walkable 

environments; iden�fy addi�onal changes or standards needed 
 Use design standards to ensure “house-scale” buildings 

o “If changing the standards of the RN-2, RN-3, RN-4, and RN-5 zones only where MMH 
developments are expected is not prac�cal, enable MMH through a new MMH zone and 
standards, or through a set of overlay standards.” 
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8-A-23-OA 

 
ARTICLE 2.3 

Dwelling – Multi-Family. A structure containing three or more attached dwelling units used 
for residential occupancy. A multi-family dwelling does not include a townhouse dwelling.  

Dwelling – Detached Multi-Family.  A collection of detached Single-Family or Two-
Family structures built on a single lot.  [See Missing Middle Housing Report, “Cottage 
Court/Bungalow Court” page 24] 

 

ARTICLE 4.1  [See Missing Middle Housing Report, Section 3.2, pages 56-65] 

B. RN-1 Single-Family Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-1 Single-
Family Residential Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate traditional 
low density residential neighborhoods in the City of Knoxville, exhibiting a predominant 
development pattern of single-family homes on relatively large lots and with generous 
setbacks. Two-family dwellings AND accessory dwelling units may also be ARE allowed 
by special use approval. Limited nonresidential uses that are compatible with the character 
of the district may also be permitted.  

C. RN-2 Single-Family Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-2 Single-
Family Residential Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate low density 
single-family residential development on relatively small lots with smaller setbacks within 
the City of Knoxville. Two-family dwellings may also be and accessory dwelling units 
ARE allowed by special use approval. Limited nonresidential uses that are compatible with 
the character of the district may also be permitted.  

D. RN-3 General Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-3 General Residential 
Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate medium density residential 
neighborhoods in the City of Knoxville characterized by one and two-family homes. 
Detached multi-family dwellings are allowed.  Townhouse dwellings may be allowed by 
special use approval to facilitate a more urban development form. Limited nonresidential 
uses that are compatible with the character of the district may also be permitted.  

E.  RN-4 General Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-4 General Residential 
Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate mixed medium density 
residential development within the City of Knoxville. Single-family, two-family, and 
townhouse dwelling, and detached multi-family dwelling residential development is ARE 
allowed.  L with low-rise multi-family dwellings and new development forms such as 
pocket neighborhoods allowed by review and in some cases with special use approval. The 
RN-4 District is intended to be applied to neighborhoods that are characterized by such 
mixed residential development, or that have been identified as areas where such 
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development would be suitable in the future. Limited nonresidential uses that are 
compatible with the character of the district may also be permitted.  

F. RN-5 General Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-5 General Residential 
Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate medium density residential 
neighborhoods in the City of Knoxville comprising a heterogeneous mix of single-family, 
two-family, townhouse, and detached multi-family and multi-family dwellings. The RN-5 
District may also serve as a functional transition between traditionally single-family and 
two-family residential neighborhoods within the City, and more intensely developed 
residential or commercial areas. Limited nonresidential uses that are compatible with the 
character of the district may also be permitted.  

G. RN-6 Multi-Family Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-6 Multi-Family 
Residential Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate high density 
neighborhoods in the City of Knoxville characterized by a mixture of all housing types 
including single-family, two-family, townhouse, detached multi-family, and multi-family. 
Limited nonresidential uses that are compatible with the character of the district may also 
be permitted.  

H. RN-7 Multi-Family Residential Neighborhood Zoning District The RN-7 Multi-Family 
Residential Neighborhood Zoning District is intended to accommodate the most intense 
high density residential development in the City of Knoxville in townhouse and all multi-
family development forms. Limited nonresidential uses that are compatible with the 
character of the districts may also be permitted. 

 

ARTICLE 4.3A  [See Missing Middle Housing Report, Section 3.2, pages 56-65] 

A.  Residential Districts Dimensional Standards establishes the dimensional standards for 
the residential districts. These regulations apply to all uses within each district unless a 
different standard is listed for a specific use.  Small Lots of Record – when calculating 
maximum building coverage and maximum impervious coverage the value shall be 
calculated as the percentage stated in Table 4-1 applied to the minimum lot area – not the 
actual area of the lot.  i.e. a 25 x 100 lot zoned RN2 would be permitted a maximum 
building coverage area of 1,500 sf (30% of 5,000) or an effective coverage of 60%). 

 

ARTICLE 4.3 TABLE 4-1  [See Missing Middle Housing Report, Section 3.2, Recommendations 
Nos. 21-24, pages 63-65] 

i.  Minimum Front Setback for RN2 

20’ TEN FEET (10’), or the average of blockface, whichever is less; in no case less than 
10 in no case less than FIVE FEET (5’). 

ii. Minimum Interior Side Setback for RN2-RN7 
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5’ or 15% of lot width, whichever is less; in no case less than 15’ TEN FEET (10’) 
combined 
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TO: Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission 
FROM: Lindsay Crockett, AICP | Principal Planner 
DATE: August 2, 2023 
SUBJECT: 8-A-23-OA     Agenda Item #15

A series of amendments was proposed by Mr. R. Bentley Marlow. These are included in the mee�ng 
packets and have been divided up by ar�cle into different case files so each ar�cle can have a separate 
vote. Below is a summary of the changes proposed for Ar�cle 4, followed by Planning staff analysis. 

SUMMARY OF PROPOSED CHANGES 

Article 2.3, Definitions (to coincide with amendments proposed below) 
1. Added a definition of “Dwelling – Detached Multifamily,” which has been proposed as an

additional use to be allowed in subsequent sections.

Article 4.1, Purpose Statements 
1. RN-1:

a. Changes duplex from a special use to a permitted use
b. Adds verbiage for Accessory Dwelling Units to be added as a permitted use (subject

to Article 10.3.B).
2. RN-2:

a. Changes duplex from a special use to a permitted use
b. Adds accessory dwelling units as a permitted use (subject to Article 10.3.B)

3. RN-3: Adds detached multifamily dwellings as a permitted use.
4. RN-4: Adds detached multifamily dwellings as a permitted use.
5. RN-5: Adds detached multifamily dwellings to the list of allowed uses.
6. RN-6: Adds detached multifamily dwellings to the list of allowed uses.
7. RN-7: No changes

Article 4.3.A., Introduction to Table 4-1  
Adds new language for small lots of record and how the maximum building coverage and impervious 
area should be calculated. 

Article 4.3, Table 4-1: Residential Districts Dimensional Standards 
1. RN-2 District: Changes the minimum front setback from 20 ft to 10 ft, or the average of the 

blockface from a minimum of 10 ft to a minimum of 5 ft.
2. RN-2 – RN-7 zones: Changes the combined total minimum interior side setback to from 15 ft 

to 10 ft (retaining the first part of the setback standard, 5 ft or 15% of the lot width, 
whichever is less)
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STAFF ANALYSIS 

Article 2.3 
• As described in the MMH Scan:  Analysis + Definition of Barriers to Missing Middle Housing, 

prepared for the City of Knoxville by Opticos Design, Inc. (hereafter referred to as MMH Scan), a 
cottage court has specific lot widths and depths, maximum building heights, defined building 
orientation and shared open space.  

• Definition of “detached multi-family” does not specify number of units or reference dimensional 
standards. Additional standards would be necessary. As defined, “detached multi-family” does 
not reflect the MMH Scan’s definition of cottage court.  

• The zoning code already provides for multiple dwellings on one lot in residential zones RN-3 
through RN-7. Additionally, in situations where applicants want to develop a small group of 
dwellings, they could do so under the pocket neighborhood provision (Article 4.5).  

• In Missing Middle Housing (Parolek, 2020), the authors state “do not allow multiple single-family 
homes on a lot,” providing the following note: “these types are unlikely to deliver the range of 
affordability and attainability desired because they primarily deliver large units. They are also bad 
urban form, with one major flaw being that the three-story massing of the buildings is often 
pushed right up against the rear property line, impacting the privacy of neighbors” (p. 257-258).  

 
Article 4.1 

• Most of the proposed modifications to the purpose statements would require amendments to 
the One Year Plan, the Land Use Classification Table, and the Use Matrix in the zoning code.  

• Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are already permitted in all residential zoning districts (Article 
10.3.B). 

• Unclear where principal use standards would be evaluated outside of the special use process.  
 
Article 4.3 

• “Small Lot of Record” is not defined in the zoning code.  
• Impervious surface limits are not identified as a barrier to Missing Middle Housing in the MMH 

Scan, and increasing potential maximum impervious surface city-wide could create potential 
stormwater management issues.  

 
Article 4.3, Table 4-1 Dimensional Standards 

• The MMH Scan notes that front setbacks are not a barrier to MMH in RN-2, RN-3, or RN-4 Districts.  
• 5-10’ front setbacks would be inconsistent with most blockfaces in the RN-2 zoning district. 

Additionally, a 10-ft utility and drainage easement is required along lot lines abutting a public 
street to allow for utility facilities. The proposed amendment conflicts with that requirement.  

• The MMH Scan notes that side setbacks do not propose barriers to MMH in RN-2, RN-3, or RN-5. 
• The MMH Scan recommends specifying side setbacks by middle housing type. If applied up to RN-

7, multi-family structures up to 65’ tall could be set 5’ from property lines of adjacent single-family 
residence.  
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Article 2.3 

• Article 10.1.A Number of Structures on a Lot states, “There must be no more than one principal 
building per lot in the EN, RN-1, and RN-2 Districts.” However, multiple detached structures are 
allowed in the remaining residential and non-residential zoning districts as determined by lot area, 
type of proposed use, and lot area needed for type of proposed use. Does the applicant want to 
allow for multiple detached structures in EN, RN-1 and RN-2?  

• The zoning code does provide for pocket neighborhood, which is a clustered group of dwellings 
gathered around a common courtyard or open space which are maintained in a shared stewardship 
by residents.  

• This adds a definition that does not make sense, which is why I think the goal is to be able to do this 
in RN-1 and RN-2. As an example, in Table 4-1 if a lot has 15,000 square feet and is zoned RN-3 one 
could potentially do: 

o Three single-family dwellings that require minimum lot area of 5,000 square feet. Totaling 
15,000 square feet.  

o Two duplexes requiring minimum lot area of 7,500 square feet for each duplex. Totaling 
15,000 square feet.  

o Duplex (7,500 square feet) and then a single-family dwelling (5,000 square feet). Totaling 
12,500 square feet.  

o All of this hinges on the RN-3 dimensional requirements like setbacks, lot width, building 
and impervious coverage, parking, etc. So the “dwelling – detached multi-family” can 
already be done with multiple structures if the lot area is sufficient and it is designed to 
meet code. 

Article 4.1 

• Accessory dwelling units (ADU) are allowed in RN-1 and RN-2 zoning districts. There are 
requirements to locate an ADU on property. So I don’t really see what adding this to the purpose 
statements accomplishes. 

• Again, the detached multi-family dwelling can already be done in specific zoning districts if the 
property has sufficient lot area for the proposed uses. 

Article 4.3A 

• I am not certain why, but the Article 4.3A is not in Municode online.  
• There is no definition for small lot of record in the zoning code. There are nonconforming lots of 

record in Article 17.3, which is a lot of record that at one time conformed to the lot dimension 
requirements of the zoning district in which it is located, but because of this Code, or a subsequent 
amendment to this Code, does not conform. Article 17.3.B allows for development of a 
nonconforming lot of record, but it must meet all applicable dimensional and design regulations of 



the district in which it is located with the exception of the lot area and/or width requirement that 
renders it nonconforming. 

• I don’t see making an exception for impervious coverage as these lots often end up before the Board 
of Zoning Appeals (BZA) requesting a variance(s) due to the difficulty developing on a small lot. 
There is a standard in Article 16.3.E.1 on Variances that is for special circumstances or conditions 
(such as exceptional narrowness, topography or siting) fully described in the findings of the Board, 
do not apply generally in the district. The BZA should continue to make these determinations as it is 
laid out in the zoning code. 

Article 4.3 Table 4-1 

• Could a GIS analysis be done on what the average front setback is for existing SF structures in the 
RN-2 zoning district throughout the city is? The average allows for a reduction if the established 
setback of existing homes along the block warrant it. However, I don’t know what the justification 
for reducing it to ten feet is. 

• Reducing the front setback from “in no case less than 10 feet” to five feet conflicts with the utility 
and drainage easement requirements in the subdivision regulations. 

• I don’t have any concern with reducing the combined interior side setbacks from 15 feet to 10 feet.   
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