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In Search of More Housing in Napa County 
May 22, 2020 

 
SUMMARY  

The need for additional housing of all kinds remains a significant challenge for all 
communities in California. The recent fires worsened this problem in Napa County; over 650 
destroyed homes reduced the inventory of housing even more. (See appendix 1) Many 
homeowners, faced with rebuilding, found that construction costs exceeded their insured values, 
leaving them unable to rebuild. Hundreds of homeowners found themselves competing to find 
rentals. Housing scarcity became a focus for the 2019-2020 Napa County Grand Jury. (The Jury) 
What were once called “granny units” are a possible untapped source of additional housing. 
These units, now known as Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) became the focal point of our 
review. Recent Napa Valley Register news articles1, National Public Radio Forum,2 and local 
ABC 73 have all focused on how ADUs could be part of the housing solution and perhaps how 
they could represent “affordable housing” units. The Jury undertook to see how this potential 
housing resource was being supported by our local government officials as part of the solution to 
provide more housing.  

The Jury saw varying degrees of streamlining in the County and municipalities’ planning 
and building approval processes.  For example, the City of Napa has simplified several planning 
approval steps and made available online both a 10-page “Submittal Requirements”4 and an 18-
page ADU document5 with planning requirements and planning fees. The Jury believes that this 
is a beginning, but the planning approval process still lacks the clarity and simplicity that could 
encourage a homeowner to undergo a complex construction project. Neither sequential approval 
steps, nor a flow chart are provided. There is not a single point of contact that a potential ADU 
homeowner can access. Napa County and the other Napa County city websites have less ADU 
information.  

The State has been active in new ADU legislation, making ADU approval a requirement 
for all California counties since 2017 despite past local restrictions. Effective 2020, the State has 

 
1 Napa issues more affordable housing permits, seeks ways to promote more,  
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-issues-more-affordable-housing-permits-seeks-ways-to-
promote/article_f1f95799-dd99-598b-a510-fde8681b548e.html, Dec.21, 2018 
2 Bills attempt to reach California housing goals through accessory dwelling units, 
https://www.kqed.org/forum/2010101875142/rebroadcast-bills-attempt-to-reach-california-housing-goals-
through-accessory-dwelling-units, Dec.31, 2019 
3Backyard homes could be the answer to Bay Area housing crisis, https://abc7news.com/society/backyard-
homes-could-be-answer-to-bay-area-housing-crisis/5435475/, Aug.5,2019 
4Accessory Dwelling Unit ADU, Junior ADU, 
https://www.cityofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3478/Accessory-Dwelling-Unit-ADU--Junior-ADU-PDF, 
July 18,2018 
5Accessory Dwelling Unit How-To Permit Guide for Homeowners, 
http://www.cityofnapa.org/documentcenter/view/6145, Jan.31,2020 
 
 

https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-issues-more-affordable-housing-permits-seeks-ways-to-promote/article_f1f95799-dd99-598b-a510-fde8681b548e.html
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-issues-more-affordable-housing-permits-seeks-ways-to-promote/article_f1f95799-dd99-598b-a510-fde8681b548e.html
https://www.kqed.org/forum/2010101875142/rebroadcast-bills-attempt-to-reach-california-housing-goals-through-accessory-dwelling-units
https://www.kqed.org/forum/2010101875142/rebroadcast-bills-attempt-to-reach-california-housing-goals-through-accessory-dwelling-units
https://abc7news.com/society/backyard-homes-could-be-answer-to-bay-area-housing-crisis/5435475/
https://abc7news.com/society/backyard-homes-could-be-answer-to-bay-area-housing-crisis/5435475/
https://www.cityofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3478/Accessory-Dwelling-Unit-ADU--Junior-ADU-PDF
http://www.cityofnapa.org/documentcenter/view/6145
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also mandated the elimination of water, sewage, and education impact fees for ADU units less 
than 750 square feet in area and graduated fees for larger units. 

The Napa Valley Community Foundation (NVCF), a Napa community-focused non-
profit organization, recognizing ADUs as an avenue for increased housing, has developed an 
ADU education plan to increase homeowner knowledge of ADUs. The plan was developed in 
coordination with the County and all County municipalities. The 2020 education plan will 
include a program coordinator who vets ADU vendors and experts and an interactive website 
with an ADU cost and rent calculator. City-by-city pre-approved ADU plans are part of the 
longer-term plan. Local city and county planning officials have all expressed strong support for 
this NVCF initiative. 

The Jury, with NVCF housing experts providing guidance, projects that upwards of 250 
ADU units per year could be built in future years in Napa County. Based upon current building 
costs and realistic interest rates and amortization periods, detached ADUs are unlikely to produce 
affordable housing as currently defined by the State. Junior ADUs and garage conversions 
costing less, including pre-designed and pre-approved units might represent affordable units. The 
Jury recommends that Napa County and local governments not rely solely on the Napa Valley 
Community Foundation for added ADU education to prospective ADU homeowners but develop 
their own on-line and off-line programs. 

GLOSSARY 
ADU. Accessory Dwelling Units. ADUs, or in-law apartments, are self-contained apartments, 
cottages, or small residential units, that are located on a property that has a separate main, single-
family home. Examples include an apartment over the garage, a converted garage made into a 
housing unit, a tiny house (on a foundation) in the backyard or a basement apartment.6 

Baird & Driskell. A California Housing Consultancy, based in Oakland, hired by the NVCF7 

Junior Unit. An ADU built into an existing structure with a separate entrance with a maximum of 
500 square feet in area 
NVCF, 8 the Foundation. Napa Valley Community Foundation. According to its website aspires 
to “mobilize resources …and to provide leadership on vital community issues.” It further 
describes itself as a “public charity, grant-making foundation, a philanthropic advisor, and a 
staging ground for people, resources and ideas… We link donors to projects that do good in our 
community.” 
NVUSD. Napa Valley Unified School District 
NapaSan. Napa Sanitation District 

 
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secondary_suite 
7 https://www.bdplanning.com/ 
8 https://www.napavalleycf.org/what_we_do 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secondary_suite
https://www.bdplanning.com/
https://www.napavalleycf.org/what
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2019 State of California Legislation (Senate Bill No 13 Chapter 653). Recent legislation 
affecting ADUs9 
The Jury. The 2019-2020 Napa County Grand Jury 

METHODOLOGY 
 

In its investigation, the Jury completed the following: 
 
Interviews: 
 

The Jury conducted 11 interviews with senior housing development management at the 
City of Napa, County of Napa, and City of American Canyon. Interviews were also conducted 
with personnel at the Gasser Foundation, the Napa Valley Community Foundation, expert 
housing consultants hired by the Napa Valley Community Foundation, and a jury member. This 
juror was excused from jury discussions regarding the ADU investigation. 
 
Research: 
 

• The Jury reviewed the 2019 State of California Legislation (Senate Bill No 13 Chapter 
653) regarding ADUs. 

• The Jury reviewed extensive focus group research and executive reports on ADUs 
produced by housing experts hired by the NVCF. 

• The Jury reviewed news articles sourced from the Napa Valley Register, the Calistoga 
Tribune, the St. Helena Star, ABC 7 News San Francisco, Aug.5, 2019, and NPR Forum. 

• The Jury reviewed the websites of the County of Napa, the City of Napa, and the City of 
American Canyon. 

• The Jury reviewed the websites of NapaSan and the NVUSD. 
• The Jury reviewed the San Mateo County ADU website and cost calculators. 

 
BACKGROUND 

With a median home price of $695,000 10 (January 2020) and with median rents at 
$2,439 a month,11 housing in Napa is expensive. A renter would require an hourly pay of at least 
$46.9012 to live at the $2,439 median rent level12 in Napa. These facts are a well-known area of 
concern to city leaders and the community at large.   

                                        
 
 

 
9 https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB13,see Appendix 2 
10 Bay Area Real Estate Services Data, December 2019 
11 January 2020 Zillow estimate   
12 City: Napa tenants need $47 an hour to afford median rent, https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/city-
napa-tenants-need-an-hour-to-afford-median-rent/article_5967495b-7352-5c54-a895-e56e49ca113f.html, 
Oct.4, 2019 
12 Napa’s going all in to promote granny flats, Feb.4,2020/Mar.3, 2020, 
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-s-going-all-in-to-promote-granny-flats/article_f031b550-
9ac8-5c58-b19b-cedab059dbc9.html#tracking-source=home-top-story-1d, 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB13,see
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/city-napa-tenants-need-an-hour-to-afford-median-rent/article_5967495b-7352-5c54-a895-e56e49ca113f.html
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/city-napa-tenants-need-an-hour-to-afford-median-rent/article_5967495b-7352-5c54-a895-e56e49ca113f.html
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-s-going-all-in-to-promote-granny-flats/article_f031b550-9ac8-5c58-b19b-cedab059dbc9.html#tracking-source=home-top-story-1d
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-s-going-all-in-to-promote-granny-flats/article_f031b550-9ac8-5c58-b19b-cedab059dbc9.html#tracking-source=home-top-story-1d
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Napa is going all in to promote “granny flats” 

Napa Valley Register File Photo February 4, 2020 
 
The Napa Valley Register has regularly reported on this concern and possible solutions to the 
problem. The lack of available housing inventory is the main problem. In a story published on 
April 10, 2019, the Register reported that to encourage the construction of Accessory Dwelling 
Units (ADUs), the City of Napa’s Planning Commission approved a simplified permitting path in 
which owners submit a single application for plans. 13 
 

   
                                              Fig. 2. Napa Valley Register File Photo. October 24, 2019. 
 

On October 23, 2019, a Napa town hall meeting focused on housing took place. Liz 
Alessio, Napa Council member, is quoted by the Napa Valley Register, “Napa needs about 2,989 
additional homes to meet demand but has just under 1,000 new units in the pipeline. 
Incentivizing homeowners to build accessory dwelling units (sometimes known as granny units) 
remains a community aim.”14 

 
13 Napa to smooth the path toward accessory housing, https://napapvalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-to-
smooth-the-path-toward-accessory-housing/article ae90a920-1001-5295-ac02-b598c2185b96.html, Apr.10, 2019 
14 Cost of living town hall looks at community affordability, https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/cost-of-
living-town-hall-looks-at-community-affordability-and/article cdf35b8e-1ef2-57fb-9db4-6b4c33a30b69/html 

https://napapvalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-to-smooth-the-path-toward-accessory-housing/article
https://napapvalleyregister.com/news/local/napa-to-smooth-the-path-toward-accessory-housing/article
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/cost-of-living-town-hall-looks-at-community-affordability-and/article
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/cost-of-living-town-hall-looks-at-community-affordability-and/article
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The Jury decided to review whether the City’s process was indeed becoming simplified 

for the prospective ADU owner. The review was expanded to include the County of Napa and 
the City of American Canyon. 
 

DISCUSSION  
 

The ADU Building Approval Process and Fees and Costs 
 

 
                                                 Fig.3. NVCF Brochure photo artwork 

 
Table 1. 

ADUs Built in the County of Napa and the Cities of Napa and American Canyon 2014-2018 
 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2014-18 Eligible 

ADU 
Parcels 

Napa County  8 7 13 15 13 56 5,437 
American Canyon 1 1 0 0 3 5 4,723 
City Napa 10 3 3 17 21 54 20,057 
Total 19 11 16 32 37 11515 30,21716 

Data Source: Baird & Driskell, Understanding the Market, 2019, 10-11  
 
City of Napa  
 

There have been 54 ADUs completed in the City of Napa in the 5-years from 2014 
through 2018. For 2019, 50 plus are in the pipeline.17 Given the projected need for housing in 
Napa, a substantial increase in ADUs would significantly add to the City’s housing inventory. 
ADUs were not a City focus at that time. Now they are. 

 
The City has streamlined the ADU building approval process by eliminating one phase of 

the building plan submissions process, now requiring only one submission of documents. 

 
15 34 additional units were also added in Calistoga, St. Helena and Yountville during the 5-year period 
16 There are 3,994 eligible parcels in Calistoga, St. Helena and Yountville 
17 Gasser Foundation PowerPoint Presentation, May 2019 
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However, the single submission requires the prospective builder to submit six and possibly seven 
sets of building plans to separate departments in the City, a complicated requirement for a first-
time homeowner. 

The City of Napa does have available online a 10-page ADU Submittal Requirements and 
an 18-page guide, Accessory Dwelling Unit How-To Permit Guide for Homeowners. It lists 
prospective Planning and Building Department approval requirements and fee costs as shown in 
Table 2 below. The approval steps are not sequenced in a way that a first-time ADU homeowner 
can easily follow. The fee table below suggests the complexity of the building approval process. 
(See Appendix 4 for the current Napa City Planning Department requirements for an ADU.) 

The good news for prospective ADU builders is that the newly passed 2019 State of 
California Legislation (Senate Bill No 13 Chapter 653) has effectively restricted the imposition 
of impact fees for ADUs less than 750 square feet. This bill prohibits a local agency such as  
NapaSan, a special district such as NVUSD, or a water corporation such as the City of Napa 
Water Utility from imposing any impact fee for ADUs less than 750 square feet. The bill 
requires impact fees for ADUs greater than 750 square feet to be proportionate to the cost of the 
original structure and simplifies rules regarding setback and parking requirements. 
 

Even with these State legislative changes effective in 2020, the City of Napa Planning 
Department approval fees remain $2,500 to $10,000. (See Table 2) Units over 750 square feet 
will have graduated impact fees from NapaSan and the NVUSD  totaling up to $15,000. 
Additional property taxes could be assessed, as well, on all sizes of ADUs. No rationale is 
provided for City Planning Department fees such as Park Impact, Affordable Housing, Street 
Improvement, and Utility Underground. Focus groups indicate that higher fees discourage ADU 
conversions. 

 
Table 2. 

Residential Fee Estimates for a City of Napa ADU as of 1.01.2020 
 

 Garage 
Conversion 

500 Square 
feet ADU 

750 Square feet 
ADU 

1,200 Square 
Feet 

Building Permit $1,052.50 $1,052.50 $1,052.50 $1,189.66 
Building Plan Check $694.65 $694.65 $694.65 $785.18 
Fire Plan Check $252.60 $252.60 $252.60 $285.52 
Planning Plan Check $105.25 $105.25 $105.25 $118.97 
Building Standards 
Admin Fund 

$1.00 $1.00 $1.00 $5.00 

SMIP Tax $0.50 $0.50 $0.50 $13.13 
Park Impact Fee $0  $2,293.00 $2,293 
Plumbing Fee $158.00 $158.00 $158.00 $158.00 
Mechanical Fee $158.00  $158.00 $158.00 
Electrical Fee $158.00 $158.00 $158.00 $158.00 
Insulation Fee $158.00 $158.00 $158.00 $158.00 
Affordable Housing 
Impact  

$0 $0 $3,562.50 $5,700.00 

Street Improvement $0 $0 $1,233.00 $1,233.00 
Utility Underground $0 $0 $1,127.00 $1,127.00 
Const. Demo. Debris  $0 $0 $0 $100.00 
Const. Dem. 
Recycling 

$0 $0 $0 $200.00 
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Sub Total City Fees $2,738.5 $2,422.5 10,954.00 $13,628.00 
NVUSD Impact Fee19 $0 $0 $2,842.50 $4,737.50 
NapaSan Impact20 303.00 303.00 $7,165.00 $10,106.00 
Total  $3,041.50 $2,725.50 $20,961.50 $28,525.50 

             Source: City of Napa Accessory-Dwelling-Unit-Permit-Guide-PDF, 13-15 

 
Consultant focus groups indicate that the biggest impediment to ADU conversions by 

interested homeowners is the unknown scope of the venture, in particular, the cost.21 With cost 
being a prime deterrent to affordable housing ADU conversions, the Napa City Housing 
Department has an “affordable ADU housing initiative,” providing up to $75,000 in forgivable 
loans ($50,000 for a Junior Unit) if an ADU is rented over five years at low-income rates. This is 
currently defined by the State to be $1,055/month for a studio and $1,206/month for a one-
bedroom apartment in Napa County. The program includes additional grants of up to $2,000 for 
design services or an architect. The annual City budget for this program is $350,000. While 
helpful, the City Housing Department budget on this initiative will only impact five to seven 
ADUs a year.   

 
The City recently approved a new 20-unit housing subdivision in which six units will be 

pre-designed for an ADU: “All the owner would have to do is add an exterior door and install 
kitchen and bathroom fixtures using the plumbing that is already in the walls.” This is an 
imaginative step by the City.22 
 

The City of Napa Housing Department and Napa County conducted three ADU 
workshops in 2019, providing a forum for the general public to hear from experts and a venue for 
questions and discussion. Future workshops are planned in 2020 along with a Housing 
Department ADU Communication Plan.  
 

Jury interviews with City of Napa Housing Development leaders pointed to a new ADU- 
focused initiative by the Napa Valley Community Foundation (NVCF). In written 
communications the Jury was told, “We are planning to work in collaboration with the 
Community Foundation once its new ADU Center Director is hired and the website and 
calculator are officially launched.”23 The goal of the NVCF initiative is to educate prospective 
ADU homeowners on planning steps and costs. The NVCF initiative will be briefly discussed 
later in this report. Napa City Housing Development personnel believe that the NVCF program 
will have a substantial impact on Napa City ADU growth over the next five years.   
 
Napa County 
 

 
19 Source NVUSD web site $3.79/square foot | https://www.nvusd.k12.ca.us/developerfees 
20 https://www.napasan.com/149/Rates-Fees 
21 Baird and Driskell “Understanding the ADU Market” 2019 
22 East Napa subdivision swapping vineyard views for ADUs, 
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/approved-east-napa-subdivision-swapping-vineyard-views-for-
adus/article_4eb8ddc5-7914-59a6-954c-aa60031de129.html, Jan.24, 2020 
23 City of Napa Housing Department 

https://www.cityofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/6145/Accessory-Dwelling-Unit-Permit-Guide-PDF?bidId=
https://www.nvusd.k12.ca.us/developerfees
https://www.napasan.com/149/Rates-Fees
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/approved-east-napa-subdivision-swapping-vineyard-views-for-adus/article_4eb8ddc5-7914-59a6-954c-aa60031de129.html
https://napavalleyregister.com/news/local/approved-east-napa-subdivision-swapping-vineyard-views-for-adus/article_4eb8ddc5-7914-59a6-954c-aa60031de129.html
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There have been 56 ADU conversions over the past five years in Napa County. In 
interviews with a senior County Planning official, no forecast for additional ADUs was provided. 
 
            Effective March 2020, the County added a new improved ADU section on its Planning 
Department website,25 including a Planning Fee outline for a range of ADU sizes, a five page 
Planning Steps Check-list 26 plus a three-page ADU summary on its website which provides an 
ADU Question-and-Answer section.27 The newly published 2020 planning fees total from 
$9,000 to $12,000 for ADUs ranging from 500 square feet to 1,200 square feet. In 2020, there 
are added sewer, water, and NVUSD impact fees for units greater than 750 square feet bring total 
fees of $9,000+ for a 500 square foot ADU, $20,000 for a 750+ square feet ADU and $27,000 
for a 1,200 square foot detached unit. The County fees are higher than the fees for smaller (e.g. 
400-500 square feet) ADUs in the cities of Napa and American Canyon but are comparable for 
units 750 square feet and larger.  

 
Table 3 

Residential Fee Estimates for a Napa County ADU as of 3.01.2020 
 

 500 Square 
feet ADU 

750 Square 
feet ADU 

1,200 Square 
Feet 

Inspection Fire $453.64 $616.44 $942.04 
Plan Review Fire $294.87 $400.69 $612.33 
Plan Review Environmental $154.00 $154.00 $154.00 
Plan Review Engineering $493.00 $493.00 $493.00 
Inspection Engineering $187.00 

 
$187.00 $187.00 

Residential New Dwelling Plan $1,724.00 $1,724.00 $1,724.00 
Plan Review Public Works $93.00 $93.00 $93.00 
Plan Review Standard $1,796.29 $2.009.09 $2,434.69 
Inspection New Dwelling Plumbing $318.20 $355.90 $431.29 
Inspection New Dwelling Mechanical $228.39 $255.44 $309.55 
Inspection New Dwelling Electrical $207.86 $232.48 $281.73 
Imaging Plan Residential $15.00 $15.00 $15.00 
State Strong Motion Residential $26.00 $39.00 $65.00 
State Building Standards Surcharge $8.00 $12.00 $20.00 
Permit Issuance $71.00 $71.00 $71.00 
Building Inspection Fee $2,566.13 $2,870.13 $3,478.13 
Certified Access Specialist Program $4.00 $4.00 $4.00 
General Planning Surcharge $293.35 $322.22 $381.96 
    
Sub Total City Fees $9,189.34 $10,141.40 $12,045.53 
NVUSD Impact Fee28 $0 $2,842.50 $4,737.50 
NapaSan Impact29 303.00 $7,165.00 $10,106.00 
Total  $9,492.34 $20,184.90 $26,889.03 
    

 
2625 https://www.countyofnapa.org/2750/Accessory-Dwelling-Units-ADUs 
https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3655/Submittal-Checklist-New-Residential-PDF 
27  https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3655/Submittal-Checklist-New-Residential-PDF 
28 Source NVUSD web site $3.79/square foot | https://www.nvusd.k12.ca.us/developerfees 
29 https://www.napasan.com/149/Rates-Fees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.countyofnapa.org/2750/Accessory-Dwelling-Units-ADUs
https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3655/Submittal-Checklist-New-Residential-PDF
https://www.countyofnapa.org/DocumentCenter/View/3655/Submittal-Checklist-New-Residential-PDF
https://www.nvusd.k12.ca.us/developerfees
https://www.napasan.com/149/Rates-Fees
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Effective 2020, based upon the new State legislation, the County has updated its ADUs’ 

housing ordinances. The updates reflect relaxing setbacks, parking requirements, and assessed 
fees for units less than 750 square feet.30 Senior officials of Napa County Planning, Building and 
Environmental Services Department also expressed their reliance on the NVCF Initiative for 
increased ADU education to County homeowners. 

 
American Canyon 
 
 From 2014 through 2018, five ADUs have been permitted in American Canyon. In 2017, 
to encourage ADU construction, American Canyon waived all sewer and water impact fees for 
ADUs less than 750 square feet. With the new 2020 state law, NVUSD Impact fees will also be 
waived for units less than 750 square feet.   

American Canyon has a two-page ADU Guide on its website that provides very basic 
information on the steps required in the planning process.31 A fee schedule provided separately 
by the American Canyon Community Development Office indicates general planning fees 
totaling between $1,000 and $4,000 per ADU unit. This is several thousands of dollars below the 
fee structure charged by the City of Napa, particularly for a garage conversion or a smaller 400-
square-foot unit and over $10,000 less on ADUs over 750 square feet in size. However, NapaSan 
and NVUSD impact fees would add close to $10,000 on ADUs over 750 square feet. City of 
American Canyon Housing Development Department personnel indicated in writing that they are 
directly involved with the NVCF initiative and strongly support it. 

 
 

Table 3 
Residential Fee Estimates for a City of American Canyon ADU for 202032 

 
 Garage 

Conversion 
400 Square 
feet ADU 

750 Square feet 
ADU 

Building Permit $297 $297 $1,495 
Building Plan Check $134 $134 $651 
Fire Plan Check $115 $115 $115 
Planning Plan Check $100 $100 $167 
Building Standards 
Admin Fund 

$1 $1 $1 

SMIP Tax $4 $4 $4 
Park Impact Fee $0 $0 $1,573 
Plumbing Fee $63 $63 $186 
Mechanical Fee $63 $63 $186 
Electrical Fee $84 $84 $222 
Insulation Fee $0 $0 $0 
Affordable Housing 
Impact  

$0 $0 $0 

Street Improvement $0 $0 $0 

 
30 Napa County Chapter 8.80 Amendments to Ordinances 
31 https://www.cityofamericancanyon.org/home/showdocument?id=16944 
32 Source of data: American Canyon Community Development Office 

https://www.cityofamericancanyon.org/home/showdocument?id=16944
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Utility Underground $0 $0 $0 
State Energy 
Compliance 

$30 $30 $65 

Tech fee $7 $7 $52 
Traffic Impact fee $0 $0 $1,061 
Civic Facility fee $0 $0 $457 
Sub Total City Fees $898 $898 $6235 
NapaSan impact Fee33 $303 $303 $6,883.00 
NVUSD Fee34 $0 $0 $2,842.50 
Total $1,201 $1,201 $15,961 

                             Source of data: American Canyon Community Development Office email to The Jury 
 

Napa County and Cities’ ADU Building Costs 
 

Based upon interviews with senior planning officials in the City of Napa and Napa 
County, the average construction cost for ADUs is estimated to range from $375-$400 per square 
foot for a detached ADU. Interviewed housing consultants agree. This significant per square foot 
cost is due to post 2017 fire demand for contractors, builders, and materials. Potential architect 
fees add to the cost.  

 
Financing for ADU construction poses a significant threshold for potential ADU 

homeowners to meet. It requires both good credit and financial resources. A small detached 500 
square foot one-bedroom “home-improvement-store quality” ADU at $400 per square foot will 
cost about $200,000 plus fees. A fifteen-year $200,000 home equity loan amortized at 7% will 
result in monthly payments of $1,797.35 Calculations of likely homeowner mortgage, taxes  
insurance and maintenance costs necessitates a rent of $2,100 a month or more is required to 
break even (See Appendix 1 for these calculations.) This is true for the 500 square foot unit, and 
larger and/or more upscale ADUs would generate higher costs and require a higher rent. In an 
all-cash ADU investment, a homeowner would need to compare the return on an alternative 
$200,000 investment versus the net proceeds from the ADU. It is worth noting that the ADU 
adds comparable value to the home’s net worth. However, at $2,100 a month or more, one-
bedroom detached ADU rentals are not considered low income housing. 

 
  

 
33 Source: http://www.napasan.com/151/Capacity-Charges 
34 Source NVUSD web site $3.79/square foot | https://www.nvusd.k12.ca.us/developerfees 
35 http://mortgage-x.com/calculators/amortization.htm  
 

http://www.napasan.com/151/Capacity-Charges
https://www.nvusd.k12.ca.us/developerfees
http://mortgage-x.com/calculators/amortization.htm
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Figure 4 Detailed garage-conversion 
 

 
            Photo Source: BuildinganAdu.com. 
 

The smallest ADUs are designated as Junior Units.36 These 250-400 square foot units are 
built within an existing house with a separate entrance . They cannot be greater than 500 square 
feet. Junior units have basic cooking and bathroom facilities. A similar two-car garage 
conversion is typically 400 square feet. Because the external frame and possibly wiring and 
plumbing connections are already present, the Garage Conversion and Junior Units cost less, 
possibly as low as $60,000-$100,000.37 They could potentially represent affordable housing, 
particularly if supported by a program like the subsidy program offered by the City of Napa 
Housing Department.38  
 

Other Community Efforts: The Napa Valley Community Foundation 2020 Initiative 
 

Aside from Napa governmental agencies, other civic groups have simultaneously 
considered proposals to aid in the housing dilemma. The Napa Valley Community Foundation,38 

a non-profit 501 © (3),39 public charity, whose stated goal is to “provide leadership on vital 
community issues and fund key projects through donors interested in making an impact in the 
community.” The Foundation has undertaken the sponsorship of an ADU education initiative on 

 
36 https://www.cacities.org/Top/Partners/California-City-Solutions/2016/Junior-Accessory-Dwelling-Units 
33 https://www.buildinganadu.com/adu-blog/how-to-save-money-with-a-garage-conversion-adu. Link 
provides a detailed garage conversion cost projection. 
37 https://www.buildinganadu.com/adu-blog/how-to-save-money-with-a-garage-conversion-adu. Link 
provides a detailed garage conversion cost projection. 
38 With added monthly costs of $150-$200 and a monthly mortgage payment of $540 -$900 ($60,000 - 
$100,000 amortized at 7% over 15 years), a rent in the “affordable housing range”($1055 for a studio,$1206 
for a one-bedroom) is possible. 
38 https://www.napavalleycf.org  
39 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/501(c)(3)_organization 

https://www.cacities.org/Top/Partners/California-City-Solutions/2016/Junior-Accessory-Dwelling-Units
https://www.buildinganadu.com/adu-blog/how-to-save-money-with-a-garage-conversion-adu
https://www.buildinganadu.com/adu-blog/how-to-save-money-with-a-garage-conversion-adu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/501(c)(3)_organization
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behalf of all Napa County communities. The program is modeled on a well-received and 
successful ADU website-and-education program developed for San Mateo County. 

 
In this effort, NVCF has hired an experienced housing consulting firm to study the issue. 

In 2019, they conducted focus group research and a market analysis on potential ADU 
homeowners in Napa County.40 
 
The following are their key findings: 
 

• Based upon a housing consultant review of zoning codes, there are over 30,000 potential 
ADU conversion sites within Napa County, 20,000+ in the City of Napa. Napa and 
American Canyon represent the most likely Napa County cities for ADUs due to 
demographics and supportive governments. 

• The most promising demographic for ADUs are households that are building ADUs for 
aging parents, adult children or family members with disabilities. A second but growing 
market are homeowners interested in rental income. Potential homeowners focused on 
rental income typically stay interested for years but are slow to act. With the right 
incentives, such as reduced impact fees and a simpler planning and building process, they 
may be quicker to act. A third market are homeowners interested in downsizing by 
moving into their ADU and renting their primary residence for income. 

• People fear the permitting process and want to manage risk. Key questions for them are:  
• How long will the planning and building inspection processes take?  
• What are all the possible fees charged across all the city departments?  
• Under what circumstances will a lender grant a home equity loan?  
• What interest rate can a homeowner secure and how long an amortization period? 
• What are the property tax implications and insurance costs?  

 
Beginning in 2020, in conjunction with the County of Napa and its constituent cities, the 

NVCF will provide an education program with both website41 and in-person services to help 
homeowners design, build and lease ADUs. All Napa County cities have been contacted and are 
included in the program. Each is supplying the NVCF with detailed planning steps, approval 
requirements, contact personnel, and fees that can be built into ADU website cost calculators. A 
vetted list of ADU-related vendors such as mortgage brokers, appraisers, contractors, designers, 
architects, prefab-ADU manufacturers will be included. An annual ADU Expo to promote and 
cover new state laws, ADU financing and city-by-city planning rules is planned. Preapproved 
building designs for each Napa County city are targeted for the third and fourth quarters of 2020. 
The Foundation has invested over $350,000 in development funds to-date for the education 
program and will budget $350,000-$400,000 or more per annum over the next two years. 

 
 
 
 

 
40 Baird and Driskell, Understanding the Market, 2019 
41 www.sonomanapaadu.org 

http://www.sonomanapaadu.org/
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Figure 5. Pre-approved ADU building plans illustration 

 
Photo Source: NVCF Brochure artwork 

 
With this NVCF effort and Planning and Building Department support from the County of Napa, 
the City of Napa, and the City of American Canyon, and based on information from the NVCF 
housing consultant, upwards of 750 to 1,000 ADU units could be built over the next five years. 
This could represent up to a third of the current 3,000 rental-housing-unit shortfall in Napa County. 
Napa County, the City of Napa, and the City of American Canyon had begun to make 
improvements on their own education programs, but they are all currently relying on the work of 
the Foundation to take the leadership role. 

Table 4. 
ADU Estimates 

Year 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 5-year total 
ADU / yr. 100 150 200 250 250 950 
ADU cum. 100 250 450 700 950  

Source: Annual estimates are based upon Jury interviews with the NVCF and its housing consultancy experts.  
Some of the ADU builds will occur in St. Helena, Calistoga and Yountville. 

 
 

FINDINGS 
 
F1. The Grand Jury, with guidance from a housing consultancy, projects that 750-1,000 ADU 
units could possibly be built across Napa County including the cities of Napa and American 
Canyon in the next five years. 
 
F2.a) The City of Napa’s website has acceptable ADUs educational information on planning 
requirements and fees.  
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F2. b) The County of Napa website has very basic approval steps and fees on ADUs added in 
March 2020.  
F2.c) The City of American Canyon has no significant educational information or planning steps 
and fees for ADUs. 
 
F3. Neither the County of Napa nor the cities of Napa and American Canyon have ADU 
planning and approval steps “sequenced” in written material or on their website. 
 
F4. The County of Napa and the cities of Napa and American Canyon are largely relying on the 
NVCF education program to improve homeowners’ knowledge on how to build and finance an 
ADU or Junior Unit.  
 
F5. Neither the County of Napa nor the cities of Napa and American Canyon have listed an ADU 
Housing Development single-point-of-contact person or position that could expedite the planning 
and building approval process for a homeowner. 
 
F6. The County of Napa and the cities of Napa and American Canyon have implemented simpler 
(than prior years) planning and building approval procedures for ADUs and Junior Units, but the 
processes could be further streamlined. 
 
F7. Neither the County of Napa nor the cities of Napa and American Canyon provide pre-
approved ADU building designs which could reduce approval costs. 
 
F8. Napa County and the City of Napa continue to charge significant planning and building 
approval fees on all sizes of ADUs that discourage ADU builds.  
 
F9. Detached ADUs do not realistically represent an affordable housing resource for Napa 
County and the Cities of Napa and American Canyon.  
 
F10. Junior Units and Garage Conversions may fall into the affordable housing range, 
particularly if subsidized by the cities or County. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The Jury recommends that Napa County and the Cities of Napa and American Canyon to: 
 
R1. upgrade their websites with detailed ADU planning steps, approval fees and impact fees 
(units over 750 square feet) and/or provide a Flow Chart of the step-by-step process and 
implement these actions no later than December 31, 2020.  
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R2. promote the NVCF ADU education initiative on their websites, in print and online media, 
and implement these actions no later than December 31, 2020. 
 
R3. name a dedicated ADU Point Person who will expedite the planning and building approval 
process for individual ADU households and implement this action no later than December 31, 
2020. 
 
R4. develop pre-approved ADU building plans, promote these plans on their upgraded websites, 
and implement this no later than December 31, 2020. 
 
R5. reduce and/or eliminate discretionary ADU fees (such as Park fee or Affordable Housing 
fee) and implement these actions no later than December 31, 2020. 

 
REQUIRED RESPONSES 

 
Pursuant to Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05, the 2019-2020 Napa County Grand Jury 
requires responses as follows: 

• County of Napa Board of Supervisors (F1-F10 and R1-R5) 
• City of Napa City Council (F1-F10 and R1-R5) 
• City of American Canyon City Council M (F1-F10 and R1-R4) 

 
 

INVITED RESPONSES 
 

Pursuant to Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05, the 2019-2020 Napa County Grand Jury invites 
responses as follows: 

• County of Napa Director of Planning, Building and Environmental Services (F1-F10 and 
R1-R5) 

• City of Napa Community Development Director (F1-F10 and R1-R5) 
• City of American Canyon City Manager (F1-F10 and R1-R4) 
• President of the Napa Valley Community Foundation (F2 & R3) 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1. 
 
October 17 Northern California wildfires, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/October_2017_Northern_California_wildfires,2019 
 
 
 
Appendix 2.  
 
Homeowner secondary financing interest costs for an ADU run a minimum of 2.5% -3.0 % or more 
above 30-year mortgage rates and are almost never more than 15-years7. Many are amortized over 10-
years. This substantially increases ADU monthly amortization costs to the homeowner. Additional 
expenses for insurance, maintenance, taxes, etc. will add $300 a month or more. The homeowner will 
also need to plan for times when the unit is unrented or if the tenant fails to make the required rent. 
(Jury Note: there could be tax write-off implications if the unit is rented. However, the overall cost of 
the ADU construction could be deducted as depreciation over an amortization period)  
 
Appendix 3. The Required Planning Submissions for an ADU in the City of Napa  
 

 

 
7 https://www.bankrate.com/loans/home-improvement/ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/October_2017_Northern_California_wildfires
https://www.bankrate.com/loans/home-improvement/
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Reports issued by the Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal Code section 929 requires that reports of the 
Grand Jury not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to the 
Grand Jury. 

 
 

 
 


