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1. VISITABILITY OVERVIEW  

 

a. Defined:  Neither federal nor state law establishes visitability requirements. “Visitability” is 

defined as a very basic level of accessibility that enables people with physical 

limitations to easily visit homes.  

Three architectural conditions usually distinguish a visitable home:  

(1) one entrance with no steps,  

(2) doorways clear opening 32 inches, and  

(3) at least one half-bath on the main floor.  

 

 

b. Research and Public Policy Supporting Visitability 

 

While federal law does not regulate visitability housing, the Fair Housing Amendments 

Act of 1988 and Americans with Disabilities Act contain certain accessibility 

requirements that benefit individuals with disabilities. “Accessible housing” is a more 

comprehensive design scheme requiring, among other things, kitchens that are accessible 

for people in wheelchairs and reinforced shower walls to allow for the installation of 

shower seats.  

Accessible housing presumes that a person with a disability will live in the unit, while 

visitable housing provides merely the ability to visit it.  

Towns in a number of states have passed mandatory visitability laws. These laws vary by 

jurisdiction, but generally apply to publicly-funded homes only or to both publicly- and 

privately-funded homes. Vermont is the only state that has a comprehensive mandatory 

visitability law. Many towns and states have implemented visitability initiatives, which 

include offering reimbursements or tax incentives to builders who voluntarily build 

visitable homes. 

c. Visitability Laws in other Municipalities  

Publicly-Funded Homes Only 

Town Laws. Atlanta, Georgia passed the first visitability ordinance in 1992. The 

ordinance applies only to private homes that receive local, state, or federal benefits such 

as city loans, land grants, and tax incentives. It requires one no-step entrance, doorways 

at least 32 inches wide, electric controls reachable by people in wheelchairs, and 

reinforced bathroom walls to allow for the installation of grab bars.  

In 1998, Austin, Texas passed a visitability ordinance nearly identical to the one in 

Atlanta. It only applies to newly constructed single family homes, duplexes, and triplexes 

that receive financial assistance from the city. A number of other towns have passed 

similar legislation, including: Urbana, Illinois (2000); San Antonio, Texas (2002); St. 

Petersburg, Florida (2004); Birmingham, Alabama (2007); and Pine Lake, Georgia 

(2007).  
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State Laws. Within the last 12 years, eight states have passed legislation mandating 

visitability for specific types of housing built using certain state funds. They are: Georgia, 

Kansas, Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, Oregon, and Texas. Minnesota, for 

example, requires visitability in all new single or multi-family homes financed in whole 

or in part by the Minnesota Housing Finance Authority. The law requires at least one no-

step entrance, interior doors 32 inches wide, and at least one half-bath on the main living 

level.  

Publicly- and Privately-Funded Homes 

Town Laws. In February 2002, Pima County, Arizona enacted the first mandatory 

visitability ordinance for all publicly- and privately-funded homes. This ordinance 

applies to all new homes and requires a no-step entry, doorways at least 30 inches wide, 

lever door handles, reinforced walls in ground-floor bathrooms for future installation of 

grab bars, and reachable electric controls for people in wheelchairs. Builders can obtain 

an exemption from the no-step requirement where the site makes it impractical. Another 

Arizona town, Tucson, adopted a similar ordinance in 2007. In addition, three Illinois 

towns (Bolingbrook, Naperville, and Chicago) have passed legislation mirroring the Pima 

County ordinance.  

State Laws. Vermont is the only state to require comprehensive visitability in certain 

new, single family homes built with and without public funds (20 V.S.A. § 2907). 

Vermont requires that all homes built without a known owner, must have: 1) one exterior 

door at least 36 inches wide, 2) first floor interior doors at least 34 inches wide, 3) first 

floor interior doorways at least 32 inches wide, 4) 36 inch wide hallways, 5) accessible 

electric controls, and 6) reinforced bathroom walls. Homes built by the owner or for the 

occupancy of a known owner are exempt from these requirements.  

Florida has a less comprehensive visitability scheme, known as the Florida Bathroom 

Law, which requires builders to design and construct accessible bathrooms in publicly- 

and privately-funded homes (Fla. Stat. § 553.504(2)).  

d. Voluntary Visitability Initiatives  

A number of states and towns have initiatives to encourage voluntary and non-voluntary 

visitability in construction.  

SEE ATTACHED CHART RELATED TO IMPLEMENTATION OF VISITABILITY LAWS 

IN THE U.S. (Page 22) 
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2. WHAT LAWS ARE CURRENTLY IN PLACE FOR AUSTIN?    

 

Fair Housing Act   

City Code Chap. 

5-1-1 

 

Applies to - MULTIFAMILY DWELLINGS 

Housing Discrimination Based On Disability Prohibited. 

(4)  In connection with the design and construction of covered 

multifamily dwellings for first occupancy after September 13, 1991, a 

failure by the owner to design and construct those dwellings in a 

manner that:     (a)  the dwellings have at least one building entrance 

on an accessible route, unless it is impractical to do so because of the 

terrain or unusual characteristics of the site; 

Fair Housing Act 

 

Visitability  

City Code Chap. 

5-1-171 

 

(Visitability 

ORDINANCE 

20040115-045) 

 

Applies to – MULTIFAMILY DWELLINGS 

§ 5-1-181 BUILDING ENTRANCES. 

(A) Habitable space in a dwelling unit located on the first story must 

include at least one building entrance on the first story  

served by a ramp or no-step entrance. A building entrance 

door must have a minimum net clear opening of 32 inches. 

(B) The building entrance may be at the front, side, or back of a 

dwelling provided it is served by an accessible route, including a 

walking surface from a garage, ramp, or sidewalk. 

(C) If a building entrance includes a no-step entrance, the maximum 

distance between the interior floor level of the building entrance and 

the adjacent walking surface level may be no greater than one-half 

inch. 

Smart Housing  

City Code Chap 

25-1-701 

 

Applies to - PUBLIC FUNDED PROJECTS  

(B) S.M.A.R.T. Housing must: 

       (1) be safe by providing housing that complies with Title 25 of 

the City Code (Land Development); 

       (2) provide mixed-income housing by including dwelling units 

that are reasonably-priced, as described in Subsections (C) and (D); 

       (3) provide for accessibility by: 

(a) including dwelling units that comply with the accessibility 

requirements of the Building Code in: 

(1) each building with four or more dwelling units; and 

(2) at least 10 percent of the dwelling units in each 

development; or 

               (b) for a development with three or fewer dwelling units, 

complying with the design and construction requirements of Chapter 

5-1, Article 3, Division 2 (Design and Construction Requirements); 

and 

          (4) comply with the transit oriented guidelines adopted by the 

director; and 

          (5) achieve at least a one star rating under the Austin Green 

Building program. 

http://www.amlegal.com/austin_nxt/gateway.dll?f=id$id=Austin%20City%20Code%3Ar%3A17cb$cid=texas$t=altmain-nf.htm$an=JD_Chapter5-1$3.0#JD_Chapter5-1
http://www.amlegal.com/austin_nxt/gateway.dll?f=id$id=Austin%20City%20Code%3Ar%3A17cb$cid=texas$t=altmain-nf.htm$an=JD_Chapter5-1$3.0#JD_Chapter5-1
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Smart Housing  

City Code Chap 

25-1-703  

Exterior Route 

 

Smart Housing Program Requirements (City Code 25-1-703)  

   - as prescribed in the Fair Housing Act, City Code 5-1-133  

             

(A) The Building Official may waive the requirements for a site or 

lot if the applicant files a written application that demonstrates 

that: 

(1) The topography of the site meets the site test; or 

(2) The lot; 

a) is located in a National Register Historic District; 

b) has an area of 3,600 square feet or less; and 

c) has a 10 percent or greater slope from the public right-

of-way to the entrance. 

(B) The Building Official or the council may waive the 

requirements in accordance with this section. 

(1) For a lot to be eligible for a waiver, the applicant must file 

a written application that demonstrates that: 

a) the lot has an area of 3,960 square feet or less; 

b) the lot is a corner lot or adjacent to a corner lot; 

c) the access to the lot's required off-street parking is from 

a rear alley; and 

d) the portion of the alley adjacent to the lot has a slope of 

10 percent or more. 

 

 ADA Requirements only apply to Commercial Construction 
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Visitability 

ORDINANCE  

20080618-094 

 

Applies to – NON-PUBLIC FUNDED PROJECTS  

 

City Council RCA Agenda Item #94 

Conduct a public hearing and consider an ordinance amending City 

Code Chapter 5-1 (Housing Discrimination), City Code Section 25-

12-241 (Residential Code), and the 2006 International Residential 

Code to require all new single-family homes and duplexes to comply 

with certain accessibility or “visitability” standards now applicable 

only to publicly funded housing. Not recommended by the Building & 

Fire Code Board of Appeals or the Electric Board. (Included No Step 

Entrance language for ALL new residential construction. 

 

Council minutes: Approved on a 7-0 vote with amendments: 

A) Blocking in a first-floor bathroom, so that it can be easily 

converted for wheelchair use; and 

B) If a bathroom is provided on the first floor, have at least one 

bathroom with a door that is 30-inches clear or greater in 

width; and 

C) Delete the section of the ordinance repealing the current 

visitability requirements for publicly funded housing. 

(Deleting the No Step Entrance section). 

 

      Item C language that was deleted: 

 

R322.4 Building entrances. Habitable space in a dwelling unit 

located on the first story must include at least one building 

entrance on the first story served by a ramp or no-step entrance. 

A building entrance door must have a minimum net clear 

opening of 32 inches. The building entrance may be at the front, 

side, or back of a dwelling provided it is served by an accessible 

route, including a walking surface from a garage, ramp, 

sidewalk, or public right-of-way that is within 200 feet of the 

building entrance If a building entrance includes a no-step 

entrance, the maximum distance between the interior floor level 

of the building entrance and the adjacent walking surface level 

may not be greater than one-half inch. 
 

 

 



7 
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3. BOARD RECOMMENDATIONS and STAKEHOLDER COLLABORATION 

 

 a.  Stakeholders: 

 Austin Mayor’s Committee for People with Disabilities 

 ADAPT/ PACT 

 Stuart Hersh 

 Home Builders Association of Greater Austin (HBA) 

 Real Estate Council of Austin 

 

Board Recommendations - Austin Mayor’s Committee for People with Disabilities 03-11-2012  
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Board Recommendations - Austin Mayor’s Committee for People with Disabilities 02-17-2013  
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Board Recommendations - Building & Fire Code Board of Appeals  3-14-2013  
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4. CITY COUNCIL PUBLIC HEARING (FIRST READING MAY 23, 2013) 

 

Staff Proposed Draft Ordinance – City Council May 23, 2013  

Item #108 Conduct a public hearing and consider an ordinance amending Article 11 of City  

Code Chapter 25-12, the Residential Code, to require additional visitability standards for 

residential single-family and duplex construction.  

 

DRAFT   ORDINANCE NO. 

 

AN ORDINANCE AMENDING CITY CODE CHAPTER 25-12, ARTICLE 11 (RESIDENTIAL CODE) 

RELATING TO ACCESSIBILITY REQUIREMENTS FOR  

SINGLE-FAMILY AND DUPLEX CONSTRUCTION; 

 

BE IT ORDAINED BY THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF AUSTIN: 

 

Section R320, Article 11 of Chapter 25-12 (Residential Code) is repealed and amended to read as follows: 

SECTION R320   VISITABILITY 

 

R320.1 Application. A new dwelling unit with habitable space on the first floor shall be designed and constructed 

with a bathroom group or a half bath on the first story of the dwelling unit and comply with the requirements of 

section R320.2 thru R320.3.  Only one bathroom group or half bath is required to comply. 

 

R320.2 Visitability Bathrooms within dwelling units.  On the first story of the dwelling the bathroom group or the 

half bath shall have a minimum clear opening of 30 inches (762 mm). 

 

R320.2.1 Wall reinforcement.  The bathroom group or half bath shall have reinforced walls that meet the 

following standards: 

1. lateral two-inch (51 mm) by six-inch (152 mm) or larger nominal wood blocking must be installed flush with 

stud edges of bathroom walls; and 

2. the centerline of the blocking must be 34 inches (836 mm) from and parallel to the interior floor level 

Exceptions:  
Blocking is not required in the portion of the wall located directly behind the lavatory.  

R320.2.2 Light switches, receptacles and other environmental controls located in the bathroom group or a half 

bath of a dwelling unit must be no higher than 48 inches above the interior floor level.  Receptacles shall be a 

minimum of 15 inches above the interior floor level. 

R320.3 Visitability routes within the dwelling unit. A dwelling unit shall provide a visitability route through the 

living room, dining room, kitchen and bathroom group or half bath on the first story of the dwelling.  The route must 

provide a minimum clear width of 32 inches. Lever handle doors shall be provided in the interior for the visitability 

routes. 

R320.4 Visitability Building Entrance. Building Entrance requirements shall apply to a new dwelling unit with 

habitable space on the first floor as practicable in a newly developed lot in all subdivisions submitted for review 

after January 1, 2016. Lots identified as visitability lots will be required to comply with section R320.4.1 The 

developer shall predetermine and identify lots that will comply with this section upon the submission for review of 

the subdivision. 

R320.4.1 Building entrance. A new dwelling unit with habitable space on the first floor where determined to be 

practicable shall be designed and constructed with at least one building entrance on the first story served by a ramp 

or no-step entrance.  A building entrance door must have a minimum net clear opening of 32 inches.  

1. The building entrance may be at the front, side, or back of a dwelling provided it is served by an accessible 

route, including a walking surface from a garage, ramp, sidewalk, or public right-of-way that is within 200 

feet of the building entrance.  

2. A no-step entrance maximum distance between the interior floor level of the building entrance and the 

adjacent walking surface level may be no greater than one-half inch. 
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a. Council Direction 5-23-2013 

 

REGULAR COUNCIL MINUTES     THURSDAY, MAY 23, 2013 

 

108. Conduct a public hearing and consider an ordinance amending Article 11 of City Code 

Chapter 25-12, the Residential Code, to require additional accessibility or visitability standards 

for residential single-family and duplex construction.  The public hearing was conducted and the 

motion to close the public hearing and approve the ordinance on first reading was approved with 

the following amendment, friendly amendment and direction on Council Member Spelman’s 

motion, Council Member Morrison’s second on a 7-0 vote.  

 

There was an amendment made by Council Member Spelman to strike the wording “and any 

interior doors must have handles” in section R320.3 of the ordinance. There was a friendly 

amendment made by Council Member Morrison to create accessibility from the no step entrance 

to the accessible route. The amendment was accepted by the maker of the motion.  

 

1) Strike interior door handle requirement from the draft ordinance. 

2) Amend the draft ordinance such that is applicable to all new single family and duplex 

construction. 

3) Amend the draft ordinance to include a requirement for an accessible route from no-step 

entrance to first floor bathroom. 

 

Staff was also directed to: 

1) Council requested: Provide an itemized break-down of the $12,500 retrofit estimate (30-inch 

door, blocking, etc.).  

 

 Generally, when the Neighborhood Housing Department retrofits a residence for 

accessibility, the estimated cost ranges from $10,000 to $15,000. The $15,000 cost would 

include retrofitting the shower pan for an accessible shower. When the shower cost is not 

included, then the retrofit would cost is approximately $12,500. This cost for retrofit would 

include the visitability features below and includes access to the water closet, relocating light 

switches and receptacles, widening the interior route including doorways, and adding the no 

step entry and ramp. 
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2) Council requested: Develop a waiver policy that is less stringent than what is currently in 

place. Policy should take into account lot topography and other issues which impact the 

difficulty and expense of ramp installation.  

 

The Smart Housing Program, City Code §25-1-701, currently has a waiver policy, which 

is initiated by an application. See application below.  
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 Smart Housing Program Requirements (City Code 25-1-703)  

 - as prescribed in the Fair Housing Act, City Code 5-1-133  

                 

(A) The Building Official may waive the requirements for a site or lot if the applicant 

files a written application that demonstrates that: 

(3) The topography of the site meets the site test; or 

(4) The lot; 

d) is located in a National Register Historic District; 

e) has an area of 3,600 square feet or less; and 

f) has a 10 percent or greater slope from the public right-of-way  

to the entrance. 

(B) The Building Official or the council may waive the requirements in accordance 

with this section. 

(2) For a lot to be eligible for a waiver, the applicant must file a written 

application that demonstrates that: 

e) the lot has an area of 3,960 square feet or less; 

f) the lot is a corner lot or adjacent to a corner lot; 

g) the access to the lot's required off-street parking is from a rear alley; and 

h) the portion of the alley adjacent to the lot has a slope of 10 percent or more. 

 

 

Since the inception of the S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program in 2000 through Fiscal Year 

2011-12, approximately 6,800 single family units have been built, and out of all this 

construction, less than 10 structure required waivers. 
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3) Council requested: Provide information related to the total number of permits issued broken 

down by subdivision/ SF/ duplex.  Provide an estimate of how many projects are submitted with 

a slope of 3- 4 feet based on a sampling of the referenced permits (per Council discussion).  

 

Staff performed a sampling of 3% of Single Family construction in Austin, and randomly 

selected 110 properties throughout Austin’s jurisdiction, as illustrated by the map below. 
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The chart below summarizes the sampling from the map above. The slope of a property is 

measured from the front property line to the rear property line.   

Staff found that:  

 Representation of sampling of new construction throughout Austin. 

 Staff looked at the slopes of 3% of new SF construction (110 properties). 

 Slope is from the front of the property to the rear property line. 

 6% of properties have >10% slope and 3% have > -10% slope.  

 5% of properties exceed 12% slope and 1% exceeds -12% slope. 

 

 
 
 

 

4) Council requested: Work with stakeholders to develop a fee-in-lieu option in order to provide 

a choice to a builder to comply or pay a fee to be used by NHCD for visitability improvements.   

 

Staff collaborated with stakeholders on a Fee in-lieu option: 

 Stakeholders supporting mandatory visitability do not support any fee in-lieu option. 

 Stakeholders not supporting visitability do support a fee in lieu of option. 

 Stakeholders discussed that a reasonable fee could be $2,000 per structure or 1% of the 

valuation of construction, whichever is greater. 

 Neighborhood Housing Department would manage the program. The fees received 

must be spent in the general vicinity and for the same purpose. 

 Staff discussed a program like this can be cumbersome and require more staff time.  
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5) Council requested: Bring the item back for second/ third reading after Council has had an 

opportunity to hear the recommendations of the Mayor’s Task Force on Aging, scheduled to 

present to Council in August.        

 

The Mayor’s Task Force on Aging provided a briefing to City Council on August 29, 2013. The 

Task Force strategy included three Goals. 

  Goal 1. Focus on Age-Inclusive Policies. Strategy included: 

 Integrate Age-Inclusive Policies as Criteria for City Decision-Making, and 

  Promote positive impacts on Seniors. 

 Expand Home Modification and Repair Services 

  Goal 2. Focus on Affordable Housing 

  Goal 3. Focus on Integrating Seniors into Civic Life. 
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5.   VISITABILITY CONSTRUCTION   
 

a. Staff conducted additional Stakeholder meetings and discussed the following 3 

components to visitability below.  

 

 
 

 

3 Elements to Visitability: 

 

1
st
 Element – Visitable Bathroom (Blue)  

 - Require a Visitable bathroom or ½ bath on the first floor,  

 - Require 30 inch clear doorway, and  

 - Require wall reinforcement/blocking in visitable bathroom.     

- Require light switches, receptacles and environmental controls at  a reachable height.  

 

2
nd

 Element - Interior Visitable Route (Red) 
 - Require No Step threshold entrance of the structure, 

 - Require a minimum clear opening of 32 inches beginning at the visitable entrance  

  continuing through the living room, dining room, and kitchen.  

 

3
rd

 Element - Exterior Visitable route (Green) 
 - Require exterior visitable route to the No-Step entrance for all new construction  

    effective January 1, 2016. 



19 

 

 

b. Planning  at pre-construction for an Exterior Visitable Route  

 

Visitability can be attained through planning. Site development is essential to 

accomplishing visitability. The Bradshaw Crossing development below consists of slopes from 

3% to 11%, and the developer was able to provide visitability for the completed subdivision. 
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c. How the Adopted 2012 International Residential Code addresses Extreme Terrain and 

the Code requirements for Ramps. 

 

In cases of extreme terrain, the International Residential Code (IRC) provides prescriptive 

requirements for ramps. 

 

“Ramp”- defined by the Adopted 2012 International Residential Code  

(City Code 25-12-241) as:   

A walking surface that has a running Slope > 5%. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

“Ramp Exceptions “– As provided in the Adopted 2012 International Residential Code, 

which is a prescriptive code, currently provides numerous exceptions for a variety of 

construction requirements relating to Ramps.  

 

The IRC lists the following exceptions for Ramp construction. (City Code 25-12-241) 

R311.8.1 Ramps shall have a Maximum slope of 1:12 (8.3%). 

Exception: Technically infeasible to comply because of site constraints,      

ramps may have a maximum slope of 12.5%. 

R311.8.2 Landing is required. 

R311.8.3 Handrails required for all ramps exceeding a slope of 1:12 (8.3%). 
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5. Stakeholders Agreed on the following waivers. 

 
  Staff met with stakeholders in October 2013 for a follow up meeting to discuss the 

exterior visitable route. All stakeholders agreed on the following 3 exceptions to waiver the 

exterior visitable route requirement. 

 
1. Single Family zoned lots of 3,600 Square feet or less. 

 

Staff Findings: 

• The 3,600 SF lot is a SF-4A zoned lot and is used as one of the exceptions for 

Smart Housing. 

• SF-4A lot size create design limitations for visitability. 

1.  Has a minimum width of 40 feet which results in a 90 foot depth. 

2. Has a 15 foot front yard setback, creates design limitations to build an 

exterior visitable path from the street or sidewalk.  

3. The visitable route would likely exceed 10% slope.  

4. Creates additional challenges with parking, impervious cover limit of 

65%, or if a garage can be included in the design. 

• The exterior visitable route creates the ability for citizens to “age in place”. 

Visitability does not meet the Federal and State guidelines for accessibility.  

• The Mueller Development PUD consists of small lots less than 3,600 SF. 

However visitability was accomplished from the alley access. 

• There was discussion at the end of the October 2013 stakeholder meeting, but not 

all stakeholders were present. The discussion involved changing the lot size from 

3,600 to 5,750, however, the impact was not discussed nor clarified.  

 

2. Lots with 10% or greater slope at pre-development; 

 

Staff Findings: 

• Staff performed a survey of development across the City and found that less than 

6% have slopes greater than 10%, and 3% have a negative slope greater than 10%.  

• Smart Housing (City Code 25-1-703) exempts slopes exceeding 10%, per the Fair 

Housing Act language (City Code 5-1-133). This exemption has been utilized by 

the Smart Housing Program as a waiver. 
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3. Switchback ramps are not required. 

 

Staff Findings: 

• Switchbacks ramps will not be required because they change the aesthetics and 

characteristics of a neighborhood. 

• This ordinance provides for visitability, with reasonable expectation of a 

developer or builder, and does not provide accessibility. 

 

Switchback Ramps are not required. See examples below. 

 

       
 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________
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Resources: 

http://www.concretechange.org/  
 

http://www.udeworld.com/visitability.html 

Chart below from udeworld.com summarizes Visitability Laws across the U.S. 

Available through the Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access.  

 

http://www.concretechange.org/
http://www.udeworld.com/visitability.html
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