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The Federal Fair Housing Act (FHA) Design Guidelines require most newly 
constructed residential units to be 'adaptable.' Recent US Department of Justice 
investigations of multi-family projects raise the question: Which elements in a 
residential unit must be accessible at the time of first occupancy, and which can be 
"adapted" at a later date? 
    
Adaptable Dwelling Units are defined in the FHA Design Manual as: "...dwelling 
units that include the features of adaptable design specified in the US Department 
of Housing and Urban Developments' design and construction standards - 24 CFR 
100.205(c) (2)-(3)."   
 
FHA "safe harbors" contain specific allowances for adapting certain specific kitchen 
and bathroom elements to provide accessibility only when needed by a resident. 
For example, grab bars need not be installed immediately, as long as reinforcement 
is provided in the walls at water closets and bathtubs/showers to allow for their 
future installation. 
   
Architects should remember that requirements not specifically stated as being 
'adaptable' at a later time must be provided at the time of first occupancy. For 
example, the min. 32" clear door width must be provided at the time of first 
occupancy. Click here for more examples. The safe harbor chosen for a project 
should be carefully reviewed for the specific allowances and requirements. In 
addition, state allowances/requirements regarding adaptability often differ from the 
FHA's. 
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Kessler McGuinness & Associates, LLC, is a nationally known firm that specializes in accessibility 
compliance planning through access audits, access master plans, architectural plan review, 
accessible design review protocols, training and resource development.  We also serve as expert 
witnesses for plaintiffs and defendants. Clients include airports, commercial property owners, 
educational institutions, government agencies, architects, and attorneys.   
  
Please call, 617-641-2802, if you have any questions or would like to discuss one of your projects.
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