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Executive Summary 

This report describes the work that I, Kathleen Zimmerman, performed as a GRA for Tia 
Gardener-Simone’s InHabitation Project. The goal of this project was to construct a tiny house as 
a model for affordable housing for artists. It would be a live/work space that could be transported 
if necessary but would reside on a property in North Minneapolis. My role was to help design the 
tiny house and produce drawings and renderings for the project. Our timeline was to finalize 
designs by mid-July and start construction by August. Unfortunately this assumed that we would 
be able to purchase a lot and construct the tiny house in that time period. While we had 
anticipated some issues with zoning and building codes, in the end they proved to be more 
difficult to overcome than expected. The tiny house has been constructed but it continues to exist 
in limbo as we wait for municipal attitudes to adjust.  
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Report 
 
 

 
When designing a tiny house, there are a couple of zoning issues that almost always come 

up. The major one is size; tiny houses are too small to meet most building codes or zoning laws. 
One solution to this is to put the house on wheels, which changes the project from a house to an 
“RV.” This means that it will not be subject to the same codes as a single family home. 
However, a mobile tiny home needs a place to reside. Many cities, including Minneapolis, have 
laws stating that RVs cannot be permanent housing and require the occupants to move them 
regularly. A mobile tiny home might be able to rest permanently in a mobile home park but the 
last one in the Twin Cities area is currently fighting for its right to survive.  1

 
To address this issue, we chose to add square footage. Minneapolis zoning laws require a 

single family residence to contain 500 sq ft of enclosed space.  Our tiny house, at 172.5 sq ft, 2

was never going to meet that. Our solution was to design one main tiny house on a post and 
beam foundation that would be connected to a smaller, mobile workspace by a large covered 
porch (Figure 9). The code only specified “enclosed space”, which we interpreted as covered but 
not weathertight. This solved the overall issue, but we would still have to get exemptions for 
room size requirements. Most building codes are still based on conventional sized housing and 
are only slowly beginning to accommodate micro housing options. 
 

Unfortunately other factors contributed to making drastic changes to our plan. Our 
contact at CPED (Community Planning and Economic Development), Earl Pettiford, informed 
us that without a garage, the project would likely fail to be permitted. Since adding a garage 
would inflate the budget and counteract the mobility goal of the project, this was a huge blow to 
our plans. In addition, the neighborhood association for our projected site had a negative reaction 
to the intentions of the project. The Folwell Neighborhood Association, aiming to raise property 
values in the area, is attempting to demolish any vacant houses under 750 sq ft and encouraging 
developers to build larger 2 bedroom, 2 bath houses. A very small house with an non-standard 
layout was not what they had in mind. It was becoming clear that finding a location for the house 
was going to be more difficult than building it.  
 

Once this became evident, we switched gears. We order the trailer, intending to start 
construction by the end of August or beginning of September. We found a place to build at the 
School of Architecture where the trailer would be dropped off and Tia could work on the project. 
The tiny house has since been mostly constructed and resides in a storage facility until we can 
find a more permanent home for it. 

 
 

1Mumford, Tracy. "Minnesota Attorney General: Lowry Grove Mobile Home Park Should Not Close." Minnesota 
Public Radio News, 05 Aug. 2016. Web. 10 Aug. 2016. 
2 MN Dept of Labor and Industry. "Tiny House Code Fact Sheet." (n.d.): n. pag. Web. 15 July 2016. 
https://www.dli.mn.gov/ccld/PDF/tiny_houses.pdf 
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Design 
 

My own work focused on the design of the house: producing floor plans and elevations 
for submission to the city, as well as creating interior and exterior renders as we moved through 
various iterations of the design.  
 

At the first meeting, Tia and I discussed some of the initial design decisions and looked at 
a sketchup model that she had created. The general layout of the house would include a 
living/studio area, a kitchen, and a bathroom. The kitchen and live/work area would have an 
open floor plan with the bathroom at one end of the house, behind the kitchen. The sleeping loft 
would be above the bathroom and part of the kitchen. There were several different strategies 
behind this layout. The first was to have a “wet wall” where all the plumbing for the bathroom 
and kitchen would be contained in one wall and well insulated from the Minnesota winter. 
Second, the open floor plan is a common strategy in tiny houses to allow for flexible uses of 
space and increase the feeling of spaciousness in a smaller structure. 
 

After the initial meeting I investigated the overall layout and orientation of the tiny house 
on a generalized site. The goal was to get an idea of how the house should respond to a standard 
size lot and how the areas near the tiny house might be used (i.e. transportable porch and/or 
garden boxes) and where the entrances and front facade would be located (Figures 1-3). 

 
Since the general layout was already well defined, the major issue for the interior was the 

placement of the stairs. Over the course of several meetings, Tia and I worked on a number of 
different solutions. The first was the wrap the stairs around the bathroom (Figure 6). The goal 
was to create an efficient transition when getting ready to sleep. Tia described the moment of 
preparing for bed, brushing teeth etc and then turning to go up the stairs to bed. These stairs 
would have had a slope that was less than code mandated and ran along the short wall of the 
house. In addition, there would be storage underneath that would be accessible from the 
bathroom. This was only the first iteration but it allowed us to move on to addressing the design 
issues of site and zoning.  
 

One of the main blockades to the tiny house movement is zoning. Minneapolis has a 
minimum square footage requirement of 500 sq ft for any single family residence that is built in 
the city limits. At under 200 sq ft, our project would not even come close. In conversation with 
Earl Pettiford at the city we determined that this requirement meant 500 sq ft of “enclosed space” 
which could include covered porches. Tia already had a site picked out, so I started designing 
solutions that included the original tiny house of 24’ x 8.5’, a smaller mobile studio unit on a 16’ 
x 8.5’ trailer and a covered porch connecting the two (Figures 2-5). 
 

This part of the design went through several different iterations looking at front facade, 
entrance, and relationship to the street. In addition, we were mindful of the slope of the roof, 
making sure that rain would be draining away from the covered porch and that the clerestory 
windows would bring in the even northern light that is preferred for working. To add some 
delight and playfulness I added small translucent windows to run along the stair and bring 
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diffused southern light into the bathroom but still maintain privacy. As the design progressed, the 
stairs became a ship’s ladder, with a much steeper slope (Figures 7-9). 
 

We submitted conceptual floorplans and elevations to the city in mid July but as I 
mentioned before, it became clear that we would have to move in a different direction. With a 
design and no site, it was still possible to build the tiny home on a trailer and find a place for it at 
a later date. We dropped the smaller mobile trailer and decided to build the 24’ long house on a 
trailer (rather than a post and beam foundation) so that it could be moved more easily to its final 
site after it was completed (Figure 11). In addition to adjusting the overall design, we also 
needed to find a place to construct the tiny home. Fortunately we had connections to the 
University of Minnesota College of Design and they generously allowed us to use a space 
outside their workshop.  
 

While waiting for the trailer to arrive, I decided to chalk out a full scale floor plan to get a 
feel for the small space. I was struggling with the placement of the ship’s ladder and it’s 
relationship to the loft and the bathroom. And, as I had become more and more familiar with 
general practices for tiny houses, I noticed that the most common strategy was to place them in 
front of the loft, against the long wall of the house. This meant that the stairs could double as 
storage and allowed for a much more efficient layout in the bathroom. This also meant even 
more space for the kitchen and living/work area. I hesitated in bringing such a drastic change to 
Tia so late in the game but she seemed pleased with the change and I adjusted the elevations to 
match (Figure 12).  

 
The trailer arrived but there were a few more changes to be made. The windows that we 

had previously spec’d in the design were more expensive than our budget could afford. Instead, 
Tia found a range of windows at an outlet store.We had a guest coming in to help frame the next 
week, so Tia sent me the dimensions of the window and I quickly ran through a few different 
configurations for their placement, finally settling on large windows in the workspace for light 
and views and smaller operable windows in the loft to allow for breezes and still ensure privacy 
(Figure 12-13).  

 
Once construction on the tiny house began, my role transitioned from drawing plans to 

producing documentation and exploring potential solutions for find a place for the tiny house to 
reside. One of the main issues that we ran into with code was the requirement of a garage. This 
would be a permanent structure and expensive to construct. So we started to explore the 
possibility of developing a lot with multiple tiny houses. This would be more efficient and spread 
out the cost and potential usefulness of a garage. In addition, it makes sense on a cost per unit 
basis to divide the expense of the land between multiple owners to make it more affordable. We 
met with a representative from Art Space and inquired about the micro-home development 
planned in St. Paul by Alchemy Architects. A meeting with Urban Homeworks helped to clarify 
some of the issues that would have to be worked out with land ownership (it could potentially be 
held in trust or owned by a developer and rented). However so far we have yet to solidify any 
plans with a developer to make this cluster development happen. Other than attending some 
meetings, my role in this part of the project consisted of developing arrangements for similarly 
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sized tiny houses on a standard lot that would allow for some level of privacy while encouraging 
interactions between tiny house inhabitants and creating a sense of community (Figure 16). In 
addition, I measured and drew a framing plan of the tiny house once the walls, windows, and 
roof was in place. This as-built framing plan documents the final result and captures some of the 
decisions that changed along the way (Figure 15). 
 
Research 
 

In addition to working on the design for the tiny house I also conducted some research on 
the history of the role of race in real estate and zoning as well as precedents for different 
strategies for urban housing. I read through a number of books and articles but the underlying 
key concepts that I learned are outlined below. 

 
First, affordable housing must be designed with target community in mind. In the case of 

“The Last Tenement” the West End was bulldozed and the diverse working class communities 
that had existed were separated and dispersed, leaving a void. This was partly because there was 
insufficient aid for relocation and the housing that replaced what was torn down did not include 
any affordable units. In addition, that neighborhood had included various institutions that helped 
to build connections and enrich the community and these were lost in the redevelopment.  3

 
Second, race has played and continues to play a significant role in real estate practices 

and laws. An idea developed in the earlier 20th century that property values would be threatened 
if African Americans moved into the neighborhood. This idea was used to justify many different 
racist practices used by government, realtors, developers, and homeowners associations, such as 
red-lining and race restrictive covenants.  In terms of design, this means that understanding the 4

context and history of a given neighborhood or site will mean understanding both the practices 
that led to the current conditions and also the likely attitudes that were guiding those practices. 
Even today, attitudes towards increasing or protecting property values are complex and can be 
motivated by a variety of fears and prejudices.  

 
Third, urban sprawl can cause lots of problems for cities and communities. Developers 

will buy large swathes of land on the periphery of cities because the land is cheaper. But these 
will then be sold off piecemeal or designed without care. In addition, this method of 
development is incredibly expensive and inefficient because it requires that infrastructure be 
built over large areas to service the people living in these new developments.   5

 
 

3 Green, James R. “The Last Tenement: Confronting Community and Urban Renewal in Boston’s West End.” Edited 
by Sean M. Fisher and Carolyn Hughes. The Journal of American History  80, no. 3 (1993): 1024–30. 
doi:10.2307/2080418. 
4 Long, Herman H, and Charles Spurgeon Johnson. People vs. Property; Race Restrictive Covenants in Housing . 
Nashville: Fisk Univ. Press, 1947. 
5 Moe, Richard. “Growing Wiser: Finding Alternatives to Sprawl. (urban sprawl)(Sprawl).” Design Quarterly , no. 
164 (1995): 4. 

8 
 
 
 
 



Next Steps 
 

It is reassuring to know that there are others also working to make tiny houses a legal 
option. At the moment we are talking with different groups to figure out potential solutions to the 
zoning issue. We are exploring the possibility of a cluster development made up of multiple tiny 
houses that could be placed on one or two standard lots, with the option for mobile and 
non-mobile tiny houses to exist on the site in addition to possible community and shared spaces. 
Various issues still need to be resolved, such as ownership of the land (potentially something 
similar to a mobile home park or land held in trust) and who would be responsible for organizing 
and maintaining the development. But the underlying concepts, of affordability through 
downsizing and flexibility through mobility are being talked about more and more in the 
community as tiny houses become more popular and housing prices continue to rise. We can 
only hope that zoning boards and city councils will see the potential offered here as well. 
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Appendices 
 

 
Figure 1. Sketch of the general layout of the tiny house with color coded program. This layout 
shifted but overall the relationships of the various programs (living/work, kitchen, bathroom, and 
lofted bedroom) remained the same for the most part. 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Sketches of site strategies for the tiny house with mobile studio. 
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Figure 3. Initial design to connect tiny house and mobile studio with an open porch.  
 

 
Figure 4. Second iteration, creating a more private porch for owner to enjoy and with an entrance 
that faces the street. 
 

 
Figure 5. Third iteration for this configuration. Shows potential garden boxes and parking pad. 
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Figure 6. Plan of the tiny house and loft. 
 

 
 
Figure 7. Interior render of tiny house looking from the living room wall to the kitchen and loft.  
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Figure 8. Perspective of the interior of both the tiny house showing kitchen area and stairs to loft 
and the mobile studio which has a loft that folds out over the powder room. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 9. Renders of project as submitted to the city of Minneapolis. 
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Figure 10. Documents for Approval submitted to the city. Denied due to lack of a garage. 
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Figure 11. Plan for single tiny house on wheels that could be placed on a site at a later date. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 12. Last major change to the design was to change the placement of the stairs from behind 
the bathroom to in front of the bathroom and across from the kitchen area with elevations to 
match. 
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Figure 13. However, the sizes for the windows changed and after several different iterations, 
these elevations were the basis for the framing plan. 
 
 

    

    
Figure 14. Exterior and interior renders for the final design before construction began.  
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Figure 15. As-Built framing plans documenting how the tiny house was actually constructed. 
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Figure 16. Diagrams showing potential options for a cluster development for multiple tiny 
houses on one lot with a garage. This was a potential strategy for combining the tiny house 
approach with current codes and zoning requirements. 
 
 
 

.  
Figure 17. Diagrams showing potential placement of the tiny house on the lot between 
Juxtaposition Arts and Urban Homeworks with listed pros and cons. This was proposed as a 
place for the tiny house but that plan eventually fell through. 
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