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McMansions: Super-Sized Homes Cause a Super-Sized Backlash
By Allcia Filter Apri 20 2006, 15:54

“McMansions”, also known as "garage mahals”, "starter castles”, and "Hummer houses™ are all synanymous for
the latest phenomenan in fome building that has communities across the country banging down the doors
of local City Councils to enjoin builders from destreying the character of their neighborhoods. The debate
cencerns interests of property owners who want te be able te use their own land as they see fit versus the
interests of community members who want to maintain a uniform neighborhood appearance and not have a
huge eyesare on their block, literally casting a shadow onto their humble, and often historic, homes. There
is a wide range of issues at play in these cammunities, including constitutional rights, zoning issues, and
even energy and water concerns. Though McMansions are causing a stir throughout the U.S., the solutien is
teft to the 40,000 local governments across the country who will ultimately determine whether to eliminate
Super-Size from the menu of housing permits, or to allow the expansion to continue, [1]

McMansicn has been defined in various ways: {1) "a large home by world standards and {ocated in a low-
density sprawling subdivision” {2] ; (2) "not just a place to live, but an assertion of the American sense of
identity and a statemant, of propensity” [3]; and {3) "a large modern house that is considered ostentatious
and lacking in architectural integrity.” [4] Behind all these definitions is the theory that some peopie think
bigger is better, but not everyene agrees,

There are 2 types of McMansions: mass built houses in suburban areas, and houses built in existing
neighborhoods of smatler houses, where an old, small house is torn down from the lot and a new McMansion
is built in its place, [3] The focus of this article is on the second type, since this type has been more
controversial. McMansions built in older neighborhoods are generally too big for the lots, too big for the
surrounding neighborhood, and even too big for the number of people who actually live there, [6] White
the average square footage of houses is steadily increasing, the average household size has dropped from
3.35 people in 1960 t0 2.58 people in 2002. [7] While the average size of homes in 2004 was about 240G
square feet, new homes of 10,000 square feet or more make up 1 percent of the total number of new
homes buili each year, which amounts to approximately 10,000 new homes per year in recent years that
are 10,000 square feet or larger. [8]

So, what's all the fuss about?

People are buying existing homes in neighborhoods, knocking them dowa, and building on the entire lot,
leaving no green space. Neighbors feel this creates an architectural eyesore that not only looks terrible but
also Instantly drives up property taxes which sometimes forces people out of neighborhoods whare they
have lived their entire lives, eliminating mixed-income neighborhoods and changing the €lass structure,

{91 The other main point of tension is that most of these torn-down hemes are historic and once they are
gone, the character of the neighborhood Is destroved and can never be restored. Histaric neighborhoods
are especially vulnerable to destruction because they generally occupy prime spaces near ¢ity centers, and
are located in neighborhoods with character, which encourages people to buy up property and build their
huge homes in a convenient location to shorten their commutes. [1G]

Proporents of McMansions argue that people have a right to use their preperty as they see fit, and there is
even an argument that the First Amendment should protect people’s rights to free expression in the form of
residential architecture. [11] They also argue that McMansions are good because they are new
construction in oider neighborhoods, which brighten up the neighborhoods and bring a lot of tax money to
small towns. [12] And, if these arguments are not convincing enough, there is the always-compelling
argument that “even a mega-house is better than a crack house." [13]

Opponents include neighbors in the community and City Councils across the country who are charged with
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making zoning erdinances, which determine how neighborhoods will look by regulating things such as how

far a house has to be set back from the street, what percentage of a lot can be used to build a house, and
how high heuses can be built. [14] Cities across the country are experimenting with various ordinances to
cantrol the spread of McMansions and preserve the character of their cities,
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For example, in Austin, Texas, a builder who is knocking down an old house to build a new one is
constrained by certain size imitations meant to keep heighborhoods looking more uniferm. An increase in
size from the old house can only be up to whatever is greatest of: a 2500 sguare foot increase in size, a 20%
larger house than what was removed, or a 0.4 te 1 floor-to-area ratio for the lot. [15]

In DeKalb County, Georgia, residents of a neighborhood can successfully quash the proposed building of &
McMansion by abtaining the signatures of 60% of the neighbarhood's residents and seeking an injunction
from the county's board of commission for & zoning overlay. [16]
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Arlingtons County, Virginia, has adopted an ordinance allowing for houses to be built only on 30% of any
given lot, which allows for more green spaces and less overwhelming houses in neighborhoods. [17)
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Other areas of the country allow the mega-homes to be built, but impase fees and energy efficiency
requirements that must be met in order to meet the energy concerns of those areas. For example, homes
in Pitkin County, Colorado, that are mere than 5000 square feet must provide onsite renewable energy (i.e.
solar panels) or pay a 53000 energy fee, which increases as the size of the house increases. [18} Also, in
Marin County, California, hames over 7300 square feet are required to provide at least 25% of their energy
from solar panels without exception. [19] )

Because this is a local Issue unique to each community, each City Council will continue to experiment with .
ways to regulate McMansions through city erdinances. Eventually, though, someone will get upset over his
inability to build a McMansion of his own, and one can count on some contentious litigation in the near
future.
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