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Policy Question 
 

This research is guided by the following policy question: What are the most effective strategies 

for implementing an incremental development model in Rockville, Maryland? 

Executive Summary 

The City of Rockville, Maryland, is facing growing pressure to expand its housing supply while 

improving affordability. This report explores how an incremental development model can help 

diversify housing production and better meet these needs. 

The analysis identifies several barriers limiting incremental development, including restrictive 

zoning and approval processes, misaligned financing structures, high per-unit development 

costs, and limited technical capacity among small-scale developers and homeowners. 

While incremental development presents a viable strategy, its success depends on targeted 

policy reforms that support a broader enabling ecosystem. Six key next elements are: 

• Establishing a supportive ecosystem for incremental development  

• Clarifying the purpose and goals of incremental development  

• Reforming zoning regulations  

• Streamlining permitting processes  

• Expanding access to financing tools  

• Defining metrics to measure success  

 

A separate guidebook accompanies this report and outlines clear, step-by-step actions for 

implementing each recommendation. 

Together, these strategies provide a pathway for Rockville to integrate incremental 

development as a core component of its housing approach. 

This report is prepared for the City of Rockville’s Department of Housing and Community 

Development (DHCD). 
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Background 
 

Incremental development refers to small-scale housing, typically 0-3 stories.1 It could include 

accessory dwelling units (ADUs), duplexes, triplexes, and other multifamily conversions.2 ADUs 

are independent residential units located on the same lot as a primary single-family home and 

are often created through modest additions or internal home conversions.3  

 

Rather than relying on large, disruptive projects, incremental development supports 

neighborhood change through “step buildings”: small-scale interventions that allow 

communities to evolve over time. 4 This approach is often rooted in adapting existing homes or 

parcels to expand housing choices and create supplemental income opportunities for residents. 

 

Incremental development is closely tied to the Missing Middle Housing concept, which refers to 

housing that provides diverse options across the spectrum of affordability, including ADUs, 

duplexes, triplexes, and more.5  These housing forms were once common in many American 

communities before exclusionary zoning practices became widespread in the mid-20th century, 

limiting the production of smaller, attainable homes. 

 

Overall, incremental development offers a supplement to large-scale development by 

promoting local wealth-building, expanding affordability, and strengthening community 

resilience through housing growth that remains grounded in neighborhood needs and 

priorities.6 7 

 

The Situation in Rockville  

 

The City of Rockville, Maryland, covers 13.5 miles in central Montgomery County.8 With nearly 

69,000 residents, Rockville is located approximately 12 miles northwest of Washington, DC, and 

nearly 35 miles southwest of Baltimore.9  Rockville is one of the largest municipalities in 

Maryland and serves as the county seat of Montgomery County. 

 

Maryland is facing a deepening housing affordability crisis. Only half of Maryland residents can 

afford to purchase the median-valued home in the state.10 In Montgomery County*, the median 

sale price for homes has risen by nearly $200,000 over the last five years, far outpacing wage 

growth. 11 In 2024, home prices increased by 11.2 percent, while wages rose by only 1.7 

percent.12  

 

 
* This housing data reflects Montgomery County as a whole. A Rockville-specific housing needs assessment has not 
yet been completed or released. 
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According to the 2025 Maryland Housing Needs Assessment Update, Montgomery County faces 

significant shortages of affordable and available housing across income levels. There are 762 

missing units per 1,000 extremely low-income households (0–30% AMI*), 447 missing units per 

1,000 very low-income households (30–50% AMI), and 449 missing units per 1,000 low-income 

households (50–80% AMI).  

 

These shortages also reflect racial disparities in housing wealth. According to the Urban 

Institute’s Upward Mobility Initiative, in Montgomery County, Black households account for 18 

percent of households but hold only 8.8 percent of local housing wealth.13 Hispanic households 

account for 15.5 percent of all households but hold 9.9 percent of housing wealth. Households 

of other races and ethnicities account for 21.1 percent of all households and hold 22.2 percent 

of housing wealth. In comparison, white non-Hispanic households make up 45.5 percent of 

households but hold 59 percent of housing wealth. 

 

In Rockville, the situation is particularly strained. As of September 2025, the median listing price 

for homes was $675,000, up 12.5 percent year-over-year.14  

 

These inequities are rooted in the legacy of discriminatory housing policies such as redlining, 

racially restrictive covenants, and federally supported urban renewal and highway construction, 

which systematically limited wealth-building opportunities for historically marginalized families. 

While housing reforms over the past 50 years have outlawed many of these practices, 

discrimination is no longer de jure, but its impacts remain deeply de facto. As a result, 

communities with higher levels of residential segregation often experience lower rates of 

upward mobility. 

 

Incremental development is one strategic approach within a larger, multifaceted solution.  

 

In response to these longstanding structural barriers, Rockville has taken steps over the last 

decade to diversify its housing options and create pathways for incremental development. 

Several efforts are underway simultaneously, and the next section summarizes the major 

policies and planning initiatives driving this shift. These efforts are ongoing and evolving, 

reflecting a dynamic landscape with multiple initiatives advancing in tandem: 

 

 

 

 
* Area median income (AMI) is the midpoint of a region’s income distribution, where half of households earn more 
and half earn less. 
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A. The City began updating the Comprehensive Plan in May 2015.15 A core principle of the 

Rockville 2040 Comprehensive Plan is to “encourage a variety of housing types that are 

accessible to a wide range of household needs and incomes.”16 This principle is reflected in 

two key goals.  

 

The first appears in the Land Use Element: “Allow for greater flexibility and affordability in 

residential land use types, while maintaining a high quality of life in new and existing 

neighborhoods.”17 Two related policy recommendations support this goal: 

 

• Maintain large areas of Residential Detached land use, while allowing one additional 

accessory apartment or accessory dwelling unit per residential lot.18  

 

• Allow diversification of the residential land use pattern in specific locations to meet 

varied needs, market dynamics, and high demand for all types of housing.19 

 

The second goal is outlined in the Housing Element: “Foster sufficient market-rate housing 

development to provide housing affordable for the wide range of those who live, and wish 

to live, in Rockville.”20  Two policy recommendations accompany this goal: 

 

• Recognize that City regulations affect the supply of market-rate housing in Rockville 

and consider adjustments as demographic and market trends change.21  

 

• Promote diversity in the supply of housing to meet market demand and the wide 

range of community needs and household incomes.22 

 

B. In October 2018, the Mayor & Council endorsed the FAST (Faster, Accountable, Smarter, 

Transparent) initiative to improve the City’s permitting and development review processes 

by making them more efficient, predictable, and transparent.23 In September 2024, the 

Mayor and Council approved FAST Phase 2. This new phase builds on the original initiative 

and focuses on further streamlining development and permitting processes to support two 

key goals: attracting economic development and significantly increasing both market-rate 

and affordable housing in Rockville.24 

 

The Department of Community Planning and Development Services organized FAST Phase 

2 into nine topic areas: Process Streamlining, Public Meetings, Public Notification 

Improvements, Increasing Competitiveness, Comprehensive Transportation Review 

Updates, Updates to Guidelines, a One-Stop Shop, Customer Resources, and Building 

Permit Review Process Improvements.  
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C. In the fall of 2023, the City began a comprehensive update of its Zoning Ordinance Rewrite 

(ZOR).25 The city’s zoning ordinance was last rewritten in 2009. This effort aligns with the 

Rockville 2040 Comprehensive Plan and the Town Center Master Plan (adopted 2025), 

aiming to align zoning regulations with adopted land use and rezoning recommendations.26 

 

As part of this process, Rockville is also undertaking a Comprehensive Map Amendment 

(CMA). This legislative process updates the city’s official zoning map to reflect community 

needs and land-use goals.27 The City is now in the final phase of this process. For the 

changes to take effect, the Mayor and Council must approve the updated zoning map 

through a public process.  The Mayor and Council ZOR Public Hearing #1, CMA Public 

Hearing #1, and Work Session #1 were held on April 13, with final adoption of the Zoning 

Text Amendment (ZTA) and CMA ordinances expected to conclude on July 6, 2026.28  

 

According to the City’s ZOR project page, “Updating zoning rules will support policies to 

improve quality of life, prepare for new and innovative businesses and construction 

methods, and address the future demands of the city.”29  In December 2025, Rockville’s 

Staff Draft Zoning Ordinance was presented to the Mayor and Council, with proposed 

language summarized below. The following chart highlights key elements of the draft as 

presented at the meeting. 
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Proposed Changes for the City of Rockville Staff Draft Zoning Ordinance 30 

Accessory Structures ● Consolidates accessory buildings and structures regulations 
in one location. 

● For residential accessory buildings and structures:  
○ Adds new applicability provisions to increase clarity. 
○ Eliminates rear yard lot coverage requirements, as 

they are viewed to be inequitable and overly 
restrictive 

○ Adds provisions for Residential Medium-Density – 
Infill (RMD-Infill or ‘missing middle’). 

Parking and Loading ● Eliminates minimum parking requirements within ½ mile of 
Metro or ¼ mile of Bus Rapid transit. No additional ADA 
parking is proposed to be required. 

● Right-sizes minimum parking requirements for individual 
uses. Additionally, updates minimum parking requirements 
by: 

○ Revising how/when minimum parking requirements 
apply, to increase flexibility. 

○ Providing by-right ‘adjustments’ to required parking 
ratios to support city goals and policies, similar to 
Montgomery County. 

○ Outlining a new process for requesting reductions to 
the required parking ratios. 

○ Allowing greater flexibility in shared parking ratios, 
consistent with Montgomery County. 

○ Removing provisions allowing for the deferral of 
providing required parking. 

● Loosens maximum parking requirements, while expanding 
the zones in which they apply. 

RHD Development 
Standard Changes 

● Lot Size (Min.) N/A 
● Lot Frontage (Min.) 10ft. 

RMD-Infill Development 
Standard Changes 

● Lot Size (Min.) N/A 
● Lot Frontage (Min.) N/A 
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D. In parallel, on October 9th, 2023, the Mayor and Council adopted the ZTA TXT2023-00263, 

allowing homeowners to build ADUs within a single-unit detached home or as an addition 

to it.31 The ADU regulations depend on whether a unit is classified as an accessory dwelling 

unit, an attached accessory dwelling unit, or a detached accessory dwelling unit. The 

regulations governing each type of ADU are codified in Chapter 25, Article 9 of the 

Rockville Zoning Ordinance. This legislation went into effect on April 9, 2024, marking a 

significant step toward expanding affordable housing options.32  

 

E. In the fall of 2025, the Government Alliance for Racial Equity (GARE), in partnership with 

the Urban Institute and Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (COG), brought 

together a nine-month training cohort focused on enhancing upward mobility in Rockville. 

The cohort comprised City staff and external partners from both Rockville and 

Montgomery County.33 Its goal was “to create a city where people are not economically 

constrained to only live in certain areas,” using small-scale development as a tool to 

expand housing opportunity while advancing racial equity.34 The cohort concluded its work 

in February, culminating in a final presentation to the City outlining recommended next 

steps and priorities for 2026. 

 

F. The City is also conducting a Housing Needs Assessment (HNA), which evaluates the 

nature, causes, and extent of current and future housing needs in a specific market.35 This 

analysis will help Rockville refine its understanding of local housing conditions, set 

priorities, and guide future policies and programs. The assessment focuses on affordability, 

availability, and housing types, with particular attention to older adults, renters, people 

with disabilities, families, and residents with limited or moderate incomes.36 Results are 

expected in spring 2026. 

 

G. In June 2025, Montgomery County passed additional zoning legislation to support 

incremental development. Zoning Text Amendment (ZTA) 25-02 includes duplexes, 

triplexes, townhouses, and modest apartment buildings up to 40 feet tall, located along 

designated corridors, subject to a case-by-case review process.37 The goal is to create more 

small-scale housing options along major corridors, with access to jobs and amenities, for 

working and middle-class residents. The amendment went into effect on November 1, 

2025. This zoning amendment signals the County’s openness to incremental development 

and creates an opportunity for Rockville to build on this policy shift through coordinated 

planning and shared implementation efforts. 
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Appendix A 

Case Study Information Collection Template   

 

Variable Description 

City Name of the city 

Population Size and density context 

Proximity to metropolitan area Distance in miles 

Policy or program E.g., Imagine Kalamazoo 2035 

Year implemented Year of initial reform 

Lead department / champion Office or person responsible 

Type of development ADUs, conversions, or other models 

Financing / incentives Tools used (grants, TIF, microloans, etc.) 

Engagement strategy How residents and small developers were included 

Implementation sequence Key milestones (e.g., code change → pilot → scale) 

Barriers / challenges Institutional, political, or financial issues 

Outcomes Units added, infill %, diversity of housing types 

Transferable lessons What Rockville can adapt 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

 

Period Details  Time 

Logistics 

• Introduce myself briefly.  

• Thank the interviewee for speaking with me.  

• Begin by asking the participant if they have received the consent 

form and if they have any questions.  

• Ask permission to record the interview (audio or visual). 

• Click the record button.  

5 min 

Rapport 
• Take a few minutes to elaborate on introductions and find a point 

of connection to build trust.  
10 min 

Insights 

• Prompt the user by asking them: can you walk me through your 

process — after zoning approval — of moving from the planning 

stage to actual implementation of incremental development? 

• Listen to their answer and look for your next question in their 

answer.  

• Let the conversation follow the path of their stories and 

experiences. 

o Echo (“so, what i'm hearing you say is...”) 

o Ask meaning (“what do you mean by...?”) 

25 min 

Closing  

• Give space to ask the interviewee if they want to address 

anything that wasn’t touched on or expand on a previous answer. 

• Thank the participant for their time.  

5 min 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions  

 

1. Can you walk me through your process — after zoning approval — of moving from the 

planning stage to actual implementation of incremental development? 

 

2. What sequence of actions (policy, training, pilots, partnerships) should be prioritized in 

the first 12–18 months of incremental development?  

 

3. What mechanisms—financial, regulatory, or technical—proved most effective in 

lowering risk or entry barriers for small developers and builders? 

 

4. How did you or your city measure early success to sustain momentum and prove the 

vitality of incremental development to stakeholders?  

 

5. Considering that Rockville and [X City] differ in [demographics, land value, and other 

contextual factors], what challenges might arise from these differences, and what 

modifications would be necessary to make this approach effective in our jurisdiction? 

 

6. If you had one recommendation to make incremental development successful in 

Rockville, what would it be?  

 

7. Do you know anyone else who could help me with my project, an organization, or a 

resource I should look into? 

 

8. Is there anything I did not ask that you think is important for me to know? 
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Appendix D 

Interview Profiles  

 

Name Title Organization Location 

Edward Erfurt Chief Technical Advisor Strong Towns Remote 

Aaron Lubeck Urban Designer The Rocket Shop Durham, NC 

Britin Bostick Long Range Planning/Special 
Projects Manager 

City of Fayetteville Fayetteville, AK 
 

Margaret 
McClintock 

Program Director Incremental Development 
Alliance  

Fayetteville, AK 

Marlee Starke Housing Director City of Fayetteville Fayetteville, AK 

Rebekah Kik Director of Community Planning 
and Economic Development 

City of Kalamazoo Kalamazoo, MI 

Sam Kallen Senior Analyst and Consultant Strong Towns PDX Portland, OR 

Diane Parke Field Issuance Remodel (FIR) 
Program 

City of Portland Portland, OR 

Loni Gray Founder Neighborhood PlaceMakers 
Network 

Portland, OR 

Amy Paul Build South Bend City of South Bend South Bend, IN 

Mike Keen Managing Partner Neighborhood Evolution South Bend, IN 

Tim Corcoran Director of Planning and 
Community Resources 

City of South Bend South Bend, IN 
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