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HoW do we create affordable housing while protecting the 
character and open space of Martha's Vineyard?

one answer is Accessory Apartments.

An accessory apartment (sometimes called an accessory dwelling unit or an in-law apartment,) is an 
attached or detached living space with a kitchen, bathroom and sleeping space.  In West Tisbury, lots that 
are too small for a guesthouse can be permitted to have an accessory apartment if the apartment is rented at 
an affordable rate to income-qualified islanders.

Accessory apartments provide extra income for property owners while helping to alleviate the affordable 
housing shortage. They can add value to your home and allow tax benefits. They can ease the load of 
maintaining a large house. Tenants can provide additional security for seniors and those who travel 
frequently. Importantly, AA's can help an islander have secure housing and avoid the island shuffle. They 
help the community retain residents and their diverse contributions to our economy and life.
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THIs guIde will introduce you to the process of 
creating an accessory apartment. 

•	 research the Bylaws and permit procedure.
•	 evaluate the land and buildings of your site.
•	 design the apartment.
•	 estimate the costs and revenue.
•	 Find a Builder and get your permit.
•	 Begin renting.

Help is available for the whole process, from the initial feasibility questions to design, from permitting 
advice to resources for becoming a landlord.  Check the resource page at our website or email us at 
affordhouse@westtisbury-ma.gov.  Help can also be found at the West Tisbury Town Hall.

https://aapwt.org/resources/
mailto:affordhouse%40westtisbury-ma.gov?subject=


ReseARCH
West tisBury aCCessory apartment BylaWs

Zoning requirements are listed throughout the Bylaws that are pertinent to your specific situation. You 
may need help from your lawyer, architect, designer, contractor or engineer. But for your initial feasibility 
research, here's a summary of the Accessory Apt. Bylaw (subsections 4.4-1 to 4.4-4.)

requirements oF the property oWner

An Accessory Apartment may be allowed by special Permit from the West Tisbury Zoning Board of 
Appeals as an Accessory use. The owner of the property who wishes to add an Accessory Apartment must 
occupy the main residence. At no time may both the main house and the accessory apartment be rented. The 
property must be in single ownership,(not a condominium.)  The lot with the main residence and the AA 
shall contain at least 10,000 sq. ft. of buildable land per bedroom. And an AA may not be added to a lot that 
has a secondary living unit, (guest house, in-law apartment, detached bedroom,) unless the lot has more 
than double the minimum lot size. Importantly, the owner must commit to the following restrictions and 
provide annual documentation.

requirements For the apartment

The apartment can have an area between 300 and 800 sq. ft. It must have its own complete kitchen, 
bathroom and sleeping space. It can be a studio, a one-bedroom or two-bedroom dwelling. If attached to a 
barn or garage, the apartment cannot open to that space.

If the AA is attached or within the main house, the outward appearance of the residence ...shall conform 
to that of a single-family residence with only one main entrance on the front or street side of the structure. 
(4.4-3 A-4)

It must comply with all Massachusetts Building Code requirements and West Tisbury Bylaws.

apartment oCCupanCy

The AA may be rented only to the following occupants:

Persons eligible for affordable housing as income-qualified by the WT Affordable Housing Committee, 
through a process administered by the dukes County Regional Housing Authority. The dCRHA certifies 
persons who earn 80% or less of the mean regional income.

or persons employed full-time on Martha's Vineyard during the summer season and who provide verifying 
documentation of employment. (see subsection 4.4-4.)

maximum rental rates

Affordable Rental Rates for the Accessory Apartments are set each year by the WT AHC with help from the 
dCRHA using us Hud data. examples of a recent year's rental rates are here.

https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/sites/westtisburyma/files/uploads/zba-bylaws-092816_0.pdf


ReseARCH
West tisBury ZoninG BylaWs 

Find out which district you are in. AA's are only permitable in the Ru, Vd and MB districts. And each 
district has different zoning rules. Find out your district at Town Hall or on the gIs map. Knowing your 
district, check the WT Zoning Bylaws section 4.2 for setback, height and other restrictions. This limits the 
location of all new construction, although sometimes exceptions can be made by the Planning Board.

other parts of the Town Bylaws apply to the design and appearance of any built structures, either because 
of dimensional and setback restrictions (Article IV,) special overlay districts (e.g. the historic district or 
roads district, Article VI) or other aspects, (e.g. section 8.2: Parking.) get help with this at Town Hall or at 
the Town's website. or talk to your designer or contractor.

other property restriCtions

From your records determine if there are easement restrictions, subdivision bylaws, road association re-
quirements or covenants or deed restrictions from previous permitting or conditions of sale.

Not sure if your property is in a subdivision? Check with the WT Planning Board Administrator.

To check for deed restrictions and easements you can search the records of the dukes County Registry of 
deeds. Although they have a searchable web database, it's not fully cross-referenced. It's best to call them or 
visit their office in edgartown.

The WT Building department may have documentation about previous permitting conditions issued for 
your property. Visit them in Town Hall to look at your property's file.

https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/bylaws
https://www.axisgis.com/West_TisburyMA/
https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/


eVALuATe
In addition to Zoning Bylaw constraints, there are limits specific to your property's existing conditions. 
evaluate your site's septic system, water supply and utilities, as well as the buildings, topography and 
landscaping. use our site evaluation checklist to review your site's potential.

septiC system: Check that your system was designed for the total number of bedrooms you will have 
with the new AA. does the existing system meet Title V requirements? Remember that the West Tisbury 
Board of Health may count some existing rooms as potential bedrooms in their assessment of the capacity 
of your system. Where is it located? Your septic system design may be on file with the Board of Health at 
Town Hall and the health agent can answer some of your questions.

existinG Well: Where is it on your property? Can it provide sufficient water for an additional 
bathroom and kitchen? Where is the pressure tank/connection point for a water line? There may be 
information on your septic system design, or with the Board of Health.

utilities: Locate where electric, telephone and cable lines come on to the property and where they enter 
your home. Are there propane or oil tanks buried or above-ground in crucial spots? does it make sense to 
share utilities or install new services?

evaluating your site's attributes means considering many factors. They will impact the budget and 
the design of your accessory apartment. get help with site and landscape design from your building 
professional. 

existinG BuildinGs: Are any of the existing buildings capable of having an Accessory Apartment? 
Perhaps the second floor of a garage or a wing on the main house? Are they in good condition? Could an AA 
be attached to an existing building? Is there enough room for a detached AA between existing buildings, 
setbacks and other property attributes?

Water: streams, ponds wetlands, shore land, beach or marshes on or near your property affect the 
available buildable land both practically and legally. The WT Conservation Commission can help you 
understand water related issues for your property. You can also check the Bylaws and the Mass deP 
website.

landsCape: do you have a favorite tree, a vegetable garden, boat storage or other features on your site 
that you want to preserve? do you have views or paths that you wish to keep open? do you have private 
areas or quiet areas that you would like to protect? How you answer these types of questions influences 
where an AA can be added and may have a great impact on if and how the AA can be built.

parkinG: Check to see if you have room for additional parking, including room to turn around. Make 
sure the path from the parking to the AA is reasonable but not disruptive.

https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/bylaws
https://aapwt.org/s/3-AAPWT-IHT-Site-Eval-Checklist.pdf
https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/conservation-commission


desIgN
designing a living space is a process of starting with a concept, then developing and refining it.  Whether 
you are imagining a detached cottage, an above-garage apartment, or a basement walk-out, begin with a 
rough idea and start fleshing it out.  Keep in mind the limitations you've researched.  If you can make a 
rough sketch, decide on the size and location, and choose some of the interior and exterior materials, you 
may be able to get a rough estimate from a builder.

even small projects can be complicated, so hiring a design professional can really help.  designers and 
architects have experience and training to create designs that are beautiful, intelligent and practical.  
good drawings clearly illustrate the design, making sure you are getting what you need, while making the 
construction process go more smoothly.  Many building projects require professional drawings and surveys 
for the permitting process.

Island Housing Trust has design and permit drawings for a small, freestanding cottage.  You can adjust it 
for your location and use it for no or little cost for an affordable-rent apartment.  see more images at our 
website.  The AAPWT is seeking for more pro-bono designs, so check back at our website.  

See more images at our website
See more images at our website
https://aapwt.org/resources/


esTIMATe
To build your accessory apartment, one of the most important tools is money.  The feasibility of your design 
depends upon the initial development costs, (hard and soft,) operating costs and the potential revenue.

development hard costs are the costs of actual construction and sitework charged by contractors and 
tradespeople.  Permit fees and surveys are also part of hard costs.  examples of construction budgets are 
at our website.  The dollar amounts are hypothetical, but the categories of costs are useful for developing 
your estimate.  of course the best method for figuring construction costs is to talk to your builder.  For 
information about Building Permit, ZBA and other fees, go to the Town's website.

soft costs include expenses not directly part of construction, such as design, engineering, financial or 
legal fees.  If you are considering taking out a loan to develop your accessory apartment, local banks have 
many financing options, including refinancing your mortgage or home equity loans.  AAPWT has made a 
snapshot guide of different types of loans offered by local banks.

Hard and soft costs can vary widely depending on the size and complexity of the design.  Renovations to an 
existing space can be relatively low (e.g. $10,000) while a custom-built, independent cottage can be quite 
costly, (e.g. $175,000.)  Modular cottages can be a cost-effective solution, if there is good access to the site.  

operating costs include taxes, insurance, repairs and maintenance costs and servicing the construction 
loan, if one was used.  Revenue is the rental income.  The West Tisbury Accessory apartment Bylaws limit 
the amount of rent that can be charged.  The rates are set by the us department of Housing and urban 
development, (Hud.)  These amounts are updated each year.  In 2018, the maximum allowable rent for a 1 
bedroom apartment, with utilities provided, was $1,348 per month.  For more information about rent limits 
for affordable housing, go to the dCRHA website.

ultimately a homeowner considering building an accessory apartment must calculate estimated costs and 
revenue and make sure the project can meet their financial goals.  For examples of  Accessory Apartment 
financial feasibility calculations, please check the AAPWT website resource page.
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BegIN
Find a Builder and Get your permit
Creating a new living space on your property is a complex process and it may be best to get expert help.  
good general contractors have expertise, skill and working relationships with tradespeople.  They also have 
liability insurance, worker's compensation insurance, safety training and licenses.  

Reputation is a good guide for choosing a contractor.  Ask your friends and neighbors for recommendations.  
Interview and get estimates from at least three builders.  Call the references they give you and try to see 
examples of their work.

Through your research into the WT Accessory Apartment Bylaws you've seen there are many boards 
and departments involved with obtaining a building permit.  The WT Building Permit application has 
a checklist to help you get all the necessary sign-offs.  You will need good quality drawings, structural 
information, energy code compliance forms and materials schedules to submit with your application 
form, along with proof of insurance and the permit fee.  At a minimum you will need the Zoning Board's 
approval, a Building Permit and an agreement with the WT Affordable Housing Committee before you 
can start building.  Fee amounts for the various applications and permits are on the Town of West Tisbury 
website.  Agents and administrators in Town Hall can help you with questions.

BeGin rentinG
The need for affordable, year-round housing on Martha's Vineyard is immense.  When your accessory 
apartment is ready, it will be easy to find a tenant.  The dukes County Regional Housing Authority will 
verify the income of your potential tenant and certify them for your affordable accessory apartment. 
Property owners are free to rent, or not to rent, to whomever they choose, as long as they are not 
discriminatory.

Mass.gov has information about landlords' and tenants' rights and responsibilities.  Fannie Mae offers a 
book online, Becoming a Landlord, that gives in-depth advise.  Check the resource page on our website.  We 
may be able to refer you to local help.

The key to having a problem-free, enjoyable relationship with your tenant is clear communication and 
careful selection.  Before accepting inquiries you should consider what you are looking for in a tenant.  
Write down what you are offering and what is expected.  Are pets allowed?  Are you sharing facilities like 
laundry, storage or yard space?  Clarify these issues in your interviews with potential renters.  Call and meet 
their references.

Finally, for your protection and your tenant's, you should have a good, written lease.

https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/building-department/pages/forms-documents-downloads
https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/building-department/pages/forms-documents-downloads
https://www.westtisbury-ma.gov/building-department/pages/forms-documents-downloads
https://housingauthoritymarthasvineyard.org
Mass.gov
http://www.mass.gov/renting-in-massachusetts
https://aapwt.org/resources/


LeT us HeLP!
The Accessory Apartment Program of West Tisbury seeks to increase affordable housing in West 
Tisbury that suits the character and scale of our town.  Accessory apartments will provide housing for 
members of our community and additional income for homeowners.  Let's work together!

key ContaCts:

The Accessory Apartment Program of West Tisbury
Visit our resource page:
www.aapWT.org 

West Tisbury Affordable Housing Committee 
Administrator: Rhonda Conley
(508) 696-0100 ext. 121 (Voice Mail only)
office hours: Thursdays 8:30-10:30
affordhouse@westtisbury-ma.gov
Chair: Larry schubert

West Tisbury Building and Zoning Inspector  
Joseph K. Tierney
(508) 696-0113
office hours: M-F 8:30-3:30
inspect@westtisbury-ma.gov

West Tisbury Zoning Board of Appeals  
Board Administrator: Pam Thors
(508) 696-0107
office hours: M-F 9:30- 4:30
Chair: Nancy Cole

aapwt.org

The AAPWT is a partnership between the Town of West Tisbury and the Island Housing Trust.
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