
General Sustainability Design 
Guidelines

*Please note: our preferred site planners are capable of assisting with guiding 
you in sustainability or energy consumption strategies. They are also capable of 
creating a high-performance site plan. additional fees may apply depending on 

scope of work.

1. The environmental performance of small structures such as accessory dwelling units 
are highly dependent on a few simple design choices that greatly improve general energy 
consumption and costs over the lifetime of the structure.

2.environmental factors that affect energy and utility bills in southern Arizona are: 
a. Solar access in winter & shade in summer
b. On-site rainwater harvesting 
c. On-site graywater system

3. Cooling costs in warmer months are minimized due to a few simple design choices:
a. Orient the building so that the long elevations are facing north and south, and the 
short elevations are facing east and west.
b. Shade the east and west elevations of the building with tall trees and/or trellises.
c. Shade the south elevation of the building with an overhang, porch, shade sail, or other 
overhead shading device designed to maximize shading during the hot summer months, 
and to allow for direct solar access during the cold winter months.

4. Heating costs in the winter are minimized due to a few simple design choices:
a. Allow sunlight to enter south-facing windows by keeping overhead shading devices 
within 6' of the building elevation or removing shading device(s) in winter.
b. Plant trees to southeast and southwest of structure, but not directly south, as this 
will prevent sunlight from heating structure in winter, and prevent solar panels from 
capturing maximum sunlight.                                                                                                                       
C. specify trees that lose their leaves in the winter and allow sunlight and warmth to 
enter the home.

5. Mechanical cooling and heating costs can be further diminished by choosing energy-
efficient mini-splits/heat pumps, and using dual pane low-e windows on all north, 
south, west, and east facades.

6. Site plan design is not included in the adu model building plans. site plan design, 



including vegetation and water management, are critical to a high-performing and low-
consumption structure.

Drought-tolerant and native vegetation species thrive in southern arizona's heat, 
sun, and water conditions. resources for native plant purchase and design can be 
found throughout Tucson and online, including:

Observe the existing primary structure on the site to provide much of the 
information needed to plan a high- performing site design for the accessory 
dwelling unit. take note of areas of shade, vegetation, excessive heat, excessive cool, 
water pooling, water draining, solar exposure, etc. observe what works well and 
not so well that contribute to a nice and accommodating outdoor environment, and 
observe how sun and shade affect interior environments
If you need further assistance to draw a site plan, please contact the Urban Infill 
Project. an additional fee applies.

High-performance site plan resources for building sites in 
Southern Arizona​
Watershed management group
Sonoran institute
rainwater harvesting for drylands & beyond
Dunbar/spring Neighborhood Foresters​

Tucson Clean and Beautiful's Trees for Tucson Initiative
Desert Survivors
Spadefoot nursery

https://www.infillproject.com/#:~:text=Send-,info%40infillproject.com,-520%2D222%2D6195
https://www.infillproject.com/#:~:text=Send-,info%40infillproject.com,-520%2D222%2D6195
https://www.infillproject.com/#:~:text=Send-,info%40infillproject.com,-520%2D222%2D6195
https://watershedmg.org/
https://sonoraninstitute.org/card/gws/
https://www.harvestingrainwater.com/
https://dunbarspringneighborhoodforesters.org/
https://tucsoncleanandbeautiful.org/trees-for-tucson/
https://desertsurvivors.org/
https://www.spadefootnursery.com/

