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ROOMMATES & OCCUPANCY
Managing the challenges

Roommates are a constant concern in rental properties. People will frequently rent a unit
together to be able to rent in a more desireable neighborhood or get extra room that
they otherwise would not be able to afford on their own. In other situations, students will
frequently rent a large house and have many roommates to keep rent lower and have
more space to live in than a dormitory or a small apartment.
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Existing tenants may also want to move-in their family or friends to share rent or help
out. This can present screening problems, increased utilities, and occupancy questions.
One of the advantages of having multiple people is that there is a collective
responsibility; you can approach more people if the rent is not paid. There may also be
a responsible party in charge to help make sure that rent is paid and that the rental is
cared for properly. Often, someone will elect for this role or you may request it. However, this
can also multiply any problems.

 XADDING A R O O M M ATE TO A N E XI STI NG L E AS E
Frequently, roommates will come and go. This doesn’t always happen during lease renewal. However,
thanks to the RHAWA’s forms you can use the Roommate Addendum to quickly add or remove someone
to the lease. It is important that you approve any and all changes in tenancy.

NEED HELP?
Contact our Resource Specialists at:
resourcedesk@RHAwa.org

Many people are confused about the security deposit. Security deposits stay with the property. The new
roommate should pay the vacating roommate for inheriting their share of the deposit, but that is something
that the roommates must work out among themselves.

 XSCREEN I N G R O O M MATE S
RHAWA recommends screening everyone over 18 years of age, which means all roommates in most situations. Each roommate should fill out an application
and turn in a completed application to you. Then screen all of the roommates through the normal screening process. Not all roommates may qualify for your
specific criteria. You can add them as authorized occupants. They will have the privilege of living there, with the consent of the signed tenant who is living
in the rental, with more protection for the landlord. It is up to you whether you rent to them or not. A landlord may refuse to allow changes in occupancy but
approval of a new roommate must be based on the usual screening critieria.

 XEND OF LE AS E
At the end of the lease, it is a best practice to return the deposit in the form of a check, made out to all the roommates on the lease and for the roommates to
distribute the funds. Don’t forget to go through the move-out checklist with all parties to evaluate any problems or damage to the rental.
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 XOCCUPAN C Y S TAN DA R DS
Multiple occupants of a rental may cause occupancy standards. The most well known rule for occupancy is 2+1 per bedroom in the rental.
Occupancy can be a fair housing issue due to familial status discrimination. It’s important to establish your occupancy standards and to ask applicants how
many people will be occupying the rental. Civil rights agencies work to protect the civil rights of families with children. They also have a responsibility to
assist housing providers to make reasonable business decisions which are in compliance with fair housing laws.
Measure
Get out the measuring tape and measure the rooms in your rental units – specifically the dimensions for each bedroom, living room, extra room, library,
den, home office, or other room that can be used as a “sleeping space”. It helps to develop a floor plan that clearly illustrates the size and configuration
of the unit.
Look into Local Codes
Find out which local zoning or building occupancy limitations apply to your unit, house, apartment complex or community. Apply this occupancy guideline to your units based on each unit’s specific size and configuration – the resulting number of occupants the applicable guideline allows is the basis for
your occupancy standard.
Be prepared to justify your occupancy standard
If there are issues such as the age or condition of your dwelling and its accompanying systems (sewer, septic, electric, water, etc.) which require a more
restrictive occupancy standard, be prepared to establish a clear relationship between the business-related factor and the occupancy standard. For example, if
a septic system has a limited capacity, be prepared to substantiate that factor by a statement from someone capable of making that determination. Also, be
prepared to show whether you looked at other ways to address a limited septic system that do not require a restrictive occupancy standard such as installing
water-saving devices or more frequent pumping of the system.

King County Occupancy Code
King County Ordinance 12560, as amended, states that dwelling units
must have not less than 120 square feet of floor area, sleeping areas must
have a minimum of 70 square feet, with an additional 50 square feet for
each occupant in excess of two. Efficiency apartments must have a living
room that is at least 220 square feet, and an additional 100 square feet
for each occupant in excess of two. This code is enforced by the King
Department of Development and Environmental Services and applies to
housing in unincorporated King County.

City of Tacoma Occupancy Code
Tacoma’s Minimum Building and Structures Code, Chapter 2.01,
2.01.070 Minimum building requirements, states:
For single family dwellings and duplexes, the maximum number of
residents of each dwelling unit shall not exceed the gross area divided by
300, rounded to the nearest whole number. Bedrooms will accommodate
two persons with a minimum size of 70 square feet, with no dimension
being less than 7 feet. An additional 50 square feet shall be provided for
each person in excess of two.
For multiple family dwellings buildings with three or more units, the
maximum number of residents of each dwelling unit shall not exceed
the gross area divided by 200, rounded to the nearest whole number.
Bedrooms will accommodate two persons with a minimum size of 70
square feet, with no dimension being less than 7 feet. An additional 50
square feet shall be provided for each person in excess of two. Children
less than one year of age shall not be considered in applying the above
provisions.

City of Seattle Occupancy Code
A. Every dwelling unit shall have at least one habitable room which
shall have not less than one hundred twenty (120) square feet of floor
area.
B. No habitable room except a kitchen may be less than seven feet in
any floor dimension.
C. Every room used for sleeping purposes, including an SRO unit,
shall have not less than seventy (70) square feet of floor area. Every
room, except an SRO unit, which is used for both cooking and living
or both living and sleeping quarters shall have a floor area of not
less than one hundred thirty (130) square feet if used or intended to
be used by only one occupant, or of not less than one hundred fifty
(150) square feet if used or intended to be used by two occupants.
Where more than two persons occupy a room used for sleeping
purposes, the required floor area shall be increased at the rate of fifty
(50) square feet for each occupant in excess of two.
D. In a dormitory, minimum floor area shall be sixty (60) square feet
per single or double bunk, and aisles not less than three feet in width
shall be provided between the sides of bunks and from every bunk
to an exit. The requirements of this subparagraph shall not apply to
SRO units.
E. The required floor area square footage of all dwelling units,
dormitories, and SRO units shall not include built-in equipment
which extends from the floor to thirty inches (30”) above the floor,
including but not limited to wardrobes, cabinets, and kitchen sinks or
appliances.
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