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C o m m i t t e e   o f   t h e   W h o l e   R e p o r t 
 

Date: March 10, 2005 

To: Mayor and Council 

From: 
Wendy Zink, Manager, Community 
Development Division 
Brian Sikstrom, Senior Planner, Planning 
Division 

Department: Parks, Recreation & Community Development 
Planning & Development 

Subject: Expansion of Secondary Suite Policy in the City 
of Victoria  

 
 
1.0 Executive Summary:   
 
The City’s 2004 Corporate Strategic Plan identified expansion of secondary suites as a key 
component of a comprehensive housing strategy for Victoria.  It was seen as one way to ensure an 
adequate supply of safe and affordable housing options for residents.  It is also a major 
recommendation of the Regional Housing Affordability Strategy. 
 
There is a strong rationale for permitting secondary suites in all single family dwellings city-wide.  
This would meet the objective of increasing opportunities for affordability and social sustainability as 
well as the other benefits outlined in the report.  At the same time, attention must be paid to the 
potential impacts of such a change, especially the parking and services impacts.  Consequently, 
staff recommend a gradual approach be adopted by extending the Gonazles R1-G privileges across 
the City to single family dwellings in the R1-B, R1-A and R-2 land use zones.  
 
A communication plan will be implemented, including holding an open house,  to ensure the public 
understands this approach to secondary suites in the City of Victoria - the extension of the 
conditions and standards outlined in the Gonzales neighbourhood across the City in the R1-B, R1-A 
and R-2 zoned areas of the City. 

 
This report does not deal with aspects of managing illegal suites and enforcement procedures to 
deal with them.  It does recommend that Council receive a separate report from the Director of 
Planning on this issue. 

 
2.0 Recommendations on Permitting Secondary Suites:   
 
2.1 That the regulations governing  Secondary Suites in single family dwellings in the  Gonzales 

neighbourhood be extended to single family dwellings in the R1-B, R1-A and R-2 zones in the 
city as a whole. Note: These regulations permit Secondary Suites in single family dwellings of 
any age without requiring on-site parking for the Secondary Suite (subject to meeting building 
code, health and safety requirements). These regulations also permit Secondary Suites in new 
single family dwellings. 
 

2.2 That the City Solicitor be instructed to prepare the necessary bylaw amendments as outlined in 
Table 1 of the zoning section. 
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2.3 That all owners of  single family dwellings with secondary suites be required to pay an annual 
business license fee of $100.00, and that there be a consequential amendment to the Business 
License Bylaw imposing a licensing requirement and fee for all residential rentals and 
conversions.  
  

2.4 That an open house be held on extending the Gonzales neighbourhood secondary suites 
regulations to the rest of the City to provide information on its proposed zoning changes and 
obtain comments and feedback from citizens. 
 

2.5 That Council endorse the attached communication plan. 
 
 
3.0  RECOMMENDATIONS RE ILLEGAL SUITES 
 
3.1 That the Director of Planning be requested to develop a series of recommendations to manage 

suites that have been constructed or altered without requisite permits and are not located in 
appropriate land use zones.  

 
3.2 That, in the interim, the City of Victoria continue to enforce against suites in accordance with 

existing policy. 
 

 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
Wendy Zink,  
Manager 
Community Development 
Division 
 

Brian Sikstrom,  
Senior Planner 
Planning Division 

 

 
 
 
 
Donna Atkinson, Director 
Parks, Recreation & Community 
Development 

Jack Basey, Director 
Planning & Development 
Department 
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Background Information on Secondary Suits  
 
The City of Victoria was one of the first cities in BC to permit conversion of houses to suites, e.g. 
Rockland.  Currently secondary suites are permitted in pre-1970 houses, provided they can meet 
building code and zoning requirements with respect to exterior changes and parking.  The City has 
over 3,400 legal suites of various types in houses, approximately 10% of its housing stock. 
 
The definition of a secondary suite is as follows: 
A Secondary Suite is a particular type of suite that is permitted in a single-family dwelling. The suite 
can be up to 90 m2 (968 ft2) or 40% of the house floor area. A secondary suite is a rental suite. It 
cannot be strata-titled.  Safety and construction aspects of a secondary suite are regulated through 
special provisions in the building code designed to encourage and permit these suites but maintain 
safety. (Areas where suites have special provisions include ceiling height, fire separation, and sound 
control).   
 
 
Benefits of Secondary Suites  
 
The 2004 Corporate Strategic Plan recommends expansion of secondary suites throughout the City.  
Reasons for expanding secondary suites include:  
• Enhancing the City’s ability to provide for low or modest income renters as well as assisting with 

home ownership; 
• Providing for moderate intensification within the context of existing housing stock and existing 

neighbourhoods, in a manner fully consistent with the City’s housing objectives; 
• promoting more sustainable communities by making more efficient use of existing land and 

services and providing densities which support transit;  
• providing ground-oriented housing, the preferred housing form in Victoria, especially for families;  
• generally providing more housing choice and the opportunity to age in place; 
• increasing property taxes; 
• contributing to neighbourhood stability; 
• providing the potential to legalize illegal suites; and 
• encouraging owner upkeep and result in improved maintenance. 

 
Staff note there appears to be increased community support for secondary suites.  This is evidenced 
by the Advisory Housing Committee recommendation and results of the Burnside Gorge Community 
Association’s community development and community consultation process, which occurred over 
2004.   
 
Burnside Gorge Community Association, through funding from the Supporting Communities 
Partnership Initiative (SCPI), organized two workshops on secondary suites (May and October, 2004) 
with the assistance of the City of Victoria and Community Association Network (CAN).  The May 
workshop, hosted by CAN, focused on the legalization of secondary suites and the October workshop 
focused on how to build a secondary suite.   (See attached report from Burnside Gorge Community 
Association).    
 
 
In January, 2004 the Advisory Housing Committee submitted a report to Council reviewing various 
options and priorities that Council should pursue to provide and increase housing opportunities in 
Victoria.  Secondary suites were identified as providing rental housing at various levels of affordability 
and the Committee recommended the following for Council’s consideration: 
 
1. the City of Victoria legally permit all single family dwelling zones within the entire City of Victoria to 

have one secondary suite; 
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2. all single family zoning categories within the City of Victoria be changed to show a secondary suite 
as a permitted use; 

3. the same front yard parking standards to apply as in the Gonzales Plan; 
4. one secondary suite be permitted per single family dwelling; 
5. the single family dwelling be owner occupied.* 
 
* Note:  There is no civic authority to enforce owner-occupancy. 
 
Zoning 
 
a) Current Zoning Regulations Permitting Conversions 
 
• Secondary suites and other types of suites (houses with suites are called “conversions”) are 

permitted in Victoria’s R1-B, Single Family Dwelling District and R1-A, Rockland Single Family 
District and R-2, Two Family Dwelling District areas. Note: Victoria has maintained much of its 
older and heritage housing by allowing houses to be converted to suites.  

• To be eligible for conversion to a secondary suite, a house has to be sufficiently large - (a 
minimum of 150 m2 / 1614 ft2) and it has to have been built before 1970. On-site parking is 
required for each suite. Only limited exterior changes are permitted to ensure the house 
maintains its existing character and appearance. The building code and other City building 
bylaws have to be met as well for an owner to be entitled to convert a house to a suite or suites. 
 

b)  Proposed Zoning Regulations to Permit Secondary Suites 
 
• The proposal is to extend the Secondary Suite zoning regulations in the Gonzales 

neighbourhood to single family dwellings in R1-B, R1-A  and R-2 zoned areas in the city as 
whole. The Gonzales zoning regulations, adopted by City Council in 2003, permit a secondary 
suite in houses of any age, not just pre-1970, with no on-site parking required for the suite. 
Other regulations regarding minimum house size and minimal exterior changes are, however, 
maintained.  

 
Table 1: Existing and Proposed Secondary Suites Regulations in the R1-B and R1-A Zones 
 

  
Existing R1-B, R1-A, 
and R-2 Zoning 
Regulations 

 
Proposed  R1-B, 
R1-A and R2 
Zoning 
Amendments  

 
Rationale  

 
Secondary 
Suites 
 

Secondary Suites are 
permitted in single family 
dwellings built before 
1970 provided the house 
is sufficiently large, no 
significant exterior 
changes are made and 
sufficient on-site parking 
is provided. 
 
 

Remove the 
building age 
requirement for 
secondary suites.  
 
Remove the on-site 
parking 
requirement for a 
“secondary suite”. 

Secondary Suites in houses are 
seen as one way of providing 
more affordable 
accommodation in the 
neighbourhood while 
maintaining its single family 
look. 
The removal of an on-site 
parking requirement for a 
Secondary Suite is warranted 
given residents of these suites 
are less likely to own a vehicle.  
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Impact of Proposed Zoning Regulation Changes 
 
It isn’t clear whether permitting secondary suites in single family dwellings in R1-B,  R1-A and R-2 
zoned areas within the city will result in owners coming forward to legalize suites.  However, allowing 
for suites and reducing the costs of legalization is likely to increase the number of legal suites and 
gradually improve the minimum safety standards and quality of suites over time.  Furthermore, 
permitting suites in new single family dwellings in those same zones may also add to the supply and 
ensure safety and quality standards are addressed from the outset.  Approximately 9,400 properties 
across the R1-B, R1-A and R2 zones will be affected. 
 
Illegal suites, even in areas that will allow for suites, are expected to continue primarily because of 
financial considerations such as: 
• additional costs of upgrading to meet building safety standards may be viewed as unrecoverable 

by the owner who is just able to finance ownership or as sufficient to negate the financial benefit 
of renting the suite. 

• legalizing a suite has other cost implications including reporting rental income for income tax 
purposes, possibility of increased property assessment, annual fees. 

 
 
Licensing 
 
Staff recommend that all owners of dwellings with legal suites pay an annual business license fee.  A 
fee for legal secondary suites will need to be established; $100 is the suggested fee.  This would be an 
annual license fee with no registration fee.  However, this fee structure would require an amendment 
to the Business License Bylaw imposing a licensing requirement.  Consequently, staff also 
recommend that a fee structure be considered for all residential rentals and conversions.   
 
Staff Analysis of Potential Impacts 
 
Staff in the Planning & Development and Engineering Departments were consulted in the preparation 
of this report.  Their comments were received and considered.  These include:   
 
• Concern that the current level of services with respect to water supply and sewer collection may 

not be adequate to support an increase in density beyond the current zoning.  Unfortunately the 
resources do not exist to conduct an engineering review to determine the long term implications. 
 

• Concern that permitting secondary suites without requiring on-site parking could lead to parking 
issues where there are already pressures on street parking from adjacent land uses (eg high 
density residential or commercial developments).  This was not considered to be an issue in 
Gonazles as it does not have that type of land use in the neighbourhood.  However, this may not 
apply in other neighbourhoods.   
 

• As there have only been 9 applications for suites since the Gonzales plan was approved, the over 
all impact to street parking there has been minimal.  If there were a large number of applications 
in an area, the City may receive complains about the lack of available street parking that would 
probably lead to demands for on-street parking restrictions, permit systems or other administration 
heavy solutions. 
 

• To avoid the significant on-street impact, a parking space should be provided for both the main 
residence and for the secondary suite (a total of two stalls per property).  Stacked parking stalls 
and/or front yard parking would be acceptable.  
 

• Costs, such as business license or service provision fees, may be passed on to tenants,  impact 
affordability and discourage application for secondary suites. 
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• Business licenses and service provision fees may add to administrative work of the City if there 
are no means to recover some of these costs.  
 

• Fully support some form of legalization of existing illegal suites, as this has been an outstanding 
item for many years, as well as business licensing and a service fee. 
 

• Support addressing the creation of new secondary suites and legalization of illegal suites 
simultaneously as separating these issues would be short-sighted. 
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COMMUNICATION PLAN 
 

1. SUBJECT:  
Expansion of Secondary Suite Policy in the City of Victoria. 
 

2. PURPOSE: 
To inform stakeholders about the proposed changes to the Secondary Suite Policy. 
 

3. BACKGROUND: 
• City of Victoria 2004 Corporate Strategic Plan identified expansion of the Secondary Suite 

Policy as a key component of a comprehensive housing strategy for Victoria. 
• Secondary suites identified as a major recommendation of the CRD’s Regional Housing 

Affordability Strategy  
• City of Victoria’s Advisory Housing Committee recommended Council address revisions to the 

existing Secondary Suite Policy, January 2004. 
• Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan, adopted in March 2003, incorporated two innovative housing 

recommendations into the new neighbourhood zoning: 
a)   permit secondary suites in single family dwellings (SFD) subject to meeting building code  
      and other zoning requirements 
b)   not require an extra parking space for a secondary suite 

• Nine secondary suites have been constructed in Gonzales since the plan was implemented 
• 2001 census data shows 8,715 detached SFD’s and 2,315 duplexes in Victoria.  Most 

duplexes are the result of SFD conversions.   
• There are approximately 350 illegal suite enforcement files in Bylaw Enforcement and some 

files have multiple illegal suites. 
• A total of 9,478 properties will be affected under the proposed zoning changes, broken out as 

follows: 
i. R1-B 6,276 properties 
ii. R1-A    516 properties 
iii. R-2 2,480 properties 
iv. R1-G 1,206 properties 

 
4. OBJECTIVES: 

• To inform the general public, Victoria homebuilders and homeowners of the proposed changes 
to the Secondary Suite Policy.  

• To educate stakeholders about the impacts of proposed changes. 
• To gain public support for the proposed changes. 

 
5. AUDIENCES: 

• Residential property owners including those whose property currently contains a secondary 
suite 

• Neighbourhood Associations 
• Community Association Network (CAN) 
• Canadian Homebuilders Association – Victoria (CHBA) 
• Rental Owners & Managers Association (ROMA) 
• Urban Development Institute (UDI) Victoria 
• Housing Affordability Partnership (HAP) 
• CRD and municipalities surrounding Victoria 
• Council and City staff 
• Housing Advisory Committee 
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6. KEY MESSAGES: 

• Expansion of the Secondary Suite zoning from the Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan to the rest 
of the City. 

• Expansion of the Secondary Suite Policy is one way to ensure an increased supply of safe  
housing 

• It increases opportunities for affordability 
• It assists  in preserving and maintaining housing stock 
• The annual license fee proposed for all legal suites is in accordance with the existing fee 

structure in the Business License Bylaw ($5/room or $10 for a bachelor, $15 for a one 
bedroom, $20 for a two bedroom). 

• To be fair, a fee structure will be considered for all residential rentals and conversions. 
 

7. STRATEGIES: 
• Committee of the Whole Report  March 17/05 
• Media Release/ Media Interviews   March 17/05 
• Letter informing Neighbourhood Associations,  

ROMA, CHBA, HAP, CRD and municipalities     March 21/05 
• Post on City’s Website “What’s New”  March 17/05 
• Open House       April / May 05 
• Report back to Committee of the Whole - Following Open House – May 05 
• Public Hearing – Summer 2005 (date to be determined) 
• Meeting with audiences/stakeholders – as required and requested 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


