
  

Executive Summary 
 
 
1. Project Background  
 

The City’s 2004 Corporate Strategic Plan identified expansion of secondary suites as a 
way to ensure an adequate supply of safe, affordable housing for residents. To address 
this priority, the City identified the possible expansion of the Gonzales zoning regulations, 
(adopted in 2003), to single family dwellings in the R1-B, R1-A, and R-2 zones. Expansion 
of the policy was supported by the Housing Advisory Committee, in a March 10, 2005 staff 
report, and at the March 23, 2005 Committee of the Whole meeting. Subsequently, a 
number of consultations took place to solicit community input, including an Open House in 
June, 2005.   
 
The purpose of this project was to: review public feedback from the previous consultations; 
solicit input to identify and refine issues from a variety of individuals/ constituencies of 
interest using focus groups; undertake research/ investigation in response to the issues 
identified, including a review of other municipalities’ experience; and identify options and 
solutions. Following submission of a response to the RFP and an interview with City staff, 
Urban Aspects Consulting Group was selected to undertake the project.  
 

2. Approach 
 

Activities undertaken included: meetings with City Staff, a review of public input from the 
Open House; a request to CALUC members for input, interviews with several key 
stakeholders; organization of the focus groups; preparation of a Secondary Suites 
Backgrounder, facilitation of four focus groups; and facilitation of a staff working session.  
  
The focus groups were held at City Hall, on March 6th, 7th, and 13th in the evening. Some 
50 invitations were extended, with 34 individuals attending (including community/ 
neighbourhood associations, realtors, designers, CMHC, Rental Owners and Managers, 
members of the City Advisory Planning Committee, members of the City Housing Advisory 
Committee, builders, HAP, UDI, CRD Regional Planning, Gonzales residents involved in 
the development of the Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan, and individuals who attended the 
Open House and indicated an interest in continued involvement. Two neighbourhood/ 
community associations did not participate: Downtown (who declined because they did not 
feel the issue was particularly relevant to their area) and North Park (who, despite 
numerous attempts to contact them, did not respond). 
 
The Secondary Suites Backgrounder, sent to all focus group participants, provided 
information on current City of Victoria secondary suite practices, examples of how other 
jurisdictions deal with various secondary suite issues, and the findings from a number of 
reports and studies, and information gathered from the interviews. 
 

3. Summary of the Consultations/ Options and Solutions / Recommended 
Actions  

 
A brief summary of the main points raised in the focus groups and staff working session, 
supplemented by information from the literature and practices and policies used by other 
municipalities is presented below. A number of options and solutions for dealing with the 
proposed expanded secondary suite policy have also been identified.  
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For the options identified, in every case there is a possible ‘do nothing’ option, in some 
cases there are a variety of other possible approaches, often linked one with another. In 
deciding how to proceed, it would be possible to ‘do nothing’ or, alternatively, select 
actions from amongst the options and solutions. 

 
■ Parking 
The proposed removal of the parking regulation was not a highly contentious issue in the 
focus groups – on-street parking is already occurring and there were a number of identified 
benefits (e.g. protection of green space and improved opportunities for creating more 
suites and legal suites). Most felt that the benefits of removing the on-site parking 
regulation outweighed the costs and its removal was not a significant problem. Concerns 
about removing the on-site parking regulation most often focused on the possible impact of 
more on-street parking on streets that are already ‘parked-up’.  

 
 Options and Solutions 

(a) Retain the current on-site secondary suite parking requirement, i.e. one on-site 
space per lot.  

(b) Extend the Gonzales parking requirement to all R1-B, R1-A, and R-2 zones, i.e. 
remove the on-site parking requirement and permit parking on the street.   

(c) Monitor the impact of removing the parking requirement and, as is the usual 
practice, consider implementing measures (e.g. on-street parking regulations) to 
address unwanted or problematic impacts where they arise.  

 
 Recommended Action 

•  Implement Options (b) and (c). 
 

■ Dwelling Unit Age  
 

Removal of the dwelling unit age regulation (which would affect about 10% of the City’s 
single family housing stock) was the most contentious issue in the focus groups, 
particularly amongst some community/ neighbourhood association representatives. The 
concern most often expressed was that removal could result in an increase in the 
demolition of older (more affordable) housing stock and its replacement with larger houses 
that do not ‘fit’ into the existing neighbourhood and are less affordable than smaller older 
houses. Most practitioners/ professionals in the field, however, believe that “the incentive 
for tearing down comes from the value of the land, not secondary suites” and that  
demolition is “more about the unbuilt capacity in the zoning bylaw than about secondary 
suites”. 
 
It was generally acknowledged that, although secondary suites are not a permitted use in 
new houses, new houses are being constructed with suites anyway. Over the last two and 
a half years, 47 demolitions of single family houses have taken place throughout the City – 
most commonly (half) in James Bay and Fairfield and 1, 2, or 4 in other neighbourhoods. 
About half of the demolitions were replaced with duplexes, 18 with single family houses, 3 
with single family houses with secondary suites, and the remainder with multiple units.  
 
Allied to the concerns expressed about the possibility of increased demolition was the 
design of the replacement house, particularly where houses are built to the maximum 
capacity allowed under the Zoning Bylaw. It was noted that regulations governing the size 
of houses in the Zoning Bylaw have been periodically changed, including in Gonzales 
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when the new secondary suite regulations were implemented. There was also discussion 
of how other regulations (e.g. window locations, ceiling heights, sound separation, and 
exterior front façades) affect the ability to create/ renovate suites in existing houses, and 
the possibility of creating ‘alternate/ equivalent life safety standards’. Other suggestions 
raised in the focus groups for managing secondary suites included: involving 
neighbourhood/ community associations in a secondary suite rezoning process; updating 
neighbourhood plans; and the development of design guidelines.  
 
 Options and Solutions 

(a) Retain the dwelling unit age requirement. 

(b) Remove the age requirement altogether.  

(c) Require a suite capability in all new houses.  

(d) Retain the 5-year wait period before permitting a secondary suite in an existing 
house where major alterations are needed to create a secondary suite. 

(e) Move the age limit up and adjust it periodically, e.g. to all houses built up to and 
including the year 2001 – in effect not permitting secondary suites in houses that 
are less than 5 years old, and adjust the age requirement periodically thereafter. 
(Using census years makes sense because census data is so widely used for 
evaluation purposes and for senior government funding.)   

(f) Monitor the impact of changing the dwelling unit age requirement, particularly for 
single-family dwelling unit demolitions and the size and type of new construction, 
and take appropriate action to address unwanted or problematic impacts.  

 
There are good reasons to keep Option (d), the “no conversion for 5-years” rule when 
major exterior alterations are made to an existing house. This rule has ensured such 
conversions remain largely invisible and only the houses suitable, as is, 
for conversion are eligible. For new houses a secondary suite can be designed and 
accommodated without add-ons and unsympathetic additions. With existing houses, 
these are much more likely to occur.  
 
Option (e) would apply to dwelling units that exist now. As a result, it provides a 
response to community/ neighbourhood association concerns about the possibility of 
increased demolition and the construction of new larger houses that do not fit the 
existing character of the neighbourhood. Additionally, when Options (d) and (e) are 
considered in tandem, by requiring owners of new houses to wait five years before 
creating a secondary suite, greater consistency between owners of newer and older 
houses would be achieved.  
 
To further address concerns about neighbourhood character and change, it would be 
useful, as resources become available, to consider the activities listed below. At a 
minimum, a review of the ‘build-out capacity’ in the Zoning Bylaw should be 
undertaken, as was done when the new Gonzales regulations were initiated.  

(g)  reviewing the build-out capacity in the Zoning Bylaw (e.g. site coverage, building 
height, number of storeys, etc.);  

(h) developing design guidelines for new houses and identifying how these would be 
administered (in other jurisdictions usually by staff); 

(i) reviewing existing policy (and how that policy is administered) regarding exterior 
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changes to existing houses when a secondary suite is being contemplated. 

(j) reviewing the possibility of implementing ‘equivalent’ standards in the Building 
Code for secondary suite health, safety, and liveability; and, 

(k) addressing outstanding issues with respect to Neighbourhood Plans and the 
heritage registry.  

 
 Recommended Action 

•  Implement Options (d) and (e). 
•  Consider implementing Option (b) once Option (g) has been addressed. 
•  Implement Option (f). 
•  Implement Options (h), (I), (j) and (k) as resources become available.  

 
■ Licensing 
Introducing a reasonable (e.g. $100) licensing fee was generally supported in the focus 
groups, but its effectiveness was questioned – particularly with respect to people 
voluntarily complying, and especially if they own an illegal suite. This has been the 
experience in other municipalities. An important policy point to consider is how to achieve 
fairness for owners of all rental properties – currently some pay a fee, secondary suite 
owners do not. One of the reasons for introducing a business licence is to address liability 
issues. Requiring a business licence could add additional costs, which for cost recovery 
purposes might require a higher fee. It is important to note that one of the keys of a 
successful secondary suites program, cited in the Secondary Suites Guide, is avoiding or 
minimizing special fees and requirements.  

 
 Options and Solutions 

(a) Do not introduce a business licence for secondary suites.  

(b) Decide whether to introduce a voluntary or required business licence for 
secondary suites.   

(c) Decide whether the business licence should cover legal and/or illegal suites.   

(d)  Determine a fee level for the business licence that covers City costs, but does not 
become a disincentive.  

(e) Investigate the desirability and feasibility of providing an incentive to owners of 
illegal suites to legalize their suites by starting the business licence fee at a 
higher amount and reducing the amount to a minimum level if the suite is 
legalized.  

(f) Make any business licence for secondary suites compatible with other business 
licences required for rental properties in the City. 

 
 Recommended Action 

•  Introduce a required business licence for both legal and illegal suites and monitor 
the results.  

•  Implement Options (d), (e), and (f). 
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■ Enforcement  
On the whole, participants in the focus groups generally perceived enforcement to be 
weak, although there was general agreement that the problem has less to do with 
secondary suites and more with situations where there are multiple suites. For some focus 
group participants, particularly representatives from less affluent neighbourhoods, an 
expanded policy that would create additional suites would only compound the problems 
they perceive arising from weak enforcement. Because enforcement is often done ‘quietly’, 
many people may not be aware of actions being taken. The perception that problems are 
not being dealt with contributes to how receptive people will be about suggested changes 
to current policies. 
 
 Options and Solutions 

(a) Consider the staff report currently being completed on a revised enforcement 
strategy, that is, to manage suites that have been constructed or altered without 
the requisite permits, in conjunction with this report.  

(b) Undertake a general awareness campaign on enforcement issues with the 
community, specifically addressing the protocol for secondary suites.  
 

 Recommended Action 

•  Implement Options (a) and (b).  
 

■ Impact 
The majority of those who participated in the focus groups recognized that secondary 
suites are one response to improving housing affordability, although a number of  
representatives from some community/ neighbourhood associations did not, particularly 
where suites are legal or in new houses. As reflected in the literature, secondary suites are 
widely acknowledged as contributing to the availability of affordable rental housing stock 
and enhanced opportunities for home ownership, and in a way that generally has less 
visual impact on neighbourhoods than other affordable rental housing units. While it is 
possible that new secondary suites in new houses and those built to Code may sometimes 
be more expensive than secondary suites in older houses or for those not built to Code, 
increasing the supply is generally acknowledged to have a positive impact on affordability 
– as the market adjusts to the increased supply.  
 
The general consensus in the focus groups was that an expanded policy would probably 
not result in the creation of significant numbers of new suites – it was noted that secondary 
suites currently exist in large numbers in houses of all ages, and that on-street parking is a 
reality. It is difficult to estimate the precise impact of the expanded policy, but removal of 
the age restriction would probably affect approximately 800 houses (less than 10% of the 
single family housing stock which, spread throughout the city, would result in perhaps no 
more than a couple of additional secondary suites per block). As the literature indicates, it 
is unlikely that all newer houses would be converted – not every homeowner wants a 
secondary suite in their home, and not every home would meet the Zoning Bylaw and/ or 
Building Code regulations, even with the expanded policy. City staff indicate that one out of 
three homeowners wanting to create legal secondary suites are constrained by the existing 
dwelling unit age, amount of habitable floor area, and/ or on-site parking requirements. The 
expanded policy would, therefore, likely increase the number of legal suites but not in an 
unmanageable manner. 
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The focus groups provided various perspectives on how to apply an expanded policy fairly. 
On the one hand, some participants felt that the age restriction is unfair to owners (and 
possible tenants) of houses built after 1970 – that applying different regulations in different 
parts of the city would be unfair to those prohibited from doing something that others can 
do legally. On the other hand, some participants felt that imposing a change which might fit 
one area, but not another, was unfair – the city’s neighbourhoods are not uniform – but 
then, neither are neighbourhoods themselves homogeneous. The Secondary Suites Guide 
recommends using a consistent approach throughout a jurisdiction as it creates a sense of 
fairness and simplicity and is easier to understand. 
 
 Options and Solutions 

(a) If changes are made to the existing secondary suite policy, consider whether to 
extend them to all R1-B, R1-A, and R-2 zones or develop policy on a 
neighbourhood by neighbourhood basis.  

                                                                                                                                                                                          
An expanded secondary suites policy, if implemented, will not be without its critics. 
Additionally, an expanded policy may well have some impacts that: could inform other 
city policies and practices; may indicate where modifications need to be made; and/ or 
may be of interest to other jurisdictions. For these reasons, it will be important to be 
able to demonstrate how effective the expanded policy has been.   

(b) If changes are made to the existing secondary suite policy, evaluate their impact, 
including the cost-benefit to the City (e.g. number of new suites, cost to enforce, 
cost to implement, etc.). 

The use of incentives to encourage the creation of suites is an option that needs further 
consideration:  

(c) work with the Capital Region Housing Corporation (CHRC) to promote the use of 
RRAP funds to assist homeowners to bring suites up to Code and provide 
accessible units;  

(d) investigate the possibility of using the Housing Reserve Fund as a way of 
providing grants for renovation to create additional suites; and,  

(e) explore the possibility of using the heritage Tax Incentive Program to make the 
creation of secondary suites more attractive. 

 
 Recommended Action 

•  Apply the recommended policies to all R1-B, R1-A, and R-2 zones.  

•  Implement Options (b), (c), (d), and (e). 
 

■ Community Consultation 
The City of Victoria’s expanded secondary suites consultation process has included a 
variety of consultation methods. However, during the focus groups, several representatives 
of community/ neighbourhood associations expressed dissatisfaction with the process.  
 
To provide some perspective on the comments from the focus groups, it is useful to review 
the results from the June 2005 Open House Survey (attended by 90 people): 

 65% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with expanding the secondary 
suite policy across the city; 26% disagreed or strongly disagreed; 

 65% of survey respondents supported or strongly supported the proposed change in 
the age of construction; 26% did not;  
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 46% of survey respondents supported the hiring of a facilitator, 41% supported 
reduced fees for suites; 12% did not support any incentives; and, 

 there was ‘solid’ support for introducing a business licence.  
 
There was stronger support at the Open House for the removal of the dwelling unit age 
regulation than in the focus groups (particularly in the sessions held on March 13th). This is 
likely the result of the make-up of the focus groups, e.g. fewer representatives from each 
neighbourhood than at the Open House and a preponderance of community/ 
neighbourhood association representatives (particularly the March 13th sessions), who had 
previously indicated in correspondence with the City that they were either opposed to or 
strongly concerned about the proposed policy changes.  
 
The results of City’s 2005 Citizen Survey also provide some perspective on the focus 
groups comments and some guidance for future consultations. While the results 
demonstrate that community/ neighbourhood associations are an important and vital part 
of the City’s consultative process, they also indicate the associations are not the only or 
primary way in which citizens get information, provide input, or feel that their views are 
represented.  
 
The focus groups produced much useful information – they were able to explore the 
proposed secondary suite policy changes in some depth, identify what and where the 
concerns are, and discuss how the changes could be made more acceptable (at least for 
some participants). A number of areas where more information was wanted were also 
identified. Generally however, the issues and concerns raised and discussed were similar 
to those identified through the Open House, even with the information provided in the 
Secondary Suites Backgrounder and by the participant focus group practitioners/ 
professionals. It is clear that practitioner/ professional experience and research findings 
are often viewed with skepticism. There is also significant community/ neighbourhood 
association distrust of the integrity of the City’s consultative processes.  
 
 Options and Solutions 

(a) Consider whether additional consultation is needed, particularly in view of the 
number and range of activities that have already been undertaken and would 
take place if the expanded policy proceeded to the public hearing stage, e.g. will 
further consultation provide a better understanding of the community’s views 
about secondary suites, will further consultation address or alleviate the concerns 
raised by some community/ neighbourhood associations?  

(b) Improve secondary suite public informational materials, e.g. an improved revised 
brochure and web site information (e.g. FAQs, guidelines, etc.), and including 
clearer directions for finding secondary suite information on the City’s web site 
(the City of Coquitlam provides a good example). The web site should be 
updated regularly as new information becomes available.  

 
 Recommended Action 

•  Post this report on the City’s web site and inform all community/ neighbourhood 
associations, key stakeholders and all focus group participants of the posting.  

•  Introduce the recommended bylaw changes and proceed to public hearing and 
adoption. 

•  Implement Option (b). 
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