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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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CITY OF VICTORIA EXPANDED SECONDARY SUITE POLICY 
REPORT 

 
1. Project Background  
 

In 2004, the City of Victoria’s Corporate Plan identified, as a priority, the expansion of the 
secondary suite supply to improve housing affordability and safety. The City’s 2005 Citizen 
Survey confirmed that affordable housing (lack and availability) and affordability and the 
cost of living were amongst the areas of highest citizen concern. On a regional level, in 
2003 the Regional Housing Affordability Strategy (RHAS) identified secondary suites as a 
high priority and in 2005, the Regional Growth Strategy identified increasing the 
designated capacity for ground-oriented housing in Victoria as Target USC-10.   

 
As one way of addressing these 
priorities and targets, the City 
identified the possible expansion of 
the Gonzales zoning regulations, 
adopted in 2003, to other areas of the 
City e.g. to single family dwellings in 
the R1-B, R1-A, and R-2 zones. A 
staff report to Council in March 2005 
recommended expanding the 
secondary suite policy (see 
Attachment 1). 
 
It was not intended that an expanded policy would: relax or alter the City’s bylaw 
enforcement procedures; or affect owners of duplexes and small lot single family dwellings 
– they would not be eligible for secondary suites under this initiative.  

 
2. Project Purpose  

 
The purpose of this project was to assist the City in the development of an expanded 
secondary suite policy by designing and administering a facilitated consultation process to 
continue the policy development process.  
 
Prior to the initiation of this project, previous public consultations had been undertaken:  

 January 2004: Following the release of the CRD Regional Housing Affordability 
Strategy Report, the City’s Advisory Housing Committee identified the expansion of 
secondary suites as one of three top affordable housing initiatives and recommended 
that Council address revisions to the existing secondary suite policy.  

 May and October 2004: The Burnside Gorge Community Association, through funding 
from the Supporting Communities Partnership (SCPI) organized two workshops on 
secondary suites  with the assistance of the City and the Community Association 
Network (CAN). 

 March 2005: Staff prepared a report to City Council (see Attachment 1) recommending 
changes to secondary suite regulations and including a communications plan (e.g.  
media release/interviews, letter to key stakeholders, information on the City’s web site, 

Gonzales Regulations 
 Permit a secondary suite in houses of 

any age, not just pre-1970 houses. 
 Eliminate the requirement for on-site 

parking for the suite.  
 Maintain other regulations (e.g. 

minimum house size and minimal 
exterior changes) to retain the single 
family appearance of the house.   
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Open House, report back to Committee of the Whole, and meeting with 
audiences/stakeholders).  

 June 2005: The City hosted a public Open House on secondary suites, including a 
panel discussion and participant survey. The Open House was held to provide 
information to the public and receive feedback (comments, suggestions, ideas, and 
concerns). Ninety (90) people attended the Open House.  

 
It was intended that this project would build on these consultations using an independent 
consultant selected through a formal Request for Proposal process. Urban Aspects 
Consulting Group was chosen as the successful proponent following submission of a 
response to the RFP and an interview with City staff. As outlined in the RFP, the project 
was designed to:   

 review public feedback received to date on the proposed expansion of the secondary 
suite issue and solicit input from a variety of individuals/ constituencies of interest in 
identifying issues that were highlighted during and subsequent to the Secondary Suite 
Public Open House held on June 2, 2005; 

 identify and refine issues using an appropriate consultation process (e.g. focus 
groups); 

 undertake research/ investigation in response to the issues identified, including a 
review of other municipalities’ experience and identify options, solutions and issues 
that an expanded Secondary Suite Policy cannot address and recommend ways for the 
City to respond to these unresolved issues; 

 prepare a report on the findings from the facilitated consulting process, including: 
issues and concerns, results of the research and investigation, options and solutions, 
and ways to address issues the expanded Secondary Suite Policy cannot address.   

 
3. Approach 
 

Activities undertaken included:  
 
 Meeting with City Staff – January 31, 2006:  

This meeting, to scope out the project in further detail, was attended by: Wendy Zink, 
Manager, Community Developmen;, Stan Schopp, Manager of Development and 
Regulatory Services; Brian Sikstrom, Senior Planner; Tina Phillips, Manager Revenue; 
Diana Butler and Jane Dewing from Urban Aspects Consulting Group. It was agreed 
that the approach to be used would include four focus groups and interviews. Focus 
groups assist in identifying opinions, beliefs, attitudes, and insights about issues of 
interest; test assumptions; encourage discussion about a particular topic; and provide 
an opportunity to learn more about a topic or issue. It was agreed that they were an 
appropriate technique for further identifying and refining the issues around secondary 
suites.  
 

 Review of Public Input 
The feedback from the June 2, 2005 Open House was reviewed, as was the secondary 
suite information on the City’s web site.  As well, Wendy Zink and Brian Sikstrom made 
their files available to the consultants for review.    
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 Request to CALUC Members for Input  
An e-mail was sent on February 2, 2006 to CALUC members from Burnside, Hillside-
Quadra, Fairfield and Gonzales, Fernwood, James Bay, North Jubilee, North Park, 
Oaklands, Rockland, South Jubilee, and Victoria West. The e-mail asked CALUC 
members to provide the consultants with: their understanding of the changes the City is 
looking at with respect to secondary suites; what issues/ possible solutions they would 
like the focus groups to address and test; any concerns particular to their area: and, 
who in their association should be invited to participate in the focus groups. 
 

 Interviews 
With staff advice, a list of individuals to be interviewed was put together. The purpose 
of the interviews was to identify and explore key issues (see Attachment 2) for a list of 
those interviewed).   
 

 Focus Group Participants   
With staff advice, an invitation list of potential focus group participants was developed. 
To contact neighbourhood/ community associations the Development Application 
Consultation List and the Neighbourhood Association Contact Information List were 
used. A list of practitioners/ professionals involved with secondary suites was also 
developed. This included 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, and Gonzales 
residents involved in the development of the Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan. Additional 
individuals were identified from the list compiled at the Open House of those who had 
indicated an interest in being involved in future City discussions on secondary suites. 
The list of potential participants was reviewed with City staff.    
  

 Focus Group Invitation and Secondary Suites Backgrounder 
An invitation to the Focus Groups (see Attachment 3) was prepared, with review by 
staff before being sent out. A Secondary Suites Backgrounder was also prepared, with 
review by staff, before being sent out. The Backgrounder was intended to provide 
information to potential focus group participants. It included information on current City 
of Victoria secondary suite practices, examples of how other jurisdictions are dealing 
with various secondary suite issues, and the findings from a number of reports and 
studies on secondary suites and information gathered from the interviews. (Following 
the focus groups, the Backgrounder was revised to include additional information – see 
Attachment 4.) The invitation and Backgrounder were e-mailed to potential participants 
or, where no e-mail address was available, it was mailed. Invitees responded by 
phone, fax and /or e-mail. Where no response was forthcoming, follow-up phone calls 
were made or other possible contacts in the various community/ neighbourhood 
associations were identified and sent invitations.  
 

 Focus Groups 
The composition of the focus groups was determined by a number of factors – who 
could come and when, and the desire to mix representatives of community/ 
neighbourhood associations, members of the public, and practitioners/ professionals. 
Some 50 invitations were extended, with, in the end, 34 individuals actually 
participating (see Attachment 5). The only neighbourhood/ community associations 
who did not participate were Downtown (who declined because they did not feel the 
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issue was particularly relevant to their area as they have very few secondary suites) 
and North Park (who, despite numerous attempts to contact them, did not respond). 

The focus groups were held between 7-9 p.m. at City Hall, on March 6th, 7th, and 13th 
(two groups were held simultaneously on the 13th). The groups were facilitated by 
Diana Butler and Jane Dewing of Urban Aspects Consulting Group, with Wendy Zink, 
Manager of Community Development in attendance as an observer and resource 
person. A list of questions to be addressed was prepared, informed by the interview 
process and with input from City staff (see Attachment 6). Copies of the questions were 
provided to participants at the focus group sessions. Some modifications to the 
questions were made following the first focus group. Participant comments were 
recorded using a flip chart and in notes taken by Wendy Zink (these are on file at the 
City).   
 

 Staff Session 
A facilitated session with staff from various City of Victoria departments (see 
Attachment 7) was held on April 4th, 2006. Prior to the session, staff were provided with 
a list of questions (see Attachment 8), a report on the Focus Group sessions (see 
below), and the revised Secondary Suites Backgrounder. This session provided 
additional information and clarification on the expanded policy.  
 

4. Summary of the Consultations 
 

The following sections provide a summary of the consultations undertaken. Quotes from 
the focus groups have been used to highlight the points made. Consultant observations on 
the results have been included at the end of each section.   
  

4.1 Housing Affordability and Neighbourhood Impact 
 

The majority of those who participated in the focus groups recognized that secondary 
suites are one response to increasing housing affordability, although a significant number 
of the representatives from the community/ neighbourhood associations (e.g. from 
Rockland, Fernwood, Vic West, Oaklands, South Jubilee, and Hillside-Quadra) did not, 
particularly where suites are legal or in new houses. It was generally agreed that 
secondary suites have less visual impact on neighbourhoods than other affordable rental 
housing units.  
 
Comments on how secondary suites contribute to housing affordability included: 

 They increase the supply of rental housing – only source of new rental in Victoria, no 
family social housing is being built now).1 

 They provide additional income, making home ownership more affordable for first time 
buyers (some financial lenders allow a percentage of rental income to count towards 
the amount of the mortgage) and for existing homeowners (who may have lower 
incomes or have experienced declining income). 

                                                           
1 It should be noted that in one of the focus group sessions on March 13th, some participants suggested 
that other affordable housing strategies (e.g. through the construction of apartment blocks, density 
bonusing and inclusionary zoning in the Downtown) should be considered – not just or only secondary 
suites. 
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 They provide cheaper rents than other forms of rental housing. Reasons why include: 
smaller units, less expensive to create, especially if not built to code (“informal 
secondary suites in old buildings are the main provider of cheap rentals”). 

 Secondary suites have a downward effect on rents because it is a competitive market – 
if the supply increases, costs should come down. 

 
It was noted by one participant that housing costs in the region/ city are high now – 
between 2000-05 costs rose by 30%, and they will continue to rise – by 2010 they are 
projected to increase by another 50%; that the reality today is that it takes two jobs and a 
secondary suite to purchase a house.  
 
Comments on why secondary suites do not contribute to housing affordability included: 

 The cost to purchase a house with a suite is higher than without a suite. Houses are 
more expensive because of the potential to include a secondary suite. The idea of 
secondary suites being a mortgage helper is “short-term thinking” because the cost of 
housing goes up. 

 The market is sending the ”retail price sky high”, e.g. “purchase @ $400,000, if you 
rented that, you wouldn’t cover your investment.”  

 New buildings with suites are not necessarily affordable. 

 Conversion to a suite costs more than people think – used to be $10-20,000, now 
$40,000 if no major undertakings are involved, and up to $80-100,000 (note: this was 
countered by the view that the ability to obtain an increased mortgage qualification 
would offset the additional cost).  

 Providing services (sewer, police, fire, etc.) to secondary suites increases City and 
taxpayer costs.   

 Secondary suites house a certain segment of the population: bottom 10% who won’t 
get to buy, plus the people just above that. Already have a solution: “informal suites – 
fiddling with that will deprive people of those suites and option.” 

 Small, single level houses (in older neighbourhoods) are a valuable part of meeting a 
need for affordable housing, anything that encourages their demolition will decrease 
the stock of existing affordable housing.  

 
A number of participants expressed the view that Victoria is “doing its share vis a vis rental 
in the region, so why do we keep putting the pressure on Victoria?” / “I know we are the 
core but that does not justify destroying our neighbourhoods.” / “It’s a difficult thing – you 
want to solve things like housing, but at what expense?” 
 
A representative from one of the neighbourhood associations specifically questioned the 
premise that secondary suites are related to housing affordability: “Why is the question 
posed the way it is? Wrong question, incomplete. Who sees secondary suites as 
affordable?” Some participants wanted to know if secondary suites in new houses are 
more expensive than in existing houses (legal or illegal) and whether this has an impact on 
market rents generally, and if so, how. 
 
While consideration of expanding the City’s secondary suite policy is a response to the 
need to improve housing affordability, other benefits of secondary suites were cited in the 
focus groups. It was noted by a Gonzales resident involved in the development of the 
Neighbourhood Plan that “the aim in Gonzales was to keep green space, obtain diversity 
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and allow people to stay in the neighbourhood and that secondary suites were not primarily 
identified – housing affordability was a collateral objective.”  

 They provide affordable family housing with green space, etc. – a good place for kids 
so they can have a patch of green. 

 They allow older people to remain in their homes, especially when they do not have 
enough income to go into care – “makes a lot of sense to keep an older person within 
their home. Permits aging in place. A safety thing.” 

 They respond to the needs of a family – extended family, special needs.  

 They provide a choice for those who want to stay in a neighbourhood, but don’t need 
all the space in their house.  

 They improve diversity in neighbourhoods that “helps to create a sense of community.” 

 They increase density “responsibly” – “neighbourhoods love the status quo so I think it 
deals responsibly with density and could double density without changing or destroying 
the status quo.”  

 They are accepted in the neighbourhood (within the four walls of an existing structure). 
They are part of the urban fabric – “secondary suites can fit in.” 

 They make good use of available land. 

 They can contribute to a greater feeling of safety in a neighbourhood – there are “more 
lights in our neighbourhood as a result of secondary suites.” 

 
Consultant Observations 
 
Despite the reservations indicated by some focus group participants, secondary suites are 
generally and widely acknowledged (as reflected in the literature) as contributing to the 
availability of affordable rental housing stock and enhanced opportunities for home 
ownership. Since 1981 no new market rental apartment buildings have been constructed in 
the City of Victoria2 and for the past decade, and especially the last five years, very little 
social family housing has been constructed. Secondary suites, as a result, have a greater 
potential than other types of housing, for providing more affordable housing.  
 
While it is quite 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 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.  
 
While most focus group participants recognized that secondary suites generally ‘fit’ well 
into existing neighbourhoods, concerns were expressed by some about increased 
neighbourhood densification. However, it was generally acknowledged that this is 
occurring already with secondary suites being created in all neighbourhoods, in both new 
and older houses, with or without on-site parking, and legally or illegally. It was also 
generally acknowledged that one of the effects of the proposed expanded policy would be 
an increase in the number of legalized suites, although this was not the primary or original 
intent of 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. This raises the question – is  
it better to have legal or illegal densification, or not. Legalization is generally viewed in the 

                                                           
2 Information provided at Staff Session, April 4, 2006. 
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literature as bringing benefits to the tenant, owner, and city, not the least of which is an 
improved ability to manage arising issues and concerns. 
     

4.2 Parking 
 

There was general recognition in all of the focus groups that streets are commonly now 
used in all areas of the city for parking by homeowners, tenants, people working in /going 
to nearby commercial areas and institutions (e.g. schools/ colleges), and vacationers using 
suites for short-term stays. The most frequently cited reasons for home owners and 
tenants not-parking on-site were: that it is easier to park on the street than use their 
garages; boats, campers, unlicenced vehicles, and storage take up the on-site space; old 
houses have narrow driveways and less on-site parking; some homes have multiple 
vehicles (sometimes 3-5); and the existence of houses with suites, particularly multiple 
suites. 
 
The benefit most often cited of removing the on-site parking regulation was the 
preservation of green space – a trade-off for people with little or no backyard. This view is 
in keeping with the motivation that spurred Gonzales to consider removing the regulation – 
“In Gonzales, we looked at acres of asphalt and decided there was enough.”  

 
The groups were divided on whether or not on-street parking promotes traffic calming or 
increases the likelihood of accidents, particularly involving children. It was thought that a 
check on accident statistics would be useful, comparing statistics for areas with cars 
parked on one-side and both sides. The Victoria Police Department, in response to a 
request for this information, reported that: “no one in the Traffic Enforcement Section could 
make any correlation between a higher incidence of vehicle collisions and an increase of 
secondary suites on residential streets. There may be an associated parking issue, but 
there is no evidence of increased motor vehicle accidents that can be attributed to this.” It 
should also be noted that amongst professional transportation planners and engineers 
street- parking is widely held to be a traffic calming method. 
 
Another concern registered was the possibility that property values would be lowered when 
more cars are parked on the street. Although there was general agreement that in Victoria 
there are fewer cars attached to secondary suites (an observation in keeping with the 
literature on the subject), some participants felt that tenant car ownership has increased 
with higher car ownership amongst students. Some participants also suggested that transit 
cutbacks have had an effect on the level of car ownership.  
 
There were mixed views in the focus groups as to whether or not the policy should be 
implemented across the city: “not fair to do a blanket policy on parking” (e.g. 
neighbourhood situations vary, how big an issue parking is depends on the number of 
suites on a street); “a city-wide problem that needs a city-wide solution”; “to make a 
general rule is tough – do you plan for the worst situation?” 

 
A number of solutions were suggested for dealing with parking: 

 Permit parking on only one side of the street. 
 Use parking permits, e.g. temporary permits for visitors; limit the number of permits / 

house; make tenants pay for parking permits. 
 Use more speed bumps to ensure that more people aren’t badly hurt. 
 Use the complaint process to manage parking permits. 
 Use commissionaires to enforce parking for suites.  
 Neighbours can work it out – creates dialogue between neighbours. 
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 Accept that we can’t always park in front of where we go. 
 Be realistic about what the problem really is.  
 Take a vote – because one size does not fit all. 

 
It was suggested that residential parking permit systems in effect in Vancouver and San 
Francisco should be looked at and considered (see Secondary Suites Backgrounder 
Section 5.2). These systems primarily address situations where nearby commercial uses 
bring non-resident’ parking into an area. City staff indicate that the City of Victoria uses a 
similar system, but on a more limited basis and that such permit systems are not designed 
to address additional resident parking needs. They further noted that enforcement of 
regulations about the number of vehicles permitted on a lot would be difficult.      
 

Some participants noted that on-site parking did not have to remove green space: “the City 
should make it easier to do off-street parking in the front garden, which if screened can be 
done nicely”; “there are lots of alternatives other than paving to creating on-site parking”; 
“grass grid is very green, green space needn’t be horizontal, but could be vertical.” 

 
Consultant Observations: 
 
While some participants indicated reservations about removing the on-site parking 
regulation – the existing problem would be compounded if there were more suites allowed, 
most did not think its removal was a significant problem. Most felt that the benefits of 
removing the on-site parking regulation outweighed the costs. 
 
Several focus group participants felt it would be useful if additional parking regulations 
were brought into effect with the expanded policy. If the expanded policy is adopted, it will 
be important to monitor parking in residential areas and, if problems arise, take measures 
to address them.     

 
4.3 Licensing 
 

In the focus groups, the advantages of licensing were seen as: 

 It is a recognition that having a secondary suite is operating a business. 
 It helps in knowing where secondary suites are. 
 It levels the playing field with other rental properties (“Victoria needs to change its 

bylaw re: licensing”). 
 It has an income tax benefit – tax deductible for the secondary suite owner.  
 It could help with insurance – “insurance companies don’t ask if a suite is legal or 

illegal, but if a claim is made on an illegal suite, they would disclaim.” 
 It’s an indication of responsibility to the neighbourhood.  
 It would be similar to a DCC.  
 It is important to “find a happy balance between getting the dollars in and keeping the 

riffraff out”. 
 

In the focus groups, the disadvantages of licensing were seen as: 

 It does not make suites legal.  
 It could be seen as a disincentive. 
 With no enforcement – why would a homeowner get a license? “Only for the ‘good’ 

people who follow the rules.”  
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Concerns about requiring a licence included: 

 It needs to be kept reasonable and not escalate - is this a “revenue grab?”  
 How would fees be obtained from existing suite owners – “how could you ensure that 

they come forward?” 
 This is a non-problem we are trying to solve with bureaucratic solutions – secondary 

suites are by definition an ancillary use to the primary dwelling unit.  
 It will need to be enforced.  
 It will result in some suites being closed down.  
 It doesn’t address the problem of “the dollar driven developers with no eye to 

neighourhood and who won’t live there.”  
 

Suggested modifications/ implementation approaches included: 

 It needs to apply to all suites legal or illegal.  
 It may be necessary to relax the rules attached to the licence. 
 There needs to be an incentive as a carrot, e.g. property tax holiday to encourage 

people to license or an amnesty period. 
 Owners of secondary suites could be required to declare them on their property tax 

form (“like the homeowners grant – sign off”). 
 RHAP grants could be a vehicle for registration. 

 
City staff indicated that implementing a business licence would provide additional and 
more effective enforcement tools. One benefit would be that owners would be easier to 
track. Staff also indicated licencing would help to deal with liability issues arising from 
illegal secondary suites. For that reason, they believe it could be useful to consider 
modifying the proposed policy to create an incentive for legalizing secondary suites, i.e. 
impose a higher licence fee (e.g. $2,000) if a suite is illegal and where the City might be 
liable, but reduce it to $100 if the secondary suite is legalized. Staff also feel that a licence 
system would help to identify secondary suites and assist the City in knowing the extent of 
its liability, noting that it is estimated that the BC Assessment Authority is currently only 
picking up about two-thirds of secondary suites.  
 
Consultant Observations: 
 
There was not a lot of opposition in the focus groups to introducing a reasonable (e.g. 
$100) licensing fee, but the majority of participants questioned its effectiveness – 
particularly with respect to people voluntarily complying, and especially if they own an 
illegal suite. This has been the experience in other municipalities (see Secondary Suites 
Backgrounder Section 5.16). An important policy point to consider, however, is how to 
achieve fairness for owners of all rental properties – currently some pay a fee, secondary 
suite owners do not. 

 
On the question of liability, in the eight jurisdictions examined for the Province’s Secondary 
Suites Guide,3 it should be noted that liability was not regarded as a significant problem 
(see Secondary Suites Backgrounder, Section 5.15). The Guide goes on to note that: 

“local governments would not be found negligent for losses that occur as a 
result of local government policy … if a local council determines that having 
affordable housing is more important than ensuring that Building Code 
standards are enforced and adopts a policy of not conducting inspections of 

                                                           
3 Secondary Suites: A Guide for Local Governments, Ministry of Community, Aboriginal, and Women’s 
Services, Housing Policy Branch, 2005.   
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secondary suites, they should not be liable for any claims that may arise as a 
result of their non-enforcement policy.”  

However, given that the City of Victoria has an enforcement policy, liability may indeed be 
an issue that needs to be addressed. Implementation of a business licence may be one 
way to deal with this.  
 

4.4 Dwelling Unit Age  
 

In the focus groups, there were strongly held views, pro and con, about removing the 
dwelling unit age restriction – this was the most contentious issue discussed. On the 
whole, practitioners/ professionals supported its removal and the majority (but not all) of 
the community/ neighbourhood association representatives were opposed.   
 
Opposition was strongest from representatives of older less affluent neighbourhoods 
where: the housing stock is often under 1,000 square feet (and certainly under 1,500 
square feet); the assessed value of the land greatly exceeds the assessed value of the 
building; the lot size is sufficient to build a much larger house (e.g. 2,800 square feet and a 
900 square foot suite); and where total assessment is below (sometimes as much as 
$100,000 - $200,000) the average for a single family house in the city.  
 
In a nutshell, representatives from these neighbourhoods were concerned that: 

 relaxing the zoning regulations, particularly the dwelling unit age restriction, will change 
the character of their neighbourhood significantly – that making it easier to create 
secondary suites will encourage the demolition of the existing housing stock and their 
replacement with larger new houses;  

 demolition will raise property values in the neighbourhood – making it less affordable 
for those living there now and for those who can or want to buy into the neighbourhood 
(i.e. loss of housing stock for lower end market buyers);  

 secondary suites in new houses will not be affordable, or at least as affordable as 
secondary suites in existing older stock – rents will be higher to cover the additional 
purchasing cost of the new house and because secondary suites created in new 
houses will be built to a higher standard than suites (particularly illegal suites not built 
to Code) in existing housing stock;  

 imposing ‘blanket zoning’ overrides neighbourhood plans, that Gonzales is different 
from other neighbourhoods and any changes should, therefore, be considered on a 
neighbourhood by neighbourhood basis; and, 

 increasing the possibility of rental properties “changes the community to “cascading 
revenue properties” – “it’s like dominoes”.  

 
Other focus group participants, however, questionned these views. For example, they felt 
that the economics for tearing down an existing dwelling unit to put in a secondary suite 
“are not there” – “the incentive for tearing down comes from the value of the land, not 
secondary suites”, demolition is “more about the unbuilt capacity in the zoning bylaw than 
about secondary suites” – bigger houses are built with “a different design configuration to 
maximize the building envelope.” Some also felt that the condition of existing older houses 
(e.g. not up to code or green standards, costly to heat, etc.) could be an incentive to 
demolish and build new. 
 
While some felt that “with today’s cost of construction, it’s not cost effective to renovate 
and there may be some relationship between teardowns and secondary suites”, others 
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indicated that it is less expensive to renovate. In this regard, some also noted that if it is 
difficult to renovate to include a suite in an existing house, then there will be an incentive to 
tear down. It was suggested that it might be useful to review existing building code and 
zoning bylaw regulations (e.g. windows, ceiling height and exterior changes) and to 
develop design guidelines to address concerns about maintaining community character. 
 
A number of focus group participants suggested that more information is needed on the 
possible linkage between removing the dwelling unit age restriction and demolition.  

 What are the financial/ economic reasons for demolition, i.e. why does demolition 
occur, how important is the unused capacity in the zoning bylaw, where are the (are 
there) trigger points in the relative assessed/ market value of the land and building 
when demolition becomes more likely, what would be the impact of a demolition 
freeze?   

 What are the costs of new construction versus modifications to an existing house, how 
many new/ substantially newly renovated buildings contain secondary suites or are 
framed in for secondary suites, and what is the impact (on demolition/preservation of 
existing stock) of requiring a 5-year wait before creating a secondary suite after major 
modifications, but allowing new houses to put in a suite immediately?4.  

 What is the impact of new housing development in a neighbourhood on property 
values?  

 
Consultant Observations: 
 
There is no doubt that some community/ neighbourhood associations are worried about 
increased demolition as a result of removing the dwelling unit age restriction. At the same 
time, the same representatives indicated that removing the age restriction (which would 
affect about 10% of the City’s single family housing stock) would have only a “minimal” 
impact on increasing the number of new suites. Others noted that, although secondary 
suites are not a permitted use in new houses, new houses are being constructed with 
suites anyway.  
 
Based on a search of their records, City 
staff compiled a list (for this project) of 
all demolitions of single family houses 
that occurred in the City between 
October 31, 2002 and March 24, 2006. 
It is useful to note where these occurred 
– most commonly in James Bay and 
Fairfield and not some of the ‘less 
affluent’  
 

                                                           
4 It should be noted that in Gonzales, although the building age restriction has been removed, if major 
alterations are made to the house to put in a secondary suite, the owner has to wait 5 years before 
actually using the suite. On the other hand, if a new house is constructed, a secondary suite can be put 
in immediately. When creating a secondary suite, permitted exterior changes include new doors and 
windows, as long as they either restore the original architectural appearance or are on a facade not 
visible from a street, e.g. side or rear. New steps less than 5 ft. (1.5m) in height can also be added. A 
house may also be raised a maximum of 2 ft. (60cm) to make a crawl space useable. However, the 
resulting new basement area cannot be counted towards the "habitable floorspace" requirement unless 
it has a 7 ft. (2.13m) ceiling clearance before raising.  
 

Demolitions of Single Family Houses in 
the City of Victoria 

October 31, 2002 and March 24, 2006 

Total: 47 

James Bay: 13   
Fairfield: 11 

 Fernwood: 6 
Oaklands and Gonzales: 4 each  

Rockland, Burnside, North Park, and Vic 
West: 2 each 

Hillside: 1
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neighbourhoods. Twenty-two (22) of the demolitions were replaced by duplexes, 18 by 
single family houses, 3 by single family houses with secondary suites, and the remainder 
(4) by 4 and 6 townhouse units, a 4plex, and a 15 unit development.   
 
Fairness is an issue usually considered when developing policy. The focus groups 
provided various perspectives. 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 for those 
prohibited from doing something that others can do legally. On the other hand, some 
participants felt that imposing a change that might fit one area, but not another, was unfair 
– the city’s neighbourhoods are not uniform – but then, neither are neighbourhoods 
themselves homogeneous. It should be noted that over the years, the dwelling unit age 
restriction has been changed from time to time.  

 
On the question of fairness, the Secondary Suites Guide recommends using a consistent 
approach throughout a jurisdiction. The Guide notes: “Staff from several jurisdictions have 
commented that one of the key strengths of their secondary suite program is consistency 
throughout the municipality. For example, if suites are allowed in all detached homes, it 
creates a sense of fairness and simplicity. A consistent approach is easier to understand.” 

 
4.5 Management Tools 
 

Allied to the concerns expressed about the expanded secondary suite policy increasing the 
possibility of demolition was the design of the replacement house, particularly where 
houses are built to the maximum capacity allowed under the Zoning Bylaw. As one 
community association representative indicated: “taking the age limit off is not the problem, 
just new construction is the problem”, that “people are not upset about infill – they are 
upset about ugly houses”. Because most houses are not protected by the various heritage 
programs in place (and the resources needed to extend these programs would be 
considerable), at the present time there is only limited regulation of single-family building 
design.  
 
In the first two focus groups there was a discussion of how existing regulations affect the 
ability to create/ renovate suites in existing houses. The design and building backgrounds 
of several participants contributed to the discussion, e.g. “With existing houses, it’s harder 
to make secondary suites attractive and livable. The City has rules now that negatively 
impact their livability. It’s easier with new construction” – “so maybe you need to relax the 
other regulations.” In these groups, there was some considerable support for looking at 
existing regulations (e.g. window locations, ceiling heights, and sound separation) to 
support the goal of encouraging the creation of secondary suites. It was also felt that this 
review should include a review of front façade regulations – that sometimes the design of 
existing houses can be improved with some changes. It was questioned why there should 
“be a difference between an addition for personal use versus adding a suite.”  
 
During the focus groups a number of suggestions were made for managing secondary 
suites, including how to deal with the design of new houses and secondary suites. These 
included:    

 Involving neighbourhood/ community associations in the process: 

Design a secondary suite rezoning process that ensures conformity with the 
neighbourhood, parking, etc. “The local association land use committees would be 
willing to look at a rezoning application for each secondary suite instead of using a 
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blanket zoning for all secondary suites”. Ensure that the neighbourhood is ‘tipped-off’ 
as to what the owner is doing because it has an impact on the neighborhood, 
especially where more cars and traffic are being introduced.” 

 Developing and using existing and new tools:  
• Make the entire neighbourhood a development permit area to control design.  
• Use form based zoning as opposed to use based. 
• Develop neighbourhood guidelines for secondary suites.  
• Use design guidelines for secondary suites.  
• Review the zoning bylaw regulations regarding ‘unbuilt capacity’.  
• Use covenants for secondary suites.  
• Put in place mechanisms to consider new development in existing neighbourhoods. 
• Instead of using current standards, require new buildings to meet existing 

standards in the neighbourhood. 
• If a house is demolished require the existing square footage in the new house.  
• Put a moratorium on demolitions. 
• Need proportionately valued houses if replacement takes place. 
• Stop them from raising the rent once brought up to standard. 
• Make owners repair older buildings so maybe owners wouldn’t let them get run 

down. 

 Updating neighbourhood plans: 

Address the objectives of the plans with respect to densification and secondary suites), 
for example, Fairfield (and others) “wants a new community plan and while it may 
support the policy, it doesn’t want to one-off’.” 
 

City staff indicate that the Board of Variance is frequently used for dealing with situations 
where compliance with Zoning Bylaw regulations affecting secondary suites is difficult – 
usually a variance to park in the front yard. Staff also indicate that this process requires 
considerable staff time and can be a ‘disincentive’ to applicants wanting to create a legal 
secondary suite as there is no assurance that they will be granted the variance. A similar 
situation exists with Design Panel reviews of requested exterior façade changes.   
  
Consultant Observations: 

 
The use of a re-zoning process or development permit system to manage secondary suites 
would be both labour and time intensive. Instead, a number of jurisdictions, e.g. New 
Westminster and Kelowna, have developed design guidelines for managing design issues 
for new houses and secondary suites (see Secondary Suites Backgrounder Section 5.14). 
Others, such as the City of Coquitlam, have developed ‘alternative life safety standards’ for 
suites in existing houses. Such guidelines and standards are usually administered by staff.  
 
Regulations governing the size of houses in the City’s Zoning Bylaw have been periodically 
changed (e.g. in 1984). When the new Gonzales secondary suite regulations were brought 
in, other changes to site coverage, floor area, and the number of storeys were also 
introduced “to achieve a better fit of the new with the existing houses in the 
neighbourhood.” With increased land values, combined with life-style preferences, the 
likelihood of houses being built to the capacity allowed in the Zoning Bylaw has increased 
since 1984 – suggesting that a review of the regulations could be timely.  
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The question of how and when to update neighbourhood plans is currently being 
considered by the City. While not specifically addressing the kinds of concerns raised in 
the focus groups about increased neighbourhood density from secondary suites, Burnaby 
has for some time had a process for involving neighbourhoods in decisions.5 While the 
initiation of the process is neighbourhood driven, to ensure fairness and transparency, the 
administration of the process is carried out by the City.  
 
The development and/ or use of new or reinforced existing tools will incur additional 
expense and staff time. Tools also have to be ones that the City has the legislative 
authority to use – this is not the case for all of the suggestions that came out of the focus 
groups. In deciding what tools, it is important to consider what it is that has to be managed 
– what is the problem.  

 
4.6 Enforcement  
 

Enforcement (or the perception that there is a lack of enforcement) of secondary suite 
regulations is a contentious issue in many municipalities, and Victoria is no different. In the 
previous consultations on the expanded policy, enforcement was not included and, while 
the City’s proposed expanded secondary suites policy is not about legalizing illegal suites, 
legalization issues are often linked with enforcement issues. It is difficult to discuss 
secondary suites without discussing enforcement and legalization, as lack of or weak 
enforcement (and the ensuing problems) contributes to how receptive people will be about 
suggested changes to current policies. This was certainly the case in the focus groups.  
 
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. As the one neighbourhood 
association representative noted: “Informal suites – we don’t have a big problem with them 
except that they don’t meet Code.” This concurs with the assessment of City staff – that 
most of the complaints they deal with are multiple suite situations rather than secondary 
suites. Situations that have “stretched” neighbourhood “tolerance”’ include: 

                                                           
5 Neighbourhoods in Burnaby can initiate a zoning change to increase density. If the increase is 
granted, the new zoning allows existing large lots with single-dwelling units to be developed into smaller 
lots. The initiative was first implemented in 1994. The goals were to: allow increased density in single-
dwelling neighbourhoods where residents support the change; and increase the range of housing 
choice in single and two-family neighbourhoods. The annual staff cost to manage the R12 applications 
is $15,000. Builders and small developers, many of whom live in the rezoned areas and initiate the 
process, have responded positively. Large developers are not interested in this type of small-scale 
project. Approximately 800 units have been built on the new small lots, creating 400 new units and 400 
replacement units for houses that existed on the previous large lots. Ninety percent of the new units are 
duplexes. Implementation has created a number of challenges: some surrounding neighbourhoods have 
produced a NIMBY response, expressing concern that their area will be rezoned; at times, builders have 
exerted undue influence to persuade owners and residents to approve the rezoning; absentee landlords 
may be difficult to contact; secondary suites are not allowed on small lots - if secondary suites were 
permitted in duplexes on small lots, the resulting density would be higher than in apartment zoning - 
however, illegal suites do exist; The value of any lot with sub-dividable potential has recently increased 
by about $100,000. (Market Housing Affordability - Local Government Guide for Improving Market 
Housing Affordability in British Columbia, Province of BC, 2005) 
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 where there are two (or more) rented suites instead of one owner occupied dwelling 
unit with one secondary suite (e.g. “multi-suites and off-site owner makes for 
problematical situations”/ “multi-suite houses force other long-term residents to move”);  

 where the property is used for undesirable purposes such as drug houses, grow-ops 
and/or is occupied by noisy (sometimes violent) tenants;  

 where there is no, or very little, enforcement to deal with the problems, i.e. complaints 
not addressed, despite repeated calls (“neighbourhood complaints are currently one of 
the few safeguards we now have around suites”). 

 
Participants acknowledged that a complaint-based system can make both owners and 
tenants feel “victimized”, that there can be a “whole furtive aspect to it”. On the other hand, 
they felt that there is inadequate follow-through once a complaint has been registered – 
“the process might move the tenant out, but the City doesn’t do anything about closing 
down illegal suites”, that “the owner should be held to task, to bring them up to standard 
with a corresponding fine if not done” – that “the City rewards bad behaviour”. Because of 
perceived or real lack of enforcement, some participants indicated that people in their 
neighbourhoods no longer bother to complain about secondary suites and, for this reason, 
the relatively few complaints received by the City may be masking a bigger problem.  
 
While participants perceived enforcement to be weak, they also generally acknowledged 
that proactive enforcement could have negative impacts, particularly if enforcement 
resulted in the extensive closure of suites leaving less affordable rental housing available – 
“caution is needed”/ “closing suites because of enforcement would swamp any potential 
benefits of implementing the policy – don’t close illegal suites and reduce current 
affordable stock”. 
 
On the whole, (with a few exceptions) 
participants felt that enforcement should 
concentrate on ensuring basic health and 
safety standards are met, whether legal or 
not and “doing the worst first”/ “where a 
building is out of control” – “Turning people 
out from a secondary suite is not 
unfortunate if the units aren’t safe or 
uninhabitable”. More use/  
reinforcement of the Standards of 
Maintenance Bylaw and the Federal 
Government Residential Rehabilitation 
Assistance Program (RRAP) was also  
suggested.6 It was acknowledged that City 
bylaw enforcement officers are 
“overloaded”, and they need to prioritize. 
As one participant noted: “It’s an 
unfortunate situation the way it is right now 
and there is no simple answer.” 

                                                           
6 In May 2005, CMHC announced that the Federal Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program 
(RRAP) will now enable the creation of secondary rental and garden suites for homeowners, private 
entrepreneurs, and First Nations, low-income seniors, as well as adults with a disability. Some 
$128 million has been allocated to fund renovation programs. Edmonton has recently begun developing 
a program, similar to RRAP, to upgrade already existing suites to ensure these units are adequate and 
meet minimum housing needs. 
 

City of Victoria 
General Enforcement Priorities 

 
 Dwelling units with illegal multiple 

suites (working down from dwelling 
units with the most suites to those 
with fewer suites.  

 Dwelling units with secondary 
suites that do not meet health and 
safety standards.  

 Dwelling units that have been 
constructed or altered without the 
requisite permits that do not meet 
the current land use zoning. 
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City staff indicate that there are currently 350 illegal suites on their ‘investigation list’ (165 
are multiple suite situations, 185 are secondary suites). The former are being actively 
pursued, the latter generally not. Enforcement takes time and can have mixed benefits. 
Staff cited the experience in Kelowna where three people have worked on 2,200 
complaints and have only been able to deal with about 10% of these in three years, and 
many suites have been closed.7 With the reorganization of the City’s bylaw enforcement 
staff by inspection area, there has been a marked improvement in  enforcement presence, 
the ability to deal with multiple suites, and enhanced compliance. Staff also feel that the 
public often doesn’t know about how complaints are prioritized and what has been 
achieved – that a “dialogue is needed with the community on enforcement issues”.  
  
Consultant Observations: 
 
Considerable frustration with existing enforcement practices was evident in the focus 
groups. Although participants generally acknowledged that the main problem was little or 
no enforcement of multiple-suite situations, the frustration is often expressed as a problem 
with suites in general, with little or no distinction made between the different kinds of 
suites. For some, particularly amongst representatives from less affluent neighbourhoods, 
the possibility of an expanded policy that would create additional suites would only 
compound the problems they now face. The City is currently reviewing its enforcement 
policy and practices – it will be important that the review address the issues raised in the 
focus groups, in particular, communication of enforcement priorities to the public. 
 

4.7 Impact of an Expanded Policy 
 

In response to the recognized need to improve housing affordability and safety, the City’s 
2004 Corporate Plan identified, as a priority, the expansion of the secondary suite supply. 
In 2003, the Regional Housing Affordability Strategy (RHAS) also identified secondary 
suites as a high priority. In the City’s 2005 Citizen Survey, areas of highest concern 
included: affordable housing (lack and availability), affordability and cost of living. As noted 
earlier, as one way to expand the secondary suite supply, the City proposed the expanded 
secondary suite policy. 
 
The potential or possible impact of this expanded policy was discussed in the focus 
groups. The general consensus was that an expanded policy would probably not result in 
the creation of significant numbers of new suites (the Gonzales’ experience was frequently 
cited). It was noted that secondary suites currently exist in large numbers in houses of all 
ages, that on-street parking is a reality – “it’s happening today”. On the other hand, by 
eliminating two of the requirements for creating secondary suites, additional suites, 
presently illegal, could more easily meet the requirements for legalization.  

 
It was also suggested by some participants that for the creation of additional suites and 
suite legalization to occur, more needs to be done, e.g. a designated person to assist the 
process and public education (“help neighbourhoods to understand why it’s a priority”). In 
the first focus group, participants wondered, given the number of single family houses in 
the City and projected population and construction, if it would be possible to identify 

                                                           
7 In the City of North Vancouver, staff interviewed for the Secondary Suites Guide, indicated that more 
suites may have been closed as a result of proactive enforcement than created. In Port Coquitlam, in 
1999, when their program began, there were an estimated 2,372 suites. As of 2004, 884 suites were 
decommissioned, 133 were legalized, and 970 were voluntarily registered, some of which were 
subsequently legalized.  
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targets, and if so, what would be reasonable targets?  What is the incentive for City 
Council to set some goals, e.g. a 10 or 20% increase in suites created (don’t count illegal 
suites); or 50 new suites annually and then you can budget?” In the same focus group, 
session it was suggested that “if Council wants this to happen, they’ll have to lead, not just 
allow”. 
 
Apart from increasing the number of secondary suites, effectiveness can be looked at in 
other ways, for example, some focus group participants noted:  

 “Incentive for City to set some goals – the secondary suite population in the Canada 
Census is undercounted – this affects senior government transfers to the City.” 

 In the Gonzales’ view, reducing the on-site parking requirement would have a positive 
impact on preserving green space in the City. 

 In the absence of senior government funding for social housing projects, secondary 
suites are considered to be the primary way of providing more affordable housing and 
in a way that existing neighbourhood character can be substantially retained.  

 
However, as noted previously, several focus group participants (particularly some 
representatives from community/ neighbourhood associations) strongly voiced the view 
that an effective expanded secondary suites policy would increase the likelihood of 
demolition and the construction of new larger, more expensive houses (and suites), and 
compound the problems they believe are associated with suites now. They felt that the 
“City policy would greatly affect less affluent neighbourhoods”, “don’t think we know what 
can of worms we’re opening”. It was suggested that the “Goal is not to destroy the 5 or 
6000 existing informal suites, but to find more affordable housing for those who need it 
without damaging what we have. Protect our assets.”  
 
Consultant Observations: 
 
In one of the focus groups, a participant suggested that the question, ‘How big a problem 
are parking and age restrictions rules that are not being enforced?’, is not the question. He 
suggested instead that the real questions are: “What are you managing secondary suites 
towards? What impact do you want to have?” Answering these questions would provide 
clarification and direction. 
 
In 2001, the Canada Census reported approximately 750 detached dwelling units in the 
City built between 1971 and 2001, out of a total stock of 8,715.  About 10% of these newer 
houses are in the small lot zone where conversion is prohibited. This leaves, under current 
zoning regulations, about 8% of single family houses (or about 675) built between 1971 
and 2001 that cannot legally create a secondary suite because of the current dwelling unit 
age restriction. In the past three years, the number of new single family dwelling units 
constructed in the City has averaged between 20-24 annually.  
 
Based on these figures, removal of the dwelling unit age restriction could result in, at most, 
an additional 800 houses becoming eligible for secondary suites – less than 10% of the 
single family housing stock and spread over the city, perhaps not more than a couple per 
block. As the literature indicates, however, 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. Furthermore, and as noted in previous sections and generally 
acknowledged in the focus groups, because many newer houses already have secondary 
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suites, the total estimate of possible new secondary suites created by removing the 
dwelling unit age restriction would be further reduced.  
In terms of older houses, as noted previously, apart from the age of the dwelling unit, the 
major constraints affecting the creation of legal secondary suites are habitable floor area 
and lack of space for on-site parking – one out of every three applicants for legal 
conversion are affected by one of these three constraints. Again, it is difficult to estimate 
the precise effect of removing the on-site parking restriction on the number of new 
secondary suites that would be created. Again, not everyone wants a secondary suite in 
their home, secondary suites without on-site parking already exist in significant numbers, 
and, even with the removal of the parking restriction, not every home would meet other  
Zoning Bylaw and/ or Building Code regulations.  

 
4.8 Community Consultation 
 

In the Secondary Suites Backgrounder (Section 5.17), the importance of consulting with 
residents and stakeholders is noted, particularly “as residents tend to have strong opinions 
on the question of whether suites should be allowed in detached housing, and under what 
conditions”. The Secondary Suites Guide notes that typical consultation methods include:  

 Public meetings, public hearings, and other consultation 
events;  

 Community surveys;  
 Focus groups;  
 Multi-stakeholder advisory committees and task forces;  
 Special meetings of a committee of Council (e.g. Housing 

Committee);  
 Community input gathered as part of consultant studies;  
 Community feedback gathered as part of staff-led policy 

reviews. 
 

As noted previously, there have been a number of consultations conducted on secondary 
suites prior to this round, e.g. two workshops sponsored by Burnside Gorge Community 
Association in 2004, the posting and distribution of information to key stakeholder 
organizations (including the neighbourhood/ community associations), and an Open House 
(including a panel discussion) in June 2005.  
 
The RFP for this project, approved by City Council, indicated that focus groups should be 
considered as the tool for soliciting further input – and the consultants, based on their 
professional experience, concurred with this approach for further identifying and refining 
the issues around secondary suites. Focus groups bring the different interests to the table 
to: gather opinions, beliefs, attitudes, and insights about issues of interest; test 
assumptions; encourage discussion about a particular topic; and provide an opportunity for 
participants to learn more about a topic or issue.  

 
During the focus groups a number of comments were made about the process. Several 
representatives of community/ neighbourhood associations indicated that “they don’t like 
the way the City has handled this”, that the Open House was an “abomination”, that the 
Secondary Suite Backgrounder was “a completely biased approach”, and that meetings 
with the City “seem to be an inclusive process, but it seems the decision has been made 
and we’re expected to rubber stamp it”.  
 
It should be noted that participants did not universally share these views – during this latest 
consultation process many positive comments about the Open House and the 

The City of Victoria’s 
expanded secondary 
suites consultation 
process has included 
many of these 
consultation methods.  
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Backgrounder were also received, both verbally in and writing. With respect to the 
Backgrounder, it is important to note that it simply reflects the findings of numerous 
research documents and current practices in various jurisdictions – no attempt was made 
to skew the information. Several participants also indicated that “Council needs to take 
leadership, proceed with it and not get caught by special interest groups”. 

 
During the focus groups, representatives from both the community/ neighbourhood 
associations and practitioners/ professionals indicated that they would be willing to 
participate in follow-up activities: 

 Neighbourhood associations can assist in education, provide opportunities for 
residents to voice their concerns (e.g. newsletters, e-mail, web sites, and meetings) 
and “allow citizens to own the process”. 

 VREB would be prepared to survey realtors if the questions are provided. 
 ROMS would participate in workshops and provide information.  

 
Consultant Observations: 
 
As noted, the focus groups were only one of a number of consultations that the City has 
undertaken on secondary suites. To provide some perspective on the comments from the 
focus groups, it is useful to review the results from the Open House Survey: 

 90 people attended; 
 76 responses to the survey were received – 14.7% from James Bay, 13.3% from 

Oaklands, 12% from Rockland, 10.7% from Fairfield, with the remainder drawn from 
across city, although none from Gonzales; the majority were longer-term city residents, 
homeowners and those who do not have a suite;    

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

 65% of respondents strongly supported or supported the proposed change in the age 
of construction; 26% did not;  

 46% of respondents supported the hiring of a facilitator, 40.8% supported reduced fees 
for suites; 12% did not support any incentives; and, 

 there was ‘solid’ support for introducing a business licence.  
 

Clearly, from these results, 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 discrepancy 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 in the focus 
groups (particularly the March 13th sessions), many of whom had previously indicated in 
correspondence with the City that they were either opposed to, or strongly concerned, 
about the proposed policy changes.  
 
The City’s 2005 Citizen Survey specifically surveyed citizens on the question of priorities, 
communication and citizen involvement. The results of this survey also provide some  
perspective on the comments from the focus groups.  

 Areas of highest concern included: affordable housing (lack and availability), 
affordability and cost of living. 
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 The top three ways that citizens learned about City issues were: local newspapers 
(79%), television stations (53%), and radio stations (40%), with 19% learning about 
City issues from Neighbourhood Associations. 

 Thirty-nine (39) percent) of 
respondents believed that the City 
welcomes citizen involvement 
(those who “agree” or “strongly 
agree”), while 9% believed that the 
City does not (those who disagree” 
or “strongly disagree”). Fifty-two 
(52) percent of respondents were 
either “neutral” to this question, or 
had no opinion, “indicating that 
some citizens may not know, or be 
aware of how they can participate 
in, and/or be part of decision-
making processes”. 

 Twenty-eight (28%) of citizens felt that the City listens (those “agree” or “strongly 
agree”) to them, while 20% did not (those who “disagree” or “strongly disagree”). A 
high percentage of citizens were either neutral (31%) or did not have an opinion (21%), 
“which could be the result of a lack of citizen involvement in City issues, or a lack of 
contact with City staff members”. 

 The top three ways that the City can better involve citizens in the information sharing, 
planning, and decision making processes were: public opinion surveys (with an 
average score of 66 out of 100), community meetings/open houses (62), and public 
meetings/hearings (61), with neighbourhood associations at 58%. 

 In response to the question – “I am satisfied with my neighbourhood community 
association taking my issues to the City” – 31% indicated satisfaction, but a “high 
percentage (47%) of respondents were not familiar with the activities of their 
neighbourhood community association, and a further 15% did not have an opinion. 
These figures “suggest that many citizens may not be involved with, aware of, or 
interested in their neighbourhood community association.” 

 
The focus groups produced much useful information – they were able to explore the 
proposed secondary suite policy changes in some depth, what and where the concerns 
are, and 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. The focus 
groups produced much useful information – they were able to explore the proposed 
secondary suite policy changes in some depth, what and where the concerns are, and 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.  
 
 
 
 

As these results demonstrate, 
community/ neighbourhood 
associations are an important and 
vital part of the City’s consultative 
process, however, they are not the 
only way in which citizens get 
information, provide input, or feel 
that their views are represented. 
This needs to be taken into account 
when considering the expansion of 
the secondary suites policy. 
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5. Options and Solutions / Recommended Actions 
 

Based on the review of the literature and practices and policies used by other 
municipalities and the results of the consultations undertaken on the proposed expanded 
policy, a number of options and solutions and recommended actions on the proposed 
expanded secondary suite policy have been identified.  
 
In developing the options and solutions, the advice provided in the Secondary Suites 
Guide was informative. The Guide, based on a review and analysis of secondary suites 
policies and practices in several BC municipalities offered a number of suggested ‘best 
practices’, that combined elements “balancing the need for affordable rental housing with 
the need for community consultation, fairness, and protection of health and safety”, 
including:   

 consult with residents and stakeholder organizations; 
 use a consistent approach throughout the jurisdiction; 
 provide clear information materials; and,  
 focus efforts on creating legal suites for the future. 

 
Some aspects of the proposed expanded secondary suite policy are relatively 
straightforward, others are more complicated. In terms of the options identified below, 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. 
  

5.1 Parking  
 

As noted earlier, removal of the on-site parking regulation is not a highly contentious issue 
– on-street parking is already occurring and there are a number of identified benefits (e.g. 
protection of green space and improved opportunities for creating more suites and legal 
suites). Where there are concerns about removing the on-site parking regulation, these 
most often focus 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 measures (e.g. on-street parking regulations) to address unwanted or 
problematic impacts where they arise. 

 
Recommended Action: 

 Implement Options (b) and (c). 
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5.2 Dwelling Unit Age  
 

As noted earlier, removal of the dwelling unit age regulation is a highly contentious issue, 
particularly in some neighbourhoods and/or for some community/ neighbourhood 
associations. The concern most often expressed was that removal will 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. While the literature and professionals/ practitioners contend that an 
increased supply of housing (and secondary suites) will improve ‘affordability’, outstanding 
concerns about maintaining neighbourhood character need to be addressed.  For this 
reason, it might be efficacious to look at some additional options that lie between retaining 
or removing the age restriction.  
 
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 
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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 
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.  

 
5.3 Licensing 
 

As noted earlier, introducing a business licence for secondary suites is generally 
supported, although it is questioned how effective a voluntary licence program would be. 
Experience in other municipalities has shown that voluntary programs have not resulted in 
significant numbers of homeowners coming forward. On the other hand, 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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5.4 Enforcement  
 

As noted earlier, there is a general perception that enforcement of secondary suites is 
weak, although it is also acknowledged that most of the problems with ‘suites’ are in 
multiple suite situations. Because enforcement is often done ‘quietly’, many may not be 
aware of actions being taken. Enforcement needs to be dealt with at the same time as the 
expanded policy – the perception that problems are not being dealt with contributes to how 
receptive people will be about suggested changes to current policies. City staff are 
currently preparing a report on a revised enforcement strategy. That report needs to be 
considered in conjunction with this report.  
 
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). 
 
5.5. Impact 
 

Although the primary motivation for proposing an expanded secondary suites policy was to 
improve housing affordability in the City, improved housing affordability is only one 
outcome. Enforcement should lead to legalization; removal of the parking and dwelling unit 
age restrictions should lead to legalization and the creation of new suites. 
 
As originally proposed, it was anticipated that the expanded secondary suites would be 
applied to single family dwellings in the R1-B, R1-A, and R-2 zones. The focus groups 
provided various perspectives on this issue: some in favour, some not (arguing that  
neighbourhoods differ one from another). The Secondary Suites Guide notes that “staff 
from several jurisdictions commented that one of the key strengths of their secondary suite 
program is consistency throughout the municipality” and the Guide further notes that a 
blanket policy “creates a sense of fairness and simplicity…that a consistent approach 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.   
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(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). 

 
5.6 Community Consultation 
 

As noted, considerable consultation has taken place on the proposed expanded policy – 
there have been various opportunities for the issues to be raised and discussed. While the 
focus groups provided an opportunity for a more in-depth exploration of the issues, 
generally the issues raised were similar to those identified through the Open House. 
Nevertheless, some representatives from some community/ neighbourhood associations 
continue to be dissatisfied with the consultation processes used and/ or feel more is 
needed.  
 
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 suites 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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Attachment 1:   
Expansion of Secondary Suite Policy in the City of Victoria –  
March 10, 2005 Staff Report and Minutes of the Committee of Whole, 
March 23, 2005 

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 
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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. 
 

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. 
 
 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 Suites  
 
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 
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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; 
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. 
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• 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. 
 

• 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 
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• Council and City staff 
• Housing Advisory Committee 

 
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 
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Excerpt from Minutes of the City of Victoria Committee of the Whole 
Meeting Thursday, March 17, 2005 
 
4.1 Expansion of Secondary Suite Policv in the City of Victoria  
 
The Manager, Community Development and the Senior Planner reviewed their report dated 
March 10, 2005. Noting that the City's 2004 Corporate Strategic Plan identified expansion of 
secondary suites as a key component of a comprehensive housing strategy for Victoria, it will 
ensure an adequate supply of safe and affordable housing options for residents. This item was 
also a recommendation of the Capital Regional District's Regional Housing Affordability 
Strategy.  
 
Members of the Committee offered the following comments:  

• the Advisory Housing Committee identified the expansion of secondary suites as one 
of the top three affordable housing initiatives;  

• economic benefits to people who will now be able to qualify for a mortgage with the 
revenue generated by legalized secondary suites;  

• the need to consider adding the secondary suite fee to property taxes, rather than 
administering it separately through business licensing;  

• concerns regarding the implications to communities, and the need for a grid outlining 
the costs and benefits;  

• ensuring that the communication plan includes information regarding B.C.  Assessment 
Authority's inclusion of secondary suites 

• whether legal or illegal -as a land improvement on the property assessment;  
• secondary suites achieve density with less of an impact to the community  

 
Action: Councillor Fortin moved that regarding permitting secondary suites:  

1. 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. The City Solicitor be instructed to prepare the necessary bylaw amendments as outlined in 
Table 1 of the Zoning Section noted in the report dated March 10. 2005. from the Manager. 
Community Development and the Senior Planner; 

 3. All owners of single-family dwellings with secondary suites be required to pay an annual 
Business Licence fee of $100.00, and that there be a consequential amendment to the 
Business Licence Bylaw imposing a licensing requirement and fee for all residential rentals 
and conversions;  

4. 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; and  

5. Council endorse the communication plan attached to the report dated March 10, 2005, from 
the Manager, Community Development and the Senior Planner.  

CARRIED. OS/235  
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Action: Councillor Fortin moved that regarding illegal suites:  

1. 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; and  

2. In the interim, the City of Victoria continue to enforce against suites in accordance with 
existing policy.  

CARRlED. OS/234  
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Attachment 2:  
Interview List 
 
 
Name Affiliation Date 
1. Dan Scoones Bylaw Enforcement Officer January 27, 2006 
2. Stan Schopp Manager of Development & Regulatory 

Services 
January 27, 2006 

3. Tom Pebernat Zoning Planner, City of Victoria January, 30, 2006 
4. Pam Madoff Councillor, City of Victoria January, 30, 2006 
5. Helen Hughes Councillor, City of Victoria January, 30, 2006 
6. Dean Fortin Councillor, City of Victoria  
7. Brian Hawkins Assessor Capital Region, BC Assessment 

Authority 
February 2, 2006 

8. Al Kemp Rental Owners and Managers Society February 10, 2006 
9.  Todd Weir Co-Chair Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan 

Implementation Committee 
February 13, 2006 

10. John Farquarhson Co-Chair Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan 
Implementation Committee 

February 14, 2006 

11. Caroline Moore APC Member March 15, 2006 
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Attachment 3:  
Focus Group Invitation 
 
 
 
 

Invitation 
 

City of Victoria Secondary Suite Focus Groups 
 

The City of Victoria has retained Urban Aspects Consulting Group to facilitate a number of 
focus groups to identify and refine issues, identify solutions and make recommendations 
with regard to the possible expansion of the City’s secondary suite policy. Participants in 
the focus groups will include: representatives of neighbourhood and community 
associations; other members of the public; members of City Advisory Committees; and 
other stakeholder representatives (e.g. builders, design firms, real estate, rental owners 
and managers, etc.).    

 
 Where and When: City Hall  - 7-9 p.m. 

Committee Room 2 – Monday, March 6  
Committee Rooms 1 and 2 – Tuesday, March 7 
Council Chamber and Committee Room 2 – Monday, March 13 

 
So that we can organize the focus group sessions, could you please let us know the 

following: 
 

 I will be attending: Yes ____  No _____   
 

  In order of preference (e.g. 1,2,3) I would like to participate in the: 
 • March 6 Focus Group   

 • March 7 Focus Group   

 • March 13 Focus Group   

Once we hear back, we will let you know which session you will be in.  
  
  

RSVP to: E-Mail: dbutler@urbanaspects.bc.ca, Tel: 598-6964, Fax: 598-6909 
 

Refreshments will be provided. 
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■ Background  
 
In response to the identified need to improve housing affordability and safety, the City’s 
2004 Corporate Plan identified as a priority the expansion of the secondary suite supply. In 
2003, the Regional Housing Affordability Strategy (RHAS) also identified secondary suites 
as a high priority. In the City’s 2005 Citizen Survey, areas of highest concern included: 
affordable housing (lack and availability) and affordability and cost of living. 

 
■ Public Consultation  

 
Public consultation was an important part of the processes used to develop the Corporate 
Plan, RHAS, and the Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan. In addition, the City of Victoria has 
undertaken a number of other consultations on secondary suites over the last few years:  

 May and October 2004: the Burnside Gorge Community Association, through funding 
from the Supporting Communities Partnership (SCPI) organized two workshops on 
secondary suites in with the assistance of the City and the Community Association 
Network (CAN). 

 March 2005: the City released a Media release on possible approaches to expanding 
the City’s secondary suites policy, followed up by a number of media interviews, 
posting information on the web site, and sending a letter to Neighbourhood/ 
Community Associations, ROMA, CHBA, HAP, CRD and other municipalities.    

 June 2005: the City hosted a public Open House on secondary suites, including a 
panel discussion and participant survey. The Open House was held to provide 
information to the public receive feedback (comments, suggestions, ideas, and 
concerns).   

 
■ Expansion of Secondary Suite Policy  

 
In 2003, Victoria City Council adopted the Gonzales zoning regulations, based on the 
recently developed Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan. These regulations:  

 permit a secondary suite in houses of any age, not just pre-1970 houses 

 eliminate the requirement for on-site parking for the suite  

 maintain other regulations regarding minimum house size and minimal exterior 
changes to retain the single family appearance of the house.   

 
As one way of increasing the supply of affordable rental housing and make home 
ownership more feasible, the City is interested in examining the possibility of expanding 
the Gonzales regulations to other areas of the City, e.g. to single family dwelling in the R1-
B, R1-A, and R-2 zones. A staff report to Council in March 2004 recommended expanding 
the secondary suite policy.   
 
The possible expanded policy does not:  

 relax or alter the City’s bylaw enforcement procedures; 
 affect owners of duplexes and small lot single family dwellings – they will not be 

eligible for secondary suites under this initiative.  
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■ Secondary Suites in the City of Victoria 
 
The City of Victoria was one of the first cities in BC (1956) to permit conversion of houses, 
under certain conditions, to suites of a variety of types, e.g. duplexes, triplexes and more.  
 
With changes to the BC Building Code defining secondary suites, subsequently secondary 
suites were legally permitted in the City, particularly in the R1-B and R-2 zones.  
 
A secondary suite is the Building Code term for a special type of suite permitted in a single 
family dwelling. The Province has developed special Building Code regulations to allow 
and encourage secondary suites in single family dwellings. These provisions govern such 
elements as ceiling height, fire separation, sound control and floor area (e.g. up to 90m2 
and occupy no more than 40% of a house's floor area). A secondary suite must be rental 
and cannot be strata-titled.  
 
There are currently about 3500 legal suites in the city (comprising about 10% of the city’s 
housing stock). Secondary suites are only a small portion of this number.   
 
 

 
The attached Focus Group Backgrounder (including current City of Victoria practices 

and examples from elsewhere) has been prepared to provide information to 
participants and should be reviewed prior to the Focus Group sessions. 
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Attachment 4:  
Secondary Suite Backgrounder 
 
 

Secondary Suite Backgrounder Table of Contents 
 
 

1. Secondary Suites and Housing Affordability 

2. Benefits and Challenges 

3. History of Secondary Suites in Victoria 

4. Current Zoning Regulations 

5. Secondary Suite Issues 
 5.1 Dwelling Unit Age Requirement 

 5.2 Parking 

 5.3 Owner Occupancy 

 5.4 Secondary Suite Tenant/ Owner Characteristics 

 5.5 Assessment and Property Values 

 5.6 How a Secondary Suite Can Reduce Homeownership Costs 

 5.7 Rent Levels in Secondary Suites  

 5.8 Utilities Fees 

 5.9 Where are Secondary Suites Most Likely to be Created?  

 5.10 Conversions/ Demolitions   

 5.11 Exterior Changes 

 5.12 Heritage Issues 

 5.13 Building Code 

 5.14 Enforcement/ lllegal Suites 

 5.15 Municipal Liability 

 5.16 Licensing/ Registration Fees 

 5.17 Community Consultation and Education 

6. Best Practices 

 

Report on the City of Victoria's Secondary Suite Policy - June 2006 49



  

 

1. Secondary Suites and Housing Affordability 
 
While the CRD’s Regional Housing Strategy (RHAS) Report recognized that there is no single 
or simple solution to improving housing affordability, the recommendation “permitting 
secondary suites” was given high priority. This recognized that secondary suites are widely 
recognized as an important means of increasing the supply of and meeting the need for more-
affordable rental accommodation. In addition, secondary suites can reduce a homeowner’s 
monthly carrying costs by as much as 25%, making home ownership more affordable.  
 
The best definition of housing affordability in Canada is called “core housing need”. 
Households are in core housing need if they cannot find somewhere to live that is in 
reasonably good condition and is big enough for their household without spending more than 
30% of their income. Households who choose to spend more than 30% of their income on 
housing are not considered to be in core housing need, nor are residents of social housing 
where rents are geared to income.  
 
In the CRD, The number of households in core-need is over 22,000. Two-thirds of these  
households in core housing need are renters. Overall, 1 in every 6 households is in core 
housing need, with 1 in every 3 renter-households or 16,000 households, and 1 in every 13 
owner-households or 6,000 households). On a geographic basis, the largest number of core 
need renters live in Victoria (over 9,000 households).  

 
Some CMHC Stats – Housing Market Outlook (Fall 2005) and Rental Market Report 
(October 2005): 
 Average Victoria single family house price in 2005 (3rd quarter) – $448,019. 
 Average townhouse prices are forecast to approach $350,000 in 2006. 
 Median apartment condo prices will rise to $289,000 in 2005 and $299,00 in 2006. 
 The on-going shortage of land in the urban core, combined with rising construction costs 

will erode housing affordability through 2006. 
 First-time buyers will be less active, held back by rising interest rates and prices.  
 Rising home prices and mortgage rates mean higher qualifying income for purchasing a 

home. In 2006, qualifying income required for the purchase of average-priced houses will 
rise to record levels, forecast at $115,703 in 2006 from $109,968 in 2005  

 Vacancy rates for rental properties have dropped from 0.6 in 2004 to 0.5 in 2005.  
 Continued low vacancy rates are driving rent increases: average rents jumped 4.5% in 

2005, compared with 1.4% in 2004. 
 Fewer suites were available for rent compared with last year in all markets except the West 

Shore. 
 Suites for larger households such as families were in shortest supply – 0.2% for units with 

3+ bedrooms. 
 Smaller suites reported lowest vacancies in Victoria and Saanich.  
 Apartments with 3+ bedrooms saw the largest rent increase – rising 6.4% from 2004 to 

average $976. 
 The townhouse vacancy rate in October 2005 – 0.7% - with no vacant units found in 

Victoria, and no 2 bedroom suites available anywhere in Metro Victoria. 
 Low vacancy rates and low availability rates are putting upward pressure on rents and also 

play into increasing development of alternative forms of rental accommodation such as 
condo rentals, secondary suite rental and shared rental of houses  
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As the demand for affordable rental housing continues to grow, limited investment in non-
market housing, and increasing residential property values, local governments will increasingly 
have to address the issue of housing affordability, and more specifically, affordable rental 
options. The Secondary Suites Guide (Province of BC) notes that “secondary suites are a 
viable market housing option with numerous benefits for communities” and suggests that to 
encourage the production of safe, legal and affordable rental housing meet, “permissive 
policies on secondary suites” will be needed.  

 
2. Benefits and Challenges  
 
Commonly cited benefits and disincentives with respect to secondary suites are listed below. 
 

Benefits Disincentives 
Property Owner and Tenant 

 Increased support, security and supplemental 
income to enable the elderly to continue to live 
independently in their own homes - “aging in 
place”. 

 For homeowners, can be used as mortgage 
helpers, increased revenue.  

 May enable legalization of an illegal suite. 
 May make retention rather than demolition of a 

house feasible. 
 Ensures health and safety standards are met. 

Increases safety.  

 With legalization, better protection of tenants 
with respect to discrimination and 
mistreatment. 

 With legalization, better monitoring and control 
of the quality of suites. 

 Provides tenants (including families and 
children) with housing in well-serviced 
neighbourhoods near parks, schools, and  
shopping, accessibility, ground-oriented use of 
a yard and garden.  

 Helps families to stay together – an owner may 
provide a secondary suite as a first home for 
an adult child or as nearby accommodation for 
an elderly relative.  

 Many renters prefer to live in a single family 
dwelling rather than an apartment. 

 

 Requires management of a rental unit under 
the Residential Tenancy Act. 

 Increased taxes and costs for services (also 
acts as a disincentive to building a secondary 
suite). 

 May have noise and privacy impacts. 
 Although required by law, the cost of upgrading 

to BC Building Code standards. 

 Although required by law, declaration of 
additional income for Federal and Provincial 
tax purposes.  

 Structural difficulties meeting code 
requirements. 

Neighbourhood 
 Increases supply of more affordable housing 

for both tenants and owners through the private 
market - provides a greater variety of tenures 
and types of housing.  

 Increases diversity of families in 
neighbourhoods with a diversity of economic 
backgrounds. 

 

 May increase demand for on-street parking.  
 May increase traffic. 
 Increases density.  
 May increase noise. 
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Benefits Disincentives 
 Enables low-impact densification while 

maintaining neighbourhood character – less 
disruptive and obvious than apartments or 
townhouses. 

 Increased street parking results in traffic 
calming. 

 Not requiring parking for a secondary suite 
maintains greenspace and lessens paving. 

 Reduces the culture of “non-compliance” re: 
illegal suites. 

 Revitalization of existing neighbourhoods to 
allow better use/retention of certain resources, 
e.g. schools. 

 Neighbourhood stability. 
 Economically, environmentally and socially in 

keeping with the tenets of sustainable growth.  
 

 

City and Region 
 Good use of existing infrastructure e.g. water, 

sewer and services e.g. schools, community 
centres. 

 Enables alternative transportation forms e.g. 
walking, cycling, transit. 

 Additional rental housing without government 
subsidy. 

 Already an established form of housing (but 
many suites are illegal). 

 With legalization, more certainty about the 
number of dwelling units in an area allows local 
government to more accurately plan 
infrastructure development. 

 Increased municipal and school tax revenue. 
 Adds more affordable housing to the stock of 

housing in a city or region. 
 If permitted throughout a region or municipality, 

provides consistency and fairness of treatment. 
 More efficient use of existing municipal 

services. 
 Promotes smart growth through intensification 

of land use, reducing impact on green space 
and farmland. 

 Tenants living in legal suites may be more 
willing to be identified by census takers. More 
accurate counts can result in higher population 
numbers and hence increases in population-
based funding. 

 Increased transfer payments to the City from 
senior governments, as likelihood of all 
residents of suites being identified by census 
takers.  

 

 May increase pressure for demolition of 
existing houses e.g. small houses not suitable 
for secondary suites.  

 May increase costs for services (raises the 
question of fairness in billing for services). 

 Lack of municipal staff to enforce bylaws. 
 Municipal liability. 
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3. History of Secondary Suites in Victoria 
 

 The City's policy has been to permit secondary suites to allow its aging stock of quality 
housing to adapt to changing social and economic conditions while continuing the 
appearance of an attractive single-family neighbourhood. (Add a Suite) 

 Victoria was one of the first cities in BC to permit conversion of houses to suites of a 
variety of types (in 1956). Victoria allowed (and still allows) under certain conditions the 
conversion of single family dwellings to duplexes, triplexes and more.  

 In the 1990s, with changes to the BC Building Code, that defined and enabled legalization 
of secondary suites, Victoria adopted regulations that permitted secondary suites. 
Secondary suites are currently permitted in a number of zones throughout the city, most 
commonly in R1-A, R1-B and R-2 zones.  

 There are about 3500 legal suites (of all types) in the City or about 10% of the total 
housing stock. Legal secondary suites comprise only a small number of these. It is difficult 
to specifically identify the actual number of secondary suites as there is no credible data 
source for the overall number of units available, particularly with respect to illegal suites. 
However it has been estimated that about a fifth of the rental stock in British Columbia is in 
secondary suites (CMHC). Some other observers have estimated that that one in five 
single detached dwellings in Victoria may contain a secondary suite.  

 Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan 

• The plan, which won a PIBC award last year, had extensive citizen participation and 
collaboration.  

• It is based on the overarching value of integration. This value focuses on managing 
change so it enhances and reinforces the existing character of the neighbourhood.   

• 4 key values (balancing them), supporting integration are: 

• Enhancement of the built and natural environment;  
• Maintenance of the single family character, look and ambiance;  

 
• Maintenance of social stability and diversity; and  
• Traffic calming and encouragement of alternative forms of transportation. 

• Allowing “Secondary Suites” in houses built after 1970 (and any new houses) without a 
parking requirement was seen by many residents as in keeping with integration and the 
4 key supporting values, as a way of accommodating change and growth while 
maintaining the neighbourhood’s single family look and character.  They were seen, 
too, as the neighbourhood’s opportunity to contribute to the Regional Growth Strategy.  

• Following adoption of the plan the new residential zoning for Gonzales included 
provisions permitting secondary suites in houses of any age without a parking 
requirement for the suite. The rules regarding house size and no exterior changes were 
not removed, however.  

• Since the Plan was adopted, approximately 11 suites have been built in the Gonzales 
Neighbourhood, although most of these might have happened anyway under the old 
regulations. Only 3 have been built as a result of new housing construction. It is 
expected, based on the number of single family dwellings in the neighbourhood, that 
eventually 80 to 100 suites are likely to be built over the life of the Neighbourhood Plan.   
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4. Current Zoning Regulations 
 

 Definitions: 
 

When considering a possible expansion of the City’s secondary suite policy, it is important 
to recognize that suites come in various forms – with secondary suites being only one kind 
and governed by a different set of regulations than for other kinds of suites.  
 
• Duplex or Duplex Conversion: The zoning term for a house with a suite is a duplex 

or duplex conversion. The latter is the more commonly used term as it distinguishes a 
purpose built duplex from a single family dwelling that has been converted to a duplex. 
A duplex or duplex conversion contains two independent dwellings, each with a 
kitchen, washroom, living and sleeping area. A duplex conversion may be rented or 
strata-titled.  

 
• Secondary suite: A secondary suite is the building code term for a special type of 

suite permitted in a single family dwelling. The Province has developed special Building 
Code regulations to allow and encourage secondary suites in single family dwellings. 
These provisions govern such elements as ceiling height, fire separation, sound control 
and floor area (e.g. up to 90m2 and occupy no more than 40% of a house's floor area). 
A secondary suite must be rental and cannot be strata-titled.  

 
 Current Single Family Zoning Regulations 

 
Duplex conversions and secondary suites are permitted in the R1-B, R1-A and R1-G 
Single Family zones provided:  

• The house is old – pre 1970 (Note: in the R1-G zone covering the Gonzales 
neighbourhood houses of any age (including new houses) may qualify for a secondary 
suite.  

• The house is large – over 150 m2 (1615 ft2) of habitable floor space. Habitable floor 
space is any floor area with a ceiling height of 7 ft or greater.  

• Each suite must have a floor area of 500 f2 or greater 
• Sufficient on-site parking – 2 spaces accessed independently. (Note: parking for a 

secondary suite is not required in the R1-G zone covering the Gonzales 
Neighbourhood).  

• Landscape screening of parking from the back lot line is required (1.5 m wide by 1.8 m 
high). 

• For houses built between 1930 and 1970, flanking landscape screening of parking (60 
cm wide and 1.5 m high.   

• At least 30% of a lot must be landscaped and 33% of the rear yard must remain in 
landscaped condition.  

• No exterior or very limited exterior changes – no additions before or after the 
conversion such as dormers, sun decks, porches or balconies. Changes to windows 
and doors are permitted on facades that do not face the street.  

  
 Practice in Other Jurisdictions  

 
• Where Suites are Allowed: A common approach is to allow secondary suites 

throughout single-family zones and in single-family dwellings located in multi-family 
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zones. In 2004, the City of Vancouver formally approved changes that made it possible 
to have a secondary suite in every detached single family home. A variation is allowing 
suites in all single-family areas except in a certain neighbourhood or area (e.g. Resort 
Municipality of Whistler, City of Port Coquitlam). In some cases (e.g. the City of Surrey) 
a special zone is created for suites and rezoning of individual properties is required. In 
Kelowna, secondary suite zoning (originally large portions of older neighbourhoods) 
was carried forward from incorporation, but in 1998, a special “s” zone was also 
included.  

• How Many Suites are Allowed: Municipalities typically use zoning bylaws to confirm 
the BC Building Code limitation that a maximum of one secondary suite is allowed per 
dwelling unit or property. 

• Suite Size and Number of Rooms: Zoning typically uses the floor space maximum 
specified in the BC Building Code definition of a secondary suite: 90 square metres, 
occupying not more than 40% of the habitable floor space of the building. Some 
jurisdictions use zoning bylaws to specify minimum suite size. For example, the City of 
North Vancouver requires that suites have a minimum floor space of 400 square feet 
(38 square metres) and the Resort Municipality of Whistler requires a minimum of 32.5 
square metres. Some jurisdictions specify the number of bedrooms and/or number of 
other rooms permitted. For example, Whistler allows up to two bedrooms, two 
bathrooms, one living room, and one kitchen. In the case of the City of Nelson, the 
number of bedrooms determines the number of additional parking spaces required 
(one parking space is required for suites with up to two bedrooms). 

• Secondary suites for tourist accommodation: The Resort Municipality of Whistler 
specifically prohibits use of secondary suites as tourist accommodations. 

 
In its list of best practices, the Province’s Secondary Suites Guide recommends that a 
consistent approach should be used throughout a municipality. “Staff from several jurisdictions 
commented that one of the key strengths of their secondary suite program is consistency 
throughout the municipality. For example, if suites are allowed in all detached homes, it 
creates a sense of fairness and simplicity. A consistent approach is easier to understand.”  

 
5. Secondary Suite Issues 
 
5.1 Dwelling Unit Age Requirement 
 
Some communities have adopted restrictions on the creation of secondary suites based on the 
age of the home. In some cases the development of secondary suites in new construction is 
restricted. As the report, Accessory Dwelling Units: 1995 by the Municipal Research & 
Services Center of Washington (p. 54) states, “Such regulations are  … intended to prevent 
new construction designed specifically for conversion at a later time.”  
 
The same report states that: “Supporters of restrictions based on the age of homes assert that 
the goal should promote the recycling and better use of existing housing rather than to 
encourage the development of duplexes in single-family neighbourhoods.”(p. 54); and 
proponents “argue that this type of restriction denies homeowners flexibility in the use of their 
homes to allow for changes in family size, economic status or other life-cycle changes.” The 
report goes on to say that “it is not clear that allowing ADUs in new construction will result in 
waves of ADU installation. Where there is concern over the potential numbers of ADU, sunset 
provisions or reviews that are triggered after a certain number of conversions may provide 
reassurance to neighbourhood groups….” (p.55)  
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Typically most municipalities do not have any dwelling unit age restrictions on permitting 
secondary suites. Those that do typically have a 5-year restriction. For example: 

 Port Coquitlam: Older homes constructed under building permits issued prior to July 2000 
can qualify for a legalized secondary suite.  

 Toronto: A Second Suite shall be permitted as a secondary use within all single-detached 
and semi-detached dwellings which have been erected for a period of not less than five (5) 
years.  

 
The practice in Victoria has been to allow suites only in dwelling units built prior to 1970. In the 
Gonzales Neighbourhood, however, the dwelling unit age restriction has been removed. In 
Gonzales, where a house has undergone major modification (this does not include raising the 
house), owners must wait 5 years before creating a secondary suite. On the other hand, newly 
constructed houses can include a secondary suite immediately.  
 
In 2001, Canada Census reported approximately 750 detached dwelling units built between 
1971 and 2001 out of a total stock of 8715 in the City of Victoria. About 10% of these are 
probably in the small lot zone which prohibits conversion. This leaves, with the current 
regulations, about 8% of single family houses excluded from having a secondary suite. 

  
5.2 Parking 
 
Parking is one of the common issues perceived to be a problem with secondary suites.  
 
A 1999 Research Report prepared for CMHC (The Impact of Secondary Suites on Municipal 
Infrastructure and Services) looked at the impact of secondary suites on parking. The findings 
concluded that: “It would appear that the issue of parking for secondary suites is not as much 
a problem as people fear.”   
 
The report cited a number of other studies, including one in Metropolitan Toronto that focused 
on parking and secondary suites and found that "in almost every study area surveyed, 
however, with the exception of one, there were more than enough spaces available on-site to 
accommodate the number of vehicles that actually existed in the areas" (Marshall Macklin 
Monaghan 1987). This study also tried to determine whether parking requirements associated 
with converted units (i.e. suites) were different from homes without secondary suites. It 
concluded that:   
 

• There was no clear relationship between the degree of intensification in an area and 
the number of cars per building.  

• Areas that are well served by public transit generally have fewer cars per occupied 
unit.  

• Economic factors such as income may affect the likelihood of car ownership.  
• Vehicle ownership for those over the age of 65 was marginally lower than for those 

under 65. 
• Smaller living units such as rooms and bachelor units generate fewer vehicles per unit 

than larger units.  
 
The study also showed those secondary suites with 2 or fewer bedrooms averaged less than 
one car per unit. Larger units with 3 or more bedrooms averaged 1.5 cars per unit. However, 
only 6% of the units were this size.”  
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For Victoria specifically, The Impact of Secondary Suites on Municipal Infrastructure and 
Services report found: 

 
Victoria Survey Results Houses with 

suites 
Houses without 

suites 
Difference (houses with 

suites compared to 
houses without suites) 

Average number of vehicles per 
house 

2.1 1.5 40% more 

Average number of on-site parking 
spaces per house 

1.8 1.5 20% more 

% of main households park on 
street some of the time 

33% 43% 23% less 

% of tenants household park on 
street some of the time 

73% N/a N/a 

Average number of cars parked on 
street/ house 

1.5 0.5 200% more 

 
“In Victoria, homes with suites possess 40% more vehicles than those without, but that 
represents only half a car. In Victoria, the average number of cars parked on the street per 
house with suites was 1.5 compared to only 0.5 for houses without suites, a difference of one 
car per house. In Victoria, most of the suite tenants (73%) park on the street.” (p.33) Note: the 
actual number of cars parked on the street usually includes vehicles owned by homeowners, 
visitors, service providers vehicles, and employees working nearby.   
  
Current Practice in Victoria 
 
With the exception of Gonzales, there must be a paved space (accessed independently) for 
independent parking of 2 cars somewhere on the lot other than the front yard. For Gonzales, 
on-site parking for secondary suites is no longer required. The change in the Gonzales’ 
regulations seen as a trade-off between preserving green space or adding more paved 
surface.  

 
Practice in Other Municipalities 
 
Other municipalities have taken a variety of approaches. Most typically municipalities require 
at least one off-street parking spaces (e.g. Vancouver, Port Moody, City of North Vancouver, 
and most of the CRD where secondary suites are permitted). However, a growing number 
have or are considering reducing the requirement. The major incentives for the change include 
implementing Smart Growth principles and the impact on housing affordability. For example, it 
has been estimated that requiring two parking spaces per housing unit increases urban 
housing development costs by $10,000 to $30,000 per unit compared with requiring one 
space) (Nelson, et al., 2002)  

 
Examples include: 
 Port Coquitlam: No additional on-site parking required for secondary suites. The reason 

for this is to preserve landscaped yards. According to one study (A Smart Growth Direction 
for the District of Pitt Meadows (West Coast Environmental Law) “ Since) council legalized 
suites in Port Coquitlam City staff have not received any complaints about parking 
problems due to suites….” (p.10) 
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 Ottawa:  No on-site parking space is required, but parking can be accommodated on-site, 
and is allowed in the driveway. However, front yard parking for a secondary dwelling unit is 
not allowed.  

 Toronto: In the former City of Toronto, one parking space was considered sufficient for the 
main unit plus a secondary apartment.  

 City of Portland: The reason for not requiring on-site parking is to “balance the need 
to provide adequate parking while maintaining the character of single-dwelling 
development and reducing the amount of impervious surface on a site.” The City has 
adopted the following parking requirements: (1) No additional parking space required for 
an accessory dwelling unit (including secondary suites) created on a site with an existing 
house and the roadway in at least one abutting street is at least 28 feet wide; (2) One 
additional parking space required when none of the roadways in abutting streets are at 
least 28 feet wide; or when the accessory dwelling unit is created at the same time as the 
house.  

 City of Vancouver, Washington: Additional off-street parking is not required in 
conjunction with the establishment of a secondary suite. However, the off-street parking 
requirements are maintained for the primary residence. 

 
Use of Parking Permits: 
Both Vancouver and San Francisco use special residential parking permits for use in 
congested neighbourhoods.   
 
In Vancouver, when a neighbourhood is affected by severe parking pressures from major 
parking generators (e.g., schools, hospitals, skytrain stations), a Resident Permit Parking 
(RPP) system may be considered to limit commuter parking in residential neighbourhoods. 
Permits may be purchased only by residents of the RPP system. RPP systems are more 
restrictive than Residential Parking Only (RPO) systems. The issue and control of permits is 
the responsibility of the Engineering Department, while enforcement is carried out by the 
Parking Enforcement Branch. The current system of implementing Residential Permit Parking 
zones began in June 1980 with the PNE permit area. There are at present 17 permit zones 
located throughout the city. The parking decal allows residents to park on any street in the 
permit zone where there are signs indicating “No Parking Except with Permit” or variations 
thereof. The parking permit does not allow residents to park in other RPP areas of the city.  
The RPP permit is an annual non-transferable decal affixed to the front windshield. Each 
permit zone decal is recognizable as a specific colour and shape. Temporary parking permits 
may also be issued (for rental vehicles or courtesy cars, out of town visitors, housesitting, 
homecare, construction or service work).  
 
In San Francisco, the preferential residential parking system was established in 1976 to 
preserve neighborhood living within a major urban center. The program’s main goal is to 
provide more parking spaces for residents by discouraging long-term parking by people who 
do not live in the area.  There are now 27 residential permit areas in the City. Residents are 
allowed to purchase four permits per single address if they live in an established residential 
permit parking area. Businesses located on a permit parking block are allowed to purchase 
one permit per business and are allowed up to three additional permits for delivery vehicles 
with commercial license plates registered to that business address. Permits are also available 
for caregivers, company vehicles, carpools & vanpools, contractors, fire stations, foreign 
consulates, military personnel, students, and teachers in San Francisco. The cost of the permit 
is $60 a year. Temporary permits are also available. 
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5.3 Owner Occupancy 
 
Currently in the City of Victoria there is no requirement for owner-occupancy where a 
secondary suite exists. However, several jurisdictions (e.g., City of Abbotsford, City of North 
Vancouver, and Surrey) require that dwellings with secondary suites must be occupied by the 
owner. Central Saanich is currently in the process of adopting secondary suite regulations that 
require the principal dwelling unit or suite must be owner-occupied in all instances. Where 
owner-occupancy is permitted, it is common for local governments to request notarized 
affidavits or covenants. However, covenants can be administratively difficult.  
 
However, an owner occupancy requirement may be legally challengeable, and the 
enforcement of this requirement is problematic. In 1997, a restriction in the Delta zoning bylaw 
imposing a condition for secondary suite use that the suite only be used by persons relate to 
the occupant of the primary suite was struck down by the BC Supreme Court. Basically, the 
Court ruled that a municipality cannot regulate users, only the use of land.  
 
Owner occupied principal units are often perceived to minimize ‘negative’ impacts of additional 
dwelling units – the owner has control over the conduct of the tenant and of the property and is 
available to respond to neighbourhood concerns directly. “ Yet, there are regulatory measures 
available to ensure that property should be maintained to nieghbourhood standards by the 
owner whether they live there or not. Monitoring owner-occupancy can also be difficult.  
 
For tenants, owner-occupancy requirements smack of paternalism. The implicit assumption is 
that property owners are necessary on-site to ride herd on potentially unruly tenants. This 
attitude is symptomatic of the anti-tenant bias that lies just beneath the surface of the 
secondary suite debate.” (Tenant Rights Action Coalition Survey) 
 
“Many secondary suite tenants would prefer that their landlords not live above them. Often 
small landlords are unfamiliar with their responsibilities under the Residential Tenancy Act, 
and incidents of illegal entry and harassment are more frequent occurrences with secondary 
suites than other types of tenancy.” ((Tenant Rights Action Coalition Survey) 
 

5.4 Secondary Suite Tenant/ Owner Characteristics 
 
Most of the literature shows that secondary suites tend to be occupied by small households, 
including mostly single persons or two adults without children. A study in the City of North 
Vancouver in 1990 found that the majority of tenants (64%) were single persons or 2 adults 
sharing a suite. Only 36% of the tenants had children. The average number of children under 
19 years old per tenant household was 1.4 children. In the same survey, a combined 
proportion of 54% of owners was single, couples without children or 2 or more adults living 
together – showing” that not only did small households occupy the secondary suites, but the 
rest of the house also had few occupants.” The Impact of Secondary Suites on Municipal 
Infrastructure and Services, p. 11).  
 
An Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs study in 1992 reported that in the City of Toronto the 
majority (73%) of existing apartments in houses had only 1 or 2 tenants, and these apartments 
tended to be occupied by households less likely to have children than in single detached 
houses. It was concluded that because these units tend to be smaller that they attract smaller 
households.   
 

Report on the City of Victoria's Secondary Suite Policy - June 2006 59



  

A study of second units created under the Double Unit Opportunity Program in San Francisco 
found that the average unit had 1.6 occupants. These households tended to be young, earned 
a modest income, and were prior residents of the community. Their ages ranged from 20 to 
60, with most in their twenties and thirties.  
 
In a survey undertaken by the Tenants' Rights Action Coalition (TRAC) of two hundred tenants 
living in secondary suites throughout British Columbia found: 

 The majority of secondary suite tenants are either singles or couples (most likely the 
majority of these singles/couples are young people attracted to suites because of 
affordability or the desire to stay in a familiar neighbourhood).  

 With respect to households with children, 63% of single-parent households had only one 
child. Sixty-five percent of two-parent households had only one child. This suggests that 
while people are attracted to secondary suites because of both affordability and suitability 
for children, their families are small.  

 
The survey undertaken by the Tenants' Rights Action Coalition (TRAC) of two hundred tenants 
living in secondary suites throughout British Columbia found, consistent with the limited 
research that exists, that for those tenants who choose to live in secondary suites, affordability 
was the number one consideration. However, the opportunity to live in a good neighbourhood 
was almost as important. Twenty-five percent of tenants had lived in the same neighbourhood 
in their previous residence. Excluding those tenants who moved from another city or town, 
39% had lived in the same neighbourhood in their previous residence.  
 
Other factors bearing on a tenant's decision to live in a secondary suite included access to a 
yard and flexible rules, both elements often lacking in multi-unit housing. Interestingly, the 
ability to keep pets and live in proximity to schools were the least important factors, which may 
be explained by the demographics of the secondary suite population. 
 
A very high percentage (perhaps >95%) of TRAC contacts are low income tenants who are 
having problems with their landlords, but have neither the expertise nor the financial  
resources to deal with the problem, consult with a lawyer, file for arbitration, etc.While the 
TRAC survey legitimately identified affordability as the  
number one concern of those surveyed,  it is possible that the result might be different if  the 
full spectrum of tenants were surveyed.  If that were done, it is posible that other reasons 
might be moe important, e.g. living in a dwelling with a yard, greater privacy (than an 
apartment building) and location in a single family/duplex type neighbourhood.  
 

Occupants of suites compared to rest of house (Victoria) 
 
Victoria survey results Secondary 

suite 
Main house 
with suite 

Main house no suite

Length in home 93% < 3 years 38% > 10 years 57% >10 years 
Length in neighbourhood 36% - 1-3 years 47% >10 years 63% > 10 years 
Average number of residents 1.6 2.4 2.7 
Average number of children 
per house 

0.7 0.7 

Average proportion of all 
residents under 19 years 

17% 25% 

Average number of people 
living in entire house 

4.0 2.7 

Source: The Impact of Secondary Suites on Municipal Infrastructure and Services, p. 1 31.  
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As reported in the Regional Housing Affordability Strategy (RHAS): in the CRD, more renter 
households live in single detached dwellings than in secondary suites and duplexes; of renter 
households in core housing need, the largest group is composed of non-family households 
with a head under the age of 65. RHAS identified the following target client groups for 
secondary suites: market homeowner, market renter, Core Need singles, Core Need single 
parents, Core Need families, Core Need seniors, and persons with special needs. 
 

5.5 Assessment and Property Values 
 
The Assessment Act requires that the BC Assessment Authority produce annual assessment 
rolls with the assessments at market value. When valuing property, the appraiser considers, 
amongst other factors, the properties location, size, topography, shape, age and condition, 
and sales of comparable land and improvements. To do this they look at: 

• Building Permits 
• Ongoing re-inspection programs 
• Land Titles (sales) 
• Sales or listing inspections  
• Complaints 

 
There are approximately 10,000 secondary suites (most common are 1 and 2 bedroom suites) 
assessed throughout the Capital Assessment Area. The vast majority of these do not conform 
to the local bylaws and are, therefore, considered “illegal” – but the Assessment Authority 
values suites whether they are legal or not. 
 
A secondary suite will typically add between $10,000 and $60,000 in today’s market 
depending on size and quality of the suite and house. Some properties have existing 
basement finish that has been converted into basement suites. In this case the impact may not 
be as large since BC Assessment may have already assessed the basement finish. 
 
Some assessment and tax scenarios:  
 
 No Basement Finish 500 sq.ft. Finish 500 sq.ft. Suite 
2005 Assessment $419,000 $432,000 $446,000 

2005 taxes $3345 $3449  (+$104) $3561 (+$216) 
 
 No Basement Finish 900 sq.ft. Finish 900 sq.ft. Suite 
2005 Assessment $676,000 $703,000 $723,000 

2005 taxes $5398 $5613 (+$215) $5773 (+$375) 
 
 No Basement Finish 500 sq.ft. Finish 500 sq.ft. Suite 
2005 Assessment $356,100 $363,400 $368,700 

2005 taxes $2843 $2901 (+$58) $2944 (+$101) 
(Source: BC Assessment Authority) 
 
Examples provided by the BC Assessment Authority, based on the 2000 assessment in the 
Greater Victoria area, show an increase in value of 8% to 10% for homes with a 900 square 
foot secondary suite over similar homes with unfinished basements. (The Impact of Secondary 
Suites on Municipal Infrastructure and Services) 
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5.6 How a Secondary Suite Can Reduce Homeownership Costs 
  
As shown below, a secondary suite lowers the monthly carrying costs for a homeowner, and 
also reduces the required annual qualifying income for a mortgage. (Source: Permitting 
Secondary Suites, CMHC, 1989) 
 
House Price* $115,000
Mortgage Principal $86,250
Monthly Carrying Costs: 
 Mortgage payment** $900
 Taxes $115
 Maintenance/Utilities $135
 Total*** $1,150
Required Annual Qualifying Income for mortgage $46,000
Conversion cost $15,000
Additional Monthly Carrying Costs: 
 Mortgage payment $160
 Taxes/Maintenance/Utilities $125
 Total $285
Total Monthly Carrying Cost $1,435
Rent for Additional Unit $600 
Net Monthly Carrying Costs $835 
Net Monthly Financial Costs $315 
Required Annual Qualifying Income for Mortgage $33,400
% Change in Affordability (before tax) 25 %
* Assumes a 25% downpayment  
** Assumes a 12% interest amortized over a 25 year period  
*** Based on 30% Gross Debt Service 
 

The above information is somewhat old. To deal with this, information provided by Al Kemp of 
ROMA from a senior contact at CMHC provides more up-to-date information, using the same 
format. In this analysis, the benefit to the home-buyer of having a secondary suite is greater 
than previously. 
 

House Price* $380,000
Mortgage Principal $$285,675 
Monthly Carrying Costs: 
 Mortgage payment** $2000

 Taxes $225
 Maintenance/Utilities $150
 Total*** $2,375
Required Annual Qualifying Income for mortgage 
Conversion cost (to add 2 bedroom suite) $45,000
Additional Monthly Carrying Costs: $90,000
 Mortgage payment $315
 Taxes/Maintenance/Utilities $175
 Total $490
Total Monthly Carrying Cost $2,490
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Rent for Additional Unit (based on CMHC 2005 apartment rent survey) $837 
Net Monthly Carrying Costs $1653
The reduced annual qualifying income required was not included in the  
calculations provided,  however, it can be assumed to be in the  
range of $60,000, with the result that the rental income reduces the monthly 
carrying charges by approximately 33%. 
*Assumes a 25% downpayment ($95,225) 
** Assumes a 7% interest amortized over a 25 year period  
 
In May 2005, the federal government announced enhancements to CMHC's Mortgage Loan 
Insurance for owner occupied properties to enable seniors to financially remain in their homes 
for longer. With this change, they can purchase and occupy a two unit, new or existing 
residence with as little as five per cent down. Up to 80 per cent of the gross rental income for 
the second unit can be used for income qualification purposes, thereby making it easier for the 
homebuyer to qualify for mortgage loan insurance.  
 

5.7 Rent Levels in Secondary Suites  
 
A survey undertaken by the Tenants' Rights Action Coalition (TRAC) of two hundred tenants 
living in secondary suites throughout British Columbia found, consistent with the limited 
research that exists, that for those tenants who choose to live in secondary suites, affordability 
was the number one consideration. Based on TRAC’s 1995 hotline statistics (9,000 calls) 
average rents were almost $100 less for secondary suites than traditional rental units 
(consistent with other findings). 

 
The BC Government Secondary Suites Guide notes that in new, detached housing, “much of 
the resulting rental housing stock may be higher-end than suites in older homes”. The report 
also notes that: “Over the long term however, an expanded supply of rental housing will 
contribute to affordability while maintaining health and safety standards.” (Part 5) 
 

5.8 Utilities Fees 
 
One of the major concerns of residents is that owners of housing with unauthorized secondary 
suites are ‘getting a free ride.’ Local governments have broad authority through the section 
194 of the Community Charter to levy user charges in exchange for providing a specific 
service to a property, such as water supply and garbage collection.  
  
The Secondary Suites Guide ((Province of BC) provides a summary of how eight BC 
municipalities deal with utility fees. In some cases (e.g., City of Coquitlam) the municipality 
uses a higher utility billing rate for unregistered suites, which may be an incentive to legalize 
them. New Westminster charges a flat rate for water, sewer, garbage and recycling. An 
additional 50% utility fee is charged to owners of all known suites, whether legal or not. It is the 
city’s understanding that charging for a service does not put the city in a position of tacitly 
approving suites. If a suite is not occupied as a separate and independent dwelling unit, which 
usually means it is not rented, the property is eligible to be exempted from the utility charge, 
subject to an inspection and signing of an affidavit. 
 
Jurisdiction Utility fees for registered 

suites (per year) 
Utility fees for known but 
unregistered suites 

City of Abbotsford $250 n/a 
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City of Kelowna Garbage 100%; water metered n/a 
City of New Westminster 50% (of full rate) 50% (of full rate) 
Resort Municipality of Whistler 0% (no utility fees for suites) n/a 
Village of Anmore Recycling 100%; water metered n/a 
City of Coquitlam $171 (40% of full rate) $427 (full rate) 
City of Nelson  100% (of full rate) 100% (of full rate) 
City of North Vancouver 100% (of full rate) 100% (of full rate) 

 
In the case of Victoria, The Capital Regional District supplies water to the City, which is then 
responsible for distribution and administration of the water supply system. Water is metered, 
and residents are charged according to their water consumption. There is also a service 
charge for water, which is a flat rate charged to all homes. The service charge is based on the 
size of service the home is connected to. Households are also charged for sewer usage, 
based on their water consumption. Single family homes are billed for 1 can of garbage per 
week. Homes with legal suites or duplexes are charged for two cans. There is an additional 
charge for each extra bag. The city also provides a recycling service.  
 
“The older urban core municipality (Victoria) most closely reflects the type of municipality 
described in the literature where additional consumption due to the presence of secondary 
suites would not exceed previous consumption patterns - declining or stable population, 
declining household size, and a decline in the average number of children per family.” (The 
Impact of Secondary Suites on Municipal Infrastructure and Services p. iv) 
 

5.9 Where are Secondary Suites Most Likely to be Created?  
 
Very little work has been done in this area. One study that attempted to distinguish between 
different types of neighbourhoods and discussed the types of neighbourhoods where 
conversions are likely to take place was done by Lewinberg Consultants Ltd., in 1984. It 
provides a useful framework for analyzing and discussing the impact of secondary suites, 
although its applicability will depend on specific local market conditions.  
 
 Older working class stable neighbourhoods. These areas usually contain a substantial 

number of existing houses with secondary suites and will continue to be prime targets for 
more conversions. They contain the greatest proportion of households who are likely to be 
facing financial difficulties and who would rent out part of their houses for additional 
income. These neighbourhoods contain a sizeable proportion of elderly people who have 
lived in the neighbourhood for a considerable time and may be faced with severe financial 
problems after retirement. In many cases, the house is their only asset. A secondary suite 
could be a way to obtain revenue and help them remain in their house and neighbourhood.  

 Older middle and upper income neighbourhoods. The relative affluence of these 
neighbourhoods usually means that there has been little pressure for undertaking 
conversions. However, the high proportion of elderly people means that there is potential 
for change in these neighbourhoods as it does in others.  

 The suburban neighbourhood. Although the physical potential for additional units through 
conversions in single family dwellings exists in suburban locations, there is reluctance on 
the part of many homeowners. The middle and upper income suburbs are in the same 
position as older middle and upper income neighbourhoods. Under the right conditions, 
conversions are likely to occur for reasons to do with the composition of the population, i.e. 
the high proportion of elderly homeowners. Also, the design of many of the homes, with a 
finished basement and side entrance, easily lend themselves to conversion without much 
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additional investment. However, the conversions undertaken in most suburban 
neighbourhoods are unlikely to constitute any threat through numbers alone.  

 The moderate income suburbs already contain many illegal conversions and are likely to 
experience more conversions than those that are middle and upper income. The demand 
for converted units in the suburbs will also be somewhat restricted because of the limited 
attractiveness of such units for many tenants. Tenants of such units often rely on public 
transit for transportation and many suburban locations are not yet well enough served by 
public transit to attract tenants who do not own cars.  

 
With respect to new construction, it is interesting to note that in Port Coquitlam “suite 
readiness” provisions were incorporated into about 80% of building permits for new homes and 
in the City of North Vancouver almost all new, detached homes include legal suites Much of 
the resulting rental housing stock may be higher-end than suites in older homes. Over the long 
term however, expanded supply of rental housing will contribute to affordability while 
maintaining health and safety standards. (Secondary Suites Guide). 
 

5.10 Conversions/ Demolitions   
 
The decision on demolition and replacement will depend on many factors not just secondary 
suites. The literature shows a range in the likelihood of conversions from as low as 3.5% to a 
high of 19%. It is generally assumed that most homeowners are not interested in converting 
their house. However, activity is more likely to increase in markets with high or escalating 
costs for home ownership or rising mortgage interest rates. The Impact of Secondary Suites 
on Municipal Infrastructure and Services, p. 11). In this regard it is important to note that in the 
past three years, the number of new single family dwelling units constructed in the City has 
averaged between 20-24 annually.  
 
In his 1984 study, In Your Neighbourhood, Lewinberg reported that only a relatively small 
proportion of homeowners would seem to be interested in undertaking a conversion in their 
homes. Many value excess space and privacy so highly that they are unwilling to consider 
renting out space to others, regardless of the financial benefits from doing so. He also reported 
that elderly homeowners are the largest group with the potential to convert their houses. 
According to the literature on housing options for the elderly, it is clear that the economic logic 
of converting their houses is often overruled by other factors. (Lewinberg Consultants Ltd., 
1984).  
 
Even though people have expressed fears that their communities may be flooded by 
conversions, studies have confirmed that this is most unlikely, even if the right conditions are 
created for such neighbourhood intensification. For example, the City of Etobicoke estimated a 
conversion rate of 5-10% over 10-15 years, amounting to 175-350 new units per year until 
2001 (Richard Drdla Associates and Starr Group, 1988).  
 
Representatives of the development industry, economists, and building inspectors frequently 
argue that economics do not necessarily work to tear down a house for the sole purpose of 
building a secondary suite. A small house on a large lot, large house on lot, etc. is a target for 
any buyer to tear down if they want to make a house bigger, regardless of the secondary suite. 
It is usually a question of what they had to pay for the structure, the cost of demolition, cost of 
rebuild, etc. – all have to make economic sense. Currently the number of homes being 
demolished and built are very small is “very small’ in the City of Victoria. (City of Victoria 
Building Department)  
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Literature from the U.S. supports the view that conversions are likely to take place on a limited 
scale. The Municipal Research & Services Centre of Washington (1992) reported that  
although opposition groups often express concern that single-family neighbourhoods will be 
overrun by accessory apartment conversions, studies done in cities which have allowed 
accessory units show that the actual number of conversions has been relatively small.  
 
In the various consultations that have taken place, there have been a number of suggestions 
for dealing with demolition: e.g. impose “rules to be met before a house is torn down”, ensure 
that there is a mandatory wait period (e.g. 5 years) before a suite can be added after exterior 
modifications have been made; deal with secondary suites through re-zoning.  
 

5.11 Exterior Changes  
 
The City’s zoning by law places “a strong emphasis on keeping the original architectural 
appearance of the house and keeping "good neighbour" relations in terms of privacy, 
landscaping and parking” (Add a Suite). 
 
When creating a secondary suite, some exterior changes are permitted, others are not. 
Permitted changes include new doors and windows, as long as they either restore the original 
architectural appearance or are on a facade not visible from a street, e.g. side or rear. New 
steps less than 5 ft. (1.5m) in height can also be added. A house may also be raised a 
maximum of 2 ft. (60cm) to make a crawl space useable. However, the resulting new 
basement area cannot be counted towards your "habitable floorspace" requirement unless it 
has a 7 ft. (2.13m) ceiling clearance before raising. (Add a Suite) 
 
If a property owner is unable to meet all the conditions for converting, there are appeal 
processes available The Board of Variance is empowered to deal with architectural changes to 
a facade facing a street, as well as additions of balconies and sundecks. If a major variance is 
require, rezoning is an option.  
 
Municipalities do not typically have design guidelines specific to secondary suites. Recent 
experience in jurisdictions such as Kelowna, however, suggests that community concerns 
about the visual impact of secondary suites can become serious. The City of New Westminster 
created “Design Standards and Guidelines” for new secondary suites in new buildings. The 
guidelines set out mandatory requirements, flexible design standards, using a point system, 
and recommended guidelines. The document includes illustrations for landscaping and private 
outdoor space with separate sections for suites below or above grade level, parking, suite 
entries, and suite liveability. 
 

5.12 Heritage  
 
Concerns have been raised that an expanded secondary suites policy will not sufficiently 
protect heritage houses. There are several responses to this: pre-1931 houses would still have 
the advantage of having more than one suite if they are large enough; both pre- 1931 and pre-
1970 houses will still have the advantage of conversion to duplex and possible strata-titling if 
they are large enough; the Heritage Program will protect a limited number of heritage registry 
and designated houses (but neighbourhood registries need updating). For the 1930-1970 
vintage housing stock, the possibility of strata-ownership and the broad range of use 
possibilities (beyond secondary suites) will likely favour conservation of older houses and 
outweigh the benefits of a redevelopment with a secondary suite. 
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5.13 Building Code 
 
The primary tool for regulating physical conditions of residential premises is the BC Building 
Code. The code was amended in 1995 to add a section that applies specifically to secondary 
suites. In practice, the amendment means ceiling heights can be lower than for other housing; 
sound control between dwelling units is not mandatory; handrails, exterior landings and exits 
can be similar to those required in a house and other similar amendments (for window 
location, corridor widths, etc.) which set a reasonable standard that facilitates the development 
of secondary suites. The amendments also provide safe and economical alternatives to 
existing fire safety provisions in the building code. The Code however, does not apply to 
existing suites in existing buildings, except when there is a building permit for renovations or 
upgrading. Local governments have responsibility for administration of the standards in the BC 
Building Code. 
 
As the Secondary Suites Guide notes, with respect to the Building Code for secondary suites, 
local governments generally respond in a variety of ways: 

 Require the owner to bring the suite up to code (remedial action). 
 Accept building code equivalence or an alternative to the prescribed standard (e.g. define 

‘alternative life safety standards’ for suites in existing homes. In the City of Coquitlam,  
secondary suites in houses that were built or had a building permit issued before July 1, 
2000 can have ceilings as low as 1.88 metres or 6’2” rather than 2 metres or 6’7” as 
specified in the Code. In Vancouver, a partial sprinkler system is no longer a requirement 
for existing non-sprinklered houses – instead interconnected hard-wired smoke alarms 
equipped with battery backup and manual silencing device are to be installed, the ceiling 
height requirement for an existing house has been reduced to 6'6" over 80% of the suite 
area and in all areas of exit from the suite.  

 Use the Local Government Act to register a notice on the land title. 
 Require the owner to meet health and safety provisions of the code. 
 Impose fines and penalties. 
 Enforce standards of maintenance. 
 Ensure adherence to health and safety regulations. 
 Adopt policy stating that suites built before a certain date will only be closed if there are 

serious safety issues. For example, in City of New Westminster, for suites created before 
July 1998, there is only enforcement of serious health and safety issues and 
neighbourhood impact on a complaints basis or if they come to the attention of the city 
because of criminal activity e.g., marijuana grow-ops. Suites discovered to have been 
created without permits after July 6, 1998, must be removed or legalized. To remove a 
suite, the owner must hire a registered electrical contractor to remove the stove plug, 
breaker, and fan hood. The contractor must report completion of this work to the provincial 
electrical inspector. 

 
A primary challenge with enforcing the building code is that, because of the cost and trouble to 
bring a suite up to code, owners do not typically legalize unless they are identified. In May 
2005, CMHC announced that the federal Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program 
(RRAP) will now enable the creation of secondary rental and garden suites for homeowners, 
private entrepreneurs, and First Nations, low-income seniors, as well as adults with a 
disability. Some $128 million has been allocated to fund renovation programs. Edmonton has 
recently begun developing a program, similar to RRAP, to upgrade already existing suites to 
ensure these units are adequate and meet minimum housing needs. 
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The federal government, through CMHC, also supports the creation of affordable housing for 
low-income seniors through the Affordable Housing Initiative. In addition, CMHC provides 
financial assistance to extend the time low-income seniors can live in their own homes 
independently through the Home Adaptations for Seniors Independence (HASI) program. The 
assistance, in the form of a forgivable loan of up to $3,500, is available to homeowners and 
landlords.  
 

5.14 Enforcement/ lllegal Suites 
 
While the City’s expanded secondary suites policy is not about legalizing illegal suites, it is not 
intended that City’s bylaw enforcement procedures will be relaxed or altered. Experience 
elsewhere suggests that “when a municipality legalizes, it must deal with enforcement”. 
(Secondary Suites Guide) 
 
The question of whether to be reactive (responding to complaints) or proactive (seeking out 
illegal suites and enforcing the bylaw) is a significant issue for local governments. One 
significant concern is that proactive enforcement has the potential to result in the closure of a 
large number of suites, with a resultant loss of a significant component of the affordable 
housing stock.  

 
Some examples of the results of proactive enforcement programs include: 

 New Westminster’s secondary suite program began in 1998. Since then, 160 new legal 
suites have been built and about 30 suites have been decommissioned. The program has 
resulted in increased safety and quality in new legal suites and elimination of some of the 
more problematic existing suites. 

 In Port Coquitlam when the city becomes aware of an unauthorized suite, it notifies the 
owner that the 100% increase in the utility charge applied can be lowered to 40% if the 
suite is legalized. In 1999, when their program began, there were an estimated 2,372 
suites. As of 2004, 884 suites were decommissioned, 133 were legalized, and 970 were 
voluntarily registered, some of which were subsequently legalized.  

 In 2004, the City of North Vancouver had: 160 approved secondary suites, mostly in 
existing homes; 76 suites in the process of seeking approval; and approximately 850-1,050 
illegal suites. Although suite closures were not tracked, staff believe the city may have 
closed more suites than it legalized. 

 In Abbotsford, approximately 20 to 25% of inspected suites are closed and the rest are 
legalized. Most of the closed suites are multiple suites in a detached home. 

 
The majority of municipalities and regional districts enforce their bylaws once a complaint has 
been received and owners are then required to do one or some combination of the following: 

 comply with the provisions and conditions of the bylaw 
 remove the suite immediately 
 remove the suite within a phase-out time period 
 apply for the necessary re-zoning 

 
This approach usually reflects staffing limitations and the desire to avoid loss of affordable 
rental housing stock due to closures of existing suites. In some cases (e.g., City of New 
Westminster) enforcement of suites built prior to a certain date focuses primarily on health and 
safety issues. In jurisdictions such as the City of Abbotsford and the City of Nelson, staff 
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members proactively enforce the bylaw. The cost of this effort may be offset by additional 
utility fee revenues collected for non-registered suites. 
 
The City of Victoria uses a combination of pro-active and complaint driven enforcement. The 
major issue is illegal construction, particularly regarding health and safety (e.g. meeting the 
electrical, heating and plumbing codes). There are very few complaints received by City staff. 
Most complaints come from tenants vacating a suite, indicating dissatisfaction with sub-
standard conditions (however, it is important to view this observation with some caution as 
tenants may have other reasons for being disgruntled and ‘reporting’ a landlord). Very few 
complaints are received about noise, garbage, and maintenance problems in secondary suites 
– this is more of a problem in duplexes and triplexes. There are currently 350 illegal suites on 
the City’s inventory. 
 
The cost of dealing with existing suites will be high regardless of how legalization is pursued. 
All the options could very well entail a substantial amount of municipal funding as the cost of 
the inspection/registration process would be prohibitive. However, the more restrictive and 
complicated the application process becomes, the less likely existing suite owners will 
participate in the process and the more likely enforcement action will have to be taken. 
(Planning for Housing) The decision to deal with enforcement on a complaints basis often 
reflects staffing limitations and the desire to avoid loss of affordable rental housing stock due 
to closures of existing suites. In some cases (e.g., City of New Westminster) enforcement of 
suites built prior to a certain date focuses primarily on health and safety issues.  

 
As noted earlier, several jurisdictions proactively enforce their bylaws. This can be costly, 
particularly in terms of staff time. In some cases municipalities have used designated staff, 
expanded bylaw enforcement staff, or used temporary additions to staff. 

 In Abbotsford it takes about one day per week of bylaw enforcement time to implement the 
proactive secondary suite program.  

 In Kelowna, the enforcement process resulted in another bylaw enforcement officer being 
hired. Bylaw enforcement has approximately 300 secondary suite files open at any time. 

 In Coquitlam, the secondary suites program is now implemented by regular staffing. 
However, the city did have five people staff a call centre for six weeks in 2000 and had one 
additional building inspector for six months. In the future the City will likely hire additional 
people for enforcement for a limited period.  

 In New Westminster the program has a secondary suites coordinator and two part time 
planning clerks.  

 In the City of North Vancouver, a building inspector, electrical inspector, and a plumbing 
inspector attend an orientation session with an owner who is legalizing a suite in order to 
provide a list of deficiencies. Two bylaw enforcement officers spend approximately 30-40% 
of their time on the secondary suite program. If resources were available, 100% of their 
time could be used. 

 
The Secondary Suites Guide suggests that enforcement best practices should focus on 
creating legal suites for the future. Legalizing existing suites has proven extremely difficult. 
Most jurisdictions have had limited uptake on voluntary registration and upgrading. The Guide 
also suggests that municipalities should look at “ways to reward rather than penalize owners 
for legalizing. For example, the municipality could give a break on property taxes for a period 
of time, as is done for heritage preservation and could give a break on utility charges or charge 
more for known illegal suites than for legal suites.”  
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There are a number of penalties that can be imposed or enforcement tools that a municipality 
may use to address situations where a secondary suite property owner fails to comply with its 
bylaws and regulations. These include: 

 The Offence Act: Municipalities have the ability to prosecute the property owner in court 
for contravening a bylaw. The maximum penalty currently allowed under the Offence Act is 
$2000. Some municipalities feel this is not a very efficient use of staff time and resources, 
and prefer other methods. 

 Municipal Tickets: As an alternative to seeking a summary conviction and penalties under 
the Offence Act, a municipality may want to consider implementing a "Municipal Ticket 
Information Authorization Bylaw" and deal with offences to its bylaws by ticketing. The 
authority to use ticketing as a means of enforcing bylaws and the fines that can be charged 
are found in section 264 of the Community Charter, and the Municipal Regulation 352/89 
sets out the categories of bylaws for which tickets can be issued, such as zoning, business 
licensing and landscape screening. 

 Notice on Title: A council or board may also, by resolution, decide to file a notice in the 
land titles office against the title of a property that does not comply with the building bylaw 
and any other laws related to the construction or safety of buildings. This notice serves as 
a warning to future purchasers of the property and may serve as an immediate incentive to 
the current owner to comply. The process that local government must follow is detailed in 
section 57 of the Community Charter. Local governments have used this to ensure that 
when new owners review the land title, they are made aware that the structure is in 
contravention of a bylaw or regulation. In the case of a secondary suite, the notice would 
state the suite does not conform to building code standards. 

 By-law Contravention Notice: Sections 72-80 of the Community Charter enable local 
government, by bylaw, to require that a building be brought up to a standard specified in a 
bylaw where the building contravenes a bylaw. If this part of the Act is being used, the 
council must provide 30 days written notice to the owner, tenant or occupier of the real 
property. The owner, tenant or occupier of the real property has 14 days to ask council to 
reconsider its decision. If a required action is not taken, section 80 authorizes council to 
sell the property if compliance is not achieved and sections 17 and 258 provide the 
authority to recover the expenses, costs and interest incurred by a municipality if they take 
remedial action by adding them to municipal taxes payable on that property. 

 Covenants: Local governments have the ability to establish land use through a covenant. 
A covenant that may be registered under section 219 of the Land Title Act may be of a 
negative or positive nature and may include provisions concerning the use of land; the use 
of a building on, or to be erected on, land; building on or the subdivision of the land; and 
amenities. Therefore, a local government could agree, for example, with one or a number 
of property owners to permit secondary suites by covenant. In Vancouver, for new 
construction of a one-family dwelling with a secondary suite, a restrictive covenant is 
registered on the title of the property, prohibiting strata titling of the units.The City will 
release the covenant, on the owner’s request, not less than 12 months after issuance of 
the occupancy permit. 

 Maintenance of Property: Since 1994, local governments have had the authority to 
establish standards of maintenance bylaws for rental accommodation. Sections 8(3)(g) and 
63 of the Community Charter authorize a council for reasons of health, safety and 
protection of persons and property, to require the maintenance of residential premises as 
defined in the Residential Tenancy Act. To remedy unsightliness, council may require 
owners or occupiers to remove refuse, garbage or other material that is noxious, offensive 
or unwholesome and deal with other unsanitary or unsightly conditions on their property. If, 
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after a certain amount of time, the owner fails to comply, the municipality may remove the 
refuse and charge the costs to the owner's property taxes. 

 Design Guidelines: Municipalities do not typically have design guidelines specific to 
secondary suites. Recent experience in jurisdictions such as Kelowna, however, suggests 
that community concerns about the visual impact of secondary suites can become serious. 
(Secondary Suites Guide) The City of New Westminster created “Design Standards and 
Guidelines” for new secondary suites in new buildings. The guidelines set out mandatory 
requirements, flexible design standards, using a point system, and recommended 
guidelines. The document includes illustrations for landscaping and private outdoor space 
with separate sections for suites below or above grade level, parking, suite entries, and 
suite liveability.  

 Other powers: In addition, the Local Government Act provides other powers for regulating 
the condition of rental properties that have heritage significance. There are also provisions 
under the Health Act and Fire Services Act that allow municipalities to regulate specific 
aspects of rental accommodation. 

 
The Residential Tenancy Office provides landlords and tenants with information and dispute 
resolution services, whether or not the suite is legal or illegal. A Residential Tenancy Office 
Information Officer can assist in contacting the parties involved in a dispute to provide 
information about the rights, responsibilities and options under residential tenancy law.  
 

5.15 Municipal Liability 
 
Many local governments have identified concerns about potential legal liability as a barrier to 
development of a secondary suite program. The question of local government liability in 
connection with secondary suites is a continued source of confusion. A widespread concern is 
that “turning a blind eye” to illegal suites may expose municipalities to liability issues.  
 
In the eight jurisdictions examined in the Secondary Suites Guide, even for those that collect 
utility fees from illegal suites (e.g. the City of Nelson and City of Coquitlam), liability is not 
regarded as a significant problem. The typical strategy is to require that new suites go through 
the standard building permit process and to require that suite upgrading involving a building 
permit comply with the key health and safety standards as described in the BC Building Code. 
 
Some jurisdictions manage liability by requiring covenants on land titles. For example, the City 
of New Westminster bylaw specifies that owners register a covenant incorporating all of the 
secondary suite requirements and indemnifying against liability in favour of the City. 
 
As the Secondary Suites Guide notes: “According to legal opinion presented in a Barriers and 
Solutions workshop, existing legal precedents suggest that local government would not be 
liable for adopting a non-enforcement policy: 

The existing case law suggests that local governments would not be found negligent for losses 
that occur as a result of local government policy. Therefore, if a local council determines that 
having affordable housing is more important than ensuring that Building Code standards are 
enforced and adopts a policy of not conducting inspections of secondary suites, they should 
not be liable for any claims that may arise as a result of their non-enforcement policy.”  
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5.16 Licensing/ Registration Fees 
 
As part of a possible expanded secondary suite policy, the City of Victoria is considering the 
imposition of an annual business license fee of $100 and that there be a consequential 
amendment to the Business License Bylaw imposing a licensing requirement and fee for all 
residential rentals and conversions, including secondary suites. It should be noted that there is 
already a licencing process for rental properties, but not for secondary suites.  
 
Section 194 of the Community Charter allows an annual administrative fee charged to a 
homeowner to offset costs related to a secondary suites program. Section 15 of the 
Community Charter provides broad licensing authority as part of municipal regulatory 
authority. Municipalities can require licensing for secondary suites should they choose (e.g. 
through a business license). In doing so, various due process requirements apply (e.g. those 
under Section 60 of the Community Charter). In addition, Section 59 of the Charter provides 
authority for a municipality, by bylaw, to require operators of premises in which rooms or suites 
are let for living purposes to maintain a register of persons living there.  
 
In some cases, municipalities seek cost recovery through a registration fee. For example, the 
City of Abbotsford requires owners to pay $550 to register an existing suite and $250 to 
register a new suite. This helps cover costs such as inspection services to ensure the suite is 
compliant with health and safety requirements. The City of Vancouver’s licensing fee is $49 
and in New Westminster, non-owner occupied homes with a secondary suite are required to 
have a business license.  
 
On the other hand, Coquitlam, Vancouver and the District of North Vancouver do not charge 
registration fees. The purpose of registration is often to allow municipalities to identify and 
keep track of suites to ensure that health and safety standards are maintained. It is important 
to note that voluntary registration has had limited success – “‘most jurisdictions have had 
limited uptake on voluntary registration”. (Secondary Suites Guide) 
 

5.17 Community Consultation and Education 
 
As the Secondary Suites Guide points out, “consulting with residents and stakeholders is an 
important part of developing a secondary suite program … as residents tend to have strong 
opinions on the question of whether suites should be allowed in detached housing, and under 
what conditions”. 
 
Typical consultation methods include the following: 

 Public meetings, public hearings, and other consultation events;  
 Community surveys;  
 Focus groups;  
 Multi-stakeholder advisory committees and task forces;  
 Special meetings of a committee of Council (e.g. Housing Committee);  
 Community input gathered as part of consultant studies;  
 Community feedback gathered as part of staff-led policy reviews. 

 
Some examples of community consultation from the Secondary Suites Guide in other 
jurisdictions include: 

 New Westminster has carried out extensive consultation and education activities. 
Formation of a Secondary Suites Committee provided a vehicle for advice and community 
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engagement. A community survey was done as part of the consultation as well as focus 
groups and frequent interaction with councillors. Some local groups were concerned about 
the safety of illegal suites. The prevailing view was that the need for affordable rental 
housing needs to be balanced with the protection of the health and safety of the 
community. 

 The City of Coquitlam undertook a comprehensive strategy on secondary suites starting in 
1997. The city hired planning consultants, appointed a Community Advisory Committee, 
conducted a public survey, developed policy options, held public open houses, and made 
recommendations. 

 The City of North Vancouver has done extensive community consultation on secondary 
suites, initially as part of a secondary suites study it commissioned in 1989. Residents 
were adamant that only owner-occupied homes have suites. Although this is not 
enforceable, having this requirement in the bylaw was crucial to gaining initial resident 
support. In 1990 Council formed a Secondary Suites Advisory Committee. A policy review 
undertaken in 2004 invited input from the public and interested organizations. 

 In Vancouver there was significantly lower attendance at public meetings regarding 
secondary suites once community consultation and education programs were 
implemented.  

 
As the Secondary Suites Guide points out providing information about secondary suite policy 
and program implementation is necessary so that homeowners, tenants and other 
stakeholders have opportunities to become aware of what the rules are and how they are 
being enforced. Community education is particularly important during initial program 
implementation and when changes are happening. A common tool is an information sheet that 
explains the substance of the secondary suite rules in plain language (e.g., City of Nelson). In 
cases where a significant program change is occurring, a proactive education effort may be 
necessary. When the City of Coquitlam began billing owners for additional utility charges it 
mailed an update and Q&A sheet to all homeowners with suites. Increasingly, local 
governments are providing information on secondary suites via their web sites. The City of 
Coquitlam site illustrates the range of materials that can be provided, from general information 
to a detailed Secondary Suites Guide. In the case of the City of New Westminster, community 
education materials include sets of design guidelines for existing and new suites.  
 

6. Best Practices  
 
The Secondary Suites Guide offers a number of recommended practices for secondary suite 
programs that combine elements balancing the need for affordable rental housing with the 
need for community consultation, fairness, and protection of health and safety.   
 
1. Consult with residents and stakeholder organizations. Secondary suites can be a 

highly contentious community issue. However, the experience of many jurisdictions 
suggests that listening to concerns, and finding ways to address them, helps to defuse 
strong feelings. In addition, community and stakeholder input can create a better program. 
Builders and developers have indicated a keen interest in working with local governments 
to create secondary suite strategies. It is recommended that local governments consult 
with home builders associations and developers in their jurisdiction.  

2. Use a consistent approach throughout the jurisdiction. Staff from several jurisdictions 
have commented that one of the key strengths of their secondary suite program is 
consistency throughout the municipality. For example, if suites are allowed in all detached 
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homes, it creates a sense of fairness and simplicity. A consistent approach is easier to 
understand.  

3. Provide clear information materials. Information materials on secondary suites, such as 
fact sheets and guidelines, should clearly state the information needed by homeowners 
and other interested parties.  

4. Focus efforts on creating legal suites for the future. Legalizing existing suites has 
proven extremely difficult. Most jurisdictions have had limited uptake on voluntary 
registration and upgrading. Proactive enforcement is costly and may result in significant 
loss of secondary suite stock.  

When focusing on the future, the Guide suggests that municipalities should: 

• allow up to one secondary suite per single-family residential property;  
• create and apply alternative life safety standards for suites in pre-existing dwellings;  
• charge less than full utility rates (e.g. 50%) or recover on a usage basis, such as water 

meters;  
• avoid or minimize special fees and requirements, such as registration/inspection fees, 

rezoning fees, licensing for non-owner occupied properties.  
 
In the table below, the strengths, challenges, and lessons learned from several of the 
jurisdictions researched for the Secondary Suites Guide are summarized.  
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Summary of Programs in Other Jurisdictions 
Jurisdiction Strengths Challenges Lessons Learned 

New 
Westminster 

 Secondary suites are allowed 
throughout the city, and the policy 

is perceived to be fairly applied;  
 The program is forward looking, 

aiming to build up the stock of new 
legal suites that are safe.  

 

 There is no incentive to legalize 
existing suites in existing houses;  

 Meeting the flexible standards at 
times can be onerous due to the age 
of much of New Westminster’s 
housing stock – ceiling height and 
existing heating systems are the most 
difficult to address. Many older suites 
in Queensborough cannot be 
legalized because they are in the 
flood plain.  

 

 Incorporating design as an amenity in the 
zoning bylaw works well – “secondary suite 
design amenity.” New Westminster has 
extensive design standards and guidelines 
for secondary suites.  

 When you legalize, you must deal with 
enforcement. For pre-existing suites, the 
city responds to complaints only. Owners 
and developers continue to try to create 
suites without permits. Council support for 
enforcement is important.  

 Covenants can achieve design standards 
that can positively impact neighbourhood 
character but  are administratively difficult.  

 
Coquitlam  Thorough public process;  

 Equitable application of bylaw 
provisions;  

 No penalties for people who come 
forward – e.g., no inspection fees;  

 Establishment and application of 
building standards for existing suites; 

 The “suite readiness” program for 
new construction is receiving a good 
response;  

 Gradual implementation, with 
relevant information provided to the 
public.  

 

 Cost to legalize, although alternative 
standards have reduced costs 
somewhat;  

 Uptake on legalizing existing suites 
has been slow;  

 Owners who have a suite but 
demonstrate no intention of using it, 
have to decommission the suite.  

 

 Work to reduce the complexity of regulation; 
 Building Code equivalencies can reduce the 

cost of legalizing by up to 60%;  
 Encourage new homes to be built as suite 

ready;  
 Involve the community early and address 

their priorities;  
 Have an ongoing public education program. 

 

Kelwona  Flexibility of the suites program as a 
key strength 

 Establishing a secondary suite 
development permit process and 
design guidelines. 

 Carriage homes are not necessarily 
affordable rental housing. In some cases 
the accessory suite carriage house rents for 
more than the main dwelling.  

 
 It is important to deal with design issues up 
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front. The visual impact of carriage house 
development has been a factor in negative 
reaction to the secondary suite program and 
a push to down zone in some areas.  

 
City of North 
Vancouver 

 Citywide with secondary suites 
permitted in any single family home 
in any zone  

 Manner in which the legalization 
process was implemented. It was 
firm, but fair. The approach is to 
work with property owners to bring 
their suites up to code. 

 Because of the cost and trouble to 
bring a suite up to code, owners do 
not typically legalize unless they are 
identified. 

 Create a blanket zone for all detached 
housing, not certain areas or spot rezoning;  

 Look for ways to reward rather than 
penalize owners for legalizing. For example, 
the municipality could give a break on 
property taxes for a period of time, as is 
done for heritage preservation and could 
give a break on utility charges or charge 
more for known illegal suites than for legal 
suites;  

 Legalize for the future - it sets a new 
standard for secondary suites;  

 Start with a community-based process. 
Include people who are for, against, and 
neutral and come up with something they 
can all accept.  

 
Abbotsford  Extensive public education, and 

owners have learned what the 
requirements are 

  Community education is key. The program 
is effective because there has been a good 
community education program and people 
know what to expect.  

 Consistent enforcement is necessary. 
Enforcement is felt to be an important part 
of demonstrating fairness.  
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Attachment 5:  
Focus Group Participants 
 
Name Affiliation 
March 6, 2006  
1. Al Kemp ROMS 
2. Rus Collins Zebra Design 
3. Jim Bennett Victoria Real Estate Board  
4. Stephanie Hill Fernwood Community Association 
5. John Farquharson Gonzales resident (Chair of Local Neighbourhood Planning 

Committee) 
6. Eric Neilson Victoria Housing Advisory Committee 
7. Eric Kaye North Jubilee Neighbourhood Association 
 
March 7, 2006 
1. Mark Hornell CRD Regional Planning 
2. Nigel Banks Banks Design 
3. Helmut Hissen Victoria Advisory Planning Committee 
4. Bill Miller Resident 
5. Deborah Gogela James Bay resident 
6. Don Boyd Resident  
7. Kate Forster Burnside Gorge Community Association 
8. Roger Smeeth South Jubilee Neighbourhood Association 
9. David Katz Rockland resident 
10. Donna Jones Fairfield resident 
11. Pieta Van Dyke James Bay Neighbourhood Environment Association  
 
March 13, 2006 (Group A) 
1. Blair Humphrey Fairfield Community Association 
2. Shari Winter Oaklands Community Association 
3. Doug Rhodes Downtown Blanshard Advisory Committee/ Hillside-Quadra 

Neighbourhood Action Group 
4. Jack Fisher Fairfield resident 
5. Diane Carr Vic West Community Association 
6. Herman Rebnaris Builder, CHBA 
7. Lee King HAC, CMHC 
8. Baohua Duan Resident 
 
March 13, 2006 (Group B) 
1. Maryann Bennetts Hillside Quadra resident 
2. Colin Moorman Fairfield resident 
3. Linda Lee CHBA 
4. Marty Hykin Gonzales resident 
5. Liz Hoar South Jubilee Neighbourhood Association 
6. Tim Van Alstine James Bay Neighbourhood Association 
7. Janet Simpson Rockland Neighbourhood Association 
8. Pat Caporale CHBA 

 

Report on the City of Victoria's Secondary Suite Policy - June 2006 77



  

Attachment 6:  
Focus Group Questions 
 
■ Secondary Suites and Housing Affordability 
 

• Why are secondary suites often seen as a response to increasing the supply of more 
affordable housing?    

 
 
■ Parking  
 

• Who is parking on the street right now? 

• What are secondary suite owners doing to create on-site parking? 

• How many cars are attached to the average house? Is there a difference between 
houses with or without secondary suites? 

• What are the benefits/ downsides to relaxing the parking requirements (e.g. not 
requiring on-site parking)?  

• Do the benefits outweigh the downsides or visa versa?  
 

 
■ Dwelling Unit Age  

 

• What are the trade-offs (benefits/ downsides) of removing the dwelling unit age 
requirement? 

• Should the dwelling unit age requirement be removed? Why/ why not? 
 

 
■ Demolition of Existing Houses 
 

• Why do teardowns occur? Is it worth it just to be able to put in a secondary suite? 

• Does relaxing the parking and dwelling unit age requirements contribute to demolition?  
How? If so, what can be done about this? 

 
 
■ Enforcement:  

 

• What is your understanding of how secondary suites are regulated? How aware do you 
think people are of the process? 

• What are the benefits/ downsides of reactive/proactive enforcement? 

• Are the concerns about existing secondary suite enforcement more about other types 
of suites? 
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• Does existing secondary suite enforcement need to be changed? If so, why and how? 
 

■ Licensing  
 

• What would be achieved by licensing – for the owner, tenant, neighbourhood, and City?

• Would licensing be an incentive or disincentive for legalizing secondary suites? 

• How do you feel about a licensing fee? Is $100 reasonable? If not, what? 
 

 
■ Neighbourhood Impact 
 

• What social and visual impact do secondary suites have on neighbourhoods?  

• Are the existing regulations regarding the design of secondary suites satisfactory?  
 

 
■ Effectiveness of an Expanded Policy 
 

• Given everything we have discussed, will an expanded policy increase the supply of 
more affordable rental housing and more legalized suites? 

• Should the City undertake the expanded policy? Why/ Why Not?  

• How can neighbourhood/ community associations and other organizations support the 
process? 

 
 
■ Anything Else? 
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Attachment 7:  
Staff Session Participants 
 
Name Affiliation 
1. Steve Barber Heritage Planner 
2. Jack Basey City Solicitor/Director of Corporate and Regulatory Services 
3. Brad Dellebuur Transportation Planner, Engineering 
4. Doug Koch Manager, Planning and Development 
5. Tom Pebernat Zoning Administrator 
6. Tina Phillips Manager, Revenue 
7. Karen Ramsay Community Development Planner 
8. Stan Schopp Manager of Development & Regulatory Services 
9.  Dan Scoones Bylaw Enforcement Officer 
10. Brian Sikstrom Senior Planner, Planning and Development 
11. Murray Sluggett Chief Building Inspector 
12  Wendy Zink Manager, Community Development 
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Attachment 8:  
Staff Session Questions 
 
 
1. Housing Affordability/ Neighbourhood Impact/ Effectiveness 
 

The prevailing view was that the expanded policy will have a minimal effect on increasing 
the supply of secondary suites. There is no overall acceptance that secondary suites are 
an affordable housing option – especially in new houses with legal suites.  

Most agree that secondary suites fit into neighbourhoods better than most other forms of 
housing development, but some would like to see other strategies employed, some feel 
that Victoria has already done enough in meeting the RGS density goals.  

 
Questions: 
 Do the original objectives still apply, if not, then why not and what would replace them? 

What are you managing secondary suites towards? What impact do you want to have? 
 How feasible is it to establish targets? 

 
2. Parking 
 

There was general agreement that on-street parking is already occurring throughout the 
City’s residential neighbourhoods and that the expanded policy will not have a significant 
impact (particularly as noted above it may not result in an appreciable number of new 
secondary suites).  

 
Questions: 
 Should the parking restriction be removed? 
 Does it need tweaking?  

• How reasonable would it be to introduce a residential parking permit system similar 
to those in Vancouver and San Francisco?  

• Are any of the other suggested solutions reasonable?  
 
3. Licencing 
 

There is general acceptance of introducing an annual business licence. 
 

Questions: 
 How effective would it be?   
 Should you do it? 

 
4. Dwelling Unit Age 
 

Views differ about removing the dwelling unit age restriction, particularly about the possible 
impact it would have on increasing demolitions of older housing stock.  

In Gonzales there is a 5-year wait for legalization of suites in new houses where there 
have been major front exterior alterations made to an existing house. 
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Questions: 
 By removing the age restriction, will teardowns occur more frequently (why and is this 

more likely to occur in some areas more than in other areas)?  
 What is the influence of renovation costs vs new construction costs? 
 What is the impact of unused capacity in the zoning by-law, does this need to be 

reviewed? 
 Is there anything that can or should be done to reduce the likelihood of teardowns? 
 Should you proceed with the removal of the age restriction? If so, are there some 

conditions that should be applied?  
 
5. Enforcement/ Tools for Managing Secondary Suites 
 

Most recognize that the major enforcement related issues are occurring in multiple suite 
situations and most recognize that prioritization of efforts is needed.  

 
Questions: 
 Are secondary suite related problems not being reported?  
 Is there any room to review/ change existing building code restrictions to make it easier 

to create suites in existing houses? 
 Are there any other tools that should be considered, e.g. design guidelines, covenant, 

development permits, etc.? 
 Should consideration be given to designating a staff person to administer secondary 

suites? 
 
6. Community Consultation 
 

There are strongly held views opposing the proposed expanded policy, particularly 
amongst some community/neighbourhood association  representatives. 

 
Questions: 
 What weight should be given to these views? 
 Is there anything more that should be done (e.g. more public education, research, 

surveys, etc.) to ensure the public has a good understanding of the expanded policy? 
 
7. Other Issues 
 

Some representatives of community/ neighbourhood associations feel that because  
neighbourhoods differ from each other, the policy should not be expanded to all areas of 
the city. These same representatives feel that the expanded policy will compound the 
problems they are dealing with now. 
 
Questions: 
 Should there be a blanket policy? What are the pros and cons? 
 Where do Neighbourhood Plan updates fit in? 
 Should the City proceed with all or part of the expanded policy? If part, which parts? 
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