
Legalizing Secondary Suites Workshop  
May 5th 2004, 7:00pm 

Council Ante-Chambers, City Hall 
Proceedings Report 

 
Summary 
The Community Association Network (CAN) hosted a workshop on the legalization of 
secondary suites on May 5th, 2004.  42 people attended the forum.  There was general 
support for the full legalization of secondary suites in the City of Victoria from both the 
attendees and the presenters.  Specifically, 75% of those who responded in the exit survey 
said they would support the legalization of secondary suites; 25% chose not to respond.  
85% of respondents felt that their neighbourhoods would support the legalization of 
secondary suites.  See attached Exit Survey Results. 
 
Major identified issues: 

• Parking 
• Safety 
• Process 

 
 

 
Solutions: 

• Approach parking on a 
neighbourhood basis 

• Ensure the process is fair 
• Include neighbours in the process 
• Make safety a top priority 

 
Purpose 
To hold a workshop on secondary suites to:  

1.) Look at the issues around the legalization of secondary suites 
2.) Look at potential solutions 
3.) Identify resources to address those issues on a community level. 

 
Process 
In January 2004, the Housing Advisory Committee submitted a recommendation to City 
Council that they look into the legalization of secondary suites in all single-family dwellings 
in the City of Victoria.  Stipulations were included regarding one suite per dwelling, and 
owner occupied only.   
 
The BGCA approached the Community Association’s Network (CAN) to solicit members 
for a Workshop Planning Committee.  The following representatives came forward: 

• John Farqharson Gonzales  
• Ray Howard   North Jubilee 
• Joanne Murray  Fernwood  
• Todd Doherty  Fernwood  
• Paul Lidgate   Blanchard 
• Blair Humphrey Fairfield  
• Adrian Sewchuk Burnside Gorge   
• Wendy Zink  City of Victoria 
 

The Planning Committee began meeting in February to organise a workshop that would be 
geared towards Land Use Committee members, Community Association members, as well as 
any interested community members.  The Committee approached CAN for endorsement of 



the workshop as a citywide issue rather than that of a few neighbourhoods. CAN approved 
of being the official designated host and endorsed the workshop.  Speakers were chosen to 
represent a variety of perspectives.  
 
Speakers   
 
Deborah Curran, Sustainable Land Use Lawyer at West Coast Environmental Law 
Association and director of Smart Growth BC. 
 
Lee King, Housing Affordability Partnership of the Capital Region, co-chair of the City of 
Victoria’s Housing Advisory Committee and corporate rep for CMHC. 
  
Murray Slugget, Chief Building Inspector for the City of Victoria. 
 
Brian Sikstrom, Senior Planner with the City of Victoria.   
 
Chris Goldburn, planner with CRD Regional Planning Services. 
 
 
Summary of Proceedings 
 
Smart Growth  
Presenter:  Deborah Curran  
 
Deborah is an advocate of legalization with an emphasis on Smart Growth. 
Key Principles of Smart Growth 

• The ability to walk to services and recreation and a diversity of both housing and 
commercial forms 

• Use existing infrastructure better (roads, pipes, contain urbanised areas, maintain 
green space, etc.)  

• Support a range of uses in each neighbourhood 
• Diversified housing vs. traditional (one type of housing in one area) 

 
Deborah Curran is a Sustainable Land Use Lawyer at West Coast Environmental Law Association and director of Smart 
Growth BC  
 
Benefits of Legalizing Suites 
Presenter:  Lee King  
Benefits  

• The market is expanding, there’s pressure on all houses.   
• Vacancy rates are around 1.1% and no new purpose built rental units are being 

created.   
• There are some core need issues with accessing housing.   
• Secondary Suites provide viable option for those who need to live close to the urban 

core.   
• From the point of view of future housing demand, positives outweigh the negatives.  
•  Affordability is a huge issue.   



• Secondary Suites are a mortgage helper, provide affordability for renters, and they 
should be considered as a possibility. 

 
Lee King is a member of the Housing Affordability Partnership of the Capital Region. He is co-chair of the City of 
Victoria’s Housing Advisory Committee and corporate rep for CMHC. 
 
Definition and Obstacles 
Presenter:  Murray Sluggett  
 
Definition of a secondary suite 

• One suite, residential only, which cannot exceed 900 sq. ft. or 40% of floor space of 
the primary dwelling.   

Obstacles  
There are some difficulties in bringing older suites up to code.   

1.) Ceiling height 
2.) Sound barrier 
3.) Fire separation 
4.) Security 

Although absentee landlords have also been problematic, secondary suites are better than 
nothing. 
 
Murray Sluggett is the Chief Building Inspector for the City of Victoria. 
 
City Planning  
Presenter:  Brian Sikstrom  
 
Planning has been supportive of secondary suites and conversion for many years.  
Two major issues from a Planning Perspective:  

1.) Changing zoning to allow new suites 
2.) Upgrading suites that are currently illegal. 

Gonzales  
• Parking is one of the largest impediments to legalization. 
• There were no parking requirements in Gonzales 
• They will be monitored for impacts and the City will look at whether or not the 

Gonzales model could be extended to the whole city. 
There are not as many secondary suites in Victoria as one would think.  We need to look at 
what incentives we can provide. 
 
Brian Sikstrom is a Senior Planner with City of Victoria.   
 
Regional Growth Strategy 
Presenter:  Chris Goldburn  
 

• The Regional Growth Strategy (RGS) has forecasted that approx. 80,000 will move to 
the CRD in the next 25 years.   

• To accommodate this growth, which is focused on major centres, municipalities need 
to manage and balance growth, keeping urban, urban and rural, rural.   



• Ideally, residents should be able to work, live and play within 10 minutes walking 
distance. 

• More than half of residents cannot afford current housing costs.   
• There is a recommendation to establish a Regional Housing Trust.  
• Secondary suites are the only form of rental housing being built.  
• Secondary suites allow for living closer to the urban core, increase housing 

affordability. 
 
Chris Goldburn is a planner with CRD Regional Planning Services.   
 
General Discussion/Question and Answer 
The comments and questions brought forward by community members were generally in 
five areas: parking, building codes, process, incentives and miscellaneous. 
 
Parking 

• Questions regarding the City’s current secondary suite parking requirements 
• Recommendations to approach parking requirements on a neighbourhood basis  

 
Building Codes 

• Less focus on ceiling heights, more focus on safety! 
• The City seems to fall back on the issue of legality/liability when in fact 

homeowners carry insurance and are therefore liable. 
• Some of the Building Code requirements are hard to meet ie: 6’6” ceilings. 
 

Process 
• Questions regarding the City’s current process of handling complaints about 

secondary suites. 
• Concerns that legalization will lead to a “witch hunt” of existing suite owners. 
• Homes with suites should be owner-occupied and enforcement should be consistent 

with everyone. 
• Will all property owners with similar lot size & zoning be allowed the same privilege 

to add a suite to their home? 
• Compliance – The city would need some sort of compliance program and an 

expedited process to deal with currently illegal suites.  What would that look like? 
• Neighbours should be included in the approval process 
• Can we upgrade illegal suites, make them legal, and contract with the landlords to 

provide them at an affordable rate?   
• I was hoping for more of an endorsement of legalization.  We have a real 

opportunity for intensification and we’re nitpicking. 
 

Incentives 
• Suggestions to implement incentives similar to Whistler where there is covenant 

agreement to cap rent at an affordable rate in exchange for a density bonus. 
• Fairness of incentives, ie: Homeowners who currently have illegal suites should not 

be rewarded (through incentive programs) for bringing suites up to code. 
• Portable rent supplements are available from the province for use in private rental 

market.  What’s a better investment? 
 



Misc. 
• Suites should be safe 
• In Gonzales, certain types of suites were looked at and dismissed based on the 

footprint i.e: granny flats and above garage 
• Victoria is the least affordable place to live in the country.  Vacancy rates will still be 

low – rent will continue to rise and it will be impossible to build new rental 
accommodation at rates people can afford. 

• How much more would a buyer be willing to pay for a property with a suite in it? 
 
For more information about this workshop, contact Eliza Walter at the Burnside 
Gorge Community Association @ 388-5271 or e-mail eliza-bgca@shaw.ca 



EXIT SURVEY  
Legalizing Secondary Suites Workshop 

May 5th 2004, 7:00pm  
Council Antechambers, City Hall 
 
Of 42 surveys taken, 16 Surveys were returned.   
 
North Jubilee   1 
Blanshard  1 
Burnside Gorge 1 
Fernwood  2 
James Bay  2 
Gonzales  2 
Fairfield  2 
Rockland  4 
Esquimalt  1 
 Total:  16  
          
 

1. Given the information presented tonight, do you: (circle all that apply) 
a. Feel that Secondary Suites provide housing choice?   

 

YES – 16 
 

NO – 0 
 

b. Feel that Secondary Suites provide a viable source of densification? 
 

YES – 13 
1 with the following qualifications: 

• Mild densification 

 

NO – 3 
1 with the following qualifications: 

• Not everywhere 
 
 

c. Feel that Secondary Suites encourage inclusive and diverse 
communities? 

 

YES - 11 
1 with comments/qualifications: 



• They aren’t often wheelchair accessible 
 

MAYBE - 2 
1 with comments/qualifications: 

• Depends on the neighbourhood and its current makeup 
 

NO – 3 
 
 

d. Feel that Secondary Suites are a safe and affordable housing option? 
 

YES – 13 
4 with qualifications: 

• Usually 
• If legal and permitted, inspected, etc, probably 
• Safe?  Yes.  Affordable?  Not always 
• Most are – legalization would ensure safety 

 
NO – 3 

1 with comments/qualifications: 
• Not necessarily, cheap rent for a slum is NOT affordable housing 
 
 
2. Would you support the legalization of Secondary Suites? 

a. If so, what conditions would be important?  If not, why not? 
 

YES – 12 
With the following comments/conditions: 

• Health & safety – 7 (these include fire, ventilation, sewer, etc.) 
• Reasonable amenities – ceiling height, access, privacy 
• Legalization of Secondary Suites should be promoted region wide, for all municipalities in almost all 

communities 
• Attention to physical accessibility 
• Mechanisms for improvement of existing stock of [secondary] suites 
• Incentives to homeowners 
• Waiving of parking requirements  
• Neighbourhoods should have opportunity to approve secondary suites before City wide 
• Limit percentage of dwelling that can be suited, minimum ceiling height, parking and non parking, 

suites self contained 
• License fee charged 
• Take the fear out of owners going to the City to get advice for legalizing 
• Address the needs of the elderly etc, by working with affordable housing groups 
• Attractiveness  
• Owner occupied 
• Affordability covenants 

 
NO RESPONSE – 4 

With the following comments/conditions 
• Legalization should be area by area, not City wide 
• Community support 
• Those who break the law should not be rewarded for doing so (incentives for owners of currently 

illegal suites) 
• Parking – I live across the street from a duplex with 2 non-conforming suites and 5 permanent 

vehicles that cannot be parked on site or in front of the building 



• Utilize business license suggestion 
 
 
 
 

3. Do you feel that your neighbourhood would support the legalization of 
Secondary Suites?   

a. If so, what conditions would be important?  If not, why not? 
 

YES – 11 
Comments/Conditions: 

• Owner occupied - 4 
• Maintain outside appearance 
• Parking relaxation 
• Parking management - 2 
• Limit percentage of dwelling that can be suited, minimum ceiling height, fire safety, parking and 

non parking, suites self contained 
• Openness / Fairness - 2 
• License fee 
• Work on incentives with owners 
• Inspectors to go out & advise what needs to be done to bring up to code/legal 
• Make the process simple 
• Caution not to destroy the affordability that illegal suites provide 
• My neighbourhood already supports this initiative - 2 

 
NO REPONSE – 3 

Comments/Conditions: 
• Our Community Association board has supported this but we haven’t canvassed neighbours 
• Owner occupied 
• Parking management 
• Suite owners pay fair share of taxes – property, services, water, sewer 
• Noise concerns 

 
NO – 2 

Comments/conditions: 
• Likely many or most would be opposed, but it’s worth asking – some would want it 
• Rockland has a few outspoken, very negative, non-visionary people who are very determined 

 
 
Additional Comments:   
 
6 respondents provided the following additional comments: 

• Look for incentives to offer toward legalization.  Taxes and other charges should 
reflect the existence of a suite in order to support the city infrastructure – including 
proper enforcement of safety / live-ability requirements 

• At present, enforcement is somewhat random and does seem to be unfair 
• Stats Canada knows how many households there are.  Does the City know how 

many legal housing units there are?  The difference should be illegal units (not 
necessarily suites however.)  This may be a first approximation. 

• I would like to see Secondary Suites legalized to give tenants more rights.  I had a 
nit-picky neighbour what nearly got me evicted from my illegal suite once.  Being a 



low-income resident who owns a dog and no car, I was scared by the lack of 
options – where would I live?  (The neighbourhood only complained about the 
presence of the suite, not the tenants.)  Thank you for this informative evening.  I 
think everyone was challenged by the discussion.  Keep on truckin’. 

• Suites exist anyway, let’s legalize them.  Most fears are exaggerated.  Suites are 
good for neighbourhood quality of life.  Crack down on unsafe suites only.  
Affordability covenants are essential 

• City should provide more information to residents regarding benefits of 
legalization of illegal suites.   

• The rapidly changing demographics are such that what has happened in Gonzalez 
neighbourhood would likely be adopted in most neighbourhoods; That secondary 
suites are now a common reality of neighbourhood life and widely accepted by all 
age groups, empty nesters, seniors, and young married couples.  The seven years of 
discussion spent on this topic has now matured to an environment where action is 
warranted.  The Regional Growth Strategy of the CRD suggests intensification as a 
prime goal of our communities over the next 25 years.  The Gonzalez 
neighbourhood response indicates we are ready to accept secondary suites as a 
legitimate form of housing for adoption by most neighbourhoods in the Capital 
Region! 



How to Build a Secondary Suite Workshop 
October 21st 2004, 7:00pm-9:30pm 
Council Ante-Chambers, City Hall 

Proceedings Report 
 
Summary 
The Burnside Gorge Community Association (BGCA) with funding from the National 
Homelessness Initiative hosted the workshop on how to build a secondary suite.  26 people 
attended the forum.   
 
Purpose 
To hold a workshop on secondary suites to:  
1.) Encourage homeowners to proceed in building a legal secondary suite  
2.) Identify basic processes and responsibilities in building a legal secondary suite 
3.) Outline information and support networks in building a legal secondary suite. 
 
Topics Presented 

• History, Benefits and Zoning Regulations for Secondary Suites 
• The Valuation of Secondary Suites and Tax Assessments 
• How Banks Perceive Suites and Options for Financing 
• Building Codes, Building Permits and Building Inspections 
• Building Tips and Assessing a Property for Capacity 
• Residential Tenancy Act and Tenant/Landlord Rights and Responsibilities 

 
Process 
Speakers were selected to share their views of secondary suites from a variety of 
perspectives.   
 
Brian Sikstrom, Senior Planner, City of Victoria.   
 
Gerry Marolla, Deputy Area Assessor, BC Assessment  
  
Crystal Shimizu, Mortgage Specialist, VanCity Credit Union 
 
Brian Husband, Building Inspector, City of Victoria. 
 
Dave Wilkinson, Builder, Sea Isle Builders Inc 
 
Al Kemp, Chief Executive Officer, Apartment Owners and Property Managers Association 
 
 
Summary of Proceedings 
 

History, Benefits and Zoning Requirements 
Presenter:  Brian Sikstrom - Senior Planner, City of Victoria.   



 
History 

• Council and the other municipal councils throughout the region are working to find 
solutions to the problems of housing affordability such as implementing the 
Regional Housing Strategy and examining possible creation of a Regional Housing 
Fund. 

• Not all suites are illegal – legal suites in houses (called conversions) make up 
approximately 10% of City’s housing stock. (about 3,400 legal units) 

• Victoria one of first cities in BC to permit conversion of houses to suites which has 
been very successful 

• Victoria has zoning and bylaw standards that can permit secondary suites (unlike 
areas such as Saanich)  

 
Suite Benefits  

1) Increase affordability for tenant & homeowner;  
2) Impacts minimal and manageable 
3) Accommodate growth and change while maintaining existing houses and 

neighbourhood character  
4) Use less neighbourhood & region wide green space  
5) More housing choice and opportunity to ‘age in place’  
6) Make good use of existing housing and municipal services  
7) Less disruptive and obvious than apartments or townhouses 
8) Improved maintenance  
9) Potential to legalize and make safe illegal suites  
10) Increased property taxes  
11) Neighbourhood stability 
12) Not the only way, but one way to accommodate increased housing demand  
 

Current Zoning Terms  
• Zoning term for a house with a suite is duplex or duplex conversion 
• A secondary suite is the building code term for a special type of suite in a house that 

is permitted with special building code regulations  
 

Current Zoning Regulations 
• A Duplex or Duplex conversion or secondary suite is permitted under the Single 

Family Zoning provided: 
o The house is old – pre 1970 (duplex permitted) or pre- 1931 (in which case 

more than a duplex might be possible) 
o 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.  
o Each suite must have a floor area of 500 f2 or greater 
o Sufficient on-site parking – 2 spaces (accessed independently) for a duplex 

conversion or secondary suite. Note: parking for a secondary suite is not 
required in the Gonzales Neighbourhood.  

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

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



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

o No exterior or very limited exterior changes – no additions 5yrs 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.  

• Information can be found in Zoning Bylaw and a pamphlet called “Add a Suite to 
Your House”  

 
Gonzales Neighbourhood Plan  

• Gonzales residents permitted and endorsed secondary suites in any single family 
dwelling no matter what its age and whether or not on-street parking was available.  

• All other rules still applicable.  
• These provisions and others in a new neighbourhood-wide residential zoning were 

adopted by Council last year  
• Estimation of about 80-100 suites will be built in Gonzales  
• City is examining applicability of the secondary suite provisions in Gonzales to the 

City as a whole. They will be preparing a report to Council on this and other City 
initiatives to increase affordable housing.  

 
Brian Sikstrom is a senior planner who has worked 24 years with the City of Victoria. His 
responsibilities include neighbourhood planning and development review. He undertook the Gonzales 
Neighbourhood Community Plan from which new residential zoning was implemented for the 
neighbourhood that encourages secondary suites. 
 
For more information, contact Brian Sikstrom at 361-0285 or check the City’s website 
at http://www.city.victoria.bc.ca for pamphlet and other zoning information 
 
 
 

Valuing Suites and Tax Assessments 
 
Presenter:  Gerry Marolla - Deputy Area Assessor, BC Assessment  
 
Value of Secondary Suites 

• There are 10,000 ‘basement suites’ assessed throughout the Capital Assessment 
Region. 

• Majority do not conform to bylaws and are therefore ‘illegal’ but market accepts as 
‘norm’  

• BC Assessment values suites whether they are legal or not 
• The value BC Assessment places on them reflects the value the market places on 

them 
• Basement suites typically add $40,000-$60,000 in today’s market (bigger the suite, the 

more the value) 
 

Tax Assessment 



• The City of Victoria’s tax rate for 2004 was 9.2059 per $1000 of assessed value.  
Therefore, if a suite adds between $40,000 and $60,000 in assessed value, this 
equates to an additional $368 to $552 in 2004 taxes, all else being equal.   

• Where properties with existing basement finish are converted into basement suites, 
the impact may not be as great since BC Assessment may have already been 
assessing the existing basement finish.   

• Example: The depreciated value of the existing basement finish may already add 
$25,000 in assessed value.  After converting this space to a basement suite, the value 
added by the suite may be $50,000.  However, the net difference in assessed value is 
only $25,000 and in Victoria this would have equated to an additional $230 in the 
2004 taxes. 

 
Gerry is BC Assessments Deputy Area Assessor in the Capital Region. He is responsible for the 
administration of the assessment process, production and defense of equitable actual value assessments, 
providing training for the production and defense of assessment rolls and overseeing complex and/or large 
appraisal issues and appeals.  
 
For more information, contact BC Assessment at 479-7131 or refer to the website 
http://bcassessment.gov.bc.ca 
 
 

Options for Financing 
  
Presenter:  Crystal Shimizu - Mortgage Specialist, VanCity Credit Union 
 

• Typically renovations are seen as a positive update, as it will increase market values 
and demand, and therefore increase security to the financial institution 

• Discourage borrowers to rely heavily on rental income – many unstable variables to 
consider 

 
Rental Offset 

• Rental income can be used for qualifying for borrowing – called ‘rental offset’ 
• Amount of rental income you can use to offset your mortgage payment is 90% if you 

have 20-25% minimum equity.  
• If you have less, VanCity approaches Mortgage Insurance Companies such as CMHC 

or GE Capital- they will recognize 50% of rental income which is added to income 
for owner occupied 2-4 unit properties (including non-conforming suites) 

 
Options for Financing 

• Get in contact w’ builder to find out how much it will cost, so you know how much 
to ask for financing 

• The bank will show how much it will cost you on a monthly basis  
• Arranging financing depends on the financial institution, cash flows, credit history, 

and the amount of equity in the existing property 
• Option One: Do an unsecured credit line (about $35,000) to use to build suite, then 

flip it into your mortgage.  



• Option two: Refinance your existing mortgage, get a second mortgage or re-advance 
your existing first mortgage as long as your additional funds did not take you above 
the 20-25% equity threshold and you did not need the rental income to qualify – use 
the existing market value  

• 20-25% equity thresholds can sometimes be increased depending on where your 
property is (depends on where your property is; some areas up island you can only 
borrow 60% rather than the full 75-80%) 

• To apply for financing you need income information, mortgage information, and 
most recent tax assessment. 

 
For more information, contact Crystal Shimizu at VanCity, 661-0968 or toll free 1-866-
323-8383  
 
 
Building Codes, Building Permits, and Building Inspections 
 
Presenter:  Brian Husband – Plumbing & Building Inspector; City of Victoria  
 

• Building codes purpose is safety for tenants and landlords 
 

Definition of a Secondary Suite 
• An additional dwelling unit a) having a total floor space of not more than 90 m2 in 

area, (this is finished living area, and doesn’t include areas of common storage, 
laundry and egress) b) having a floor space less than 40% of the habitable floor space 
of the building (this doesn’t include storage garage) c) Located within a building of 
residential occupancy containing only one other dwelling unit (only one secondary 
suite per dwelling) and d) located in and part of a building which is a single real estate 
entity.  

• Victoria has no such thing as an “in-law suite” – ‘rooms for additional family 
members’ – as is allowed by declaration in Saanich 

 
Building Code Relaxations 

• Secondary suites were introduced in 1995 the provincial government through an 
amendment to the building code to recognize and regulate the amount of illegal suites 

• Regulations are not intended to retroactively apply the current code to all existing 
features – concentration is on the potential suite site.  

 
Ceiling Height 

• In a SFD or duplex, minimum requirement is 7’-6. In a secondary suite, minimum height is 
2.0 m (6-7”) 

 
Fire Separation  

• In a duplex requires either 45 minutes or 1 hour depending on number of stories.  
• For Secondary Suites;  

a) 45 minutes (2 layers of 5/8” drywall on ceiling (up/down) or 1 layer 5/8” 
on vertical. 



b) 30 minutes (1 layer 5/8” drywall on ceiling (up/down) or 1 layer 1/2” on 
vertical). Additional photoelectric smoke alarms are required between 
suites. 

c) 0 minutes with fire sprinklers throughout the building (generally costs 
between $5,000-6,000 plus water meter $3,330) 

 
Plastic Plumbing  

• Permitted as long as it is covered by ½” drywall. 
 

Sound Separation  
• Not required 
 

Process for building permit application 
• Submit a building permit application form available from City Hall or from the city of 

Victoria website, along with 2 sets of plans including;  
1) Site plan indicating setbacks and parking 
2) Floor plans showing use of building areas and details of separation   
3) Elevation showing exterior changes (if applicable). 
• Should take 2-4 weeks for approval 
• Cost of a building permit = 1.25% of the construction value plus $30.  
• Separate plumbing and electrical permits are required (if applicable) after the building 

permit is issued.  
 

Process when illegal suites are discovered 
• Bylaw involved unless work is in progress, then stop work posted 
• Notice on title thru section 57 of Local Government Act 
• Preparation of remedial action (demolition) order for Council  
 

Considerations before building 
 
Ceiling height:  

• If it is less than 2m (6’-7”) it is not possible without lifting house. This includes connection 
between rooms in the suites (low beams, duct work etc) 

 
Parking requirements: 
Location and surface; plumbing bylaw requires drainage – 2' x 2' sump if addition to parking area results 
in impervious surface exceeding 450 sq ft. 

 
Electrical service upgrade:  

• Generally if its 100 amps or less, it will require an upgrade.  
• Location of panel board must be accessible to both suites, or sub panel in secondary suite and one 

hydrometer  
• A qualified electrician under permit must do this work.  
 

Water service upgrade:  
• Generally if dwelling has ½” meter and water service, the water line at least has to be upgraded to 

¾”  
• If too many plumbing fixtures, a new water meter will need to be purchased from the City ($2775 

for ¾”)   
 

Other considerations 
• Egress windows must meet minimum size from bedrooms 



• Unprotected openings from adjacent fire compartment need to be addressed 
• Plastic plumbing must be protected 
• Fire separation suite to suite, and suite to common area is required 
• Common forced air furnace cannot be used to serve both suites 
• If secondary suite is renovated from unfinished basement, the depth and location of draintile will 

need to be verified to protect the finished living space. This may result in purchasing of SD lateral 
from City 

 
Brian is employed as both plumbing and building inspector for the City of Victoria.  
 
For more information, contact Brian Husband or other Building Inspector at 361-
0342  
 

 

Building Tips and Assessing a Property for Capacity 
 

Presenter: Dave Wilkinson - Builder/Certified Superintendent, Sea-isle Builders Inc.  
 

Moisture  
• Often a problem in units built in existing basements in older homes 
• If there is moisture coming up from the floor, tape poly down, view in 24 hours, and 

if wet, consider sealing floor with sealer like Xypex. 
• Look for signs of leaking in foundation and wall- typically seen as a white chalky 

substance near the bottom of wall. This is caused by water seepage through concrete. 
If present, sealing the wall is mandatory. Seal all cracks.  

• Can use a draintile system, but don’t put plants around the area.  
• Keep plants off the building in general.  

 
Power 

• Find out if your home has enough power to operate a suite  
• Older homes are a concern – should all be on different circuits.  
• Consider how your suite will be monitored for consumption.  
• Separate meters are the best. Sharing your electrical bill is not advisable.  

 
Heating systems:  

• Different types include heat pumps, gas fireplaces, baseboards, forced air from 
existing furnace.  

• Ask contractors advice, and get advice from heating specialist. For example; if 
electrical baseboards are your choice, do you have enough power? If you have a 
forced air system, consider fire dampers in the ducts where they cross the wall line 
between your portion of the dwelling and the suite. 

 
Plumbing:  

• Recommend separate hot water tanks.  
• If you have a separate tank, the code requires a drain in case of failure.  



• Bathrooms: Will the existing connection allow for gravity drainage or will you have to 
pump? Discuss with contractor and his plumber.  

 
Venting:  

• Need an escape system for shower moisture to leave building 
• Does your current water supply have capacity to sustain your new fixture count? 
 

Entry to suite:  
• If entry access is shared vs. separate, consider privacy, noise and security issues.  

 
Windows:  

• They need to be sized for egress. If there is a fire, you need to have room to escape.  
• Consider security needs with low windows.  
 

Materials:  
• Discuss with your builder what product is best – you may choose a standard lumber 

or steel stud system for the walls. Pros and cons of both. 
 

Dave Wilkinson is a Builder/Certified Superintendent. His company is Sea-isle Builders Inc. He has 30 
years of experience in the industry and is one of the few Certified Superintendents for large commercial 
projects.  
 
For more information, contact Dave Wilkinson at 882-7595 
 
 
Residential Tenancy Act  
Tenant/Landlord Rights and Responsibilities.  
 
Presenter: Al Kemp – CEO; Rental Owners and Managers Association of BC.  
 
Secondary Suite or Illegal Suite? 

• “Illegal” suites violate municipal zoning bylaws or building code standards 
• Every BC municipality has illegal suites 
• Zoning and Building Code issues are municipal responsibility  
• Most municipalities act only on complaints 
• Residential Tenancy Act (RTA) applies to all landlord/tenant relationships (aren’t 

concerned with legality of suite) 
• It is legal to have anyone pay you rent to live in your home 

 
Becoming a Landlord 

• Landlord is a business person 
• Remember strangers will be living in your home – lifestyles can conflict 
• RTA sets out legal responsibilities and rights for both landlord & tenant 
• RTA applies to tenancy agreements, rental units, and residential property 
 

RTA principals 



• A man’s home is his castle – once a tenant is in his/her home, they must have the 
same rights as anyone else while in their homes.  

 
Landlords responsibilities  

• Provide a suite ‘that a reasonable person would choose to live in’  
• Ensure tenants safety, security and to have quiet enjoyment.  
 

Landlords rights 
• To protect their property 
 

Tenants’s responsibilities 
• To pay rent,  
• Behave reasonably,  
• Take care of property. 
 

Tenants rights  
• To privacy, security and quiet enjoyment. 
 

Tenant Selection 
• Don’t “sell” your suite – interview and learn as much as you can from applicants 
• Phone call and viewings are opportunity  
• Use comprehensive application form  
• Get credit report  
• Check all references 
•  Join ROMA BC for support before problems arise 

 
Al Kemp is the CEO of Rental Owners and Managers Association of BC. He is a current member of 
Housing Affordability Partnership and was instrumental in the current changes to the Residential Tenancy 
Act (RTA).  
 
For more information, contact Al Kemp at ROMA BC, 382-6324  
 
 
General Discussion/Question & Answer 
 
The comments and questions brought forward by community members were generally in 
four areas:  
 
Legalities 

• It is the owners responsibility to get a building permit  
• Permit is required if there is the creation of a secondary suite - structural work, 

creation of new space, addition of insulation.  
• A permit is not required to change cabinets, flooring, re-shingle the roof, paint etc. 

but a permit is required to create a secondary suite no matter what amount of 
construction. 

• Anyone can make a complaint in writing re an illegal suite, and the Building 
Inspector will post a ‘Stop Work Order’ if construction is in progress. If the suite is 



in operation and not currently under construction, then the City Bylaw Officer 
handles the complaint. 

• City will not give complainants name 
• City will enforce bylaw depending on severity of case 
• City is looking into options for relaxation of by-laws, such as parking requirements 

and date of construction, but cannot supersede building code.  
• City looking into incentives for encouraging legal suites. 
• City needs to consult neighbourhoods before changing by-laws, but by next year, 

will most likely see changes 
• City must decide whether to move forward on a city-wide basis, or using Gonzales 

as an example, regulate by neighbourhood   
• Gonzales has no parking requirement – wanted to preserve green space, and provide 

‘traffic calming’. May consider alternatives if it doesn’t work 
 
Cost 

• Average cost ranges widely – give builder a thorough plan to work with 
 

Landlord/Tenant Relations 
• Must abide by the Human Rights Code – cannot discriminate against people based 

on it’s principles including family status (people with children) 
• Can discriminate based on suitability of rental w/o violating the code. (Can limit 

number of renters, but not based on their age – except for seniors. Can ensure renter 
can pay the rent but cannot ask where their money comes from) 

 
Safety 

• Although there is public image that suites are unsafe, majority are built to code, but 
are illegal by municipal standards.  

• Some “nightmare” suites, but they provide affordable housing to many people. 
• City does enforce on suites that have significant life and safety issues in conjunction 

with Human Resources Ministry and the Health Authorities.  
 
 

For more information about this workshop, contact Eliza Walter at the Burnside 
Gorge Community Association @ 388-5271 or e-mail  eliza-bgca@shaw.ca 

 
 


