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Abstract 

An Evaluation of Secondary Suite Regulatory Implementation Methods in Low-Density 
Residential Districts: 

Issues and Opportunities for the City of Calgary 

Adam W. Legge 

September 10, 1 999 

P r e p a d  in partial h l fdhen t  of the requirements of the 

M.E.Des. Degree 

In the Faculty of Environmental Design 

The University of Calgary 

Ken Johnson, S u p e ~ s o r  

This study examines the different regulatory implementation methods utilized in various cities 
and makes recommendations to the City of Calgary to improve its current method It begins 
by examining housing market pressures, demographics and other factors that are encouraging 
municipalities, specifically Calgary, to rethink the ways in which they allow homeowners to 
use the space in their home. Currently, the City of Calgary docs not allow secondary suites 
except in very strict circumstances and in a limited number of areas. This restricts the amount 
of housing choice available and contributes to problems such as housing affordability and low 
vacancy. In this regard, different regulatory implementation methods have been evaluated 
through a literature review and case studies in order to determine which will provide the most 
suitable k e w o r k  to allow an increase in housing choice for homeowners and renters. The 
cities of Vancouver, New Westminster and the District of North Vancouver, British Columbia 
have been used as case study cities. After synthesizing and analyzing the data, it was 
concluded that a regulatory implementation method b a d  on certainty, simplicity, low cost 
and one that allows suites in all Iowdensity residential districts would provide the best 
opportunity for choice and an increase in the number of legalized suites in a given city. It was 
recommended that Calgary permit suites through the above described method. 
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Low-density residential district 
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 

This study is about providing housing choice. It examines regulatory 

implementation options for legal secondary suites in low-density residential districts. The 

regulatory implementation method is the regulatory vehicle through which a municipality 

atlows a homeowner to legally operate a secondary suite. The examination is conducted 

by means of a review of existing research and by conducting key informant interviews 

with planners in three case study municipaiities. Information h m  the research and key 

informant interviews has been synthesized and analyzed, resulting in a list of 

recommendations for both the Province of Alberta and The City of Calgary to make legal 

suites more accepted, as well as easier and less expensive to develop in all low-density 

residential districts. Currently suites are only allowed in one land use district in the city 

of Calgary, under very strict regulations, limiting the number of legal suites that could be 

developed in the city. 

The current rental housing situation in Calgary could benefit from an increase in 

the number of affordable rental housing options. Additionally, the changing population 

requires not only an expansion of the choice of available housing, but also an expansion 

of the household's choice as to the best use of its home. 

Studv Pur~ose 

The purpose of the study is, first and foremost, to gain a better understanding of 

the most appropriate and effective regulatory implementation method through which to 

legalize secondary suites in lowdensity residential districts, specifically in the city of 

Calgary. The study also evaluates the effectiveness of any given municipality's choice of 



implementation method, vis-a-vis public response, the number of suites legalized and 

feedback fiom planners and community groups regarding the process and 

implementation. 

This research results in a better understanding of many issues. In order to provide 

a fisunework for the study, the author will examine the pressms that exist in a housing 

market, such as affordability and housing shortages, which indicate the need to consider 

alternative housing forms. The advantages of secondary suites in reIation to these 

pressures will then be investigated. 

The ultimate objective of the study is to be able to apply the selected 

implementation method to the Calgary context and make recommendations to the City of 

Calgary as to its best option for a regulatory implementation method. 

Methodoloav 

This Master's Degree Project consists primarily of a qualitative analysis of 

information gathered with respect to the regulatory implementation methods of secondary 

suites, affordable housing and intensification, in that the observations are not reduceable 

to numbers. The information that was analyzed was of a more subjective nature, which 

relied heavily upon the experiences of planners who undertook the development and 

implementation of different methods. Qualitative information was obtained fiom two 

sources: a literature review and key Wormant interviews with planners in various 

municipalities in Alberta and British Columbia 

However, in order to provide a basis for examining the issue of secondary suites, 

a better understanding of the cumnt economic conditions and Calgary housing market is 

required. This research relies heavily on quantitative information, such as Statistics 



Canada demographic and income data, as well as information and data fiom the Canada 

Mortgage and Housing Corporation, numerous departments of the City of Calgary and 

the Calgary Housing Committee. This information and data was used to indicate the 

extent of the demographic and population changes, income reductions and the subsequent 

impacts on the housing markets and housing affordability. Demographic and population 

data was also used to provide an outlook for the Calgary rental housing market. 

The result of this examhation into economic conditions, demographic changes 

and the housing market is a better understanding of the conditions surrounding, and 

reasons for, further research into an expansion of housing choice in the Calgary housing 

market through a more effective secondary suite implementation method. 

It was essential to gain an understanding of the current suite situation in Calgary. 

The Alberta Municipal Government Act was reviewed to provide a general commentary 

on the Alberta planning legislative ~ e w o r k ,  and to determine the requirements for a 

land use bylaw to be consistent with broader policy documents. Individual City of 

Calgary policy documents, such as the Municipal Development Plan, were examined to 

ascertain the specific housing strategies and goals that guide the development of 

Calgary's communities. The examination of these documents allows for a successful 

comparison between policy goals and the existing land use regulations to identi@ 

potential shortfalls. This analysis would prove to be extremely usefid in extending the 

argument that the City of Calgary needs to expand the amount of housing choice offered, 

as it was found to fdl short of the policy goals that exist. 

The City of Calgary Land Use Bylaw (2P80) was then analyzed. Specifically, the 

existing land use regulations that permit suites and the extent to which suites are 



permitted in the city were reviewed. The forms of suites allowed in the city were also 

examined in order to find opportunities to expand the variety of choice. 

Finally, the current situation with respect to the number of suites, both legal and 

illegal, was examined, using City of Calgary data. The potential for suites, using a City 

of Calgary Geographic Information Systems (GIs) analysis, was reviewed in order to 

show the extent of the opportunity that exists if the City were to allow legal suites in 

more low-density residential districts. 

The literature review focused on reports and documents with respect to secondary 

suites, intensification and atrodable housing. Various urban planning consultants, as 

well as organizations such as the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation and 

Affordability and Choice Today have published many of these reports. Municipalities, 

specifically in British Columbia, have spent a great deal of time examining the issues 

surrounding secondary suites, and consequently, a great deal of information exists in 

municipal council reports and policy documents. 

However, after a review of these documents, it became clear that very little 

research exists on the regulatory implementation methods used. There is a substantial 

amount of information regarding the benefits and desirability of secondary suites, but 

little on how a municipality actually implements them. Therefore, little information 

exists that could be used to measure or evaluate a successfd implementation method. It 

became evident that the author would have to devise some means of evaluating an 

implementation method as part of the research, since one did not exist already. 

Information did exist with respect to certain aspects that would contribute to an 

effective method. Preliminary sources of Wonnation were examined, with a firm 



understanding of the sources' strengths and limitations in being able to provide all of the 

necessary information (Palys 1992,3 1 5). The information obtained allowed for 

preliminary induction by malcing inferences regarding combining the existing 

information to generate an initial theory of the most effective regulatory implementation 

method (Ibid). The preliminary induction was a means of drawing an inference to create 

a plausible account of the events that produce the phenomena or desired outcome (Ibid, 

309). 

The preliminary theory was not accepted until further research, data collection 

and analysis could be performed. Case study analysis would lead to hrther data 

collection and testing of the hypothesis. 

Interviews were conducted with planners fiorn the three case study municipalities 

to gain a better understanding of the process behind the selection of an implementation 

method and the results that have been realized to date. Their experiences were analyzed 

in order to undertake the research and make recommendations to the City of Calgary in 

its selection of implementation method. The planners were asked a series of standard, 

open-ended questions that allowed for flexibility (see Appendix 4). The questions 

focused on four key areas: the overall secondary suite program at the municipality; the 

basis behind the selection of the regulatory implementation method; the features of the 

implementation method; and, the results of the selection of the implementation method. 

The responses to these questions provided more information and data to further 

test the hypothesis tbat was formulated through preliminary induction. Data from the 

interviews provided fbrther evidence that the cities had experiences that were not 

inconsistent with the hypothesis. However, new experiences regarding the different types 



of methods were provided through the interviews; information that could not be obtained 

through the literature review, as it provided the context or "concrete reality" of the 

planners in their context and their experiences with the process and selection of 

implementation method (Palys 1992,9). In this regard, as new information and data was 

obtained, it helped to shape and evolve the analysis and theory development (Ibid, 298). 

Data fiom the Literature review and the interviews was synthesized aad analyzed 

to develop a method of evaluating the different implementation methods utilized by the 

case study municipaiities. Since no literature existed that analyzed the regulatory 

implementation method, one had to be developed for the study. Through the literature 

review and key informant interviews, certain variables - which were in essence features 

or characteristics of a secondary suite implementation method, or processes used during 

the selection of implementation method - were chosen that were found to play a crucial 

role in the success of an implementation method. Throughout the literature review and 

interviews, the level, or standard, to which each variable must reach in order to contribute 

towards success was also determined. Therefore, an evaluation scheme was developed 

that includes variables and the standards against which they would be measured to 

determine if they contributed towards a successfbl method. This created a base line for 

each selected variable so that the three case study implementation methods could be 

evaluated against common criteria and standards. 

The data and information provided by the interviews, which was data that heIped 

to shape the means of analysis, was then tumd back on the hypothesis to determine 

whether each variable for the respective cities met the required standard. After each 

variable !?om each case study city had been evaluated in this manner, the top performing 



method and variables were selected as components of the most effective implementation 

method. A regulatory implementation method was recommended after an evaluation of 

the three case studies against the variables and the desired standards. 

Once the hypothesis had been tested in the analysis and proven correct, the next 

step in the analysis was to apply it to a real world context to determine whether it was 

acceptable or transplantable. The recommended implementation method was tested for 

application to the Calgary context in terms of the possible reactions by communities and 

the City of Calgary. Two key informant interviews were held: one with an 

implementation planner h m  the City of Calgary and the other with a representative from 

the Federation of Calgary Communities. Their responses provide an indication as to the 

likely reaction of the City and communities and are not meant to provide the 

representative and exact responses that would come from the City and communities. This 

stage of the research is merely a preliminary information gathering exercise and is not a 

111 testing of a hypothesis. 

The end result of the study is a detailed list of recommendations for the Province 

of Alberta and the City of Calgary with respect to opportunities to move forward and take 

a more open and proactive role in permitting secondary suites in Calgary's lowdensity 

residential communities. 

Chapter Outline 

The first chapter is an introduction to the study, purpose, methodology, limitations 

of the study and definitions. The second chapter discusses the pressures that are 

requiring municipalities, more specifically Calgary, to examine housing options and to 

expand the number of housing choices in the marketplace. It examines the changing 



demographic nature of Canadian society and the implications this will have for the foms 

of housing demanded. Affordability issues are discussed as a result of the changing 

demographic profile. The current prcssurcs in the Calgary housing market are also 

discussed to provide context as to the severity of the situation and the need for expanded 

housing choice. Chapter two sets that stage for the reader as to why we might want to 

more closely examine secondary suites and an expansion of housing choice, while the 

third chapter is an examination of the issues surrounding secondary suites, including a 

history of suites, the benefits of suites and the general public perceptions towards suites. 

The fourth chapter explains the various implementation methods most commonly used by 

municipalities, and deals with aspects of an implementation method that will s e c t  the 

overall success of the method, including the building code. Chapter five is a discussion 

of the Calgary situation with respect to its policy directions, land use bylaw and 

secondary suites. Chapter six explains the case studies and evaluates the respective 

implementation methods utilized. Chapter seven outlines the recommended 

implementation method for Calgary and is an exploration of possible reactions by the 

City and communities to the recommended method. A summary, requirements for a 

successfid implementation method and recommendations for the Province of Alberta and 

the City of Calgary complete the study as chapter eight. 

Studv Limitations 

There are two limitations to the study. The first limitation of this study is the 

examination of secondary suites only in low-density residential districts. The study will 

not examine legal seconchy suites in medium or high-density districts. The author 

believes that the significant potential for legal secondary suites lies in the lowdensity 



areas, and not in the higher density areas. This belief is supported by the research 

undertaken as a component of this study. For these reasons, the study will be restricted to 

examining legal suites in low-density residential districts, 

The second limitation is that of the private sector response to housing shortages. 

This study is concerned with a public policy and regulatory response to the pressures that 

exist in the Calgary housing market, and not with a critical analysis of the private sector's 

role in the market. An analysis of the private sector's role would require a much deeper 

and wider study of empirid research and first-hand surveys in Calgary that constitute a 

full study program in themselves. Additionally, the development of secondary suites is 

outside the realm of the large-scale private developer and typically represents a response 

of the individual homeowner and their decision to develop a legal suite. The intent of the 

study is to examine the opportunities to expand housing choice through conversions for 

both individual homeowners and within the market in general. In this regard, it is not 

believed that the private sector is in a position to undertake conversions and expand 

housing choice in Iowdensity residential districts to the same extent as individual 

homeowners are. Therefore, the private sector's role is excfuded from this study. 

Secondary Suite 

There are many different definitions for secondary suites. The housing form is 

also known as "accessory apartments", "accessory dwelling units", "studio suites" and 

"kangaroo apartments" (Toews 1992). See Appendix 1 for a list of different definitions 

of secondary suites. 



For this study it is important to utilize a consistent term and definition. The term 

"secondary suite" will be used throughout this study and will be defined as: 

A ''secondary suite* is an additional dwelling unit, including separate kitchen, 
sleeping and sanitary facilities, attached to, or above the garage of, the 
primary residential dwelling unit and is smalls in size than the primary 
dwelling unit. 

A "dwelling unit" is two or more rooms used or designed to be used as a 
residence by one or more persons and containing kitchen, living, sleeping and 
sanitary facilities. 

There arc many diffhnt forms of secondary suites that can be developed by a 

homeowner. The choice over the location of the semndary suite will depend on the 

household's preferences with respect to the part of the house that it wishes to convert and 

the potential physical limitations imposed by the existing housing stock. The forms of 

suites that are considered include a suite witbin an existing dwelling unit (i.e. basement, 

attic or main floor conversion of space), a secondary suite designed into a new house and 

a secondary suite above a garage, either attached to or detached fiom the primary 

dwelling unit. Examples of the garage suites can be seen in the neo-traditional 

development of McKenzie Towne in Southeast Calgary. It is also important to 

distinguish a secondary suite fiom a duplex such that the suite is not equal to or larger in 

size than the primary dwelling unit. 

Single-Family Dwelling and District Vemus Low-Density Residential 

Throughout the study, the terms "single-family" and "low-density residential" 

will be used, however they are not to be used interchangeably. Each term has been 

carefully selected to represent different meanings. The term "single-family" can hold 

more meaning than simply defining a type of dwelling or a type of district. The use of 



"single-family" has been the focus of much attention for municipalities with respect to 

the definitions within their land use bylaws, and has also been the focus of several court 

challenges as a violation of Human Rights codes (Regional Group 1990,2). The term 

"family" has been inappropriately defined in much of the legislation and in many bylaws, 

and thereby serves to discriminate merely by its title. The nature of the single-family 

district is discussed in detail in Gellen's work Accessory Apartments and Single-Family 

Zoning (1983). GelIen outlines the formation of and justification for the exclusive, 

exclusionary and discriminatory "single-family" zone intended to preserve the area for a 

certain socio-economic class of citizen. In this regard, the term "single-familyy' conjures 

images of exclusion and discrimination against those households that are not the 

"traditional family." These images serve to perpetuate the traditional form of household 

in low-density communities when it is no longer the most predominant household type. 

For another excellent discussion of this issue, the reader should refer to a Master's 

Degree Project entitled Secondary Suites in Single-Family Residential Districts by Toews 

(1 992). 

The potential exclusion and discrimination that is created by the use of the term 

"single-family" is one reason that it does not appear in the City of Calgary Land Use 

Bylaw (2P80). Instead the Bylaw uses the terms "residential single-detached'' or 

"residential Iowdensity" to equate with a similar form of district as "single- family ." 

For the purposes of this study, the term "single-family" neighbouthood or 

dwelling will be used in a pejorative sense of an exciusionary and discriminatory form of 

land use. The phrase "low-density" residential district will be used to mean those 

districts that are predominantly single or semidetached or duplex housing forms and will 



not be used to suggest exclusivity or discrimination. The use of "low-density" will 

simply refer to the fact that they are lower density districts due to their single or semi- 

detached or duplex housing forms. 

Demographics 

Foot defmes demographics as "the study of the human population" in his work 

Boom. Bust and Echo (1 996,2). For the purposes of this study, the word 

44demograpDics" will mean the study of the human population with rrspea to the social 

structure, the composition of families and howholds, aging, the size of age groups and 

the growth of the different age groups. "Demographics" will not include incomes. 

Incomes will be discussed in relation to demographics vis-a-vis the age groups. 

Summaw and Conclusions 

This study examines the regulatory implementation methods available to 

municipalities and evaluates the most effective and appropriate implementation method 

for Calgary. This study only examines implementation methods for legalizing secondary 

suites in low-density residential districts and not in medium or high-density districts. 

Additionally, this study is concerned with the public policy and regulatory response to 

certain pressures and needs, and not with the role of the private sector. 

A review of the existing research and literature on secondary suites, 

intensification and housing aordability, and three case studies comprise the majority of 

this study. The results of the research and case studies will be synthesized and analyzed 

for the most appropriate and effective regulatory implementation method to apply to the 

Calgary context. This recommendation will then be evaluated with regard to possible 



reactions by the City and communities. As it is hypothesized that no one method will 

result in a perfeft fit, the challenge of this study is to recommend a method that will 

maximize the positive implications and minimite the negative implications, while still 

providing an expansion of choice in the housing market. 



Chapter 2: Demographics and Housing Pressures 

Since the end of World War 11, the Canadian population has experienced 

significant changes in composition and structlac. Average household size bas decreased, 

there is an increase in the number of single-person households and the traditional family 

is a much smaller segment of society than in decades past. There has also been a decrease 

in average income, however, Calgary has proven to be somewhat of a deviation from 

national statistics. These changes have signiscant implications on the forms and tenure of 

housing demanded. 

There are also additional, more localized effocts at work in the current Calgary 

rental housing market, such as a significant increase in the population over the past three 

years, leading to an increase in housing demand. This increase in demand caught the 

rental market unprepared and resulted in drastic increases in rent. Increases in rent have 

repercussions for those facing housing affordability problems. These pressures and 

issues do not appear to s h ~ w  signs of dissipating in the near future. 

This chapter examines changes in the Canadian population, as well as the 

pressures that exist in the housing market, that are demanding an expansion of housing 

choice and regulatory options h m  municipalities. It will begin with a discussion of the 

demographic changes that have taken place since 1950. Those people who are most 

likely to rent are examined, followed by a discussion of incomes in Canada and Calgary. 

More localized factors are discussed, such as the current rental housing shortage and 

affordability issues. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the forecasted population 

growth in Alberta, providing insight into the potential demand for suites and the 

possibility of relief to the pressures that currently exist. 



Demoaraphic Chanae in Canada: 1950 - 1999 

Demographics have important implications for housing demand in terms of the 

size of dwelling being sought and, in conjunction with income, the housing that people 

can afford (Howe 1990,69). This section addresses the demographic changes underway 

in Canadian society and their implications upon the forms of housing demanded, and 

those forms that growing segments of the market may be able to afford. The author 

attempted to obtain Statistics Caaada demographics with respect to Calgary but was not 

able to do so due to very high cost, and limited published data that was readily accessible, 

but deemed to be of little probative value. Some basic figures for Calgary are available, 

but the majority of the data represents the Canadian picture. 

CMHC defines a "household" as: "a person or group of people who occupy a 

separate dwelling unit" (CMHC 1992). Households are then fixher sub-classified 

according to "family" or "non-family". A "family household" is defined as a household 

of persons who are related to each other by blood, marriage, common-law or adoption 

(Statistics Canada 1998a). A "non-family household" is one consisting of persons who 

are not related to anyone else (Ibid). For the purposes of this study, the word 

"household" shall mean both households in Canada, family and non-family, unless 

distinguished in the text. It shall also mean a person or group of people who collectively 

make decisions and act in that regard. 

Over time, the composition and formation of Canadian households has changed: 

the average size of households in Canada has decreased fiom 4 persons in 196 1 to 2.6 in 

1996 (Statistics Canada 1998b). The average Calgary household is currently 2.65 

persons, down fiom 3.1 persons in 1974 (City of Calgary 1995a, 8). Households are 



expected to continue to decrease in size, but at a much slower rate than experienced over 

previous decades, due to the aging of the "baby boom", those born between 1947 and 

1966. CMHC forecasts the average Canadian household size will be slightly under 2.5 

people per household by 201 1 (CMHC 1992). The City of Calgary forecasts the average 

household size to be 2.4 persons by 2024 (City of Calgary 1995% 8). 

As the number of persons per household falls, there is a corresponding increase in 

the number of household formations. There has been a 66% increase in the total number 

of Canadian households between 197 1 and 1991 (Statistics Canada 1992b). The number 

of households in Canada increased by 8% betwen 1991 and 1996 to 10,820,050 

(Statistics Canada 1998b). This growth surpassed the 6.2% increase in the population 

during that same time (Ibid). Growth in the number of households reflects a considerable 

increase in non-family households over family households, particularly those who live 

alone (Lewinberg Consultants 1984). 

People living alone now make up over 80% of non-family households (CMHC 

1994a). Between 1991 and 1996, the number of single-person households increased 15% 

to 2.6 mil lion households; single-person households accounted for 24% of all households 

in 1996, up from 7% in 195 1 (Silver and Van Diepen 1995, Statistics Canada 1998b). 

The growth of single-person households has contributed to the faster growth rate of 

households over that of the population; and between 1971 and 1991, one person and Lone- 

parent households grew the fastest, accounting for half of all household growth (Statistics 

Canada 1998b & CMHC 1994). 

Given the statistics and Xormation regarding the increasing cumber of people 

who choose to live alone and the decreasing household size, it is obvious that the 



"traditional" family (two parents and children) is no longer the dominant household type; 

it now forms less than half of all families and less than one third of all households when 

at one time it represented a solid majority of Canadian households (Vanier Institute 

1994). The family structure has changed: the number of husband and wife fiunilies in 

Canada with no children at home has increased h r n  2 1% in 198 1 to 35% of families in 

1996, while the number of husband and wife f d e s  with children at home has 

decreased fkom 68% in 198 1 to 5 1% of families in 1996 (Statistics Canada 1996). 

The 1991 Federal Census found that f d e s  with children at home accounted for 

36% of Calgary households, while n o n - f d y  households made up 30% of Calgary 

households (City of Calgary 1995% 8). The City of Calgary estimates that by 2021 

families with children will constitute only 25% of the Calgary households (Ibid). 

Another segment of the population that has grown considerably is the lone-parent 

f d y .  Lone-parent families in Canada have increased from 1 1 % in 198 1 to 15% in 

1996, reflecting an increase in the divorce rate (Statistics Canada 1998b). It is important 

to note that the increasing divorce rate is only one of many reasons behind changes in the 

structure and composition of households. There have been other significant factors that 

have played a role. There has been a decline in the extended family, as children leave 

home earlier while the elderly live alone longer. Family households therefore require 

larger homes for a shorter duration and may demand smaller accommodations once 

children leave home and they can no longer care for a larger home. Medicine has 

prolonged life expectancies, allowing people to live longer, but needing smaller 

accommodations- Canadians are waiting longer to marry and are having fewer children 

later in life. Therefore the need for larger houses is less, and for a shorter period of time 



in a family household's existence. Finally, there has been an increase in the number of 

women in the workforce who are now able to afford to establish a household of their 

own. These trends and social factors are likely to continue into the b e .  

The result of these trends and social factors is expected to be smaller households 

with more people living alone or in non-family arrangements. This shifting in ''choice" 

or "lifestyle" is described by Gellen as the "attenuation of the nuclear family" (1983, 17). 

He concludes that this attenuation will result in an increased diversity of household types, 

as there is an increasing number of people who are spending more of their lives alone or 

in arrangements other than family households (Ibid). Not only will this have implications 

for the size of dwelling units required or demanded, but should also serve to indicate that 

an increased diversity of households requires an increase in the choice of dwelling unit 

types and tenures. The changing nature of the household indicates that it should have the 

ability to not only choose from a variety of housing types, but also to choose how the 

household utilizes its home to best meet its own individual needs. This includes smaller 

and medium sized houses that can be provided through the conversion of the existing 

housing stock (CMHC 1993, 10). 

Household types, such as single-person renter households and other non-family 

households - which have displayed dramatic growth and an increasing proportion of 

demand over the past 50 years - are likely to demand smaller dwellings than couples with 

children (CMHC 1994). Smaller forms of housing may also be better suited for growing 

household types, such as lone-parent households. Therefore, a challenge exists: 

"The changing nature of housing demand with smaller households, growth in the 
number of singles and childless couples and the increasing diversity of the 
population.. .combine to make markets diverse, more segmented and specialized. 



The challenge.. .will be to respond to these trends by developing a product range 
that is more diverse, flexible and affordable" (CMHC 1996,22). 

It has been suggested that a return to a more open and organic form of planning and 

urban development may be a means of allowing physical change to naturally occur in 

response to social or economic changes that occur in Canadian society (Lewinberg 

Consultants 1 984,38). By creating an environment of choice, households will be able to 

respond to change in the way they f e l  will best suit themselves thereby potentially 

contributing to the alleviation of housing pressures. Therefore, it is evident that there 

should be an appropriate response on behalf of municipalities to provide increased 

opportunities for households to choose the form and configuration of their housing, either 

existing or new. 

This section has indicated that the changes in Canadian society since 1950 have 

implications for housing choice and the form of housing demanded. Secondary suites are 

one housing option in response to these changes. However, it is important to examine 

those who are most likely to choose rental housing tenure to determine the potential 

existing demand. This analysis will also later provide insight into kture demand so that 

municipalities may be more awan of when there is likely to be an increased demand for 

smaller rental housing. 

Who is Most Likelv to Rent In Alberta 

Baxter (1997,9) has formulated age divisions for household maintainers based on 

the forms of housing that they are most likely to use. A household maintainer is defined 

as that person whom the household considers to be primarily responsible for the financial 

support of the household (Ibid). It is important to note that not all people in a given age 

group are a household maintainer. 



The following list provides age groups and a brief description of the housing 

forms and tenures that they prcfef The proportion of renters in Alberta for each 

category, as well as the total number of household mainbinen in each age group, are also 

given. These figures help to determine the propensity of each age group to rent, and the 

absoiute number of renters in each age group in Alberta to understand overall rental 

housing demand. 

20 - 24: Entry stage into housing, particulariy rental apartment 

23% of approximately 53,000 household maintainers are renters in Alberta 

25 - 34: Starter ground-oriented homeownership stage 

24% of approximately 22 1,000 household rnaintainers are renters in Alberta 

3 5 - 44: Established, owner-occupier ground-oriented housing 

16% of approximately 282,000 household maintainers are renters in Alberta 

45 - 54: Established, owner-occupier ground-oriented housing 

12% of approximately 195,000 household maintainers are renters in Alberta 

55 - 64: Strong emphasis on ground-oriented home but an increasing propensity to 

live in apartments 

I 1 % of approximately 124,000 household m a i n h e r s  are renters in Alberta 

65 - 74: Increasing propensity to live in apartments, as well as rental tenure 

14% of approximately 10 1,000 household maintainers are renters in Alberta 

75+: Increasing propensity to live in apartments, as well as rental tenure 

20% of approximately 71,000 household maintainen are renters in Alberta 

As can be seen above, the younger age groups of 20 - 24 and 25 - 34 represent the 

age groups that would have the greatest propensity to reside in housing of rental tenure. 



Those in the 65 - 74 and 75+ age groups are also an increasing source of rental tenure 

demand. Therefore, depending upon the number of people in any one of these four age 

groups at any given time, the demand for rental housing can be significantly affected 

simply through demographic shifts in the population. It is therefore important to take this 

into consideration when evaluating fbtute housing demand, and the forms and tenures 

that different age groups will be demauding at any given time. 

The discussion of both the population changes and those who typically rent is 

important, however, it is not complete until consideration of household and individual 

incomes is provided. Income plays a significant role in the form and tenure of housing 

demanded. Levels of income and their changes over time indicate the overall ability of 

Canadians to afford certain forms of housing, and the form of housing likely to be 

demanded. 

Incomes - Canada and Calaaw 

Canada 

Average real income for ail Canadians has been falling over the past two decades. 

The average individual's total income fiom al l  sources was $25,196 in 1995, down 6% 

fkom 1 990 (Statistics Canada 1 998a). The level of income in 1 995 was almost identical 

to that in 1985 and slightly below I980 levels. This is a disturbing statistic, considering 

the erosion of purchasing power that has occurred due to inffation over the past 10 - 1 5 

years. Canadians therefore had less real income in 1 995 than they did in the 1 980's. 

All age groups witnessed a reduction in total income, but certain groups were 

affected more than others. The largest decline. of nearly 20% between 1 990 and 1 995, 

was realized in the 15 - 24 age group. This was a result of recessionary times in the early 



90's that saw more layoffs of younger employees, fewer hll-time opportunities and 

lower paying jobs (Statistics Canada 1998a). The 25 - 34 age group also realized a 

significant decline in total income of 7%, while those 65 and over realized a decline of 

6% in total income (Ibid). Those age groups that experienced the largest declines in total 

income are those with the highest proportion of renters. These renters may therefore 

adjust their housing demands to something more affordable, but still likely within the 

rental tenure. 

Not only has individual income declined, but family incomes have declined as 

well. Average real family income, the sum of total incomes of all members of the family 

aged 15 and over, was $54,583 in 1995, a 4.8% decrease from 1990 (Statistics Canada 

1998a). Between 1990 and 1995, average income declined 8% among lone-parent 

families, twice the decline of husband and wife families (Ibid). Male lone-parent families 

realized the largest percentage decline in income of the lone-parent families, but their 

income was stilI significantly higher than female lone-parent families. Despite an income 

decline of 6.5% versus 10% for male lone-parents, female lone-parent income was only 

$27,72 1 in 1995 versus $40,974 for male lone-parents (Ibid). Therefore, female lone- 

parent families face a greater challenge as  compared to men to achieve adequate and 

affordable housing in today's market. 

The changes in family income impacted upon the number of Canadian families 

that were below the low income cut off. The Statistics Canada low income cut off 

(LICO) is the point where a family spends more than 54.7% of its income on food, shelter 

and clothing (Statistics Canada 1998a). In 1995, 16% of families were below the LICO 

level, an increase Erom 13% in 1990 (Ibid). More families are now facing a low-income 



situation. A1 though the total number of all families in Canada increased 6% between 

1990 and 1995, the number of low-income families increased by 32% (Statistics Canada 

1998a). Furthermore, the low-income problem affects single-person households more 

than family households. Forty-two percent of single-persons in 1995 were below the 

LICO, compared to 40% in 1990 (Ibid). 

There are some significant results to be considered from this data Average total 

Canadian family and individual income has been falling since 1980. As will be shown in 

the next section, rents and house prices are increasing in Calgary due to a number of 

factors, but not all individual or family incomes are keeping pace with the increasing 

prices. Declining income affects the younger and older age groups most significantly. 

These are the age groups that are most likely to rent. Lone-parent families are also 

significantly affected by declining income. Remembering that these segments of the 

population have been growing rapidly over the past few decades, housing affordability 

therefore is an increasing concern and is considerably affecting those most likely to rent. 

Calgary 

Calgary, however, represents a departure from national statistics. Although 

nationally, average individual and family income declined, per capita income in Calgary 

was $28,300 in 1997 versus $23,000 on a Canadian per capita basis. This indicates that 

Calgary incomes are above that of the national average, due to the existence of a highly 

educated workforce, higher paying employment and lower taxes (Conference B o d  of 

Canada 1998). Real disposable per capita income in Calgary is believed to grow by 1.2% 

over 1998 (Ibid). 



However, the author believes that the above national average income 

phenomenon is attributable only to a portion of the Calgary population; the educated 

professionals and experienced tradespeople. These groups are the key drivers behind the 

increase in housing demand and the increasing prices and rents. The affordability issue is 

growing in Calgary; therefore the growth of incomes in Calgary should not be taken as 

being representative of the whole population, for there is still a significant portion of the 

population in need of affordable housing options. This will be discussed later in this 

chapter. 

There are other, more localized factors in a given housing market that can also 

have a significant impact upon the type of housing demanded, as well as upon 

affordability. These impacts on a locaI housing market create a housing market and 

environment that lend themselves as additional support for a more effective secondary 

suite implementation method and legalized secondary suite option for homeowners in 

Calgary. These localized impacts are the focus of the next section. 

Increasing Population and a Shortaae of Housina in Calaary 

The recent strong performance of the Calgary economy has produced some 

marked increases in the population, drawing those searching for a better quality of life 

and/or employment. Since 1 995, Calgary has witnessed population growth of between 

1.5% and 3.6% per year; between 10,900 and 29,000 people per year (City of Calgary 

1998a, 1 1). Net inmigration to Calgary between 1997 and 1998 averaged 1,800 people 

per month for a total of 21,735 (CMHC 1999,2). The City of Calgary anticipates the 

population will reach 1,000,000 by 2007 and approximately L .4 million people by 2024 

(City of Calgary 1998, unpublished data). Economic conditions generating high 



inmigration are expected to continue until early into the next millennium, albeit at a 

slower rate than experienced over the past few years (City of Calgary 1 998% 5). 

The Conference Board of Canada predicts that the Calgary Census Metropolitan 

Area (which includes surrounding areas) will experience an cconomic slowdown by 

1999, continuing into 2002. The growth in red gross domestic product (GDP) for the 

Calgary CMA, the value of all goods and s e ~ c e s  produced in the Calgary CMA, is 

forecast to decrease somewhat to 2.8% in 1999. down from the real GDP growth in 1998 

of 4.9%. as seen in Table 1 below (Conference Board of Canada 1998). After 1999, real 

GDP is projected to increase to a level of approximately 3.5% per year for the next 3 

years (Ibid). 

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
. . 

Cdgary CMA 4.9% 2.8% 3 -6% 3.5% 3 -4% 

Canada 2.9% 2.9% 3 -4% 3.3% 3 .O% 

I 

SOURCE: Conference Board of Canada 1998 

Calgary's forecasted GDP growth is above that projected for the Canadian economy, 

thereby continuing to make Calgary more attractive to those looking for new 

opportunities relative to other cities in Canada (City of Calgary 1998a, 3). Thus, 

". ..diminished, but continued reasonable growth" is expected for the city of Calgary over 

the short to medium term Qbid 10). Continued economic growth should draw more 

inmigrants to the city. Baxter (1991) suggests that cities such as Calgary, experiencing 

strong economies and high inmigration, will continue to face high housing demand and a 

low vacancy rate. 



Strong inmigration can fuel an economy, however it can also have some dramatic 

effects on the housing market The Calgary Housing Committee, a housing advocacy, 

research and policy organization, estimates that there has been a creation of 

approximately 7,840 new households between April 1996 and April 1998, assuming an 

average household size of 2.64 persons (1 998,8). Strong job growth, particularly among 

those under 3 5, has contributed to the formation of new households in need of rental 

housing (CMHC 1999,2). This considerable growth places a significant strain on the 

existing housing stock. Compounding the problem is the loss of 1,102 apartment units in 

Calgary over 1998,900 of which were converted to condominium ownexship (Ibid). A 

reduction in the number of rental units available makes the market that much more 

sensitive to rising demand (City of Calgary 1998b. 6). If supply does not exist to meet 

demand, significant increases in rents will likely be experienced. 

The recent surge in the population due to strong inmigration has caught the 

Calgary housing market, particularly the rental housing market, unprepared. An adequate 

supply of housing did not exist to meet the increased demand in Calgary, resulting in a 

severe drop of the vacancy rate to a low of 0.5%, the lowest in Canada in 1997 (City of 

Calgary 1998b, 6). The 1998 vacancy rate in Calgary was 0.6%, the lowest in Canada for 

the second consecutive year, but it is expected to rise to 1.5% in 1999 due to an economic 

growth slowdown and slower job creation (CMHC 1 999, 1). The low vacancy rate in 

Calgary indicates that rental housing demand is clearly outpacing supply, leading to some 

dramatic increases in rent (Ibid). 

A CMHC Rental Market Report indicated that a vacancy rate of between 2.5% 

and 3% is considered a balanced condition for the Calgary rental market (City of Calgary 



1998% 6). Under a "balanced condition", supply and demand would exist in a 

relationship where there would be no pressure for rents to either increase or decrease 

(Ibid). However, there is significant upward pressure on rents given the 1998 vacancy 

rate of 0.6%, resuiting in renters facing rental rate increases over the next year. 

The lncreasina Cost of Housina in Calgant 

The monthly average rent for a one-bedroom apartment in Calgary increased from 

$5 1 1 in 1997 to $574 per month in 1998, a 12% increase (CMHC 1999,9). Calgary 

experienced the highest monthly rent of all Canadian prairie cities in 1997 and 1998 

(Calgary Housing Committee 1998, CMHC 1999). 

Current rental rates in Calgary yield approximately $0.80 to $1 .OO per square fwt 

whereas the average cost for wood frame apartment construction is S 1.20 per square foot 

(CMHC 1999,3). An increase in per square foot rental rates of approximately 20% - 
50% may encourage the construction of new rental supply, which would move the rental 

market closer towards equilibrium in terms of demand and supply. However, new units 

could not be produced in time to meet the current shortage, and they would most likely be 

the most expensive units on the rental market as, on average, newer apartment units draw 

higher rents (CMHC 1999,3). 

The effects of strong inmigration are also felt in the homeownership sector, which 

ultimately affects the rentaI housing market. Given Calgary's deviation fiom national 

income statistics, not only have rental rates risen, but the average MLS house price in 

Calgary has also risen dramatically over the last 12 years, as seen by Figure 1. Housing 

price movement is directly tied to household income; average falling household income 



SOURCE: C d g u y  Red W 801Fd 

will yield falling house prices (Baxter 1997,26). The above average performance of the 

Calgary economy, relative to other Canadian cities, means that the rising and higher 

incomes of certain groups in Calgary have contributed to the increase in house prices. 

When the price of housing increases, fewer people are able to afford to buy a 

home. When people cannot afford to buy, they have to rent. An increase in the number 

of people renting increases the demand for rental accommodation, which increases the 

cost of rental housing. An increased cost of rental housing crowds certain people out of 

the market, as they can no longer afford a minimum level of housing. Increased rents and 

crowding out of the rental market place exacerbates affordability issues. 

Recent low mortgage rates have seen more people in Calgary move fiom renting 

to homeownership. Therefore, upward pressure on rents has been mitigated by low 

mortgage rates and may not have been as severe as it could have been. This trend, of 

people moving fiom renting to homeownership, is expected to continue as rents are 

forecast to increase at a faster rate than the price of a single-detached home in 1999 



(CMHC 1999,4). People arc increasingty willing to pay more to contribute towards 

mortgage payments over rental payments in order to gain equity in a home (Ibid). 

CMHC's affordability index indicates that over 39% of Calgary's renter households 

between the ages of 20 and 44 can afford to purchase a starter home (Ibid). This 

percentage could potentially be increased if more homeowners had the legal option of 

developing a suite in their home to provide income assistance towards payments on a 

mortgage. 

Housing Affordabilitv in Canada and Calaary 

AiTordable housing problems arise due to a host of factors, but it is recognized 

that the broad causes of affordability problems are of an economic nature (City of 

Calgary 1998b, 1). Decreasing incomes and price inflation can reduce the ability of a 

household to afford adequate housing. Cyclical patterns of economic growth lead to 

times of strong inmigration which create strong demand, coupled with a lack of existing 

supply, dropping the vacancy rate and increasing rents to a level that only those with 

higher incomes can afford. Finally, the limited abiIity of the housing stock to be 

adequately altered in response to the pressures exerted upon it suggests that the housing 

choice is limited, especially to suit smaller households needing affordable housing. 

Permitting secondary suites would allow homeowners to respond to housing 

shortages if they chose to do so, offering rental housing to the market. This coufd 

provide potential relief fiom some of the upward pressure exerted on rents during times 

of housing shortages. Calgary would perhaps not have experienced as strong a rental 

housing shortage, nor such a large increase in rents, if more homeowners had been 

permitted to create a secondary suite in their home. 



It is important to understand the situation that exists with respect to affordability 

in the housing market in order to appreciate its severity. Recognition of its severity may 

provide initiative for more liberal housing regulations that would allow for fonns such as 

secondary suites. This section will outline the extent of the problem in Canada, and then 

in Calgary. 

Canada 

Both CMHC and Statistics Canada recognize that affordability of housing is 

defined as spending not more than 30% of gross income on shelter costs. According to 

Statistics Canada, in 1996,2.8 million households in Canada, or 26% of all households, 

spent 30% or more of their household income on shelter (Statistics Canada 1998b). This 

number is up from 23% of all househotds in 1 99 1. Of these, renter households comprised 

the majority, at 60%. 

The affordability problem is most severe for renters, especially single-person 

households and lone-parent households, as they are generally limited to one income to 

provide for the cost of housing. In 1996, 1.7 miilion renters, 43% of all renters, spent 

30% or more of their household income on shelter, compared to 1.3 million in 199 1. 

Approximately 44% of all lone-parent family households had affordability problems in 

1996, an increase from 3% in 1991. Seventy-two percent of these lone-parent family 

households were renters (Statistics Canada 1998 b). 

Between 1 99 1 and 1 996, of the 600,000 household increase in total households, 

both rental and owner, that spent more than 30% of gross income on housing, two-thirds 

were renter households (Statistics Canada 1998b). This indicates that the affordability 

problem tends to be that much more severe for renter households. 



On average, Canadian renters paid $595 per month for shelter costs in 1996, down 

2.5% fiom 1991 after adjusting for inflation (Statistics Canada 1998b). However, over 

this same period, average yearly household income for renters declined 12.4% to $30,635 

(Ibid). This indicates that renters paid a higher percentage of household income for their 

shelter costs, as the percentage reduction in household income outstripped the percentage 

decrease in monthly rental costs over this five-year period (Ibid). 

While renters are most seriously affected, certain demographic groups are again 

more heavily affected. Women heads of households, especially female lone-parents, 

have on average only half the income of male heads of households and spend much more 

of their income on shelter (Statistics Canada 1998b). Elderly people on fixed incomes 

are also affected. Potential first time homebuyers are affected because they lack equity in 

property, making that first home purchase out of reach (CMHC 1994b, 4). 

Calgary 

The healthy economy over the last few years has had serious impacts on the poor. 

For someone working full time at minimum wage in Calgary, affordable rent would be in 

the $250 per month range, while an average one-bedroom apartment in Calgary rents for 

$574 per month in 1999 (Homeless Initiative Ad Hoc Steering Committee 1998, CMHC 

1999,9). 

In recent years, the Provincial and Federal governments have reduced their supply 

of funds for affordable housing. The downloading of affordable housing responsibilities 

to the municipalities has led Calgary to consider its options with respect to reducing the 

affordable housing problem. 



A supply of social housing in Calgary does not exist to alleviate the atfordability 

problems of all Calgarians in need. Of the 1,120 municipal-owned community housing 

units, the vacancy rate at September 1997 was 2.6%, a drop fiom 6.3% in September 

1 996 (City of Calgary 1 998c, 8). Wait Lists for subsidized housing, operated and h d e d  

by The City, are conservatively estimated at 1,800 househoIds, or approximately 4,000 

individuals (City of Calgary 1998c, 1 &4). According to Statistics Canada 1 996 Census 

data, it is estimated that there are 38,000 singles, seniors and families in Calgary who 

may be in need of affordable housing, as they are currently paying more than 30% of 

their income for housing (Ibid, 6). This number is expected to increase in the short term, 

as few remedies appear available (Ibid). 

Growth in the number of new households in Calgary indicates that an increasing 

number of households may requite housing subsidies. Based on past growth trends, and 

assuming 5% of new households will need housing subsidies, it is projected that the total 

number of Calgary households in need of subsidized housing would grow by about 390 

per year over the next three years (Calgary Housing Committee 1998, 8). With no new 

social housing scheduled to be developed, there is a growing concern over the ability of 

the City to manage the afTordable housing problem. A City of Calgary report on the 

economic aspects of homelessness indicated that "...a sizable number of housing units 

must come on stream to address the trend in increasing demand for affordable social 

housing" (1 998b, 1 8). Essentially, ". . .the critical shortage of both public housing and 

affordable market rental accommodation has created a situation where both single 

persons and families with children are inappropriately housed in overcrowded or unsafe 

conditions." (City of Calgary 1998c, 1). 



The Result of Housing Market Conditions - The Meaning for 
Calaa w 

When the cumnt market supply cannot adequately respond to the housing needs 

and demands placed on it, both formal and informal mechanisms develop in order to 

respond to the situation. Cities that experience certain market conditions, such as a low 

vacancy rate and increasing rental rates, are ideal climates for the creation of secondary 

suites, legal or illegal (Hare 198 1'4). The statistics discussed earlier in the chapter 

suggest that Calgary would be one such city that is likely experiencing the development 

of both legal and illegal suites. 

CMHC has outlined certain preconditions for an increase in the number of 

secondary suites in a housing market (Regional Group 1990,2 1). Calgary displays the 

majority of these preconditions, such as a tight housing market with increasing prices and 

rental rates, a growing number of potential tenants and a shortage of affordable, already 

converted units on the market (Ibid). Therefore, given the fact that Calgary meets these 

preconditions, one could expect to see an increase in the number of secondary suites 

developed and provided to the market, even without the existence of a formal secondary 

suite program and more widespread legal option for owners. 

Vancouver's experience in the late 1980's and early 1990's ran counter to 

demographic and national trends in terms of the demand for and creation of secondary 

suites (Regional Group 1990). Calgary's current situation could be considered similar to 

that of Vancouver in the late 1980's and early 1990's, where renter growth outpaced 

rental completions. Calgary might also prove to be inconsistent with national trends and 



demographics, which currently point to a decreasing supply of, and demand for, 

secondary suites (Clayton Research 1998). 

It can be seen that there are a number of pressures creating m o i l  in the Calgary 

rental housing market. The City faces a continually changing population structure that is 

demanding a diversity of housing choice, typically smaller sized dwelling units. 

Households could benefit from an expansion of choice in how they may spatially use 

their home to best suit their needs or to respond to market pressures that exist. A public 

policy response, in the form of the most appropriate and effective implementation method 

and a legal secondary suite option, is needed to relieve such pressures. 

A legal secondary suite option has fitwe benefits in that it creates a fratnework, 

allowing homeowners to have the choice of developing a suite if they deem it necessary, 

either based on their needs or their perceptions of the rental housing market. As will be 

indicated in the next section, demographic shifts in the population will result in a 

significant increase in the potential demand for rental accommodation in the near fbture. 

A IegaI secondary suite option in Calgary would allow the housing market to be able to 

adapt to an increase in demand and deviate some of the pressures that continue to 

develop. 

Forecasts for Rental Housing Demand and Secondary Suites in 
Alberta 

Much work has been done recently with respect to analyzing the movement of 

various population age groups through their life cycle and the implications this will have 

on different sectors of the economy and population at large. The most notable work 

published recently is Boom, Bust and Echo by David Foot (1996). David Baxter, a 



demographer from Vancouver, has also been active in analysing various demographic 

trends and suggesting implications for housing markets across Canada He has also 

performed a housing needs forecast for Alberta (1 997). 

Figure 2 shows the current population for each age group in Alberta for 1997 and 

forecasted populations for each age group in 201 1. This analysis of the current Alberta 

- 
Flmure 2: Alberta Copulrtlon b y  Age Oreup. 1SS7  and 2011 

700.000 

000.000 

sOO.OOO 

g 400.000 

f 
H 
g J00.000 

200.000 

100.000 

0 - 14 1s - 1. Z e - 2 4  4  SS - 4 4  45 - S4 SS - a 4  a5 - 74 
Ago Group 

SOURCE: Baxtcr 1997 

population indicates that there is littte reason to expect an increase in the number of 

legally converted secondary suites in the very near fbture. The demographic bulge of 

young persons aged 25 - 34 and 35 - 44, traditionally those most likely to develop a 

secondary suite, has now passed (Regional Group 1990, 16). It is believed that with the 

"baby bust", those born between 1967 and 1979, entering household forming ages of 

between 25 and 44 - the ages they would typically consider developing a suite - and the 

"baby boom" moving out of these years, the supply side of the rental market will shrink 

and the conditions which support the creation of secondary suites will be less prevalent 



(Regional Group 1990,16). This analysis holds only from a supply perspective. There 

will be some significant potential demand for suites in the hture. 

Population growth between 1997 and 201 1 for each age group is shown in Figure 

3 below. Using projections of the Alberta population, Baxter (1 997) has forecast growth 

rates to 20 1 I in each of the age groups. These projections can help to explain the extent 

of expected growth in certain segments of the population and how this will affect the 

demand for certain forms of housing. 
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The growth in the 20 - 24 age group is due to a "baby boom" that Alberta experienced 

between 1980 and 1996, also known as the "baby echo" (Baxter 1997,s). 

Persons in the "baby echo", those born between 1980 and 1996 and in the 20 - 24 

age group by 20 1 1, will soon enter prime renting age. Their fellow age group members 

will remain in the primc renting age over the next 16 years. The 22% growth anticipated 

could, conceivably, result in increased demand for small, affordable rental housing; for 

which secondary suites are one option. Additionally, large growth in the 65 - 74 and 75+ 

age groups could result in an increase in the demand for secondary suites. The impacts of 



this shift in the population and the continuation of the social bends and factors suggest 

that: 

"Looking ahead to the next decade, population and household trends suggest there 
will be more elderly widows and couples, more middle aged lone-parents and 
childless couples and fewer couples with children. - -this may reduce the demand 
for ownership units as there will be more non-family households that might prefer 
rental housing options or who may not be able to afford to own their homes 
(CMHC 1996,16). 

However, the ability of the Calgary housing market to adequately provide this choice 

may prove to be difEcuIt, due to existing land use regulations. 

An increase in the size of the age groups with the highest propensity to rent will 

generate higher demand, likely to decrease vacancy rates and eventually increase rents 

(Foot 1996,32). By about 2005, rents are expected to rise to a level where rental 

apartment construction may increase (Ibid). Rents at this level, unless met with equal 

income growth for all individuals, which is unlikely, will be unaffordable to an increasing 

number of households. The author therefore forecasts affordability concerns will grow 

into the hture unless housing choice is expanded. More widespread legal secondary 

suites could contribute towards an expansion of housing choice. 

Therefore, the future appears strong in terms of the potential demand for 

secondary suites. This appears to be the time to examine options and to structure an 

implementation method and regulations so that the household may have increased choice 

in the housing market and in the use of its home. 

Summaw 8 Conclusion 

Changing lifestyles and the shifting demographic patterns described in this 

chapter, such as an increase in the number of single-person households, a decrease in the 

"traditional family" and an increase in the number of lone-parent families, require an 



expansion of housing choice, and the way in which households use their housing to best 

suit their needs. Growth in the age groups with the largest propensity to rent over the next 

two decades is the source of significant potential demand for smaller affordable units. 

The aging of the population points to a need for housing that is sensitive to the needs of 

seniors; housing which allows seniors to maintain their independence in terms of the 

housing they are able to afford and maintain. Despite the varied housing needs that exist 

and the different demands expected to be placed on the housing market by smaller 

households, significant regulatory and perceptual barriers or obstacles to expanding 

housing choice through the medium of secondary suites still exist. 

More choice in the housing market can contribute towards more &ordable 

housing for those with limited incomes or resources. The current restrictions on the 

choice of how a household utilizes its home may no Longer be suitable in accommodating 

the Canadian and Calgary populations. 

With so many varied household types, sizes of households and preferences in the 

market, there appears to be significant value in allowing housing to become more 

adaptable to the needs of households and responsive to the way they choose to use their 

housing as they move through the lifecycle. At each stage in the lifecycle, a household 

will require ideally, theoretically or pragmatically and of necessity, disering housing 

forms and configurations. However, the measure of the household lifecycle has become 

more and more antiquated as non-family households increase in numbers and therefore 

may not be the most appropriate measure for evaluating a household's needs. 

The incomes in Calgary may be increasing but there is still a considerable number 

of people and households f'ing affordability problems. Current rental rates in Calgary 



are unaffordable for those with limited incomes - a growing number of households in 

Calgary - especially with the drastic increase in population. This results in an increasing 

need for affordable or subsidized housing. These pressms are most heavily affecting 

single-person households, the young, elderly and lone-parent households. 

An increasing population in Calgary, coupled with a lack of adequate housing 

supply, is resulting in a decreasing vacancy rate and increasing rcnts. Calgary 

experienced the lowest vacancy rate in Canada for the second consecutive year in 1998, 

as well as the highest rent in the prairies for the second consecutive year. Due to 

expected population increases, these pressures are forecasted to continue, but at a slower 

rate compared to the past few years. Unless given an expanded housing choice, these 

conditions, coupled with an increasing demand due to future growth of those most likely 

to rent, will only escalate the pressures and impacts on the Calgary rental housing market 

and population. 

Expanding housing choice allows a broader mix of people to settle in the 

community, making it more representative of the diversity that exists in society as a 

whole and enhancing overall community affordability. This is also conducive to 

community stability, not to mention localized housing market stability, in the sense that 

family and non-family households can satisfy their housing needs continuously as they 

move through the life cycle stages without having to uproot from their community of 

initial choice. A benefit of this is that a community may develop an increased sense of 

ownership and pride. Residents may steward their community through the years. 

Increased pride, ownership and stewadship can serve to enhance neighbourhwd vitality, 

security and livability. Despite the benefits of allowing a housing unit to be used more 



flexibly so that it may be utilized in the best manner for the household, Calgary's land 

use regulations still do not permit much choice in the way households spatially use their 

home. 

Now that the pressures in the housing market and the changes in the population 

have been discwed, providing an understanding of why secondary suites should be more 

closely examined, the existing research regarding secondary suites and implementation 

issues will now be considered. This begins with the next chapter, which examines broad 

issues with respect to suites, their benefits and the perceptual barriers to increased 

acceptance. 



Chapter 3: The Issues Surrounding Secondary Suites 

There are numerous issues that require ex amination in order to understand the 

complexity of the decision to allow secondary suites in a city. Proponents suggest 

numerous benefits to be realized by allowing secondary suites in a city's lowdensity 

residential districts. There exists, however, considerable homeowner resistance to 

secondary suites in lowdensity residential districts, in the form of fears and 

rnisperceptions surrounding the potential tenants and possible change to a known quality 

of life in the neighbourhood. Much of this fear W e s t s  itself in rigid land use controls 

and the continued protection of the "single-family" district, ensuring that those who 

typically reside in secondary suites will not disrupt the character and composition of the 

exclusive "single-family" neighbourhood. Despite the resistance, studies have shown 

that typical fears do not materialize. The studies indicate that allowing secondary suites 

can in fact enhance a neighbourhood in a number of instances. 

This chapter discusses a brief history of the development of secondary suites and 

explores their benefits and desirability. The resistance to secondary suites and 

intensification of the "single- family" district is then discussed, followed by results of 

studies undertaken on the subject of secondary suites, to provide insight as to the actual 

impacts of this housing form on "single-family" neighbowhmds. 

The History of Secondarv Suites 

The development of new and alternative housing forms is typically in response to 

pressures on the housing market; pressures that canwt be met through existing housing 



forms. Secondary suites are not an exception. A historical review of secondary suites 

will provide evidence of the pressures that have spumd the development of this housing 

form. It will also provide insight as to the ways in which cities have come to deal with 

pressures placed on the housing market. 

The creation of secondary suites over the last 60 years has been prevalent during 

times either when prospective and existing homeowners are least able to afford the costs 

of homeownership, or the housing market is unable to satisfy the demand for rental 

housing (Regional Group 1990, 12). An American Society of Planning Officials 

"Planning Advisory Service Report" from 1 949 supports this claim indicating that: 

". . .there have been 2 major pressures for the conversion of large single-family 
dwellings into multiple f d y  use: one, periodic housing shortages; and two, the 
dficulties of present day small families in maintaining such structures as single 
family residences." (Hare 198 1,9) 

During the 1920's and the Depression of the 1930's, Canadian homeowners were 

faced with high homeownership costs and a decreasing ability to meet those costs. 

Conversion of larger houses into suites was encouraged during the Depression in order 

that the rental revenue from the suite could be used for the cost of homeownership 

(Regional Group 1990, 12). Municipalities and local governments also encouraged the 

conversion of larger homes into suites as a source of affordable housing. Secondary suite 

ordinances began to appear in various cities and towns across North America (Hare 198 1, 

9; Regional Group 1990, 12). 

World War II was a time when the production of secondary suites assisted in 

alleviating many of the housing difficulties f a d  by cities. The creation of secondary 

suites was encouraged due to the ". . .absence of a viable residential construction 



industq" during, and immediately after, World War I1 (Ftegional Group 1990, 12). With 

the end of the war and the return of the soldiers, cities were faced with severe housing 

shortages. Secondary suites were encouraged as an interim solution until housing 

construction could reach a level sufficient to satis@ the demands placed on the housing 

market- 

Residential construction eventually caught up with the post-war demand and the 

pressure began to ease significantIy. With the easing of post-war demand came a change 

in the attitude of numy cities and communities with respect to the intensification of 

communities through secondary suites (Regional Group 1990,12, Lewinberg Consultants 

1984,27). During the late 1950's and early 1960's in Vancouver for example, secondary 

suites were ordered closed due to the existence of new, affluent home-owners demanding 

exclusive neighbourhoods (Regional Group 1990,12, TRAC 1998,3). However, given 

the proliferation of occupied suites since the 1930's, by 1963 Vancouver had created a 

family suite category in the city's land use bylaw, as well as a hardship category for those 

who woutd be adversely affected by a suite closure (Ibid). The hardship category was 

defined as a tenant household that would face a significant hardship due to a financial or 

medical reason if the suite were closed down (Stanbury 1990,61). 

The community intensification that had begun during the post-war years of the 

1950's, and the subsequent intensification that changed i m e r ~ i t y  communities was being 

challenged by the "single-family" owner-occupiers of these communities in the 1960's 

and 70's (Lewinberg Consultants 1984,27). Residential and neighbowhood 

intensification through conversions and apartment construction grew to meet a rising 

market demand; the smaller, non-family household. However, many who lived in 



"single-family" communities enjoyed the 'csingle-family" character and felt threatened by 

the change facing their neighbourhood. Communities began to mobilize themselves, 

through organized community groups and political lobbying in order to protect the 

"single-family" character that had developed in their communities. This mobiiization 

ultimately thwarted the development of a much needed housing form for a growing 

segment of society (Ibid). 

The victory experienced in arresting the intensification of innercity communities 

empowered many community and citizen action groups to push for more regulations in 

city bylaws to ensure that their community character would be preserved (Lewinberg 

Consultants 1984,27). Communities fought for a restriction on the creation of an 

additional unit, or a secondary suite, within a lowdensity dwelling. This rigidity in the 

use of the "single-family" dwelling has contributed to the very problems that cities face 

today; how best to manage intensification and affordable housing (Ibid). 

Planners, cities and most importantly communities should not persuade 

themselves that by resisting change in their communities, the social changes taking place 

will not continue to do so (Lewinberg Consultants 1984,27). Social change will continue 

to occur, yet ". . .the measure of a community's success and survival in this modem age is 

becoming its ability to be aware of and adapt to the process of change" (Ibid, 9). 

Cities that cannot meet the demand for housing, or which have unaffiordable 

housing prices, will be faced with an environment in which secondary suites are a natural 

reaction to the needs of the housing market and the population as a whole (Hare 198 1 ). 

Cities may choose to prepare themselves for such a scenario by examining their options 

with respect to secondary suites. They may choose instead to ignore the problem, yet still 



face a growing number of illegal suites. Ignoring the problem would deprive the cities of 

a valuable policy and regulatory option to address certain conditions and pressures that 

develop throughout various cycles in a city's existence. Social changes will continue to 

take place, and housing markets will face cycles that create shortages or affordability 

problems, as they have since the early 1900's. It will be the ability of the community and 

the existing political and regulatory system to provide choice and flexibility that will 

determine the survival of the city as a collective group of communities. 

The Benefits and Desirability of Secondant Suites 

The creation of secondary suites can help to provide a myriad of social benefits, 

including more affordable housing, better housing for non-family households and a more 

sustainable form of housing development They can also assist an individual homeowner 

by providing a mortgage helper, as well as through mutually beneficial living 

arrangements between tenants and homeowners who may need additional security or 

care. 

One of the most important reasons for the development of secondary suites is to 

increase the amount of moderate to low income rental housing available (Hare 198 1,7). 

The revenue from a secondary suite can also assist households with home ownership, as 

the rent can be applied towards the cost of maintaining the home (Cobb 1997, 1). 

The development of a secondary suite can assist those who want to maintain a 

certain level of independence, yet are still dependent upon a minimum level of care, such 

as the elderly or the handicapped (Hare 1998,2; Cobb 1997, 1). Tenants of secondary 

suites can also provide security and companionship for elderly homeowners (Cobb 1997, 



1). The income fiom a secondary suite may also assist those living on fmed incomes, 

such as the elderly or disadvantaged, to maintain their home (Hare 198 1,7). 

The creation of a secondary suite has the potential to allow a household to adapt 

their housing investment into the fonn that makes the most sense for them, tiom both a 

financial perspective and a space or W l y  needs perspective. Howe (1 990,70) argues 

that the homeowner should have the ability to convert surplus space in the home into 

separate dwelling units as financial or space needs dictate. The space in a home has the 

potential to be converted into an income stream for as long as the household deems 

necessary for its needs (Ibid). A round table discussion on the topic of legalized suites in 

the District of North Vancouver, BC found that "the flexibility of the suite is an important 

factor" to allow the use of space to change as the household moves through its lifecycle 

(ACT 1995% 9). The household lifecycle is defined as the Merent stages of a 

household's existence from inception through to the potential birth and rearing of 

children, to the empty nest experience when children have left home. Different stages in 

the lifecycle result in different demands for the size and type of housing. 

Allowing secondary suite conversions in low-density homes may also bring many 

social benefits. First, given the number of illegal suites believed to exist in any given 

Canadian city (Regional Group 1990), a more balanced payment of taxes may occur, for 

the cost of tax evasion is something that is unfkir to all homeowners and should not 

continue (Gellen 1982,26). Secondary suite development is also a sustainable and 

capital-conserving fonn of housing intensification, utilizing fewer resources than new 

construction to increase the affordable, rental housing supply (Regional Group 1990.38; 

GeIlen 1 982, 12). Finally, secondary suites can also offer economic incentive for the 



conservation, renewal and historical presewation of existing homes (Lewinberg 

Consultants 1984'56). 

Permitting more choice in a household's use of its housing may allow the 

household lifecycle to conform more closely to that of the neighbourhood lifecycle, the 

declines in population that can affect a neighbourhood's vitality and demand for services. 

By more closely aligning the household and n e i g h b o d 4  Iifecycles, a subsequent 

enhancement of neighbourhood vitality may be experienced, as well as a reduction in the 

fluctuation in demand for certain community s e ~ c e s  (Howe 1990,74; Hare 198 1,2). 

More flexible housing may be a means of introducing a diversity of tenants into a 

neighbourhood that has traditionally been populated by families with children, allowing 

certain households access to areas they traditionally have not had (TRAC 1998, Hare 

198 1). Increased diversity of the "single-family" neighbourhood may be a means of 

easing communities into accepting more widespread societal change and may encourage 

communities to be more accepting of other housing alternatives (Howe 1990,74). 

Secondary suites in low-density residential districts dso integrate affordable 

housing into market housing areas, reducing the "ghetto" effect created in strictly 

affordable housing areas (Cobb 1997, 1). Finally, secondary suites are not disruptive to 

the character of the low-density residential district, intensifying in a manner that is more 

sensitive in scale than other multi-unit developments (Lewinberg Consultants 1984, 55).  

However, the important argument to provide to individual homeowners is the 

long-term economic benefit to the provision of a legal secondary suite option. By 

providing an option for more affordable housing to develop, the author believes that 

much of the pressure on the social safety net will be reduced, thereby reducing overall 



public expenditure in the area of housing. More money will be available for use in other 

areas such as education or health care, thereby providing better educational opportunities 

and a better health care system. Thus, in the long run, this will help to promote an 

increase in the overall condition of the populace and the economic and physical health of 

the municipality. Further benefits could be realized in the form of reduced tax burdens in 

future years due to a reduction in demand for other social sewices. This should be a 

tangible benefit, albeit a fiture tangible benefit, that homeowners and opponents of 

secondary suites can recognize. 

There are also advantages for a municipality as well. Legalization of secondary 

suites allows the municipality to track the number of suites and the number of tenants, 

thereby improving planning information, housing statistics and other record keeping 

activities which wodd allow better planning for facilities and services (Regional Group 

1990,24). Legalized secondary suites are also more likely to be safer due to better 

attention and adherence to locat guidelines (Ibid). 

This section has provided a discussion of the positive attributes of secondary 

suites and the many benefits that can potentially be realized by permitting them in a more 

widespread, citywide fashion. However, despite the many potential advantages that may 

accrue due to an increase in legal secondary suites, a significant amount of resistance still 

exists. This resistance is the source of restrictive and costly implementation options. The 

next section will discuss the resistance that exists towards secondary suites, and the 

misperceptions that perpetuate this opposition. 



Resistance to Secondant Suites 

Despite the many advantages to allowing secondary suites in low-density 

residential districts, there is considerable resistance to their existence in such 

communities. The majority of this resistance is in the form of community fears and 

perceptions that typically manifest in strict and inflexible land use regulations. Some 

advocate allowing secondary suites to exist as illegal forms of housing. This section will 

discuss the resistance to secondary suites. 

Community Pec138ptions & feats 

The people who currently live in lowdensity areas represent a significant amount 

of inertia in support of preserving the "single-family" district. The aesthetics, the 

character and the quality of life of the "single-family" district are features which many 

people fear will be lost through the introduction of alternative housing forms such as 

secondary suites, or through the introduction of non-family tenants into the 

neighbourhood. Residents also fear significant change to the overall physical and social 

condition of the community. However, research indicates that most of these fears are 

unfounded and are mecely misperceptions of what will happen in their neighbowhood if 

it were to be intensified. 

It is usehl to understand the fears and misperceptions that underlie the protection 

and preservation of the "single-family" district. These are often brought to the attention 

of politicians and planning departments, who then develop requirements and regulations 

to be placed on suites and suite owners in order to reduce the likelihood that these 

perceived, and potentially actual, problems will materialize. The regulations and 

requirements are a reflex action in an attcmpt to calm community concerns over 



intensification. However, as will be shown, the majority of community concerns are 

misperceptions, making the subsequently rigid, heavily structured and costly regulations 

a disincentive to suite creation. This ultimately leads to the creation of very few suites. 

When fewer suites are created, objectives and goals of a city are not realized. An 

understanding of the unsubstantiated and rnispexcived fears will in the end produce a 

more realistic, fair and meaningfbl secondary suite program. The result will be a 

program that addresses substantiated and real issues, and will hopellly encourage more 

widespread suite creation and acceptance within low-density residential districts. 

Residents of low-density areas support the continued existence of the "single- 

family" district because it perpetuates the economic distinctions that exist between it and 

more intensely developed and densely populated residential communities (Liebmann 

I99 1, 82). Residents attach a significant value to the status of their neighbourhood and 

their neighbours (Ibid). 

Communities have traditionally mobilized themselves against perceived threats to 

their neighbourhood and changes to their quality of life (Liebmann 199 l,82). The 

successes achieved in continuing to protect themselves h m  physical and social change, 

and isolating themselves fiom the broader changes affecting society at large, have given 

community members a sense of security. Communities perceive that the current land use 

regulations will protect them fbm the introduction of secondary suites into low-density 

residential districts (Ibid). 

Given the research done to date, it would appear that residents of low-density 

residential districts are more protective of the status quo because they fear change, more 

specifically, the unknown change associated with intensification (Liebmann 1 99 I,  82). 



A CMHC study of secondary suites in St, John's, Newfoundland found that the 

fears and concerns displayed by communities facing intensification can be broken down 

into two distinct types: physicai impacts to the community through perceived increases in 

traffic, parking and change to the appearance of the dwellings; and social impacts, where 

the traditional image of housing, family and neighbourhood is affected, including the 

types of tenants (Research Associates 1992'58). 

An examination of the literatim and existing research indicates that two questions 

should be raised as part of a study of community perceptions (Hare 198 1, Ekos 1987, 

Lewinberg Consultants 1984; Gellen 1982): 

1) What specifically do communities fear? and; 

2) How do the fears develop and how are they substantiated? 

What specifically do communities fear? 

From a physical perspective, residents tend to fear six common physical changes 

to their community (Lewinberg Consultants 1984'61). These fears are: reduced property 

upkeep; physical change to the character of the homes and neighbourhood; increased cars 

and M i c ;  loss of privacy and open space; overcrowding of community or 

neighbourhood services; and, decreased property values (Ibid). These fears were 

corroborated in a study done in Red Deer (Toews 1992,64). 

From a social perspective, residents typically fear that intensification and change 

would bring about a lower social class of resident, which would affect the image, safety 

and quality of life of the existing community (Lewinberg Consultants 1984,6 1). 

The fear of change exists even though residents have little notion as to how their 

community would change with thc introduction of alternative forms of housing, or if it 



would change at all (Levwinberg Consultants 1 984,6 1 ). Additionally, communities also 

always fear negative change, never positive change that could potentially add to the 

vitality of the community. They perceive secondary suites, intensification and the 

consequent changes as a major attack on their way of life. A fitting description of their 

attitude is that of ". . .subdividing the American dream" (Hare 1 98 1,3). 

How do the fears develop and how are they substantiated? 

There has been little evidence produced upon which communities could base their 

fears, leading one to conclude that residents' fears are more apparent than real (Gellen 

1 982,23). The fears are perhaps more ". . . irrational.. .objectionsy' (Hare I98 1,3). 

Homeowners who harbour misperceptions regarding the unknown or negative changes 

associated with secondary suites will "find reasons to oppose them even if they are not 

borne out by the facts." (Ibid). 

Fears over intensification through secondary suites are perceived because 

previous to the late 1980's, there was no evidence to prove whether these fears were real 

or perceived (Ekos 1987,2). However, it was indicated that perceived fears can actually 

be more potent than real fears in tern of influencing community response. Ultimately, 

communities fear change and the unknown that is associated with change (Ibid). 

A study undertaken by the Ontario government specifically addressed the issue of 

people's fears and perceptions with respect to the intensification of neighbourhoods 

through secondary suites, and found that the fears are ideological in nature rather than 

factual (Ekos 1987, 1). The study found no statistically significant differences between 

residents in areas with suites and areas without suites in tenns of their perceptions of 

quality of life, parking, traffic and the neighbouthood aesthetic (Ibid, 28). It was 



concluded that ". . .those people living next to a conversion are no more nor no less likely 

to perceive any problems typically cited as the reasons for not wanting conversions" 

(Ibid). 

An accurate statement that is often forgotten in the debate regarding secondary 

suites is that the f e d  changes in the community are no more likely to take place due to 

the creation of a secondary suite than they would with a large family with teenage 

children (Gellen 1982,26). Secondary suites therefore tend to suffer because of fears of 

unknown changes that may or may not occur, when the change may actually afready be 

occurring in other ways. 

Despite a lack of evidence that their concerns would actually materialize, and 

despite evidence indicating to the contrary, residents continue to protest and fight the 

changes that face their community. The perceived negative impacts on communities 

have and will continue to severely ". . .retard the delivery of (secondary suite) programs" 

(Ekos 1987, 32). Their mobilized efforts have a significant effect in the political realm, 

which will ultimately have an effect on the policy and regulation that is developed in the 

planning department. 

In response to community feafs and concerns, planning departments typically 

produce either residential districts that prohibit secondary suites or a secondary suite 

implementation method that includes regulations so rigid that it is extremely difficult and 

costly for homeowners to create a suite (Cobb 1997, 1 ). These measures are 

disincentives to suite creation and ensure that Little suite development will take place 

(Ibid). The "single-family" neighburhood thereby continues to be insulated from the 

misperceived negative effects of intensification. 



Much of the research indicates that one way of dealing with the problem of 

perceived fears is to better educate the public with respect to the realities of suites and 

intensification and indicate that their fm are misperceptions. The various fears and 

concerns that they may have regarding the introduction of secondary suites into their 

neighbowhood could be proven to be unsubstantiated. A more educated and informed 

public hopefully will lead to a more realistic understanding of the issues. This could lead 

to a policy and regulatory implementation method that is less of an obstacle, and a more 

appropriate vehicle for the development of secondary suites amongst lowdensity 

housing. 

Changing Perceptions 

Perceptions and the level of suite acceptance have been evolving since many of 

the studies were done in the 1980's and early 1990's. Recent studies done by a number 

of BC municipalities are showing an increased acceptance of secondary suites. The 

District of North Vancouver found almost 60% of residents favoured legalization of 

suites in all residential areas (Alberts and Nogue 1998, 18). Abbotsford found over 80% 

of respondents to a local survey favoured legalization of suites in the City. A Delta poll 

resulted in 75% of respondents favouring legal suites subject to certain criteria, while 

75% were in favour of suite legalhtion in Port Coquitlam. Finally, the City of 

Coquitlam had support from 54% of residents to allow suites in all lowdensity houses 

(Ibid). This data strongly suggests that attitudes are changing with respect to the 

legalization of secondary suites. 

The extent to which these results would be minored in Calgary is unknown. The 

subject of suites has been one of continued debate in the Lower Mainland of BC and 



therefore may produce different results than would be obtained in Calgary. The results 

nonetheless are important to note. 

The Benefits of //legal S u b  Status 

It is suggested in some of the research that benefits exist to leaving secondary 

suites as illegal under current land &zoning. Cities could continue to turn a blind eye 

to the creation and existence of illegal secondary suites, while still maintaining some of 

the benefits that suites have to offer. However, there are some significant dangers to such 

a strategy, which should not be ignored by local governments. 

The most compelling reason to allow secondary suites as illegal dwelling units is 

the power of illegality over a tenant and landlord. Illegality is considered a ". . . p o w e f i ,  

cost-effective way.. -" of ensuring proper behaviour of the tenant and the landlord 

(Regional Group 1990, 7). Neighburs of illegal secondary suites have a great deal of 

power and control, for one phone call to city officials and the unit wouid be ordered 

closed (Ibid). The tenant and landlord are more likely to maintain cordial relationships 

with neighbours and will likely monitor noise, parking and maintenance to ensure that no 

complaints are made. It is felt that this form of enforcement is more effective than any 

stankcis  that could be devised (Ibid, 24). 

A danger exists in relying on the power of illegality. It has the potential to be 

abused by neighbours who may take advantage of the situation and/or use the power to be 

vindictive (Regional Group I990,24). Such a case has arisen in Delta, B.C. where many 

of the complaints regarding secondary suites are believed to be racially based and 

vindictive in nature (Vancouver Sun November 1 998,9). 



There are other benefits to be realized by maintaining illegal secondary suites. 

These benefits are to be rralizsd by the homeowner through cost and time savings of 

dealing with the permit process, fees, applications and general bureaucratic "red tape" 

that typically ensues with such a housing development (Regional Group 1990.24; Hare 

1 98 1.4). Less cost when developing the suite means that a more affordable rent could 

potentially be passed on to the tenant (Hare 198 1.4). Additionally, the City will not be 

required to devote any resources to the administration or approval of suites, resulting in 

wst savings. 

The cost savings to be dized ,  and the subsequently more affordable rent, form 

the basis for Poulton's argument against legalizing secondary suites. He feels that 

legalization will simply produce fewer, more expensive suites (1995). This will be due to 

increased enforcement and code requirements, which will lead to an increase in the cost 

of developing a suite (Ibid). Increased cost means that fewer people are able to create a 

suite in their home, with those that can charging a higher rent to recover the costs (Ibid). 

One danger of allowing secondary suites to exist illegally is the city's inability to 

ensure that the dwelling unit is safe enough to be habitable (Hare 198 1,4). It is also 

unrealistic to expect a city to turn a blind eye when it is entrusted with the public good to 

ensure health, saftty and housing opportunities for its residents. It may be counter to a 

city's objectives to ignore the problem and allow secondary suites to exist illegally at the 

cost of potentially fewer and more expensive suites. 

This section has provided the reader with the basis for the opposition and 

resistance to secondary suites in low-density residential districts. However, as discussed, 

this fear and resistance is based on perceptions. The next section will provide empirical 



evidence, gained b m  the experiences of other cities in Canada, that sheds light on the 

realities of the legalization of secondary suites, in an effort to prove these fears 

unsubstantiated. The result is that the empirical evidence may be provided as evidence to 

opponents of legalized secondary suites in an attempt to educate them as to the realities 

of suites and hopefidly gain fbrther support for this housing initiative. 

Empirical Evidence of Secondary Suites in Single-Family 
Neighbourhoods 

This section will provide the empirical evidence that can assist in supporting a 

legalized secondary suite program. By utilizing this type of information, a municipality 

will be well equipped to educate the public about the realities of secondary suites in low- 

density residential districts. 

A ffo rda b ility 

The f m c i a l  and administrative burden to provide affordable and social housing 

is increasingly being downloaded from Federal and Provincial levels to municipalities, 

who themselves face shrinking budget allocations. Municipalities are motivated to find 

other means of providing more affordable housing, and are examining options such as 

secondary suites. 

In many of the reports and in a majority of the arguments in support of secondary 

suites, the affordability of the secondary suite, defined as rent not exceeding 30% of gross 

income, is invariably mentioned as one of  the key factors in the consideration, and 

advocacy, of this housing form. However, affordability is difficult to ensure when the 



unit is priced by the rental market, as affordability will be highly correlated to real estate 

values in any given neighbourhood (Regional Group 1990,32). 

A quality unit in an attractive and central location may rent at rates that are not 

within the affordable range for those with housing affordability problems (Regional 

Group 1990,33). Options to ensure affordability of secondary suites are limited, making 

it difficult for those with more severe affordability problems to be able to afford a 

secondary suite. Additionally, as discussed in Chapter 2, high demand in housing 

markets, coupled with increasing incomes, often increases rents, making it di€ficuIt to 

ensure affordability in highly competitive housing markets. Despite the difficulties in 

ensuring affordability, studies have found evidence to support the claims that secondary 

suites are more affordable than traditional rental accommodation. 

A survey conducted by the Tenants' Rights Action Coalition in Vancouver found 

that secondary suites are on average $100 per month less expensive than traditional rental 

units m C  1 998a). They also noted that affordability was the most important factor 

influencing tenants' decisions to live in a secondary suite (Ibid). Another study in the 

District of North Vancouver, BC concluded that 73% of secondary suite tenants live in 

that form of housing because of the affordable rent (ACT 1995% 4). 

A CMHC study in Ontario found that secondary suites rented for approximately 

f 80 per month less than the one bedroom rental rate established by the CMHC Rental 

Market Survey in Toronto (Regional Group 1990,21). Another CMHC study in St. 

John's Newfoundland discovered that secondary suites rented between $40 - $130 per 

month less than the CMHC rental market survey rates for 199 1, depending upon the 

number of bedrooms (Research Associates 1992,68). Finally, a study in the City of 



North Vancouver, B.C. found that secondary suites rented on average over S 100 less per 

month than rents for comparable apartment units (Goldberg 1990). 

Studies found that in addition to assisting with tenant affordability, the rental 

revenue generated ftom a secondary suite assisted many people in achieving 

homeownership. The CMHC study in St John's found that rental income contributed up 

to 77% of a monthly mortgage payment, the lower income households generally realizing 

the larger benefits (Research Associates 1992,Sl). The same study also found that of the 

homeowners surveyed, 63% identified a financial reason for purchasing a home with a 

secondary suite (Ibid, 55). The North Vancouver, B.C. study found that 30% of 

homeowners with secondary suites claimed they would be forced to sell their home if the 

secondary suite were closed down (Goldberg 1990). These statistics provide clear 

evidence that secondary suite rental income plays a significant role in homeownership. 

Property Values 

A study was undertaken in Ontario to examine the effect of secondary suites on 

property values (Ekos 1987). No empirical evidence was found to suggest that secondary 

suite creation caused declines in the property values of adjacent low-density residential 

properties (Ekos 1987, 17). la fact, it was determined that the creation of a secondary 

suite may actually increase the value of immediately adjacent properties (Ibid). 

The majority of suite legalizations will be undertaken by homeowners who most 

likely wish to maintain their property values and that of their neighbours by ensuring that 

the selected tenant is of high quality (Hare 1 98 1,5). From an assessment perspective, a 

finished space, such as a basement suite, will increase property values, regardless of 

whether a suite exists or not (Calgary Assessment Department 1998). 



The strength of the argument opposing suites based on a reduction of 

neighbouring property values has been significantly weakened in the Alberta Courts. The 

Alberta Court of Appeal case of Chrvgin v. Cufgruy (City) d t e d  in the decision that 

homeowners have no "right" to maintain the value of their property (Laux 1996 640,6- 

42). This decision has extremely far-reaching implications in that no owner can appeal or 

argue against development of any sort on the basis of the erosion of property values. 

Developers of Suites 

The maturation of the baby boom, proliferaton of empty nesters and the 

subsequent under-utilization of housing have the potential to create a large pool of 

opportunities for secondary suite conversion. However, empty nesters and the elderly are 

not the most likely to develop a suite in their home, although they may be the best 

candidates for such development (L,ewinberg Consultants 1984). Elderly people do not 

typically develop suites because of the time, process and their concerns over a stranger 

living in their home (Ibid). It is also suggested that they do not make good landlords due 

to their unsophisticated approach and inexperience in operating a business (Ibid). 

A study undertaken in Toronto in 1990 found that the people most likely to 

convert excess space into a suite or purchase a home with a secondary suite were younger 

first-time homebuyers who required the additional income (Regional Group 1990,19). It 

is this group that is willing to accept a tenant in exchange for rental revenue, allowing 

them to afford homeownership. For them, the economics of conversions are critical, 

suggesting that efforts should be made to ensure that the permitting process and 

renovation process are also as inexpensive as possible (Ibid). Otherwise the key group 

that is most likely to a develop secondary suite will not be able to afford to do so. 



The District of North Vancouver undertook a study to determine the profile of 

secondary suite owners. This study found that the average age of the owner/head of 

household is 48 and that most arc employed, although 1% were retired (ACT 1995% 1). 

Owners were surveyed to determine their reasons for developing a suite in their home. 

The survey discovered that 72% of owners developed a d t e  to help with the mortgage 

payments (Ibid). This indicates that the largc majority of owners developed a suite for 

financial reasons. The remainder developed a suite for reasons other than financial. 

Essentially, the decision to buy a home with a secondary suite or to develop a 

secondary suite in a home, and the subsequent rental and/or removal of the suite is an 

individual household decision that can be made on the basis of needs and preferences 

(Regional Group 1 990, 1 6). The motivations of any given household, such as income 

needs, space needs and other socioccooomic conditions with respect to their decision to 

develop a suite, are nearly impossible to quantify (Ibid). It is therefore extremely 

difficult to predict when, where and how many secondary suites will be developed, in 

existence, or removed at any given time (Ibid). 

Tenants of Secondary Suites 

The Tenants' Rights Action Coalition (TRAC) conducted a study of secondary 

suites in Vancouver and found that 64% of tenants were singles or couples, 17% were 

two-parent households and 19% were single-parent households (1 998a). TRAC 

concluded from this data that singles and couples do not cause overcrowding of schools 

or municipal services, and therefore should not be used as an argument against secondary 

suites (Ibid). The same study also found that 90% of households without children in 

suites are 1 or 2 person households (Ibid). A CMHC study in St. John's, Nfld found that 



3 1.3% of basement suite households were married couples with no children (Research 

Associates 1992,39). 

A tenant profile was developed in the District of North Vancouver in order to 

display to residents the characteristics of suite tenants. It found that most are younger, 

although ages ranged h m  19 to 82 (ACT 1995% 2). Most of these tenants are two or 

more adults (42%) followed by singles (25%) (Ibid). Car ownership is significantly less 

than the District average (Ibid). Overall the profiie found tenants to be younger and less 

afnuent than the population at large, however the suites were found to be a significant 

source of shelter for singles and single-parents @id, 6). 

Financial Incentives 

A crucial issue in the decision to create a secondary suite in a low-density home is 

the possibility of a financial incentive. Municipal requirements that are too excessive or 

too costly may dissuade owners fiom voluntarily stepping forward to legalize their suite 

(City of Port Coquitlam 1998,43). Therefore, the creation of financial incentives may 

well increase the number of owners who eventually leg- their suites. 

A review of the North American Literature finds little in the way of financial 

secondary suite incentive programs beyond low-interest loans and reduced fees for 

homeowners (Cobb 1997, 1). Some municipaiities will reduce fees for applications or 

inspections of suites, while other municipalities devote resources to secondary suites in 

other ways. Two of the case study municipalities have created positions dedicated to 

secondary suites which are responsible for assisting homeowners wanting information on 

and assistance with developing a suite. Another form of incentive could be a grace 

period for legalizing a suite, with a significant increase in fees past the grace period. 



In Europe, there exist other options that may be more of an incentive to the 

individual homeowner. In the former West Germany, the owner of a suite can deduct 

against taxes, 5% of the cost of the suite for the first 8 ycars, and then 2.5% for each year 

thereafter (Liebmann 199 1,85). Secondary suite owners in Finland are allowed to 

disregard the fust $650 per month of rent from their income tax calculation (Ibid). 

However, it is unlikely that Federal, Provincial or Municipal governments would apply 

similar measures in Canada at this time. 

Graats have been recommended on different occasions. In 1993, the BC 

Provincial Committee recommended a secondary suite loan of up to $7500 to those 

homeowners wanting to put in a suite (Secondary Suite Policy Committee 1994, A-5). 

This loan was to be repayable over 7 to LO years with a minimal interest rate (Ibid). 

Regrettably, this program was never established 

Overdl, if the goal of a program or measure of success is to increase the number 

of legal suites, then it may be necessary to include some measure, be it through reduced 

fees or other resources, to provide incentive for owners to come forward. 

Realities of Legalization 

A first glance of the current literature on secondary suites woufd lead one to 

beIieve that suites are the solution to many urban problems. A closer examination reveals 

that there are many caveats and warnings to be found after the discussion of the 

numerous benefits of secondary suites. 

The fears and concerns of residents over the change and introduction of secondary 

suites to the low-density residential district, as indicated above, are largely based on fears 



of the unknown. Concern is raised over how many suites will be developed and what 

effect this will have on the character of the community and the quality of life. 

Much of the literature concludes that the creation of suites is not a panacea, and 

will not alone solve any problems. However, they can contribute towards the solution. 

They are an option that may not exist, or, may not exist in its most effective form. Many 

of the concluding comments in the literature suggest suites are an option that 

municipalities should provide as a use in their M v e  land use bylaw. However, any 

suite program implemented will most likely only yield d t s  with respect to an increase 

in the number of legal suites over the long-term and produce little immediate impact. 

Many municipalities and reports indicate that a suite program should be approached as a 

medium to long term housing strategy, and should not be expected to increase the stock 

immediately. This may be due to the successful operation of illegal suites in previous 

years, the cost of the process to legalize or the perceived inability of a suite to meet all 

requirements for legalization. 

Secondary suites, as a housing option, are not necessarily permanent additions to 

the housing stock and can be added or removed, depending upon the needs of the 

household or the current rental housing market. It is partially because of this fluidity of 

supply and fluctuating demand that the most appropriate implementation method for 

secondary suites should be examined. 

Gellen discusses a study done by the Tri-State Regional Commission in 198 1 that 

found fewer homeowners came fornard to legal* their units than had been anticipated 

once a program had been developed (1 982.4). Hare's research provided evidence that 

overall in North America the number of secondary suite conversions is not likely to be 



high (198 1,4). He also suggests that although the total number may not be high, there 

may be certain areas within a city that arc better suited for conversion and will 

subsequently receive a larger proportion of them (Ibid). 

Canadian cities haw experienced similarly low numbers of conversions. In 

Vancouver, 1000 permanent suites have been legalized since 1989 out of a potential 

20,000 illegal suites believed to be in existence (City of Calgary 1998, unpublished). 

Surrey, B.C. has had 22 suites legalized out of a potential 24,000 illegal suites since 1992 

(Ibid). Finally, Metro Toronto believes there are on average approximately 1-2 legal 

suites per block (Ibid). These numbers indicate that the existence of a program does not 

mean that every home will develop a suite, a major fear of lowdensity area residents. 

Thus, communities should not harbour the fear that the creation of a legal option for 

suites will result in the mass development of secondary suites. 

It is believed that community resistance, restrictive land use regulations and 

standards, as well as significant cost to convert are the reasons behind the limited number 

of suite legalizations, despite the existence of a legal option (Lewinberg Consultants 

1984; Ekos 1987; Regional Group 1990). This may be the case in the short run, however, 

in the long run "...after community officials and neighbow become familiar with 

(secondary suites) by allowing them, they tend to loosen zoning restrictions to allow them 

under more circumstances" (Cobb 1 997, 1 ). 

Poul ton argues that legalization of secondary suites will ultimately create fewer, 

more expensive units (1995). A CMHC study concluded that the expected long-term 

effect of strong enforcement of regulations and restrictions on legalized secondary suites 

would be a reduction in the number of secondary suites (Regional Group 1990,25). The 



same study however also suggested that in markets with a high demand for rental 

accommodation ". . .illegal units will never be Mly eliminated" (Ibid, 26). Therefore, a 

city such as Calgary, with its current tight housing market, may face the creation and 

operation of illegal suites, even though it is predicted by Poulton and CMHC that by 

developing an option to legalize a suite, the long-term result will be fewer suites 

available. 

A fitting conclusion by Hare suggests that the existence of secondary suites and 

their operation be it legal or illegal, is far beyond the control of planning departments, 

politicians, and the policies and regulations that they create (1 98 1,4). He suggests that 

". . .the existence of an ordinance permitting (secondary suites) doesn't necessarily 

stimulate conversion to (secondary suites) and the absence of one doesn't necessarily 

discourage them" (1 98 1,4). 

MunicipaIities all across Canada have studied the issues surrounding secondary 

suites and have found significant potential for secondary suites to complement the 

existing housing forms. One CMHC study concluded that secondary suites provide 

benefits, but will not: solve the affordable housing shortages across Canada; provide a 

large number of units in a short period of time; be developed by or occupied by large 

numbers of seniors; or, add to the permanent housing stock in the very long term 

(Regional Group 1990,32). 

It could be concluded that although secondary suites provide many benefits, they 

should not be relied upon to solve any significant housing problems, nor should they be 

relied upon to provide immediate and stable assistance. The development of secondary 



suites is the result of a choice made by homeowners and households whose motivations 

cannot be quantified. 

Summary 8 Conclusion 

Secondary suites were shown to provide numerous benefits to homeowners, 

renters, communities and municipalities. Legal suites can provide an opportuaity to 

maintain a supply of affordable housing. They can also allow the household the 

aexibility to * their home in the best marum they see fit. Suites also provide a form 

of housing that is preferred by certain household types. 

Despite the benefits to be r e d h i  by permitting secondary suites in low-density 

neighbourhoods, there remains a significant amount of opposition and resistance h m  

"single-family" residents. They fear the change and the unknown that is associated with 

intensification, and consequently demand restrictive and costly land use regulations in 

their communities, thereby discouraging suite creation. 

Studies have shown the realities of secondary suites in low-density communities, 

and that the common fears and opposition are based on misperceptions. Secondary suites 

can in fact enhance the community in many instances, providing numerous benefits. The 

evidence warrants encouragement of secondary suites in low-density areas, as they have 

been proven to bring about many positive aspects. The difficulty lies in educating the 

public of the benefits and desirability of the suites so that they are more accepting of 

suites and tenants. 

The removal of fears and perceptions would positively affect the success of suites 

in the long term. Utilizing empirical evidence in public education and participation 

programs could help to shed light on the myths and negate the many perceptions about 



suites in "single-family" neighbohoods. A more educated and accepting public may 

lead to a more liberal, progressive secondary suite program that is inexpensive, effective 

and does not add additional arbitrary requirements as a protection measure. 

However, it should be remembered that suites are not a panacea; they can 

contribute towards solutions to various problems. They are simply an option that may 

not exist in the most effective form of legal implementation option. Examination into the 

issues and the most effective secondary suite implementation methods will hopefully 

ensure that the benefits to be tealizad h m  secondary suites can be successfUy achieved. 

The next chapter explores those issues relevant to the selection of an effective regulatory 

implementation method. 



Chapter 4: Secondary Suite Implementation issues 

A review of the Literature provides insight as to areas where cities may encounter 

difficulties in achieving a successful number of secondary suites, while balancing other 

objectives such as intensification, livability and community quality of life. Different 

implementation methods will achieve different ends. Some methods may attempt to 

protect community interests at the expense of decreasing flexibility and increasing cost. 

The selection of method will be the end d t  of an evaluation of the balance between the 

many factors that can afftct the ability of the homeowner to develop a suite, and the level 

of community acceptance of suites, intensification and the possible associated changes. 

Every aspect of a secondary suite policy and implementation method must be 

thoroughly considered and evaluated so that, although it may satis@ community 

concerns, it is not so restrictive or costly that it acts as a disincentive to suite creation. 

This chapter discusses the common regulatory implementation methods for 

secondary suites, followed by a discussion of the geographic scale of implementation 

options that a municipality typically selects from. Reasons for, and the sensitivity to, 

regulations on secondary suite development are discussed, followed by the building code 

as an obstacle to the development of legal suites in existing homes. The burden of 

additional costs and fees on the homeowner is then presented. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of the available means of measuring success once the program has been 

running for a period of time. 



Regulatory Implementation Methods Available for Secondary 
Suites 

There exists little Literature on the various regulatory implementation methods that 

are currently being utilized by cities in North America Most of the research has been 

conducted either at a very broad level, or more focused, in an attempt to better understand 

the perceptions of residents and the implications of the acceptance of secondary suites. 

Much of the research conducted bas resulted in the conclusion that there are 

implications of various factors or players upon a municipality's selection of regulatory 

implementation method and accompanying regulations. For example, the high degree of 

resident fear and concern tends to be manifest in strict and restrictive secondary suite 

regulations. This is typically a response by the municipality in an attempt to calm 

community concerns. While much of the research suggests there are implications for the 

regulatory implementation method, there exists little specific discussion of this topic in 

the literature. 

Hare, in his work Accessory Apartments - Using Swplus Space in Single-Family 

Houses, examines four regulatory implementation methods. These methods are 

licensing, use variances, conditional use permit and bbasof-right", or permitted use (1 98 1, 

17). Hare proceeds to e v h t e  each of the methods, eventually concluding that 

conditional use permit is the best method for implementing secondary suites (Ibid). 

Licensing 

The use of licenses is essentially "a monitoring tool for ensuring a building is 

used for its intended use, a business is consistent with zoning requirements and is carried 

on within community standards" (Province of BC 1996,3). 



Hare argues that licensing is inappropriate because it may remove land use 

decisions from the control of those entrusted to make such decisions (Hare 198 1, 17). 

The removal of this decision-making authority means that the bodies established to make 

such decisions will have no ability to regulate secondary suites to ensure compliance with 

any sort of regulations, a rather detrimental aspect (Ibid). However, it may be argued 

that the use of licensing could be structured so that a certain level of compliance with 

municipal regulations must be met in order to obtain a license. The standards to achieve 

compliance would be created by planners, those traditionally entrusted to evaluate and 

enforce the standards, and who traditionally make land-use decisions. 

Use Variance 

A use variance, the lot-specific change of land use to accommodate a new use, is 

for the most part ineffective in that it runs with the land and not the owner, therefore 

binding subsequent owners to a decision made by a previous owner (Hare 198 1, 1 7). 

Secondly, Hare argues that use variances do not provide the stakeholders and decision 

making body with any recognized conditions under which secondary suites are 

acceptable (Ibid). It again could be argued that acceptable conditions. or criteria, could 

be devised and made public. Subsequent decisions regarding a use variance would utilize 

the conditions and criteria as guidance for the decisions. 

The Klein and Sears study concluded that a site-by-site approval should be 

avoided to prevent unnecessary bureaucratic review and the concomitant expense in time 

and money on the part of the applicant as well as the municipality (1 983,40). However. 

they added that any method of implementation should respect the concerns of residects. 



Conditional Use Pennit 

The method preferred by Hare is the conditional use pennit (1 98 1, 17). Hare 

argues that the use of conditionai renewable permits allows for each case to be reviewed 

individually and evaluated on the merits of each situation, community input and site- 

specific aspects. Appropriate safcguatds and prerequisite conditions support the 

evaluation process. Hare dso suggested that if problems arise, or if there are problems 

with previous permit issuances, the conditions for approval can be changed quickly and 

easily to ensure that similar problems and concerns do not arise with future conversions 

(Ibid). A crucial component of this method for Hare is the public hearing, which allows 

members of the community to voice their concerns before a permit is issued (Ibid). 

Other reports have indicated however, that the public hearing process is an 

obstacle for homeowners. Approval processes with hearings are favoured by neighbours 

but disliked by applicants and homeowners (Cobb 1997,2). Neighbours prefer the ability 

to comment on proposed developments and the opportunity to stop development if they 

feel it is detrimental to their quality of life. Homeowners prefer to avoid the public 

hearing, as it allows neighbours an opportunity to delay or stop progress due to perceived 

fears or NIMBY concerns. A public hearing process is time-consuming, costly and has 

many negative consequences for the secondary suite owner/applicant. The public hearing 

may be enough of a disincentive to deter homeowners fiom legally creating their suite or 

creating one at all. 

This approach appears to be time-consuming, costly and full of subjectivity and 

discretion. It has been found that interest in legalizing secondary suites, fiom both the 

demand and supply sides, is hg i l e  and could easily be discouraged by a regulatory 



system that uses excessive administrative discretion, judgement and reviews (Klein and 

Sears 1983,38). 

If a renewable permit is to be used, a simplified permit process without a review 

may provide an alternative for those homeowners concerned about rejection caused by 

neighbours' objections. A minimal procedure that is subject to no review should assist in 

decreasing the cost to the applicant and could potentially increase the number of 

conversions (Gellen 1982,29). However, a concern fiom skeptics of the renewable 

permit method is the difficulty in ensuring compliance with the permit given that there 

are no reviews. Overall, the conditional use pennit method represents increased time and 

bureaucratic administration, cost and resources. 

Pemitted Use 

There is some debate as to whether secondary suites should be permitted "as-of- 

right" or a permitted use in a city's land use bylaw. Hare argues that allowing suites as a 

permitted use removes any opportunity for initial and ongoing review, and makes 

acceptable a land use that communities may have expressed as generally unacceptable 

(1 98 1, 1 7). However, as seen in Chapter 3, attitudes towards suites are changing, and the 

concerns that were evident in the early 1980's have been tempered somewhat. 

Memam (1984,357) supports Hare by arguing that allowing secondary suites as a 

permitted use may work for some smaller communities but is not advisable, especially for 

larger centres, because it allows little or no review at the time the unit is created and 

allows for no future reviews. 

However, it must be questioned whether municipalities have the time and 

resources to perform reviews of secondary suites and their continued compliance and 



compatibility with the surrounding neighbours. This type of undertaking would be 

extremely costly and time consuming. It should be noted that most municipalities that 

permit suites as anything other than a permitted use do not undertake a review process 

(City of Calgary 1 998, unpublished). 

Lewinberg disagrees with Hare and Merriam, basing his argument on the 

importance of certainty in our land development system (1 984,117). He argues that 

homeowners shodd clearly understand what development is allowed and what is not 

allowed. This certainty in the process can save time and money. reducing the drain on 

resources. It is strongly urged that ". . .a program for intensification must encourage the 

adoption of amendments to local bylaws based on certainty" (Ibid). Permitted use is also 

the most equitable for all owners as it puts all respective applications up against a 

common means of evaluation and assessment. 

There is a need to create objective and certain standards upon which compliance 

will yield the requisite permit, without a subjective review. This certainty cannot be 

ensured through subjective reviews for conditional use permits and licensing. The lack of 

certainty is therefore a deterrent to owners who are unwilling to undergo the application 

process and possibly be denied a pennit, especially when there is a cost associated with 

the process. The permitted use rules and regulations applied to the use can ensure that 

those issues that require addressing have been addressed. Cobb suggests that applicants 

could file an affidavit swearing that the secondary suite conforms to the requirements, 

with a subsequent building inspection to ensure that code has been met (1997,2). 

The result of the Klein and Sears study supports Lewinberg in his 

recommendation for certainty and permitted use. They suggest that a suite program must 



be based on certainty, or a permitted use implementation method, with no reviews and no 

subjective discretion (1983,38). The argument in support of this is that objective 

standards will create more certainty, which will in turn lead to more suite legalizations. 

They add that initial and subsequent reviews can only do so much in alleviating 

community concerns (Ibid). Tenants' action groups prefer permitted use because they 

feel that any additional regulations or requirements are unnecessary, and that existing 

bylaws, such as nuisance and standards of maintenance, are sufficient to handle problems 

firom secondary suites (Corporation of the Municipality of Delta 1 998, 5). Therefore, 

permitted use, based on specific and clearly defined regulations, or use rules, appears to 

be the preferred method of implementation, as  it provides for certainty, yet establishes 

criteria which the suite must meet. This will be evaluated in the case study analysis. 

The Geoaraohic Scale of Seconday Suite lm~lementation 

An important decision in the creation of a secondary suite program is the extent to 

which secondary suites should be allowed throughout the city. Cities may choose to 

implement suites in all residential districts, while other cities may opt to permit secondary 

suites only in select areas. This issue raises the question of whether suites should be 

permitted in traditionally "single-family" areas. As discussed in Chapter 3, suites exist 

now in all parts of a city, regardless of the land use designation as either legal or illegal. 

The Corporation of the Municipality of Delta, BC undertook a study when 

evaluating its secondary suite options. They found that there are many benefits to be 

realized by allowing suites in all residential areas. including single-family and other low- 

density districts. By allowing suites in all residential zones, the same conditions apply 

throughout the municipality (1998,2). It utilizes one system in a municipality, 



minimizing the administration and processing time and cost. Finally, it is more equitable 

to allow all residents the same opportunity to develop a legal suite. 

One study suggested that suites should be permitted in low-density residential 

districts, but that a sudden change of land use was not advisable. This extensive 

intensification study done in Ontario suggests that secondary suite conversion should be 

permitted in most neighbourhoods eventually, but initially tested in select and 

circumscribed neighbourhoods at first (Lewinberg Consultants 1984, 1 19). A cautious 

approach is necessary from the outset so that communities may have the opportunity to 

evaluate the impacts. After five to ten years, communities will have a substantiated basis 

on which to comment on the effects of secondary suites in low-density residential 

districts, rather than base their objections on perceived concerns (Ibid). 

This approach cauld prove to be a sound method of testing secondary suites in 

low-density communities. However, similar results fiorn one community should not be 

expected in every other low-density residential district. Communities have their own 

identities and will react differently to secondary suites. There will be community- 

specific issues, as well as specific concerns within each community. A city must be 

carefil in applying the results of a secondary suite test fiom one community to another. 

Additionally, given the small number of legalizations that typically occur. a select 

community implementation approach may not be necessary and may not achieve the 

desired results from any given neighbourhood. 

An issue poorly addnssed in the literature is the selection of the communities in 

which to test secondary suites, if suites are not permitted in all low-density residential 

districts but are implemented in select communities. Certain communities may make the 



most sense in tenns of amenities, transit and proximity to downtown or other institutions. 

However, it is not discussed whether the choice of the communities that will be selected 

to allow suites would be a public participation decision, or whether it would be chosen by 

the planning department. This is an issue that would require substantial consideration 

before a test community was chosen, so that there would be some expectation of success 

and future expansion of the program. It is believed that the demand for these units will 

not be sigmficant in the suburbs because of limited access to public transit (Klein and 

Sears 1983,32). Inner-city communities are the most likely places for suites to be 

developed and demanded (Cope 1999). Although it is in ways beneficial to implement 

suites in select communities or to test them in certain areas, it is a considerable 

administrative undertaking. It is also inequitable for those who legitimately want to 

develop a suite but happen to live in an area where they are not permitted. 

The Cities of Surrey and Vancouver, BC have utilized a type of implementation 

that only permits suites in certain areas. These select community approaches have been 

criticized by other Lower Mainland municipalities as inequitable and failing to achieve 

any significant results or the potential benefits to be realized by suites (City of Calgary 

1998, unpublished). Some of these municipalities permit suites in all lowdensity 

residential areas and have found that to be a successfid method of implementation. These 

wiI1 be discussed in Chapter 6. 

Now that the implementation method options have been discussed, it is important 

to discuss the common regulations and restrictions that arc typically placed on secondary 

suites. One should recall fiom Chapter 3 that the majority of the resistance to secondary 



suites was based on perceptions. The extent that these perceptions tend to dictate the 

regulations typically imposed on secondary suites will now be discussed. 

Reaulations and Reauirements on Suites and Suite Owners 

Given the tremendous amount of fear and concern that exists when communities 

are facing intensification and change, communities, politicians and planning departments 

believe the most appropriate solution is the creation of regulations and requirements for 

suites and owners. It is felt that by restricting the manner in which the suite is converted, 

there will be little opportunity for the fears to materializt. The prophecy essentially 

comes true, not through suite owners and tenants adhering to strict regulations, but rather 

through an extremely limited number of conversions that actually occur as a result of 

strict regulations. 

Table 2 on the following page sets out the common regulations that are a means 

of calming community concerns regarding suites, but are typically disincentives to suite 

legalization. These regulations are: a limit to the number of suites in a neighbourhood; 

owner occupancy; a minimum size of suite; an age restriction on the dwelling unit; and, 

an additional parking space. The first column indicates the regulation, while the second 

column indicates why the regulation is typically included. The third column provides 

reasons why the regulations are not necessary, suggesting that these regulations are 

placed on secondary suites because of misperceptions and fears of negative change 

associated with the proliferation of legal suites in a neighbourhood. One should recall 

fiom Chapter 3 that these misperceptions and fears do not necessarily become a reality, 

and therefore should not be utilized as a substantive reason for supporting any of the 

regulations. Column three also suggests negative consequences of implementing various 
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regulations. The table clearly indicates that these common regulations serve little 

purpose other than to discourage the creation of legalized suites. 

Increasing tht requirements, standads and regulations placed on a potential suite 

owner significantly increases the amount of time and effort required to obtain approval 

and conversion, which increases the cost of the entire process. Increasing the cost of 

conversion typically results in fewer and more expensive units available to the market 

(Regional 1990,25 & 36). Surrey, BC secondary suite owners expressed their concern 

over the time, complexity, expense and restrictiveness of meeting the regulations to 

legalize a suite (1996, 1). Owners wish that the process was much less burdensome and 

complicated (Ibid). 

A study by Klein and Sears (1983,36) found that even though conversion 

provisions appear in bylaws of most larger Ontario municipalities, they tend to represent 

local decisions to restrict, if not discourage, conversion to secondary suites. This is a 

result of the number of strict regulations that an owner is required to meet. They 

concluded that strict regulations placed on secondary suite implementation methods 

"amount to attempts to maintain the community and its existing fabric by limiting 

opportunities for conversion in amount, appearance, location, unit size and other similar 

matters" (Ibid). The study also concluded that regulations beyond the more traditional 

types of regulations that would be necessary are a significant constraint to intensification 

(Ibid, 38). 

One issue that deserves highlighting is that of the off-street parking spot. Due to 

Canadians' love of the automobiie, we believe that an increase in the number of legal 



suites will result in one more car per house. This w d d  potentially result in parking 

shortages and potential traffic problems. Therefore, the additional off-street spot is ofien 

seen as the cure for this potential problem. 

However, the additional off-street spot can either be difficult to accommodate, 

depending on the size of the lot, or very costly to develop. These difficulties may 

negatively impact the number of owners who decide to legalize their suite. There is also 

a lack of evidence that these parking problems become manifest due to a legal option for 

suites in lowdensity residential districts (TRAC 1998b). Empirical evidence suggests 

there are often few suite legalhtions, therefore the impact on street parking should be 

minimal. 

Planners therefore should be more creative and flexible in applying parking 

requirements. Tandem parking, parking one car behind another, could be permitted. A 

more beneficial approach would be to not require an off-street spot at all. The City of 

Portland, Oregon does not require an additional spot if the street is at least 28 feet wide 

(City of Portland 1998). It is important to not let the requirement of an additional off- 

street parking spot be a "deal breaker" for an owner wanting to develop a legal suite. The 

needs of the owner and their resources to develop a legal suite should be as equally 

respected as those of the community. 

Therefore, it can be seen that a number of regulations commonly included in 

secondary suite implementation methods serve little purpose but to create obstacles and 

barriers to a more widespread legalization of suites. A municipality would therefore want 

to ensure that those regulations applied served a significant benefit and were to achieve 

some beneficial planning outcome. 



However, the Kfein and Sears report also indicated that relaxed regulations will 

not be suflicient on their own to encourage present illegal suite owners to come forward 

(1983,43). Relaxed regufations are one of the most crucial components of attracting 

owners of illegd suites to come forward, however they must be used in concert with 

other initiatives that will serve to reduce the cost and process for the illegal suite owner 

and provide some benefit to them for the legalhtion of their suite. 

An additional cost to the homeowner developing a suite in an existing house is the 

requirement to bring the suite up to current code requirements. Depending on the 

municipaIity's or province's building code standards, requiring that a secondary suite 

meet current code can be an extremely costly undertaking in an existing home. The 

difficulties of this process are discussed in the next section. 

Building Code Requirements 

A city is entrusted with ensuring that dwelling units are safe and habitable. The 

conversion of space in a lowdensity home brings with it the need to ensure that the 

secondary suite will be safe for firture tenants. In order to do so, many cities have 

required that a secondary suite meet current building code standards. However, this can 

be a very difficult and costly process in many older homes. 

A new home can have a suite designed into the structure fiom the start, making it 

very easy to meet code when the time comes to convert the space into a suite (Howe 

1990). For many older homes, conversion of space into a secondary suite is possible, 

although meeting current code can be extremely difficult and oAen very expensive. The 

cost can often be prohibitive for many homeowners. 



A CMHC study found the installation of ceiling sprinklers in a basement suite to 

cost approximately $10,000 (1990 dollars) and approximately $40,000 (1990 dollars) to 

achieve proper ceiling height in mamy post World War II homes (1 990, 13). A $50,000 

investment before other renovations have been made and the appliances installed is very 

difficult to achieve, and justify, for many households. This is especially true for first time 

homebuyers, the group most likely to develop a secondary suite, as they are extremely 

sensitive to the economics of conversion (Regional Group 1990, 19). A significant cost 

of conversion will affect the number of homeowners who are abie to and who actually 

decide to convert (Regional Group 1990). An increased cost of conversion may result in 

an increased rent required to recover the costs, thereby reducing the affordability of the 

unit. It is therefore easy to see why many homeowners may decide to convert their space 

illegally and avoid the expense of meeting code requirements. However, such a unit may 

not be safe enough for habitation. 

In response to the high cost of conversion, many cities have been developing a 

system of building code equivalencies instead of requiring that suite conversions meet 

current standards (Gellen 1982, City of St. Albert 1997, ACT 1997). The provinces of 

British Columbia and Ontario have both altered their building codes to reflect the 

characteristics of older homes that may not be able to easily meet today's standards. The 

building code equivalencies are essentially a minimum level of health and safety that are 

not at the same Level as the current building code standards, so that the conversion of 

older homes can be done in a more appropriate and cost-effective manner (Ibid). The 

City of Saskatoon is also looking into the possibility of developing building code 

equivalencies. 



Equivalencies are considerate of age, construction methods at the time and the 

resources most households have to complete a suite. They follow the building code in 

intent with respect to dwelling unit health and d t t y  but do not follow the requirements 

to the letter. Instead it is intended that they are to be a means of allowing either older 

existing suites or new suites in an existing house that do not meet code to exist, while still 

providing an acceptable level of d e w .  Building code equivalencies appear to be the 

most appropriate method for reducing the cost of conversion while ensuring the dwelling 

is safe and habitable. 

The building code represents a significant cost obstacle to owners contemplating 

developing a suite in an existing home. However, there are other cost factors that the 

owner will take into consideration when evaluating a secondary suite project and their 

decision to proceed legally, or proceed at all. 

Cost Factors 

The cost of developing a legal suite is a significant factor in the household's 

decision to develop and to develop legally. The cost will aIso affect the demand for 

suites, as the net cost of developing a suite is likely to influence the rent demanded and 

thereby the suite's level of affordability for tenants. The homeowner will evaluate many 

economic factors to determine whether the development of a legal suite will provide a 

positive net benefit. These factors include the actual cost of the construction and permits 

as required by the building code, the market opportunity to rent the suite, the net after-tax 

renun and the time and cost associated with compliance with municipal regulations (ACT 

1995, 8). As each factor contributes towards any net loss, the owner may decide to forgo 

the entire project or to remove certain factors in order to minimize costs. The 



requirements to meet codes and regulations in order to attain legal status increase the cost 

of developing a suite. Conversely, the owner may wish to avoid the regulatory process to 

decrease out-of-pocket expenses, and develop the suite illegally (ACT 1995, 14). This 

indicates the homeowner's sensitivity to the cost and the consequential impact on the end 

supply of suites. However, this must be balanced against increased safety of units in 

existence. 

Fees represent a significant obstacle in the creation of a secondary suite, in terms 

of applications, pennits and approvals (Cobb 1997,2). Proponents argue that application 

requirements and fees should be minimal, and not more than fees for a singledetached 

dwelling (Ibid). 

Some cities may feel it necessary to increase taxes or utility/service fees due to 

the installation of a secondary suite in a singledetached home. The cities of Vancouver, 

Surrey and New Westminster, BC have increased utility fees and/or taxes to reflect an 

apparent increase in the demand for such services. However, this again can be a 

significant disincentive to suite creation and is not necessarily an accurate reflection of 

the demand. The City of New Westminster supports their application of additional fees 

on the basis that it is not the useage of additional water that the household is being 

charged for, but the responsibility of each household to contribute to the hard costs of the 

infhstructure to deliver the water (Kuhlmann 1999). 

A problem with the arbitrary charging of additional taxes and/or utility/service 

fees is that it may not accurately reflect demand for any particular unit or household. A 

single-detached home with a secondary suite may generate no more demand for services 

or utilities than a home with a large number of teenage children or other members (Gellen 



1982,26). However, some cities fel  it necessary to charge more on the assumption that 

more services and utilities will be demanded. This approach to the issue is a 

discriminatory practice that will lead to higher servicing costs of owning a secondary 

suite and may potentially lead to fewer people legally converting their homes. 

HOW Success is Measured 

A review of the Literature has provided little in t e r n  of methods for evaluating a 

secondary suite policy and implementation method. Some cities believe a policy and 

implementation method to have been successful even if no new units were created but 

existing illegal suites were brought up to code and are now safer (City of Calgary 1998, 

unpublished). Others may believe success lies in achieving an established number of 

new, legal suite conversions (Ibid). 

Research done by Hare indicates that success may be measured through the 

number of conversions that occur (1 998). He believes that success is achieved when one 

secondary suite is created for every 1,000 existing singledetached dwellings in any given 

city, per year (Ibid). However this applied to American cities, and may not accurately 

reflect the Canadian experience. 

A CMHC study converted American figures to Canadian equivalents on a similar 

caicdation. It was found that Canada could employ a ratio of ten-to-one for American- 

to-Canadian in terms of the number of suites in existence (Regional Group 1990,4). 

Extrapolating this ratio to Hare's formula, Canadian cities might expect their 

implementation method to be successfbl if one secondary suite is created for every 



10,000 existing single-detached homes per year (Hare 1 998, Regional 1 990). This 

number will be used in the quantitative analysis of the case studies later on in this study. 

Summaw & Conclusion 

Homeowners are very sensitive to every aspect of the regulatory implementation 

process, and will base their decisions upon their perception of the complexity and cost of 

the process. Cities can expect to make some very difficult decisions if they desire to 

achieve a maximum number of secondary suite creations. These decisions will balance 

certainty against discretion and success over control. 

The selection of a secondary suite implementation method will ultimately be the 

result of the consideration of many factors. Given the research, it would appear that a 

method that is based on certainty, such as permitted use, is the one that will provide the 

most beneficial results. A method based on certainty is likely to yield more legalizatioas. 

Subjective and discretionary methods, such as use variance and conditional use 

permit, serve to add additional cost and time to the process. These methods are resource- 

intensive, require hearings and are therefore quite costly to a municipality. Discretionary 

methods are also discouraging to owners because there is a chance that their application 

may not be approved, Few owners will be willing to undergo the expense and time 

associated with the project if they may not be approved. Overall, subjective and 

discretionary methods appear to be a significant deterrent to suite legalization. Therefore, 

these types of approaches should be avoided. 

Benefits to the community at large can be realized by permitting suites in 

residential lowdensity districts, including singledetached R-1 type of neighbourhoods. 



It is a cost-effective and equitable approach to permitting suites in a municipality. 

Municipalities that only permit suites in certain areas face difficulties and inequities 

between landowners. Therefore, it would appear that allowing suites citywide in all low- 

density residential districts is the most beneficial geographic scaie of implementation. 

Regulations and requirements placed on the development of a secondary suite are 

in order to ensure that the "single-family" district will continue to be preserved. 

However, strict regulations and requirements discourage legal suite creation due to their 

complexity and cost. Minimal regulations therefore should be attached to a suite 

implementation method. 

The Building Code is an additional obstacle to more inexpensive and simple legal 

suite conversion. When forced to bring a suite in an existing home up to new building 

code requirements, it is either nearly impossible or entails a significant cost to do so. As 

a result, many illegal suites may suffer from safety issues. In order to address this issue, 

certain provinces have developed building code equivalencies for older homes that are 

considerate of the suitability of an older home to meet certain standards and the 

homeowner's ability to pay for such upgrades. The equivalencies retain the intent of the 

existing code, but do not require the high level of change and therefore are less costly for 

the homeowner. Those provinces that have not already done so should explore the 

opportunities to develop building code equivalencies. 

The overall cost of a suite legalization, including fees and taxes is another 

significant drawback to the creation of suites, as most homeowners who would 

contemplate developing a suite are sensitive to the economics of the entire ordeal. 

Additional fees such as increased taxes and utilities will also serve to decrease the 



attractiveness of developing a suite. Cities therefore should examine all costs that are 

associated with developing and operating a secondary suite. 

To achieve success, a city must reflect upon the components that will ultimately 

determine how many suites are developed, such as the ease with which a suite can be 

developed in a home, the certainty and the cost of conversion. The research indicates that 

a method based on certainty, with minimal regulations, fees, process and complexity 

should be pursued by municipalities. This combination of features for an implementation 

method, in combination with building code equivalencies, will likely yield the most 

positive results. 

Now that one has an understanding of the pressures and the issues, perceptions 

and realities of secondary suites, the current Calgary situation will be discussed with 

respect to current regulatory control of suites and the number of suites. This will be 

augmented by a discussion of the potential for suites in order to understand how the City 

must improve in order to be able to provide for mote choice. 



Chapter 5: The Current Suite Situation in Calgary 

In order to properly determine tht most suitable form of secondary suite 

regulatory implementation method for Calgary, an understanding of the current 

regulatory environment is warranted. It will provide the context for the current regulation 

of secondary suites and their status in Calgary. This will allow for an analysis of 

regulatory implementation options in Calgary so that recommendations can be made for 

legislative and bylaw reform- 

This chapter begins with a discussion of Alberta legislation and the hierarchy of 

planning documents, and the difficulties encountered in the translation of fbture-oriented 

goals of policy documents into land use regulations. City of Calgary policy documents 

that encourage intensification, affordable housing and secondary suites themselves will 

then be examined. The current Calgary Land Use Bylaw provisions for lowdensity 

districts will then be reviewed to provide insight as to where suites are permitted in 

Calgary. The potential for suites in low-density neighburhoods will be discussed, 

followed by a discussion of the current Alberta Building Code and the lack of building 

code equivalencies for secondary suites in existing houses. A brief overview of 

Calgary's enforcement policy for secondary suites concludes the chapter. 

Provincial Legislation 

The Municipal Government Act (MGA) outlines the various planning documents, 

policy and instruments that either must or may be created for municipalities in Alberta. 

These include Municipal Development Plans (MDP), Area Redevelopment P tans (ARP), 

other Statutory Plans and Land Use Bylaws (LUB). These instruments are discussed in 



the MGA from sections 63 1 to 640, forming a hierarchy of documents (Sa Figure 4 next 

page) (Law 1996,2-10). 

It is expressly provided through various provisions in the MGA, that statutory 

plans fiuther down the hierarchy arc to be consistent with the plans directly above, 

meaning that those statutory plans at the top of thc hierarchy are "paramount in law to 

those below" (Ibid, 2-1 1). Therefore, an ARP must be consistent with the MDP, and an 

MDP must be consistent with an Intermunicipal Development Plan. It is indicated in s. 

638 of the MGA that "All statutory plans adopted by a municipality must be consistent 

yith each other" (Province of Alberta 1995,244). As one moves down the hierarchy of 

planning documents and instruments, the degree of detail increases. Therefore, an MDP 

is to address future plans and objectives for development in a municipality in broad 

terms, while the LUB is the 'Ynstnment through which the plans are translated into 

detailed regulations" (Laux 1996 2-1 0). 

Although this hierarchy is established for all policies and statutory plans, the 

relationship between higher plans and the LUB is less explicitly dealt with in the MGA, 

as it is not a statutory plan but a regulatory land use instrument. The MGA does not 

include express provisions that a LUB be consistent with an MDP or other statutory 

plans. 

Lam suggests that the MDP should be considered the lead document so that 

eventually lower level documents, such as the LUB can be "drafted to substantially 

conform with it" (1996,248). This would enable land use regulations to be reflective of 

the directions outlined in statutory plans. If a land use bylaw was not drafted in order to 

conform to the MDP, the creation of statutory plans would seem moot. Their goals for 



Figure 4: Hierarchy of Alberta Planning Documents and lnskuments 
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fbture development may then never be translated into a mcanhgfbl regulation in order to 

guide development towards the intended forms. 

Due to a lack of express provision in thc MGA requiring the LUB to be consistent 

with statutory plans, there have been difficulties experienced in determining which 

documents are considered higher in law. Some courts have held that because of the 

futuristic nature of documents such as the MDP, lower level plans and bylaws need not 

exactly follow those higher up in the hierarchy (LPUX 1996.2-1 1). In some instances, 

courts have held that the significance of thc LUB is in fact higher than that of the MDP 

dye to the present applicability of the LUB in current development, versus the hturistic 

outlook for development found in the MDP (Ibid, 2-18). Given these rulings, it would 

appear that there may be difficulty in ensuring the translation of future-oriented goals into 

detailed LUS regulations. This raises the question of whether or not the hture goals and 

objectives found in the MDP will ever be reflected in the LUB. 

There must come a time when the LUB regulations are reflective of the goals and 

forms of development found in these higher level documents so that the form of urban 

development can progress towards the goals envisaged in these plans. Otherwise their 

creation would serve little purpose. Given the current rental housing shortage and rising 

affordability issues in Calgary, it would appear that the time has come for The City of 

Calgary to examine statutory documents such as the Sustainable Suburbs Study and the 

Calgary Transportation Plan, as well as the Municipal Development Plan, and translate 

policies h m  those documents into regulations that will pennit the achievement of the 

stated objectives. At present, the means to implement many of the policies stated in these 

documents are not currently provided in The City of Calgary Land Use Bylaw (2P80). 



The secondary suite is a housing form that is encouraged through policies in these 

documents, but is not pcxmitted to my significant degree in the land use bylaw. 

Calgary Policy Documents 

Policy documents prepared by the Planning and Building Department and 

approved by City Council are intended to provide vision and guidance for the hture 

development of Calgsry. These documents address concans of urban sprawl and a lack 

of affordable housing, as well as other &tors related to urban development, growth and 

livability. A more detailed discussion of each of the policy documents and those policies 

specifically related to the topic of secondary suites appears in Appendix 2. 

Intensification, adequate housing and aordability are goals in three important 

City of Calgary documents: The Municipal Development Plan, fie Sustainable Suburbs 

Study and The Calgary Transportation Plan. These documents contain policies passed 

by City Council that provide for more intense forms of housing that will better support 

services and amenities, and contribute towards more sustainable and affordable 

communities. Secondary suites are a form of housing that help to meet the objectives of 

these policies. 

The Municipal Development Plan (MDP) promotes more intensely developed 

new communities, and the use of existing housing stock and infrastructure to house 

people in the inner city, given the projected increase in population over the next 20 - 30 

yean (City of Calgary 1998e). It a h  promotes otha gods such as sensitive forms of 

housing intensification, a varied housing mix in all communities and the provision of an 

adequate supply of rental accommodation for different socioeconomic groups in all parts 

of the city (Ibid). 



The Sustainable Suburbs Study e n c o v e s  a mix of housing types for different 

household needs, an adequate choice of low-medium income housing in suburban 

communities, higher densities to support seryiccs and facilities, as well as encouraging 

more use of public transit (City of Calgary 1995a). me Sustainable Suburbs Study has a 

specific policy regarding the inclusion of suites in new suburban communities: 

Policy H.2: Additional dwelling units in basements, lofts or over garages 
(with proper insulation against fumes) should be provided, psaiculprly in 
locations close to transit stops, the community centre and neighbourhood 
nodes (The City of Calgary 199Sa, 46-47). 

Finally, The CaIga~y Transportation Plan examines the increasing dependence on 

the automobile, and recommends alterative, more dense and compact development 

pattern that will encourage an increase in the use of public transit (City of Calgary 

1995b). 

It can be seen that there is significant policy direction within these documents; 

policy that would be supportive of an equitable and simple secondary suite option within 

the land use bylaw. A well developed, equitable and affordable secondary suite option 

that would be available to residents of low density residential districts would sewe to 

assist in achieving many of the goals established in the policy documents. 

However, as discussed in the previous section, it is difficult to ensure that the 

goals and objectives with regards to housing forms and communities are translated into 

land use regulations, as there is no direct provision requiring a land use bylaw to conform 

to statutory plans. In f a  the current City of Calgary bylaw provisions for suites are 

minimal and restrictive, and do not assist the City in achieving the goals outlined in the 

policy documents. Therefore, the City of Calgary is encouraging intensification, 



atfordability and certain forms of housing without providing appropriate land use 

regulations to implement the policies. 

Current By-law Provisions for Secondary Suites 

The City of Calgary Land Use Bylaw (2P80) (LUB) outlines the residentid 

districts where a homeowner may install a mite. However, a "secondary suite" is not 

defined or used in the LUB. The LUB uses the phrase "Additional Unit" (AU) to 

indicate another dwelling unit in or on the property of a low density dwelling (City of 

Calgary 1980,85). The "additional unit" is, for the most part, the same as a "secondary 

suite9*, however the secondary or accessory nature of the additional unit is not delineated, 

thereby potentially allowing it to be of equal size to the primary dwelling unit. One 

should recall that the definition of "secondary suite" h m  Chapter 1 indicated that a suite 

is to be smaller and secondary in nature to the primary dwelling unit. Additionally, the 

LUB does not expressly mention additional units as permitted or discretionary uses, but 

rather bases the number of dwelling units in low density areas on the purpose statement 

and the definition of the type of housing allowed on a lot (i.e. single-detached or duplex). 

For example, a district that allows a duplex to be developed on a lot allows two dwelling 

units per lot. 

The lowdensity residential districts that will be considered in this study are: 

R- 1 : Residential single-detached district 

R-2: Residential low density district 

The RS-1 and RS-2 (Residential small lot districts) and R-1A (Residential narrow lot 

single-detached) land use districts are subcategories of R-1 and R-2. The 

recommendations made in this study for the R-1 and R-2 districts should also be applied 



to the subcategory districts. The author believes that the discussion of R-1 and R-2 is 

substantial enough to provide the reader with an understanding of the potential for 

secondary suites in Calgary. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, this Master's Degree Project is strictly examining the 

application of secondary suites in low-density residential districts and will not be 

discussing other medium or higher density residential districts. 

The Residential Single-Detached District (R-1) does not allow more than one 

dwelling unit per lot. The purpose of the R-1 district is to "provide for residential 

development in the form of singledetached housing" (City of Calgary 1980,69). The 

definition of a single-detached dwelling is "a single residential building containing one 

dwelling unit only.. ." (Ibid, 12). It is therefore clear that R-1 districts are to have only 

one dwelling unit per lot, thereby making secondary suites illegal uses. 

The Residential Low Density District (R-2) permits one or two dwelling units per 

lot depending on the width of the lot. A one dwelling lot in an R-2 district must be at 

least 7.5 metres wide depending on whether it is in an Established Community or not 

(Bid, 83). Established Communities are those communities designated by The City of 

Calgary as being subject to special rules for infill development (City of Calgary 1980, 

65). These comm~tics are typically older communities. Two-dwelling structures, 

classified as duplexes or semi-detached buildings, require a minimum lot width of 1 5 

metres (Ibid, 83). The purpose of the R-2 district is to ''provide for lowdensity 

residential development in the foxm of singledetached, semi-detached and duplex 

dwellings" (Ibid 81). The definition of a semidetached dwelling is "a single building 

designed and built to contain two side by side dwelling units" (Ibid, 12). The definition 



of duplex is "a single building containing two dwelling units, one above the other, each 

having a separate entrance (Ibid, 5). This clearly indicates that if one dwelling unit exists 

on a 15 metre lot, an additional dwelling unit in the fonn of a legal secondary suite may 

be constructed. However, a semior official in the Planning and Building Department 

indicated that there is no way to know exactly how many properties fit this description, 

but opined that it is a very small number. 

An alternative form of suite has been developed in the neo-traditional community 

of McKenzie Towne in Southeast Calgary (See Map 1 on next page). The "studio suite" 

is a secondary dwelling unit above a detached garage located at the rear of the property, 

detached fiom the principle structure and accessed by a paved laneway. The neo- 

traditional theory supports the development of alternative forms of housing such as suites 

above garages, to accommodate more affordable housing within typically "single-family" 

communities (Calthorpe 1993,83). This fonn of housing is encouraged as a means of 

increasing the diversity of housing types offered, as well as offering suitable housing for 

people who may not othewise have found housing within a traditional low-density 

residential community (Ibid). 

The studio suite development in McKenzie Towne is unique and not applicable to 

other communities in Calg~ry due to the creation of a special Direct Control district in 

McKenzie Towne for the properties permitting studio suites. A D k t  Control district is 

a type of land use designation that allows for the regulations to be custom or tailor-made 

to accommodate a certain type of development that is not within the land use bylaw. 

Direct Control allows for unique and innovative projects to be developed that would not 











otherwise have been permitted unda the standard regulatior~~ of convcntiond land use 

designations. 

At the time of development, a Direct Control designation was sought by the 

developer of McKenzie Townc in order to allow homeowners the opportunity to develop 

a studio suite. Cummtly, the number of studio suites developed in McKcnzit T o m  is 

approximately 12. Additionally, the direct control land use designation permining studio 

suites is limited to the houses backing the multi-unit development around the town 

square. This is due to the novelty of this form of housing. The City wanted to ensure 

that studio suites would "fit*' within the community, therefore their development was 

restricted to lots backing a multi-unit development. This ensured that scale and view 

issues were addressed so that the two-level garages were integrated into the surrounding 

context and backing units of similar scale. In addition to limiting the locations of their 

development, design guidelines were also developed to crl~urc compatibility with the 

surrounding structures and character. 

The application of this form of housing is not permitted in established 

communities or other new communities. Section 20 (5) (g) (i) of the LUB does not 

pennit dwelling units in accessory structures (City of Calgary 1980.60). This type of 

housing form has the potential to provide suitable housing and should be considered as 

part of any evaluation of a secondary suite program. However, before studio suites 

wouId be permitted in other Calgary cammunities, a review of established community 

design and character would be required to auun that studio suites developed in these 

areas were sensitive to existing character and context. Principles h m  the McKenzie 

Towne guidelines could be used to ensure that new studio suites in established 



communities were sensitive to issues such as views, blockage of sunlight and aesthetics. 

It would be important, however, to balance the design regulations for studio suites in 

established communities with the cost and difficulty of achieving these regulations. 

Additionally, each regulation should be evaluated to enswe that it contributed to some 

community and neighbourly benefit and did not discourage suite development. 

Process Currently Required to Legalize a Suite 

The current regulatory mvironmeat in Calgary requires that rubsequc~t to 

determining whether a lot can accommodate a secondary suite (i.e. is in an R-2 district 

and is currently one dwelling unit on a 15 metre wide lot), the applicant must meet the 

current standards for dwelling units, as outlined in the Alberta Building Code (City of 

Calgary 1993). The code dictates requirements such as window sue, ventilation, exits, 

f i e  protection and other construction details (Ibid). 

The proper plans then must be submitted in order to obtain a building permit (City 

of Calgary 1993). Pexmits such as electrical, plumbing and gas or heating will most 

likely also be required (Ibid). Once an owner has obtained approval from the City and 

the suite is developed and meets all requirements and staudards, the owner is able to 

legally operate the suite. 

The Alberta Building Code With Respect to Suites in Existing 
Houses 

Given the above discussion of the process, the largest obstacle in terms of the 

development of a suite in an existing house within a reasonable cost is the current 

building code requirements, as they are extremely stringent and restrictive. The current 

development or legalization of a suite in an existing house is limited to those who can 



afford the renovations. Additionally, certain homes may not be able to achieve new code 

levels due to their design. Therefore, the cumat provisions in the Alberta Building Code 

represent a significant obstacle for the creation of seconnsUy suites in existing houses. 

Unlike the British Columbia Building Code, the Alberta Building Code does not 

take into consideration the condition of older homes through relaxed building code 

standards or equivalencies. The development or legalization of a suite requires that the 

suite meet current standards of code. This can make conversion very costly or even 

prohibitive for much of the housing stock. 

The City of St. Albert, Alberta, jointly with other surrounding towns, undertook a 

large study to examine the many issues with respect to secondary suites. One section of 

this report addressed the issue of building code equivalencies. The report found that there 

are opportunities for the development of building code equivalencies in Alberta that 

would make secondary suite conversion more realistic for much of the existing housing 

stock (City of St. Albert 1997). For example, ceiling heights, fire separations, heating and 

exits are areas that could have the standard reduced to accommodate older homes and 

thereby reduce the cost  of conversion. The report includes draft building code 

equivalencies developed by a local architect for consideration (Ibid). 

The creation of secondary suite building code equivalencies in the Alberta 

Building Code is perhaps one of the more crucial requirements needed, in conjunction 

with the appropriate implementation method, to achieve any level of success for a legal 

secondary suite option in Calgary. It is hypothesized that in addition to a lack of an 

appropriate implementation method, the strict requirements of the building code for suites 



in existing houses is another reason for the large number of illegal suites and the 

estimated small number of legal suites. 

The Current Secondary Suite Situation in Calgary 

The City of Calgary docs not possess information on the number of suites, either 

legal or illegal, in any form. A senior official in the Planning and Building Department 

indicated that assessment records would be inaccurate in attempting to establish the 

number of legal suites due to inexact assessment criteria He added that thae is no other 

means of tracking suites, either through development permit applications or other 

registration processes, thereby precluding the maintenance of any accurate records of the 

number of legal suites. With respect to illegal secondary suites, he indicated that "txying 

to erimate the number of illegal suites in Calgary would be like trying to estimate the 

number of people that speed in Calgary on any given day." He did not fcel comfortable 

suggesting any specific numbers, but did admit that there are believed to be "many 

thousands of illegal suites." Therefore, one is left with an unclear picture of the number 

of suites in Calgary. One can conclude however, that there are cumntly many thousands 

of illegal suites that exist in lowdensity residential communities. 

The City of Calgary Civic Ceasus tracks the type and number of dwellings in 

Calgary's residential communities. The 1 998 Census found 20,080 "converted 

structures" in existence. A converted structure is defined as "a structure originally built 

as a single-family house and now containing morc than one residential unit or a structure 

originally built as a duplex and now containing more than two residential units" (City of 

Calgary 1998f, 5). 



However, this figure should not be taken as representative of the number of 

houses that have been converted to accommodate a suite, for there are problems inherent 

in the system of determining the type of dwelling. One senior planner at the City 

indicated that the census takers are not fully trained to properly and consistently evaluate 

the housing stock. Census takers will examine a building to determine whether there is a 

suite, however there is no assurance of accuracy. Additionally, when a building is 

classified as converted, there is no continued evaluation to determine whether it has been 

deconverted back to its original use. The converted structures arc also not checked to 

determine legal status. The numbm of converted structures cccorded by the Civic 

Census are therefore not an accurate representation of the number of homes with a 

secondary suite. 

The Potential for Suites 

There are approximately 47,700 designated R-2 properties in Calgary (see Map 2 

on the following page) (City of Calgary 1998, unpublished data). As seen by the clusters 

of properties in Map 2, the majority of these R-2 properties are located in inner city 

communities such as Mount Pleasant, West HilIhwst, Riverbend, Renfkew and Ogden 

(See Map 1 for City of Calgary Communities). 

The most significant potential for existing houses in low-density residential 

districts to accommodate a secondary suite lies in the city's R-1 districts. There are 

approximately 135,100 R-1 properties in Calgary (See Map 3) (City of Calgary 1998, 

unpublished data). Generally, these are found in both the new and established suburban 

communities. Given this large number of R- 1 properties in Calgary, a secundary suite 

program that permitted legalized suites in R- 1 districts would represent significant 
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potential for new rental housing units. It must be remembered however that there may 

already be a large number of illegal suites in existence in R-1 areas, therefore the net 

addition to the rental housing stock may not necessarily be all that great, as owners 

deciding to legalize an existing suite arc not increasing the number of units available to 

the market. Additionally, the majority of the R-1 properties are located in the suburbs of 

Calgary, making than possibly less desirable than inner-city locations. 

The numba of R-2 propati- combined with the number of R-1 properties that 

could accommodate secondary suites, represent a coa~idaable number of potential 

opportunities for affordable rental housing units to be created. The combined R-1 and R- 

2 properties total approximately 182,800. This number, in conjunction with the Civic 

Census totals of nearly 179,270 single-detached dweilhgs and approximately 19.800 

duplex dwellings, suggest that there is a large number of potential properties and 

dwellings that could accommodate a secondary suite if permitted by the City (City of 

Calgary 1998f). However, the current regulatory environment does not allow for 

convenient and aabrdable conversion, nor does it even allow conversion to occur in 

certain neighbourhoods. A more liberal, equitable and simple implementation method, 

combined with relaxed building code standards, would allow this housing form to be 

developed in more of Calgary's residential communities. This could assist with the rental 

housing shortage and assist in creating a framework that could make existing suites safer. 

It could also help to create more choice for households. 



Calgary's Enforcement Policy 

Similar to many Canadian cities, Calgary enforces illegal suites on a complaint- 

driven basis. A senior official at The City of Cafgary's Development Field Technician 

Group indicated that the City does not have the resources to actively pursue and track 

down illegal suites, but will respond to any secondary suite-related complaints. It was 

also mentioned that in the current rental housing shortage, the City does not want to 

reduce the rental stock M e r ,  however they arc concerned that the units meet a certain 

level of health and safety. The City will investigate any suite that they have ban 

infomed about and will close a suite if it is either not permitted in the land use district it 

is in, or does not meet code (a full description of the dorcement procedure can be found 

in Appendix 3). Their ultimate concern regarding the number of illegal suites in Calgary 

is that they are safk dwelling units. 

Summary & Conclusion 

Planning policy documents developed by The City of Calgary support the 

development of affordable rental housing in established, as well as new communities. 

They represent a significant amount of support for the legalization and development of 

legal secondary suites in houses or above garages. Despite policy directions and support 

for this form of housing, the Calgary Land Use Bylaw does not permit suites in Calgary, 

except in the R-2 district, and by meeting a number of strict and rigid regulations. 

Therefore, the majority of the secondzuy suites in Calgary exist illegally and arc therefore 

operating unknown to the City and pahaps even neighbours. The current rental housing 

market in Calgary, and the number of illegal suites believd to exist, would suggest that a 



more widespread, equitable and incxpcrtsivt legal secondary suite option in the land use 

bylaw is something that should be developed. 

Existing low density R-1 and R-2 districts represent considerable potential in 

terms of providing nearly 183,000 properties that could accommodate a mite if permitted. 

However, the cumnt by law regulations only permit suites to be developed in single 

detached houses on 15 metre wide lots in R-2 districts. This is an extremely restrictive 

policy and does not support the directions in Calgary policy documents, resulting in only 

a very small numba of properties. Additiody, studio suites above garages, as seen in 

the neo-traditional McKenzie Towne development, arc also recommended as an 

opportunity for secondary suite development. However, this may require the 

development of design guidelines in order to ensure that they fit within the surrounding 

context and character. This would be especially important in Established Communities. 

An additional obstacle to the increase in the number of legalized secondary suites 

is the Alberta Building Code. A suite in an existing home is required to meet current 

code, a very expensive, if not impossible, undertaking, depending on the housing stock 

that is being considered. In order to reduce the cost of bringing a suite up to code, it is 

recommended that the Provincial Government develop a set of building code 

equivalencies that are a reduced standard of code for existing houses. These 

equivalencies still achieve an acceptable level of hcalth and safety, but are more 

reasonable, taking into consideration thc qualities of the older housing stock and its 

ability, or lack thereof, to meet cumnt code requirements. Building code equivalencies 

are one of the few ways to make legalization of suites less expensive, and therefore more 

accessible, to a broader range of hommwnets. 



The focus of this research is to evaluate existing regulatory implementation 

methods in use by various municipalities and determine their o v d l  effectiveness and 

make a recommendation for the optimal implementation method for Calgary. Case study 

evaluations comprise the next chapter. 



Chapter 6: Case Studies 

Very little research exists that evaluates the different methods of secondary suite 

implementation available to municipalities. The existing research on secondary suites 

typically focuses on broader issues, as well as the fcars and perceptions of the public. No 

research has examined and evaluated the ways in which municipalities implement the 

regulation of suites to determine which methods appear to achieve certain objectives, 

which methods are too costly or too complex and which individual components of 

different implementation methods would work well together. 

Case Studv Methodoloav 

Case studies have been utilized to form the basis of an evaluation of potential 

regulatory implementation methods for sewndary suites in Calgary. The case study 

municipalities were chosen for two reasons. First, the municipality was chosen because 

of the ability of its implementation method to represent one option on the spectnun of 

methods being used in Canada. Secondly, despite the method's ability to broadly 

represent the implementation methods being used across Canada, each municipality was 

also chosen because of the method's unique or innovative approach to sewndary suite 

implementation. Each method evaluated is an approach different fiom the methods 

traditionally used by Canadian municipalities. By analyzing and evaluating the 

performance of the new methods, we may be able to better understand the features that 

will work and those that will not, given what is known about suites, implementation and 

community attitudes, as found in other research. The municipalities selected are the City 



of Vancouver, the City of New Westmhter and the District of North Vancouver, British 

Columbia. 

The municipalities selected were not selected due to any similarity to Calgary. 

After evaluating and examining the secondary suite programs in various municipalities 

across Canada, the author believed that to select an implementation method based on a 

city's compatibility with Calgary in terms of size, population, cumnt market pressures 

and incomes would severely limit the methods to be analyzed. There are few cities in 

Canada that could provide for an evaluation of the regdatory implementation method and 

would produce any significant new findings. This is because Canadian municipalities 

typically do not pennit suites as a use, or they permit them using more conventional 

implementation approaches, such as a conditional use. 

The research was conducted through an examination of municipal documents and 

reports on suites, a s  well as council reports. Interviews were conducted with planners 

from each case study municipality who were responsible for the development of the 

program and selection of the implementation method. A series of standard questions 

were asked to detetmine the features, results and reasons behind the selection of their 

respective method (See Appendix 4 for questions). These interviews resulted in the 

gathering of substantial qualitative data. The data provided is fiom the viewpoint of the 

planner in each municipality and therefore must be interpreted in such a manner. 

Viewpoints of the author have been reserved for the critical analysis section, and are not 

included in the discussion of the case study data. 

The data gathered for this chapter was obtained during the interviews, as well as a 

review of municipal documents. This data will be discussed and subsequently analyzed 



and evaluated to determine the most effective implementation method or components of a 

method. Each municipality is discussed in turn. A brief history of each municipality's 

experience with suites and the pressures leading up to the development of a program is 

discussed first, followed by a discussion of the regulatory implementation method 

selected. This is foUowed by a discussion of various features of the suite program, 

followed by a discussion of the reasons behind the selection of the respective method of 

implementation, including case studies and public involvement. 

The results of each municipality's method are then discussed from the perspective 

of the planner, including the number of suites legalized, a discussion of strengths and 

weaknesses of their methods of implementation and difficulties experienced due to their 

choice of implementation method. Finally, each of the case studies are critically 

evaluated based on the goals and results, and against the existing research on secondary 

suites related to implementation methods. Each evaluation concludes with a discussion 

of the applicability of the overaIl implementation method, as well as the application of 

individual features, to Calgary. 

It should be clearly understood, that all opinions and perspectives in the sections 

''Discussion of Regulatory Implementation Method", "Cost of Chosen Implementation 

Method", "Selection of Implementation Method" and "Results" are those of the 

interviewed planner, NOT of the author. The author's comments and analysis are 

reserved for the "Critical Analysis" sections of each municipality. 

Discussion of the Variables and Standards for Critical Analvsis 

There exists very little research on analysis of the methods through which 

secondary suites are being implemented in various municipalities across Canada. There 



are currently no measures for comparison purposes, nor any established standards against 

which a method can be evaluated. In this regard, a baseline for evaluation and critical 

analysis was required to en- that the methods were being analyzed in a similar 

manner, using common variables and measuring them against common standards. The 

variables for the critical analysis of each method, and the standards against which they 

were evaluated, were developed for this study. 

Given the research and the case study interviews, certain aspects, or variables, of 

a secondary suite implementation method and program were selected as key components 

that would be crucial to a municipality's success. The reader will recall fkom Chapters 3 

and 4 that certain features of an implementation method, such as the regulations imposed 

and the subjectivity versus the certainty of the method, were said to have considerable 

impact upon the success of the overall secondary suite implementation method and the 

suite program. Additionaily, discussions with the planners at the case study cities 

indicated that certain aspects of an implementation method would contribute to its overall 

effectiveness, while others would hinder a successful implementation. Therefore it 

became evident fiom both the literature review and the case studies that these aspects, 

individually and colIectively, could be considered key success factors in the evaluation of 

an effective implementation method. The following variables will be evaluated for each 

case study: the implementation method, the geographic scale of implementation, 

licensing, the number of suites legalized, the municipality's goals, fees and the amount of 

public participation. 

The standards against which the variables would be measured are derived fiom 

research discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, as well as fiom information derived fiom the 



interviews themselves. Each variable discussed, in either the literature review or in the 

interviews, also has a desired "level" or "standard" which would make a more efficacious 

contribution towards a successful method. The variables and standards are presented 

below in Table 3. In the end, the most effective implementation method, and ultimately 

the recommended method, will be the one that best meets all of the standards for the 

variables. A discussion of each follows the table. 

, thereby reducing the number of 
o m  to be included. 

The municipality itself wiIl have its own views with respect to the success or 

failure of the implementation method, most Likely based on an evaluation of the initid 

goals established for the implementation method. It is important to take into 

consideration the municipality's goals for the selection of the implementation method, as 

each is different and therefore intended to yield different results. This context must be 

included in the analysis, otherwise the results will not be representative of the 

municipality's intentions. 



The number of suites legalized to date will be evaluated against the modified 

Canadian success criteria established by Hare, as explained in Chapter 4. This evaluation 

classifies success as legalizing one suite for every 10,000 single-detached homes in the 

municipality. Although this may have limited utility, it is the only measure for success 

that exists in the literature. 

The implementation method itself will be evaluated, including the regulations and 

requirements, the use of licenses and other forms of regulatory measures. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, a secondary suite program should be based on certainty, have minimal 

regulations imposed on the owner by the municipality and limit the bureaucratic process 

that an owner must go throuj$. The level of fees will be analyzed, as it was determined 

in Chapter 4 that high fees are a disincentive to suite legalization. This is especially true 

for first time homebuyers who are the most likely to develop a suite but are also very 

sensitive to the economics of conversion. The level of public participation will also be 

evaluated, due to its importance in reducing fears and minimizing the number of 

regulations and conditions placed on the implemented method, as found in Chapters 3 

and 4. 

The key informant interviews indicated some additional areas for analysis and 

established the level at which they will be evaluated. The analysis will also include 

licensing, for interviews indicate that licensing tends to be unsuccessful and provides 

little benefit. The geographic scale of implementation will also be evaluated, as it was 

found that a citywide implementation was the most successfd and equitable approach. 



Vancouver, British Columbia 

Histom 

Vancouver has faced rental housing issues since the late 1950's' due to a 

continual change of philosophy over the manner in which to deal with secondary suites 

fiom that time unti t the mid 1 980's (Stanbury 1990). The current secondary suite 

program and regulatory implementation method is the result of a near crisis secondary 

suite situation that developed in the late 1980's. 

The City of Vancower maintained a ''withholding enforcement" approach to 

secondary suites for much of the 1960's and 1970's (Stanbury 1990). This approach led 

to a "toleration" of suites to the point where it was estimated that between one quarter 

and one third of all single-detached houses in Vancouver had a suite, resulting in between 

20,000 - 25,000 suites (Ibid, 57). It was feIt that illegal suites accounted for almost 40% 

of the total gross increase in housing between 1975 and 1986 (Ibid). 

This withholding enforcement and tolerance resulted in significant conflict within 

communities, to the point where major disputes were erupting between neighbours 

(Thomsett 1999). Disputes would arise between homeowners, with and without suites, in 

disagreement over the principle of operating an illegd "business" (Stanbury 1990'63)- 

People were concerned over the number of suites and the City's failure to respond to this 

growing problem (Stanbury 1990'63). City Coucil was faced with a situation where the 

conflicts were so numerous and so heated that the issue had a permanent place on 

Council agendas. The illegal suite issue and resulting conflicts required a quick 

resolution (Ibid). 



During the 1988 civic election, all RS-1 (lowdensity singledetached residential 

district) residents were polled to determine whether they wanted their neighbourhood 

reviewed with respect to the opportunity to include seconhy suites as a use (Stanbury 

1990,63). The poll found 76% of residents that voted in the election and responded to 

the question were in favour of a review. The City conducted meetings in communities 

that voted "yes" to respond to questions, concerns and to provide input as to the 

legalization of suites. Residents in those neighbourhoods that voted "yes" to a review 

were then sent a poll card in the mail asking whether they wanted their neighbourhood to 

be rezoned to permit secondary suites. Communities that voted "no" to a neighbourhood 

review were still polled by mailcard, however no meetings were conducted (Ibid). 

Polling communities that responded "no" was an attempt to finher define any sub-areas 

that would be in support of rezoning to pennit suites. The citywide process took 

approximately one and one half years to complete (Ibid). 

At the completion of the mail poll and community meetings, the communities that 

voted to allow secondary suites were rezoned fiom RS- I (single-detached) to RS- 1 S 

{single-detached secondary suite). Approximately half of the singledetached districts in 

the city were rezoned to permit suites as a use in 1989 (see Map 4 next page for RS- 1 S 

areas). Most of the areas that rejected suites as a use were afnuent areas. After the 

rezoning, a follow up implementation program was developed for areas permitting suites 

to inform residents of their options with respect to legalization or closure of existing 

suites. 
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Discussion of the Re<rulatorv Im~lemenfation Method 

The regulatory implementation method selected by Vancouver is a conditional use 

within the land use bylaw also utilizing a Licensing system. This method extended to both 

permanent and family suites. However, another category, phase out suite, was developed 

to deal with suites that would be shut down in a period of time. Those areas rezoned RS- 

1 S allow both permanent suites and family suites. 

To become a legal suite, permaneat suites are required to meet certain standards 

such as ceiling height, building code regulations, an off street parking spot and other gas, 

plumbing and electrical standards (Teichroeb 1999). An owner wishing to legalize an 

existing suite permanently must apply for a joint development and building permit, but is 

not required to submit plans. To legalize a new suite, plans are required. An inspection 

team will evaluate the space intended for the suite and prepare a list of required upgrades, 

which is to be taken to City Hail to obtain a joint development and building permit. Once 

the suite is completed and has met all of the upgrading requirements including building, 

gas, plumbing and electrical, the secondary suite program staff inform the permits and 

licensing department that the suite meets all requirements and can be issued a license at a 

cost of $44. From then on, licenses are to be renewed mually without inspection. 

Family suites must meet the same requirements, however they are to be used 

exclusively by immediate family members (Thomsett 1999). An affidavit must be signed 

to indicate that solely a member or members of the immediate family will use the suite. 

Family suite pennits are renewable for periods of two years. Family suites are also 

permitted in areas that remained RS-1 single-detached districts. 



An alternative method of implementation was developed for owners in either 

those areas that chose not to permit suites as a use, or for owners in RS-IS areas who did 

not want to achieve permanent suite status. In order to allow homeowners time to "get 

their finances in order" and for tenants to find alternative accommodation, owners of 

suites in these areas d d  apply for phase out status (Thomsctt 1999). Phase out status 

was granted for a maximum of ten years depending on the condition and level of safety of 

the suite (See Appendix 5 for phase out times). The owner would be required to make 

minimal changes to the suite in order to ensure that it would be a safe dwelling unit for 

the tenant, even though it would not be up to the building code standards. At the end of 

the phase out period, the suite would, in theory, be shut down. The phase out option was 

believed to be inexpensive and fair for suite owners in these areas, as well as causing 

minimal immediate impact on the availability of affordable housing (Teichroeb 1999). if 

owners did not want to make the minimal upgrades to obtain phase out status, the suite 

would be ordered shut down. Any other suites that were identified through complaints in 

RS-I areas would be allowed to obtain phase out status. 

The City utilizes the Vancouver Building Code, which has a section providing 

equivalencies for secondary suites (Teichroeb 1 999). These equivalencies are reduced 

even further fiom the BC Building Code equivalencies for secondary suites. The 

provision of a sprinkler in the suite is enough for the City to waive all requirements for 

fire separation. There is a significant effort on behalf of the City to reduce the amount of 

expense that is required to bring a suite up to a minimum level of code. The City has 

reduced the level of upgrading required to an absolute minimum level as safety would 



allow. This permits the phase out suites to operate without requiring extensive upgrading 

and expense. 

The Cost of the Im~lementafion Method 

The City of Vancouver offered no financial incentives to owners of existing suites 

or to those developing a new suite. Rather the City hoped that either the federal or 

provincial governments would provide some funds in order to generate interest in the 

legahstion of suites (Thomsett 1999). Despite the lack of man- incentive, the City 

did attempt to minimhe much of the cost for the homeowner. 

For the first six years of the program, an owner could have a special inspection 

performed, that included gas, plumbing and electrical, for a fee of S 10 fleichroeb 1999). 

This extremely reduced fe+ was an attempt to encourage upgrading of the quality, health 

and safety of existing units. The fse is now $90, still much reduced fkom the total of 

$270 charged to have the three inspections done individually. Development and building 

permit fees however were not reduced and are a minimum of $387. If an owner is 

upgrading to permanent suite status, the water service connection for sprinklers is also 

offered at a reduced rate (Ibid). 

The City reduced the application requirements for existing suite owners. 

Typically, when applying for a development permit, detailed plans are required. The 

secondary suite application process for existing suites requires no plans, thereby reducing 

time and expense on the part of the homeowner and the City (Teichmcb 1999). People 

wishing to develop a suite in an existing house or to include a suite in a new house are 

required to submit plans. 



Additional water charges of $88 per year are levied on owners of suites. The City 

of Vancouver bases water fees on a flat rate, not on a water metred basis. This was based 

on the thought that a house with a suite would utilize more water than a house without a 

suite (Teichroeb 1999). There is no evidence to support this belief however. The City 

did not increase garbage or sewage fees. Annual license fees are $44. 

Selection of lrn~lemenfafion Method 

The choice to permit suites as a wnditioaal use was to provide for more discretion 

on the part of the Planning and Building Department (Teichroeb 1999). The City wished 

to have the option to exercise discretion, and exambe each application on its own merits, 

evaluating it for suitability to the surrounding neighbours. It was believed that through 

this additional discretionary review, more control could be exercised with regard to 

individual applications, and conditions could be applied if required. It was felt that to 

allow suites as a permitted use would not allow the City planners to ensure that suites met 

all the standards to the same degree as a more discretionary review (Thomsett 1999). 

Despite the conditional use status, there has yet to be an application refused for reasons 

other than not meeting the standard requirements. In other words, there has not been an 

application where it was refusad due to the discretionary review. It was indicated that the 

joint development and building permits are, for the most part, virtually guaranteed if the 

suite meets all requirements. The choice to utilize conditional use has not been a problem 

(Ibid), 

The choice of the phase out suite option was to minimize the impact on the rental 

housing market (Thomsett 1999). The closure of all illegal suites in non-suite areas 

would create a significant shortage of affordable rental housing in the City, and could 



affect certain homeowners' ability to afford their current home. It was felt that a 

maximum period of ten years would provide both tenant and homeowner with an 

appropriate amount of time to makc rrspective arrangements (Ibid). 

The City chose to license suites because the rental of suites was viewed as a 

revenue generating activity (Thomsett 1999). The use of licenses also allowed the City 

more control over suites that were unsafe or were the source of problems and complaints 

(Teichroeb 1999). The licensing of suites also allowed the City to track the number and 

location of legalized suites. 

Case Study Reviews of Other Cities 

At the time that the City was examining the various options for regulating 

secondary suites, there were few other municipalities, especially in the Lower Mainland, 

that could be evaluated as case studies and be used as examples to structure the 

Vancouver implementation method (Thomsett 1999). The municipalities of Surrey, 

Bumaby and Richmond were examined. However, it was indicated that they did not 

provide positive models for implementation because of the many implementation 

difficulties that had been experienced. Additionally, no other municipality in Canada had 

allowed the citizens to have direct input in determining whether suites would be allowed 

in their community or not. 

Public Involvement 

The public was involved a great deal during the selection of the regulatory 

implementation method and development of the Vancouver suite program, however, not 

to the degree that most cities involve the public. The residents were offered the choice of 



allowing suites in their communities, but were limited to choosing one of two options: 

permit suites in the community as a use or do not permit suites. 

Meetings were held in each cornunity that had voted "yes" to a review, to 

provide Sonnation regarding the possible changes that may occur in the community, 

how the process would be structured and the requirements for suite legalization should 

the community vote to ailow suites (Thomsett 1999). The City however, did not promote 

sccondaxy suites, or the merits of suites, rather they took a neutral stance on the topic and 

allowed the residents to decide for themselves (Ibid). Significant issues such as parking 

were raised during these meetings. City staff attempted to provide some insight into the 

common misconceptions regarding suites in single-detached communities through 

examples and experiences of other cities. 

The building of community consensus was not a goal of the public involvement 

(Thomsett 1999). Any concerns that were raised, or comments that were provided, were 

noted by facilitators and provided to Council for their consideration, however few if any 

of these concerns were integrated into the suite implementation method or program itself. 

City Council relied solely on the results of the polls and did not act upon the views and 

comments of residents (Ibid). 

Number of Suites Legalized 

There are believed to be approximately 20,000 - 25,000 illegal suites in the city 

of Vancouver. Since legalization began in 1989, the City has issued approximately 3,500 

permits for suites; 2,500 permits for phase out suites; and, 1,000 for permanent suites 

(Teichroeb 1999). These numbers are in the range that was anticipated by City staff. 



The City found that the neighburhoods where there arr known to be large 

concentrations of illegal suites, few suites were legahxi. It is felt that this is due to the 

homeowner's perception that the older housing stock in these areas cannot be brought up 

to meet the required level of code, either due to constraints of the house itself or due to 

high cost (Teichroeb 1999). 

Goals 

The goal of the program was to effctively resolve the issues regarding the 

number of illegal suites, and the subsequent conflicts, problems and debates that they 

were creating in residential districts and for City Council. The City felt that a resolution 

to these issues would be best accomplished by allowing each community to decide 

whether or not they would allow suites. 

As a component of the goal to resolve the issue, the process was also meant to 

have the neighbourhoods detennine whether they wanted themselves to be "single-family 

communities" (Thomsett 1999). This goal was seen to be equally as important and valid 

as the move to determine which communities wanted to permit suites. The City, in 

ascertaining which communities wanted suites, also wanted to ascertain which ones 

wanted to be exclusively "single-family" and therefore take steps to reinstate exclusively 

ccsingle-family" housing by making permanent suites an outright illegal use. 

A goal of the program however, was not to substantially increase the number of 

legal suites, nor was it to increase the amount of affordable housing (Thomsett 1999). In 

fact, it was expected that the introduction of the suite program would not result in a 

considerable number of people legalizing secondary suites. This was due to the large 

number of illegal suites that were believed to already exist and were operating 



successfbily despite illegal status (Ibid). The permits and licensing department believed 

however, that the legalized program would result in healthier and safer dwelling units 

(Ibid). 

The rezoning of areas to RS- 1 S, or the maintaining of RS-1 zoning in those areas 

where residents did not want suites, ultimately resolved the issues through acceptance of 

suites in those RS-1 S areas or through an understanding that RS-1 areas would return to 

single-detached in time. The number of disputes and complaints decreased, relieving 

City Council of sigmficant stress over the issue (Thomsett 1999). At one point a few 

years after the program was implemented, the mayor indicated that all the complaints had 

ceased and that Council considered the program a success. Therefore, the City and the 

Planning Department view their implementation method and program a success as 

measured against the goals stated at the outset (bid). 

Difficulties Encountered 

Very few difficulties have been encountered since implementation. City Council 

is pleased with the program. It is believed that there are fewer complaints because now 

there is an option for those who wish to have a legal suite. Those who were prone to 

complain previously, no longer complain due to the existence of a legal option in 

Vancouver (Teichroeb 1999). The difficulty that will soon develop however, is the issue 

of the phase out suites that are to expire within the next few years Veichroeb 1999). 

The majority of the phase out suites expire within the next few years, between 

1999 and 2000. It is anticipated that this will cause some significant debate at City 

Council and will prove to be a "rough time" for the Planning and Permits and Licensing 

departments (Teichroeb 1999). There are a number of issues that are expected to play a 



major role in how the phase out suites should be dealt with. First, is whether there should 

be another vote/poll in those neighbourhoods that currently do not allow suites (RS-1) to 

determine whether they will now allow suites in their neighbourhood. This could lead to 

an extension of phase out periods in these areas. Phase out suites in those areas that 

permit suites (RS- IS) will be provided with the option to be upgraded to achieve 

permanent status if the appropriate renovations are made. The major issue however, is 

whether the City will want to take an active role in enforcing and closing down the 

expired suites, or whether they will choose to forgo the decision, and renew the phase out 

period for another length of time (Ibid). 

Strengths 

Strengths of the Vancower program? it was indicated, Lie in the equity of the 

program. Equity was defined as allowing all members of each community to decide 

whether they would allow suites in their communities (Thomsett 1999). The conditional 

use was also identified as a strength in Vancouver, as it allows for the review and 

creation of conditions or restrictions for each suite, depending on the discretion of the 

reviewing authority (Teichroeb 1999). Additionally, the phase out option is considered a 

relatively inexpensive alternative for those wanting to maintain their suite for a short 

period of time. 

Weaknesses 

It was indicated that the largest weakness of the Vancouver program is the phase 

out category (Teichroeb 1999). The expiry of the phase out suites will prove to be a 

significant issue to resolve and could take a significant amount of debate and resources to 

bring about a resolution. 



Suggested Change to the implementation Method 

Change that was suggested for the Vancouver program centred around relaxing 

the building code even M e r  to reduce the cost of suite legalization (Teichroeb and 

Thomsett 1 999). It was discussed that the lowest level of code standard that a city can 

require for building code standards, yet still attain a safe and healthy dwelling unit, is not 

known, but that Vancouver would like their building code standards for sewndary suites 

to be the minimum possible while still ensuring safety (Teichroeb 1999). Although the 

phase out suites will soon prove to be a significant issue, there is little change needed 

given the fact that the goals established for the Vancowrr suite program were basically 

achieved. The Planner indicated, however, that if the goal had been to increase the 

amount of affordable rental housing, then allowing suites as a permitted use in all single- 

detached districts would have been the most appropriate method (Thomsett 1999). 

This recommendation was also made by a BC Provincial task force on secondary 

suites, of which the Planner in Vancouver was a member. He indicated that the task force 

determined that suites as a permitted use would be the most successful method for 

implementing suites and would achieve the largest number of suite legalizations 

momsett 1999). Unfortunately, this implementation method was believed to be: 

politically untenable by the task force and therefore removed as an option. 

Vancouver, BC Critical Anslvsis 

The author will now critically analyze the information gathered during the 

interviews. Variables discussed earlier in the chapter will be evaluated against the 

criteria established from the existing research and the interviews themselves. The 

following variables will be evaluated: the implementation method; the geographic scale 



of implementation; licensing; the number of suite legalizations; the goals of the city; the 

fees; and, the amount of public involvement. 

f mplementation Method 

The choice of implementing secondary suites as a conditional use does provide 

some benefits, but on the whole, it is not the optimal method of implementation. This is 

especially true if a municipality is attempting to make the process simple and void of 

discretion- 

Despite providing for subjectivity and discretion by utilizing a conditional use, the 

Planner discussed that there have been no situations where discretion was exercised and a 

suite application denied. This being the case, after nearly ten years of operation it would 

appear that secondary suites are authorized on a near-permitted use basis. Additionally, 

there were no apparent benefits realized due to the conditional use status. This indicates 

that there may be no need for discretion due to less prominence of the concerns that may 

have existed when initially developing the program. It may therefore seem logical, for a 

number of reasons, to change the Vancouver method and allow suites as a permitted use 

in single-detached districts for a number of reasons. 

By implementing suites as a conditional use, the element of certainty is removed. 

The importance of certainty in the decision h e w o r k  of an application to develop land 

was discussed in Chapter 4 and is a crucial variable standard established for the 

evaluation of each method. Discretion, even assumed discretion, could be a deterrent to a 

project, especially when there are significant costs for application approval. 

Homeowners are unlikely to spend significant amounts of time and money to apply for 

legalized status when their project may be denied or they believe the chance to deny it 



exists. This is especially true when a homeowner is operating an illegal suite and there is 

little chance of closure except upon complaint. Homeowners may decide not to apply if 

they know that an application is subject to the discretion of the planning department. 

Permitted use provides for certainty, reducing substantial risk to any homeowner 

considering developing a legal suite. Certainty of use is also equitable wt only to the 

homeowners, but to neighbours and future residents. 

Phase-Our Suites 

The concept behind the phase out suite has significant merit. In a city such as 

Vancouver, where an estimated one third of the singledetached houses were at one time 

believed to contain a suite, the immediate closure of even a proportion of those suites 

could send the rental housing market into a state of chaos. Many people could find 

themseIves homeless, rents would skyrocket and certain homeowners may be unable to 

continue to afford homeownership without the revenue from the suite. 

However, the long term effect of the phase out suites may not necessarily achieve 

the intended results of the overall program. Those neighbourhoods that voted to remain 

single-detached (RS- 1) could potentially face another ten years with suites as a legitimate 

use in their community. This point raises a number of issues. First, will those people 

who voted "no" to suites still be in the community at the end of ten years? Will a new 

group of residents move into the neighbowhood who would support suites by the end of 

the ten years? Finally, will ten years perhaps provide a sufficient amount of time for 

those who voted "no" to become more accepting of suites and be willing to allow them in 

their community at the end of the ten years? 



The answers to these questions are not known. Some of the residents who voted 

"no" initially may have moved to other communities, while others may remain. Those 

who moved may have been replaced by someone who supports suites or by someone who 

does not. 

The ten year phase out period is perhaps too long to achieve the best results as 

envisaged by the City. Ten years is such a large amount of time it would almost appear 

to be "passing the buck" to a Council that will most likely not consist of the current 

members. A period of perhaps three to five years would Likely be Long enough for a 

homeowner to organize their h c e s  and for the tenant to find new accommodations. A 

ten year period would most likely provide for numerous tenants to move into and out of 

the suite. A phase out of three to five years would have been generous enough for 

existing tenants to find new accommodation. 

The difficulty for the City will be dealing with the phase out suites at the end of 

tl-ie ten year period. The City is considering many options, such as enforcement of the 

phase out period, an extension or another vote in those areas that do not permit suites to 

determine if opinions have changed over the ten years. Unless a significant number of 

phase out suites have in fact been phased out, then the City again faces the same situation 

as they did ten years ago, where many tenants may soon find themselves without 

accommodation. Therefore, it must be questioned whether phase out suites will have 

truly achieved their intended results or will they have only postponed the inevitable to a 

later date, to once again be evaluated when the same issues will be under debate. It 

would appear that the phase out suites will soon cause significant problems and are 

therefore not recommended. 



Geographic Scak of Implementation 

The process of allowing wmunit ies  to decide on permitting suites did not solve 

the problem in the long term. The rezoning may have been enough to reduce complaints 

and conflicts however the method of polling communities disregarded the fitture 

implications of such a choice on fbture landowners and housing options. 

Communities will be in transition no matter how many people actually do reside 

in a community for their entire lives. Essentially, the City was allowing those who lived 

in a community at the time of the poll to determine the hrmn of the housing status for 

that community. Future residents and homeowners will be required to adhere to a choice 

made by residents of years gone by, residents who may not live in the community any 

longer. 

The "patchwork" result of the polling system used by the City creates an 

inconsistent approach to housing policy and implementation The community divisions, 

for the most part, are arbitrary, with differences in land use designation occurring literally 

across a street. This would not appear to be an equitable program and does not resolve 

the development of suites in areas that do not permit suites. The development of suites 

will occur regardless of whether they are permitted or not Although the community may 

be more comfortable knowing that their area does not permit suites, illegal suites will 

develop regardless of being prohibited in these areas. Therefore, it seems most sensible 

to acknowledge their existence in residential areas and to pennit suites citywide, rather 

than selecting certain areas for suites and other areas for strictly singledetached 

dwellings. 



Licensing 

The expense of Licensing a suite appears to provide very littte value for the 

homeowner, representing little more than papework, time delays and cost. The City has 

indicated that it licenses suites because they consider owning a suite a business operattion, 

and should therefore regulate suites as a business. Licenses are used to ensure that a 

business is consistent with the business practices and land uses established for a certain 

area 

However, since suites are not inspected yearly, the City cannot ensure that suites 

continue to meet the required level of safety and other code requirements. Therefore, the 

licensing of suites may not yield the results typically associated with the licensing of a 

business or other larger scale rental development. 

An additional reason cited by the City for licensing suites was to allow the City to 

deal effectively with problem suites by canceling the License. The City indicated that in 

order to handle difficulties and problems that may arise with certain suites, owners or 

tenants, it would be most effective to cancel the license. This would make the suite an 

illegal operation if it were to continue. 

However, most municipalities have strong standards of maintenance and nuisance 

bylaws that would be just as effective in dealing with the types of problems that would 

arise due to secondary suites. The use of these bylaws provides a significant amount of 

legal power, for they can be used to fine and issue court orders to those who are in 

violation of these bylaws. It appears that a more appropriate option for the City would be 

to utilize standards of maintenance and nuisance bylaws to regulate suites and enforce 

against complaints, while not increasing the amount of time or cost for the owner. 



The Number of Suite Legalizations 

There was a total of 1,000 suites legalized since the method was implemented and 

a total of 65,765 single-detached dwelliigs. This creates a suite-to-single detached 

dwelling ratio of 0.0 152, well above the 0.000 1 established as successful by Hare in 

Chapter 4. 

Goals 

From a goal and expectation standpoint, the City of Vancouver's secondary suite 

program was effactve. The goals of the Vancouver program were simple: effdvely 

deal with the number of complaints and disputes arising from secondary suites, and 

remove the issue h m  City Council's concern (Thomsett 1999). Given the goals, the 

program was 100% successll in City Council's opinion. By giving communities the 

opportunity to choose whether or not to permit suites in their neighbourhoods, 

communities were deciding together as to the direction and character of their 

neighbourhood. Once a majority decision had been reached, complaints and disputes 

regarding "illegal" suites became moot in those communities that permitted suites, while 

they were actively responded to and consequently enforced in those communities that 

wished to remain singledetached. City Council's declaration that the program had been 

100% successful was an indication that the issue had subsided and no longer took a 

prominent role on council agendas. 

Fees 

The City of Vancouver has reduced a number of the fees associated with 

legalizing a suite. The inspection fee, especially for the first six years, was reduced to a 

very reasonable amount, enabling most homeowners to afford inspection. The current 



inspection rate is also very reasonable. The City has also reduced the cost of the water 

connection for a sprinkler system. However, if the City truly wished to reduce the 

barriers to legalization, they would have reduced the costs of both the joint development 

and building permit and the water fee. License fees are an additional yearly burden. 

With total fees at $220 before building permit, the fees in Vancouver may be significant 

enough to deter a homeowner from legalizing a suite. 

Public Involvement 

When Council allowed residents to determine whether they wouid pennit suites in 

their neighbourhoods, they were offered only one of two choices: allow suites or do not 

allow suites. Council relied solely on the results of the polls and did not factor in any of 

the public commentary received during the community meetings or the public hearings. 

The City organized the community information meetings in the communities that 

had voted "yes" to a neighbourhood review. These sessions were intended to provide 

communities with information about suites, the impacts of suites on their communities 

and the process of legalization. However, during these meetings, very little Vancouver- 

based information and data regarding suites and their impacts on communities was 

presented, and therefore debates became heated. The information and data that exists 

today has served to reduce the fears and perceptions of suites in other municipalities. In 

this respect, the education component of Vancouver's suite program was hindered by a 

lack of research and data that could have been used to reduce fears and concerns about 

suites in singledetached communities. However, as many other cities have done, 

Vancouver could have commissioned research or undertaken research itself to provide 



more information to the communities. Therefore, although the public was involved in the 

decision, they were not part of a collaborative interactive process. 

Conclusion 

Despite some positive aspects of the Vancouver secondaq suite program such as 

reduced inspection and water connection fees, and despite the fact that the program has 

been successfid in terms of the City's goals, it would not be an appropriate model to 

apply to W~W* 

The "patchwork" system does not appear to be effective or equitable. The choice 

of conditional use does not permit for certainty of use and can be a deterrent to potential 

suite owners or those wishing to come forward for legalization. The licensing of suites 

does not appear to generate any benefit to either homeowner or to the City and therefore 

represents another cost and obstacle to legalize a suite. 

The phase out suite option, while solid in principle, will soon prove to be difficult 

to deal with administratively and fiom an enforcement point of view. Finally, the polling 

of neighbourhood residents did not incorporate the long term vision for communities and 

attempted to deal with the problem by bringing in a short term solution for a situation that 

will inevitably continue and provide new challenges to planners. Table 6 on page 6-62 

summarizes the Vancouver critical analysis. 

New Westminster, British Columbia 

In the mid 1990's, three major factors were encouraging The City of New 

Westminster to study the issues surrounding secondary suites: the desire for affordable 



housing in New Westminster, the desire to regulate the development of secondary suites 

that were happening outside the p h e w  of the land use bylaw and may be having a 

negative impact on the community; and, the concept of "paying one's fair share" for 

utilities and services (Kuhlmann 1999). 

Residents and members of City staff desired to achieve a neighbourhood and 

character fit between houses with suites and the existing housing stock (Kuhlmam 1999). 

With this fit the City also wanted to achieve a guarantee of livability for tenants in the 

form of building code requirements ensuring health and safety of the unit and tenant. 

However, as the owners and tenants of suites were also seen to be using more s e ~ c e s  

and utilities than a one household unit, City Council and many local residents wanted 

them to pay their "fair share." (Ibid). It was the fair share issue that played a significant 

role in the move to legalize secondary suites in New Westminster. 

The large majority of the suite stock prior to the new suite program was illegal 

and had been so for quite some time (Ku.hhann 1999). It was believed that there were 

nearly 2,100 illegal suites and approximately 20 -30 legal suites. The City had only 

allowed the development of suites in existing houses in one of the low-density residential 

districts. However, it was believed that nearly 25% of all houses in New Westminster 

contained at least one suite (City of New Westminster 1998). 

In order to bring about a resolution to the issue in the form of a secondary suite 

program, the planning department included secondary suites as a topic in a housing 

strategy that covered broad housing issues (Kuhhnaun 1999). The strategy included a 

statistically valid survey of residents to determine the level of support for suites and the 

types of regulations on suites that they would like to see included. The survey was 



conducted in 1995 and found that 7% of respondents supported actively encouraging 

secondary suites, with about 78% of surveyed residents supporting a limit of one 

secondary suite per house (City of New W e s t m k m  1998,2). 

A series of open houses were held in the spring of 1998 to facilitate public 

commentary on the proposed program and offer opportunity for constructive feedback on 

components of the program (Kuhlmann 1999). After appropriate revisions, City Council 

approved the secondary suite bylaw amendment in July of 1998 (Ibid). 

At the time of approval, the program was to have three components: to allow 

secondary suites; to confirm the location of suites and charge for utilities and services; 

and, to address the condition of the City's worst suites in terms of health and safety 

(Kuhlmann 1999). The first was achieved in July 1998 upon passing of the bylaw 

amendment. The second component was comprised of a Ietter campaign, informing those 

suspected of having a suite that they would be levied an additional charge for utilities and 

services such as water and sewage. These owners were given the opportunity to prove 

the non-existence of a suite and be granted relief fiom the additional fees. This 

component was started in July 1998 and is anticipated to end sometime in the summer of 

1999 (Ibid). The final component was started in Jmuacy 1999 through a more active 

approach to addressing the known worst offenders and encouraging them to bring the 

suites up to code. It is an ongoing process (Ibid). 

Discussion of the Reaulatorv Imnlementation Method 

In 1996, the British Columbia government amended the Municipal Act, and 

included s. 904, to permit a density bonus in exchange for the provision of amenities, as 

defined by a municipality's land use bylaw (See Appendix 6 for s. 904) (Province of BC 



1996, 1). The Land Titles Act of British Columbia s. 2 19 (see Appendix 7 for s. 2 19) 

allows a municipality to file a covenant on the title of one's property for the provision 

and/or protection of a specified architectural amenity. This section also allows the 

covenant to waive municipal liability. 

A density bonus is a form of exchange. It aliows a municipality to alter the 

zoning requirements with respect to the stated density in exchange for the provision of 

amenities or housing that is viewed as beneficial to the community (Province of BC 

1997% 1). It is traditionally utilized by land developers as a means of building more floor 

area, which translates into more income, in return for the development of an amenity, 

such as  open space, or affordable housing (Ibid). Density bonuses are voluntary and are 

negotiated between municipality and developer. 

The City of New Westminster has utilized a density bonus program for their 

secondary suite regulatory implementation method. Although called a density bonus 

program, it is more of a "dwelling unit bonus." As per the amendment to the New 

Westminster bylaw in 1998, all lowdensity residential districts are permitted the 

increased density of one secondary suite in exchange for meeting design and landscaping 

requirements, which are considered amenities in the land use bylaw (City of New 

Westminster 1998,3) (see Map 5 next page for residential amas in New Westminster that 

permit suites). The New Westminster land use bylaw describes features such as 

landscaping and house design as amenities, thereby meeting the condition found in s. 904 

(2) (a) of the Municipal Act to allow a density bonus in exchange for the provision of 

amenities (Kuhlmann 1999). 
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The homeowner must then agree to attach a covenant on title, as per s. 2 19 of the 

L a d  Tirles Act, indicating that d l  requirements and conditions have been met and that 

amenities specified will be provided and maintained ( K W  1999). The covenant 

ensures that the house, suite and landscaping conform to the City's design guidelines as 

amenities and ail other requirements for suite approval (bid). 

The design guidelines were developed by a local architect contracted by the City 

to address community concerns regarding aesthetics and neighbourhood impact of large 

houses with a suite. The feedback from residents obtained fiom surveys and open houses 

was used to shape and evaluate the design guidelines ( K u h l m a ~  1999). These 

guidelines cover aspects such as exterior appearance, landscaping, screening and the 

provision of private outdoor space. The guidelines "seek to ensure neighbourhood 

compatibility of the suite and uphold a minimum standard of livability for the suite 

resident" (City of New Westminster 1998,4). 

A homeowner wishing to develop a suite in either a new or existing home faces a 

number of mandatory and recommended design guidelines. Standards for existing suites 

are less stringent than for new suites in order to reduce the costs of upgrading. Therefore, 

two sets of guidelines exist; one for suites in existing houses and another for suites in new 

houses (City of New Westminster 1998,4). The homeowner is not required to achieve 

ail mandatory guidelines. In fact, there are a number of mandatory guidelines to choose 

from, each of which is assigned a point value. A minimum number of points must be 

achieved, however due to the options that exist, the owner has a degree of flexibility and 

choice to accommodate for characteristics of the home or lot. The point system is based 

on an evaluation of those amenities that will provide the largest community benefit 



(Kuhimann 1999). Those that are believed to provide the largest benefit, receive the 

highest point value. 

Once a homeowner has achieved the appropriate design considerations and met 

the other requirements such as building code standards, an additional off-street parkiag 

spot and a restriction on strata-titling (the legal separation of one title into two), the 

homeowner signs a covenant- This covenant is filed on title and includes agreement that 

all requirements for the suite have been met, will be maintained and that the holder of 

title releases the City fiom liability (City of New Westmiaster 1998,4). After the 

covenant has been filed, a suite is considered legal. 

Although the power to license suites is unclear given BC legislation (Province of 

BC 1996, 3), New Westminster has chosen to license suites. The Municipal A c t  s. 653 

(1) (a) outlines a municipality's power to require the operator of a business to hold a valid 

license. Section 659 (1) (e) allows a municipal council to classify businesses according 

to type, including the number of rental units maintained. Thus, if a council deems that 

providing even one rental unit is considered a business, then a license could be required 

to operate a suite. The City of New W-er considers a suite a business however 

do not actively require owners to obtain a lice-, rather they are suggested at the 

time of approval, with minimal follow up efforts (Kuhlmann 1999). This would indicate 

that there is little chance of an owner being caught without a license and therefore, little 

incentive for a homeowner to obtain a license. The Planner believes that few suites will 

ultimately be licensed. 

A requirement typically demanded by community members to support the 

legalization of suites is that of owner occupancy. There has been significant debate 



between the BC provincial government and municipalities surrounding the owner 

occupancy requirement with respect to a municipality's ability to include such a 

provision in a land use bylaw (Province of BC 1996). Therefore, the City of New 

Westminster opted not to include owner occupancy due to its lack of legal substance and 

negative repercussions if it were ever to be challenged in court (Kuhlmann 1999). 

Cost the lm~lemenfation Method 

The City of New W e s t .  does not provide any financial incentive to develop 

a suite. The inspection fee for an existing secondary suite was set at $200 and in the end 

provides the homeowner with a detailed list of required changes necessary to meet code 

(Kuhlmann 1999). The $200 fee also includes any other internal costs incurred by the 

City when handling an existing suite legalization. To develop a new suite, an owner need 

only pay for the building permit. The other costs to the homeowner are $50 for the filing 

of the covenant and the fee for the building permit, which varies with the cost of 

construction. The level of fees was a consideration during the development of the 

program and was therefore made as reasonable as possible (Ibid). 

Selection of Implementation Method 

It was indicated that the City harboured few expectations with respect to the 

legalization of suites significantly increasing the stock (Kuhlmann 1999). However, 

pressure from residents and City Council regarding the fair share payment for utilities 

and senices led to the development of a program to charge suspected suite owners 

increased utility and service charges. The City believed that in order to substantiate the 

charging of additional fees for suites, a legal option for suite development and operation 

should exist (Ibid). 



The density bonus method was selected primarily because it was a meam of 

providing legal substance and backing to the design guideline requirements, which were 

of importance to community members (Kuhlmann 1999). 

The density bonus approach addressed the concerns of the community, with 

respect to the perceived change, through the design guidelines (Kuhlmann 1999). 

Community concerns centred on the development of large houses with suites that were a 

significant change to the aesthetic and character of their community. It was felt that to 

&ow suites in single-detached districts, detailed design guidelines must be developed to 

address the look of the houses so that the character of the community is maintained 

(Ibid). 

New Westminster's use of s. 904 in the Municipal Act is due to the fact that the 

Municipal Act does not provide enough support for a land use bylaw to include design or 

landscaping requirements for single-detached districts. Section 879 of the Municipal Act 

allows a land use bylaw to include requirements for design and landscaping, but s. 920 

(9) limits these requirements to a general nature. Requirements of a general nature would 

not allow New Westminster to achieve the desired level of detail for their guidelines. 

Using permitted use as a regulatory implementation method for example, would be 

simpler but it would not allow the City to require the detailed design considerations that 

were expressed as important by the community (Kuhlmann 1999). Due to the provisions 

for density bonusing in the Municiptll Act, the City is able to legally require the provision 

of detailed design and Iandscaping elements. The use of this implementation method 

essentially arose due to the need to require design guidelines in a manner that could be 

legally upheld if challenged in court (Ibid). 



The use of the covenant provides more legal substance to the design requirements. 

The covenant filed on title is notice, and binding, to all holders in title. This provides 

significant legal support if the design guidelines were ever to be challenged in court 

(Kuhlmann 1999). In concert with the density bonus component, there is substantial 

legal weight to the design requirements of the New Westminster secondary suite 

implementation method. 

Case Study Reviews of Other Cities 

The City of New Westmhter examined the programs and implementation 

methods of other municipalities in the Lower Mainland. From this study, the City was 

able to evaluate how other methods have worked in practice. 

Vancouver proved to be a useful study. New Westminster determined that it 

would not implement suites on a similar "patchwork" basis, for this method did not 

adequately address the problem of illegal suites developing in communities (Kuhlmann 

1999). With respect to the Vancouver approach, it was suggested that even though the 

communities have had the ability to choose whether or not they will allow suites, those 

that do not allow suites will not escape illegal suite development. New Westminster felt 

that for a program to be effective and equitable, suites must be allowed on a citywide 

basis. Surrey, BC was also a useful case study, as the spot-rezoning approach utilized 

there pitted neighbour against neighbour, a situation that New Westminster wished to 

avoid (Ibid). 

Public Involvement 

Public education and consultation was a major component of the development of 

New Westminster's secondary suite program and eventual selection of the density bonus 



method. Through surveys, open houses and focus groups, the City attempted to calm 

concerns initially so that the public would not become overly demanding of strict and 

rigid regulations (Kuhlmann 1999). The planner indicated that the public mindset over 

secondary suites appears to have changed fiom what it was in the 1980's. It was found 

that the fear level for secondary suites represented only a vocal minority. There was little 

discussion over the preservation of the "single-family" neighbourhood, as well as little 

concern expressed over other social impacts that secondary suites may bring. The new 

issues centred on fairness and aesthetics of the community (Ibid). 

This paradigm change over secondary suites is also reflected in the 78% support 

for one suite per house displayed by New Westminster residents (Kuhlmann 1999). The 

public consultation process assisted in the tailoring of the program and design guidelines, 

providing choice for homeowners of different means and flexibility for a variety of 

housing stock. The issue of the utility charges took a significant position in the entire 

discussion surrounding secondary suites, due to the "fair share" ideology that existed in 

New Westminster. 

The secondary suite program in New Westminster is a reflection of community 

input and feedback (Kuhlrnann 1999). Issues that developed and have been included in 

the find program and ultimately in the selection of the implementation method include an 

additional off-street parking spot, design guidelines that address the neighbourhood 

aesthetic and the requirement to meet a minimum level of health and safety (Ibid). 

The Results 

Overall, the City is quite satisfied with their choice of density bonus as the means 

of implementing secondary suites. AAer only 8 months of operation, it is perhaps early 



and premature to be drawing significant conclusions over the use of density bonusing as  a 

means of implementing secondary suites. However, there are a few results that can 

provide insight into the operation of this method. 

Number of Suites Legalized 

There have been no existing suite legalizations in the eight months since the 

implementation of the program (Kuhlmann 1999). This result is not surpiising to the 

planning department because there is little incentive for o m m  of existing suites to 

legalize, beyond the fear of complaint and subsequent enforcement. Given the City's 

focus on the worst offenders, most suites are in little danger of closure. Three 

homeowners with suites had inspections on their suites but have yet to apply for legal 

status. Therefore, the majority of the stock of existing suites remains illegal- A number 

of suites still exist as legal nonconforming uses. The City believes that most owners of 

suites are content to rent them out illegally, as they have faced few problems in the past 

and few are likely to arise as a result of the recent legalization of suites (Ibid). 

Five houses that will contain suites are currently under construction (Kuhlmann 

2999). These are soon to be completed and will represent the newest additions to the 

New Westminster stock of legal secondary suites. 

The density bonus method is successful in addressing one major component of 

public concern: the impact of development on the character of the community (Kuhlmann 

1999). These concerns have been addressed through the development of a set of clear, 

flexibIe and comprehensive design guidelines, which due to the density bonus and 

covenant, hold significant legal substance. 



Strengths 

The City of New Wcstminstrr believes that the strength of their implementation 

method lies in meeting community concerns through the inclusion of aesthetic 

characteristics in a manner that has substantial legal weight (Kuhlmann 1999). Other 

municipalities that attempt to require detailed design considerations solely through a land 

use bylaw will have difficulty enforcing them or substantiating them in court due to the 

generality provision in the Municipal Act. New Westmimter's method allows for the 

provision of detailed design considerations through the density bonus and the covenant in 

conjunction with the land use bylaw (Ibid). 

Weaknesses 

Weaknesses of the program, however, centre on the design guidelines themselves. 

The City has raised questions as to the necessity of certain guidelines. After 8 months of 

implementation, it would appear that some of the guidelines do not exist to meet any 

neighbourhood objective or benefit (Kuhimann 1999). Most notably, the width 

requirement for the sidewalk fkom the suite to the City sidewalk is wider than the 

municipal standards established for sidewalk widths. This would result in an unnecessary 

expense for a homeowner. Additionally, a Crime Prevention Through Environmental 

Design (CPTED) review has been performed on the guidelines and recommendations 

have been made for improvement of the safety of secondary suite guidelines. In this 

regard, each of the these guidelines will be reviewed in detail at the year end review to 

ensure that the guidelines are consistent with a desired community benefit (Ibid). 



New Westminster CMcal Analvsis 

The author will now critically analyze the information gathered during the 

interviews. Variables discussed earlier in the chapter will be evaluated against the 

criteria established fiom the existing research and the interviews themselves. The 

following variables will be evaluated: the implementation method; the geographic scale 

of implementation; Licensing; the number of suite legalizations; the goals of the city; the 

fees; and, the amount of public involvement. 

Method of Implementation 

The choice to implement secondary suites through a density bonus program is 

effective in addressing the community concerns over the character of the houses that will 

include a suite. As indicated by the earlier discussion, the choice of a density bonus 

program is due to the limiting powers of the Municipal Act with respect to design 

guidelines and the level of detail that these guidelines can prescribe in a land use bylaw. 

Due to the use of density bonusing, the resulting method of implementation is complex 

and rather detailed, two factors that can prove to be discouraging to homeowners wishing 

to legalize a suite. The Planner indicated that had the detailed design guidelines not been 

required, the City would have utilized a permitted use method of implementation. 

The requirement to enter into a restrictive covenant can represent a significant 

increase in the amount of time, cost and bureaucratic process that a homeowner must go 

through to legalize a suite. A covenant also may not be the type of instrument that a 

homeowner wishes to register on their title in that it applies to successors in title and 

could potentially be a detriment come the time to set1 the property. Some potential 

owners may not want such a covenant filed on their title. 



Off-street parking proved to be one of the requirements demanded by the 

community, in addition to design guidelines. As indicated in Chapter 4, an off-street 

parking spot m y  not be necessary due to the limited number of legalizations. In that 

regard, the additional parking spot will hopefidly prove not to deter many potential suite 

owners. It may evenually prove to be an mecesaiy regulation, but one very costly for 

the owner. The choice not to include owner occupancy as a requirement is well 

supported by the Literature, as well as by the legislation. 

The benefit to the New Westminster program is that it is based on certainty. The 

requirements for legal status are established in the land use bylaw and design guidelines 

and are therefore available to potential suite owners. The list of design guidelines is 

extensive and provides certainty in that meeting the guidelines, along with the other 

requirements, will result in the legalization of the suite. It is essentially a permitted use 

with a design guideline requirement to ensure a character fit within the community. 

The design guidelines provide for flexibility to accommodate the features of 

different houses or lots. The requirements within the guidelines are reduced for suites in 

older homes. These two features are of significant benefit, for allowing flexibility, 

especially to accommodate suites within older homes, can reduce the cost of renovation 

for suite owners and can make the development and legalization of suites more accessible 

to a broader base of homeowners. This can only serve to assist a city in increasing the 

amount of affordable housing but also in ensuring that the units are up to a safe and 

healthy standard. 



Geographic Scak of Implementation 

One of the better aspects of New Westminster's implementation method is the 

citywide approach they have taken Suites are permitted in all lowdensity residential 

districts. This approach is the one that should be taken, for prohibiting suites in certain 

areas will not deter their development. It is much more beneficial for a municipality to 

accept their development as part of the housing market and permit them citywide. 

Licensing 

One of the potential drawbacks of the New Westminster program is their use of a 

license in order to regulate suites. Licenses are an additional cost and time delay. 

However, despite requiring a license for suite operation, the City is not active in 

enforcing this requirement. This begs the question as to whether the licensing 

requirement should be maintained, as it appears to provide little benefit to the City and 

the homeowner, and is not something that the City is overly concerned about enforcing. 

The Number of Suites Legalized 

Utilizing the Hare method of success derived in Chapter 4, it would appear that 

New Westminster's program was successll. There was a total of 5 new legal suites in 

eight months. A total of 6,900 single detached dwelling units exist in New Westminster. 

This would create a suite-to-single detached dwelling ration of 0.0007. This is above the 

Canadian equivalent of 0.000 1 established in Chapter 4. 

Goals 

The City of New Westminster had three goals for their suite program: affordable 

housing; to regulate suites developing outside the purview of the land use bylaw; and, to 



ensure that people paid their "fair share". The City and residents also wanted to ensure 

that suites fit well with the communities in which they wen! being developed. 

Although the City was not expecting many suites to be legalized, the goal to 

achieve afTordable housing was not entirely successll in that there have been very few 

suites developed or legalized. However, through the development of a secondary suite 

program, the City was able to create a framework for more affordable housing to develop 

Iegdly. This fiamework ensured health and safety, as well as units that would meet 

established design criteria to fit more appropriately within the community. 

The new program successfblly addressed the concerns of the community with 

regard to suites fitting into the community character. It also addressed the ability of the 

City to regulate suites developing outside the land use bylaw to the extent that these new 

suites became legalized. For those suites that existed or were being developed illegally, 

the City took active steps to address the worst off'enders and either bring them to 

acceptable standards or shut them down. 

The utilities issue was addressed through billing of homes that were believed to 

have a suite, thereby successfully addressing the "fair share" issue in the eyes of the 

cornun i t . .  Therefore, New Westminster was mostly successful in comparison with its 

goals. 

Fees 

Compared to other municipalities, the inspection fee required in New 

Westminster is high, despite it including all three inspections. The inspection fee is over 

twice as high as that in Vancouver. However, the New Westminster inspection fee is also 

intended to include any additional costs incurred by the City when handling an 



application for legalization. There is also a $50 covenant registration charge. Therefore, 

a total of $250 before building permit is the most expensive of the three municipalities. 

Public Involvement 

The surveys undertaken to determine public support for suites were a good first 

introduction to the issues. It enabled the City to gain a better understanding of 

perceptions and be able to focus education efforts to specific issues for the kture public 

involvement. 

An early inclusion of the public, using open houses, meant that the community 

did not demand a number of unrealistic regulations be included in the implementation. 

The education and public involvement informed residents of the true impacts and not-so- 

true impacts of suite development in the community. However, despite the public 

education and involvement, the City was still required to include the off-street parking 

requirement in order to gain public support. As indicated in Chapter 4, an additional off- 

street parking space is not always necessary. 

Conclusion 

With respect to the goals and desires stated at the outset of the program, New 

Westminster has had a good degree of success. They have achieved success according to 

the Hare method of evaluating success as well. 

Although suites are permitted in all residential districts, and the method is based 

on certainty, the New Westminster program is more complex than would be required for 

Calgary (See Appendix 8 for a discussion of the Municipal Government Act provisions 

permitting specific design guidelines). The New Westminster program, utilizing density 

bonusing with design guidelines, would only be the method of choice for Calgary if it 



was determined through a public education and participation process that the design and 

character of homes with suites was a major factor for community support. Even if this 

were to be the case, the Municipal Governmenf Act does not restrict the level of detail in 

land ux bylaws to the extent that the British Columbia Municiprrl Act does. Therefore, 

The City of Calgary would be able to incorporate detailed design guidelines for 

secondary suites into the land use bylaw and would be able to bypass the requirement for 

a complex density bonus agreement between the municipality and the homeowner. 

Fees in New W-er are the highest of the municipaiities. The use of 

licensing, like Vancouver, does not provide any benefit to the City or to the homeowner, 

therefore its use must be questioned. The public involvement and education that was 

included during the development of the program helped to reduce the fear of suites and 

ultimately reduced the number of requirements for the program. 

Therefore, primarily due to differing legislative requirements between Alberta and 

British Columbia, the density bonus method utilized by New Westmiaster would not be 

appropriate for Calgary. However, their choice to make secondary suites legal in all low- 

density residential districts is one of the more crucial lessons to be taken away for 

application to Calgary. Calgary could also learn h m  the public involvement component 

of the New Westminster program and could incorporate the concept of flexibility within 

regulations. Table 6 on page 6-62 summarizes the New Westminster regulatory 

implementation method. 



The Corporation of the District of North Vancouver, BC 

Hisfow 

The District of North Vancouver has spent a considerable amount of time on the 

issue of secondary suites. During the late 1980's, the District attempted to close all suites 

except for family suites and register illegal suites for a phase out period if brought up to a 

minimum safety standard (ACT 1999,2). However, during that time, research that was 

being conducted on secondary suites indicated that suites were in fact beneficial to the 

community (SPARC 1989). The proactive approach taken by the District towards 

registering and phasing-out suites had failed, as few suite owners completed the process 

due to the complexity and cost of the program (Bostwick 1999). The entire process 

spurred negative sentiments towards the District and left a feeling of distrust. 

A Housing Strategy in 1992 approved secondary suite legalization but had not 

resulted in an implemented program. Due to a growing number of illegal suites, and an 

unsuccessll approach to regulating legal suites, Council revisited the issue beginning in 

1995. The goals for the fbture suite program were the creation of an enforceable policy, 

more consensus and calmness in the community over the issue and increased health and 

safety of the units (Bostwick 1999). Affordability was not a major goal of the program 

(Ibid). 

As part of the review process, the District commissioned a study in 1995, fhded 

by Affordability and Choice Today, to examine the many perceptions people have with 

respect to secondary suites; perceptions that typically bring about opposition. As 

indicated in Chapter 3, opposition develops due to perceptions that suites negatively 

impact a community and quality of life. More specifically, the research focused on four 



key areas: a profile of tenants and owners; analysis of the cost of conversion or 

development of a secondary suite; examination of the complaints about suites; and, an 

analysis of the, at the time, proposed changes to the Provincial Building Code (ACT 

1999). This research formed the basis of information that would be used later during a 

public participation process. The process would serve to inform the public about the 

realities of suites, suite residents and owners. It served to dispel many of the 

misperceptions surrounding secondary suites. 

Other steps were also taken in order to examine secondary suites. The Provincial 

Government was lobbied to amend the Building Code to enable easier and less expensive 

development of suites in existing houses (ACT 1995a). The Building Code amendment 

occurred in 1 996, creating reduced requirements for suites in existing houses. This was a 

significant achievement in the effort to increase the number of legalized suites. 

The staff at the District analyzed typical regulations and requirements attached to 

suite implementation methods, such as parking and owner occupancy, to determine which 

were necessary and which were not (Ibid). Finally, there was extensive public 

involvement in 1995 and 1996, including a televised public forum, hearings and 

informational meetings (Ibid). A substantial amount of the information provided during 

these public involvement sessions was fiom the ACT-fbnded research undertaken in 

1995. 

After numerous public hearings and council reports, the Council of the District of 

North Vancouver passed Bylaw 6922 in November of 1997, making suites in all low- 

density residential districts a legal use and conferring on them permitted use status. 



Discussion of the Reaulatorv Im~lementation Method 

Bylaw 6922, passed by Council, confers permitted use, or, as-of-right, status to 

suites in all low-density residential areas (see Map 6 next page for residential areas that 

permit suites in North Vancouver). The intent was to acknowledge through legalization, 

the existence of a large number of existing suites and provide for the application of the 

new Building Code provisions for secondary suites (District of North Vancouver 1997). 

In order for a suite to be legal in the District it must meet the following criteria: 

meet provincial building code requirements for suites; be no larger than 40% of the 

primary dwvelling unit and not larger than the Limit placed on suites for building code 

purposes; provide one additional off-street parking spot; and, have one unit owner 

occupied (District of North Vancouver 1997). Once the suite owner meets all of these 

requirements, the District considers the suite legal. The District will only become aware 

of a suite if the owner voluntarily comes forward to have it inspected to meet code, or if a 

complaint is made and the subsequent investigation determines that there is in fact a suite 

(Bostwick 1999). 

Research conducted on the study of secondary suites made it evident that 

maintaining the illegal status of suites would not eliminate them, since a substantial 

market for them existed (ACT 1999, 18). The permitted use status acknowledged their 

existence in a legal framework, as well as acknowledged their fit within the "fabric of the 

community, provid(ing) benefits to tenants and owners" (District of North Vancouver 

1997). 

Suites in the District are not licensed, nor are they registered. Previous efforts by 

the District to register suites proved unsuccessful, as have those of other municipalities, 
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especially when a fee or charge is part of the registration process (Diseict of North 

Vancouver 1997). No municipality in the Lower Mainland has been successfid in 

registering even a small proportion of actual suites despite punitive measures for late or 

non-compliance with municipal regulations. The District acknowledged that the goal of 

registration is desirable, however it must be more carefully examined before implemented 

(Ibid). 

Cost of the Im~lementabon Method 

The District of North Vancouver provides no incentives for suite owners. b y  

incentives that the District wodd consider, it would target community wide goals, rather 

than focus resources towards individual homeowners wishing to develop a legal suite 

(Bostwick 1999). Therefore, any fnancial incentives would be based on bringing suites 

up to code and addressing health and safety issues that were found to be important to the 

community (Ibid). Financial incentives would not be directed toward measures such as 

property tax breaks or other individually targeted incentives. 

There are no fees or charges associated with legaiizing a secondaxy suite in the 

District, except for a $120 inspection fee. The District believes that fees and charges are 

too much of a disincentive for owners. The municipality would prefer that people spent 

money upgrading the health and safety of their suites than be forced into paying fees for 

registration or licenses (Bostwick 1999). No additional utility fees are charged because 

there exists no empirical evidence to support the claim that a house with a suite uses more 

utilities or services than a house without a suite (Ibid). As there is no rational way to 

determine how much to charge for any increase in services or utility useage, the decision 



was made not to charge any extra fees at all until there is proof that such a charge would 

be warranted (Ibid). CMHC is currentfy undertaking such research. 

Selecfion of the Reaulatorv Im~lementation Method 

The choice to implement suites as a permitted use was made as a resuit of advice 

given by District lawyers who indicated that it would be the most expedient and basic of 

methods available to the District (Bostwick 1999). Permitted use is the simplest method 

possible in terms of administration and cost for the District from a regulatory point of 

view. It is also the simplest way to create a suite for the homeowner (Ibid). Bureaucratic 

. .  . 
process, time and cost are m~nmuzed when utilizing this method- 

The District had considered licensing the suites, however, again upon the 

recommendation of the District's lawyers, they decided not to pursue this option. The 

legal advice indicated that once a municipality formalizes a licensing program for suites 

and requires a yearly iicense in order to operate, the municipality is legally obligated to 

inspect each unit before re-issuing the license, otherwise they may be held liable for any 

damages as a result of not meeting code (Bostwick 1999). Licensing is considered a 

means of ensuring that the building conforms to the specified use and is up to standard 

(Province of BC 1996,3). A licensing program without yearly inspection does not allow 

the City to ensure that a building is at the required level. A yearly inspection of units 

would require resources on the part of the District in tenns of money and time (Bostwick 

1999). This is something that the District feels it simply cannot afford. 

Additionally, in order to conduct yearly inspections, the District would be 

required to track the location and other details of suites, which would be tantamount to a 

registration program, another feature that the District wished to avoid (Bostwick 1 999). 



A registration program would be costly for the owner and expensive in tenns of time and 

money resources for the District. A registration program had been attempted in the early 

1990's but failed due to high costs and administrative details. Research into other cities 

that had attempted registration proved that similar efforts elsewhere had failed and 

resulted in very few owners voluntarily coming focward, even with punitive measures in 

place (Ibid). 

Case Study Reviews of Other Cities 

When examining the options available to a municipality, the District studied the 

methods and programs utilized in other municipalities in the Lower Mainland. The study 

allowed them to determine which methods and regulations have proven less successful in 

practice, thereby tailoring their method and program based on what does and does not 

work in practice. 

The spot rezoning approach used in Surrey was an example of a method that the 

District did not want to employ (Bostwick 1999). They saw it as too costly and time 

consuming for both the homeowner and local government- The process also proved to be 

full of conflict between local government, neighbours and applicants. The District found 

that the Surrey method resulted in scattered suite rezonings, producing little in the way of 

meaningful results for any given community (Ibid). 

The method used in Vancouver was equally as poor a selection in the District's 

opinion. The "patchwork" method did not address or solve the problem that faced the 

City with regard to the development of illegal suites in areas where they are not permitted 

(Bostwick 1999). It was indicated that suites will still develop in areas where they are 

not permitted, leading to suites that do not meet health and safety standards. The process 



which resulted in the rezoning of certain areas ultimately proved too time consuming and 

costly an option for North Vancouver (Ibid). 

The method used in Delta, which only permitted "family suites" to be developed, 

was avoided due to a court decision that struck the "family suite" category from Delta's 

land use bylaw, ruling it was discriminatory (Bostwick 1999). 

The District wanted to avoid the "pitfalls and failures of other approaches as 

tested in other municipalities" (District of North Vancouver 1997). The pitfalls and 

failures found were those of overly restrictive and costly methods to implement suites for 

both the homeowner and the local government, as well as the minimal, if not negative 

results realized when attempting to force registration, licensing and fees upon suite 

owners. 

Public Involvement 

Public involvement was a major component o f  the District's evaluation of 

possible suite implementation methods, as well as a means of helping to shape the 

program. The research conducted by ACT in 1995 was aimed at dispelling the traditional 

myths that tend to create opposition towards suites. The information and data was 

presented at a number of forums, information sessions and hearings to inform the public 

about suites, tenants, owners and impacts perceived to occur in the neighbourhd 

(Bostwick 1999). Perhaps the most innovative component of the public involvement was 

a televised public forum where audience members and viewers were encouraged to ask 

questions and make comments regarding the issue of suites in low-density residential 

areas (I bid). 



Many of the traditional myths were shattered by the results of the research. The 

research concluded, among other things, that: most tenants are demographically similar to 

the population at large; suites are more affordable than traditional apartment rents but 

affordability is only one reason tenants choose to live in a suite; not all tenants are 

students; and, seniors enjoy having a tenant in the house (Bostwick 1999). This 

information helped to reduce the fears over suites (Ibid). 

Through the research and public involvement, three areas surfaced as being 

important to the community: owner occupancy; parling; and, health and safety (Bostwick 

1 999). To reflect the importance of these issues in the community, the f a  suite program 

requires owner occupancy, an additional off-street parking spot and bringing the suite up 

to provincial building code (Ibid). 

In the end, the District believes that the large amount of public involvement that 

they included was a successfid initiative that brought about positive results (Bostwick 

1999). However, it was indicated that the reason for such a high degree of success was 

the fact that the public involvement was very focused by staff towards the issues at band. 

The District staff did not let discussion stray &om those topics that were identified as 

requiring consensus (Ibid). 

The discussion surrounding secondary suites is one that can, hypothetically, 

continue indefinitely. Staunch opposers to secondary suites will invariably want to 

reintroduce discussion and debate over the issue (Bostwick 1999). This group, during the 

process, wanted to "load up the bylaw with so many restrictions and regulations that it 

would be a disincentive to legalized suite creation, forcing them underground (Ibid). 

People who oppose legalized suites in low-density residential districts are unlikely to be 



convinced of the benefits of suite legalization. They have their minds made up regarding 

the negative effects of suites in their community. They will likely continue to oppose 

suites (Ibid). 

The larger public group consists of those that are in the middle and have yet to 

form strong convictions either way (Bostwick 1999). It is this group that the District 

targeted with their program, and recommended other municipalities target in their 

initiatives. It is this group that has the capacity to realize that a bylaw amendment 

allowing suites as a permitted use does not necessarily bring about the negative change 

believed by many people. They can rationally comprehend that suites have always 

existed and are a natural aspect of the housing market. The important factor that was 

highlighted with regard to legalization was that the situation with respect to illegal suites 

could improve with legaliation, as a better opportunity would exist to bring the suites up 

to code and become safer (Ibid). These points proved significant in eventually 

developing a majority in support of legalizing suites in residential districts. 

Results 

The District had certain expectations about what the new suite legalization 

program would achieve. There were expectations that the program would result in: a 

decrease in the number of complaints regarding secondary suites; no large increase in the 

number of suite owners voluntarily coming forward to legalize their suite; and, a number 

of people building new homes who would include a suite in the plans (Bostwick 1999). 

All of these expectations came true. 

Much like the City of New Westminster, the District of North Vancouver's suite 

program is in its infancy. Having only been in effect since November 1 997, there has 



been less than two years of operation to provide insight into the success of pennitted use 

as an implementation method. However, the brief 17 months that it has been in operation 

can provide insight as to the achievements of this method. 

Number of Suites Legalized 

Between November 1997 and November 1998, nine suites in new houses were 

created, 19 existing suites were legalized and six suites have been closed down (Bostwick 

1999). During that same time, an estimated 2,200 illegal suites were believed to exist 

(Ibid). The relatively smal l  number of legalhtions, as compared to the estimated total 

supply, was expected (lbid). These suites have been developed in all areas of the District 

and have not been concentrated in any one area (Ibid). 

Another result that was expected was a reduction in the number of complaints 

regarding secondary suites. Since November 1997, complaints have decreased from 

approximately 50 to 30 per year (Bostwick 1999). It is believed that complaints have 

decreased because the people who typically complained knew that a complaint could 

result in the suite being shut down. They illegitimately devised many of the complaints. 

Now that suites are pennitted in all low-density residential districts, illegitimate 

complaints will result in little action by the District if the suite is legal (Ibid). Education 

of residents led to an awareness of legitimate and illegitimate complaints. Now that 

suites are legal, owners are taking more care with respect to their tenants and property 

maintenance . 

Goals 

The District feels that the choice to allow secondary suites as a permitted use has 

been very successful insofar as it has achieved the expectations (Bostwick 1999). Suites 



are no longer a "hot button" issue in the district. The legahition of suites, coupled with 

the large amount of information that was provided to the public, has resulted in less 

conflict and fewer complaints (Ibid). 

Difficulties Experienced 

The only difficulty experienced in the district is the existence of some staunch 

opposition to suites in cbsingie-family" residential areas. Some of these people 

continually wish to revisit the issue, long after it has been decided (Bostwick 1999). This 

group of people will not be satisfied unless suites are banned from residential areas. 

Strengths 

Strengths of the method and program are based on the equity and simplicity of the 

method, and the ease with which one can have a suite legalized (Bostwick 1999). It is 

believed that this will eventually lead to a protection of the stock and an increase in the 

overall health and safety of the units. These are important community, individual and 

social goals for housing. Other strengths of this method are the conciliatory rather than 

punitive approach taken by the District, and the number of people who eventually 

supported suites because of the quality data and information that was presented (Ibid). 

Weaknesses 

The weakness of the District's implementation method is a result of the public 

involvement component. In the case of the District of North Vancouver, the public 

education and information sessions relieved many of the typical fears and perceptions, 

however there were still two regulations demanded by the public in order to support a 

secondary suite program: an additional parking spot on site and owner occupancy. These 



may increase the amount of expease and work for the owner, however they were requirrd 

in order to gain public support (Bostwick 1999). 

As indicated in the discussion of New Westminster, the legislative power to 

require owner occupancy is under debate and appears to be on substantially shaky 

ground. The plauner indicated that it is nearly impossible to enforce and does not 

guarantee better tenants or proper maintenance (Bostwick 1999). A court decision may 

eventually strike this requirement fiom the bylaw, however it would not affect any other 

part of the bytaw (District of North Vancouver 1997). The parking requirement can cause 

difficulty in North Vancouver due to the steep naturr of many lots. He adds that an off- 

street parking regulation is putting the value of the car above that of affordable housing 

and inexpensive conversion opportunities for the owner mostwick 1999). It was 

indicated that the removal of the parking requirement would be one way of improving the 

current program. Ttris is not likely given the public demand for it (Ibid). 

Overall, the District feels that they have chosen the right method through which to 

implement suites. Through research, education and involvement they have brought light 

to bear on the community with respect to the issues surrounding suites mostwick 1999). 

This has allowed for a much more informed public to make rational decisions regarding 

suites in their communities and has resulted in an open, equitable and simple program 

and method of implementation (Ibid). 

The emphasis on health and safety within the community is an indication to the 

District that it will gradually see an improvement in the housing stock with the 

widespread legalization (Bostwick 1999). The method that they have chosen is simple, 

basic and void of punitive measures. This will serve well in the long run in allowing 



owners to bring suites up to code and legalize their suite with ease and at a reasonable 

cost (Ibid). 

Disfrict of North Vancouver Critical Analvsis 

The author will now critically analyze the information gathered during the 

interviews. Variables discussed earlier in the chapter will be evaluated against the 

criteria estabiished fkom the existing research and the interviews themselves. The 

following variables wiU be e v a l W  the implementation method; the geographic scale 

of implementation; Licensing; the number of suite legalizations; the goals of the city; the 

fees; and, the amount of public involvement. 

Method of Implementation 

The choice of allowing suites as a permitted use in all low-density residential 

districts would appear to be an effective, simple and expe&ent method of implementing 

suites. The simplicity and certainty of a permitted use implementation method are two 

features of an implementation method that were indicated in Chapter 4 to be essential to 

the success of a program, and are standards to be achieved for this variable of the 

analysis. By creating certainty for the potential suite owner, and removing any discretion 

on the part of the District, the District has created a program that does not discourage a 

potential suite owner from legalizing a suite. Additionally, permitted use is the simplest 

and most cost effective method of regulating suites from an administrative point of view. 

Although suites are allowed as a permitted use, there are a number of regulations 

that an owner must meet. It was indicated earlier that two of these requirements - the 

off-street parking spot and owner occupancy - were not favoured by the Planning 

Department but were required by the community in order to accept and approve of the 



program. Due to the topography of North Vancouver, an additional off-street parking 

spot may be difficult to achieve for some homeowners, reducing the number of people 

who can legally develop a suite. The parking requirement is one of the drawbacks of the 

District's program, and is a potential impediment to an increase in legal suite 

development. 

The owner occupancy regulation would not appear to create any substantial 

difficulties or reduce the number of legalized suites. The regulation for owner occupancy 

does not require any additional cost for the homeowner. Enforcement of owner 

occupacy would require a tremendous effort on behalf of the City however. Therefore, 

it would seem that it is a rather minor factor in the legalization of a suite. Additionally, 

due to its lack of legislative support, a challenge could be made and likely won on this 

regulation. Therefore, the District is unlikely to be proactive in enforcing the owner 

occupancy regulation. 

Geographic Scale of Implementation 

A citywide approach is to be favoured by municipalities, and is generally more 

equitable and effective than an approach that only permits suites in certain lowdensity 

residential areas. Therefore, the approach utilized by the District of North Vancouver is 

the best for providing an equitable program, as it permits suites citywide in all low- 

density residential districts. 

Licensing 

By choosing not to register or license suites, the District has again minimized the 

amount of bureaucracy, cost and administrative complexity in order to legalize a suite. 

The District learned from its previous efforts and experience in attempting to register 



suites. It is a positive step towards a more effective program by incorporating what has 

been learned in the past. The District recognizes the benefit. of a well implemented and 

maintained licensing or registration program, such as enabling the tracking of suites, but 

it also recognizes that it cannot be successfid unless it has been fully evaluated and 

introduced in an atmosphere of trust There must also be some benefit to the homeowner 

for them to actively participate, something lacking in most licensing or registration 

initiatives. 

To realize the benefits of a registration or licensing program, the District would be 

required to gather information and maintain accurate records and data on suites in the 

district. This process would require a significant amount of openness and participation 

by suite owners. Given research discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, it is realistic to expect 

that this would not be M y  achieved, as the owners may not actively participate. The 

tracked information could potentially be incomplete and inaccurate at any given time due 

to limited resources and input provided by suite owners. The District has therefore opted 

not to register or license suites. 

The Number of Suites Legalized 

A total of 28 suites have been legalized since the implementation of the program, 

and a total of 19,000 single-detached dwellings exist in the District. This yields a suite- 

to-single detached dwelling ratio of 0.0015, well above the required 0.0001 for success 

according to the Hare method. 

Goals 

The goals of the District's program were achieved through the development and 

implementation of their program. They achieved an enforceable program and more 



consensus and calmness in the community with respect to suites as reflected through 

decreasing complaints. Through the BC Building Code provision for suites the District 

created a means to increase the health and safety of the units. In that regard, the program 

has been successful when evaluated against its own goals. 

In addition to the goals, the District expected that the number of complaints would 

decrease with legalization. The District also expected that there would not be a large 

number of people coming forward to legalize their suites and that most new homes would 

include a suite. These expectations proved to become a reality. 

Fees 

One of the most important components of the District's program is the elhimtion 

of most fees associated with development of secondary suites. The District, since it does 

not register or license suites, does not have any applicable charges. There are also no 

additional utility or service fees associated with the existence of a secondary suite. 

Inspection fees for suites in the District are $120, somewhat high but when 

considering that this is the total and only cost, it is the most reasonable of the three 

municipaiities. 

The removal of most of the costs allows the District to implement their suites in a 

manner that is sensitive to the economics of the legalization process. Additional fees and 

charges can be a significant deterrent to an owner, therefore the elimination of fees 

presents an opportunity where more owners may decide to legalize their suite. 

Public Involvement 

The education of the public from the early stages of the program resulted in a 

significant benefit to the overall result. By utilizing research that shattered many of the 



traditional myths of secondary suites, the District was able to reduce many of the fears, 

put rnisperceptions into perspective and move foward towards a more realistic and 

equitable implementation method. This is of course, with the exception of the parking 

and owner occupancy requirements, for which the District was unable to sway public 

perception. 

Conclusion 

The goals established from tbc outset, and the expectations formulated, have 

materialized with the implementation of the suite program. The goals were reasonable. 

attainable, and the expectations were within the limits and boundaries of what could be 

expected given such a complex and heated issue as secondary suites. 

The District has selected a very reasonable, equitable and simple method of 

implementation. Permitted use in all low-density residential districts is a method through 

which owners are provided with certainty and are not subject to bureaucratic discretion 

when applying for legal status. It was also beneficial that the District opted not to license 

suites. The removal of most fees also makes the implementation of suites in the District 

much more open and attainable to those owners discouraged by additional fees. The 

District has made significant strides in order to reduce fear within the community which, 

on the whole, has resulted in fewer regulations applied to the implementation method and 

more acceptance of suites within lowdensity residential districts. 

For the above reasons, a permitted use implementation method, such as the one 

uti I ized by the District of North Vancouver, is the preferred method for appkation to 

Calg;uv- 



The Most Effective Method 

Table 6 on the following page indicates the results of each of the case studies and 

puts forward the recommended implementation method and its various characteristics. 

One can see whether each of the variable standards were met by whether an '%I" or a ''Y 

is in the box. The final row on the table indicates the aspects for each variable that will 

be put forward in recommendation, as based on the case study methods that met the 

standards and were effective contributors towards a successfirl method. The reader can 

see that the recommended method meets all of the required standards established for each 

of the variables in Table 3. A brief summary of how each of the recommendation's 

variables meets the standards however is warranted. 

The permitted use status will allow for certainty, is simple and clearly understood 

by both applicants and the City and will employ minimal regulations that address real 

issues and concerns. By permitting suites in all lowdensity residential districts the 

implementation method is equitable and most easily applied by City administration. Not 

licensing suites reduces cost and complexity for the homeowner, as does applying 

r b a l  fees, making the legalization of a suite more attainable for more households. 

Finally, using a public education and participation program should allow people to make 

informed decisions and will allow for more community support fiom the outset. Real 

concerns and fears can be separated from perceived, encouraging more realistic 

regulations. 

Thus, the recoxntnended method meets each of the standards for the variables 

established in Table 3. In doing so, it is the most effective regulatory implementation 

method to be applied to Calgary and is therefore the recommended method put forward in 



Vancouver 

Achieve Standard? 

New 
Westmin~ter 

Achieve Standard? 

North 
Vancouver 

Achieve Standard? 

. Recommendation 

Method 

Conditional Use with 
licensing 
Permanent, phase 
out and family suites 

N 
Density bonus in 
exchange for 
adhering to design 
guidelines 
Covenant filed on 
title 
Licensed 

N 
Permitted useias-of- 
right 

Y 

Permitted Use 

Building Code 
Off-street 
parking spot 

N 
Building code 
Off-street 
parking spot 
No strata titling 

N 
Building code 
Owner 
occupancy 
Off-street 
parking spot 

N 

* Minimal 
Regulations 
Building code 

Implementation 

Limited to 
districts that 
voted to permit 
suites 
"Patchwork" 

N 
All low-density 
residential 
districts 

Y 
All low-density 
residential 
districts 

Y 

All low-density 
residential 
districts 

Building PermiQ 

$44: license 
$90: 
inspection 
$88: water 
Total: $222 

N 
$200: 
inspection 
$50: 
covenant 
Total: $250 

N 
$120: 
inspection 
Totat: $120 

Y 

Minimal fees 

Public Involvement 

Community polling to 
determine if they wanted suites 
in their community 
Neighbourhood meetings to 
inform people of the process 
and their options 

N 
Surveys 
Focus groups 
Open houses 

Y 
hblic education to shatter 
myths 
Forums 

e Televised information show 
with question period 

Y 

Public education 
Focus groups 
Open houses and forums 

1,000 
permanent 
suites 
2,500 phase 
out suites 
20-25,000 
illegal 
suites 

Y 
5new 
houses with 
suites 
2,100 illegal 
suites 

Y 
, 

28 suites 
legaliztd 
2,200 illegal 
suites 

Y 



that regard. As can be seen from Table 6, the recommended method is very similar to 

that of the District of North Vancouver. In support of the recommendation is a recent 

evaluation of secondary suite programs in the Lower Mainland and Fraser Valley of 

British Columbia by the Tenants Rights Action Coalition, a tenant's rights lobby group, 

ranking each municipalities' suite programs (Vancouver Sun Feb 6 1999, A19). Of 

sixteen municipahties in the region, the District of North Vancouver was rated the 

highest, given a grade of A- (Ibid). Of the other municipalities evaluated in this Master's 

Degree Project, the City of New W e e r  was ranked next, with a grade of B-, 

followed by the City of Vancouver with a D grade (Ibid). 

Summaw and Conclusions 

The case study municipalities discussed in this chapter provided the basis for 

research on the realities of different suite implementation methods. The municipalities 

were chosen for two reasons. First, given prior research performed by the City of 

Calgary (1 998, unpublished), it was clear that these three municipalities would provide a 

broad cross-section of the methods being employed across Canada. Secondly, despite the 

fact that they broadly represent the typical means of suite implementation, each of the 

municipalities has implemented suites in a unique and innovative way that goes beyond 

that of typical implementation methods. Utilizing these more unique approaches 

provided a means of evaluating them to determine whether they are feasible once 

implemented and if they can achieve a degree of success. 

Planners h m  each municipality were interviewed and asked a list of standard 

questions intended to provide the data to analyze and evaluate each of the implementation 



methods. Additional information was obtained fiom council reports, planning 

department reports, research commissioned by the planning departments and brochures 

circulated to the public. These sources provided both the quantitative and qualitative data 

to be used to evaluate and critically analyze each of the methods against the existing 

research. 

However, it was found during the interviews, that a component of this analysis 

should be the measurement of the results against the goals established at the outset of the 

program. This provides for a more realistic measurement. A combination of information 

gathered during the inte~ews and fiom the existing research and literature allowed for 

the creation of a base line for evaluation and analysis. Implementation methods and their 

various components were then evaluated against standards established fkom the research 

i~ Chapters 3 and 4, and fiom the interviews. 

The analysis of each municipality began with a brief history surrounding their 

experience with suites and the pressures that existed to encourage them to consider 

developing a legal option for regulation and implementation. All three of the cities faced 

similar pressures from the community. Residents were typically unhappy with the 

existence of numerous illegal suites that were causing problems for neighbours, or with 

owners who were not paying their "fair share." These pressures were significant enough 

to require each municipality to examine the issues and develop a program that was 

realistic for the given context and the goals of the municipality. 

The regulatory implementation method of each municipality was then discussed 

in detail to provide a means of evaluating the complexities and requirements that have 

been included. The City of Vancouver implements their suites through a conditional use, 



only in certain communities, and also allows phase out suites for a limited period of time. 

The City of New Westminster implements their suites in all low-density residential 

districts through a density bonus system that allows an additional dwelling unit in 

exchange for owners adhering to detailed design and landscaping guidelines and applying 

a restrictive covenant to the title of the p r o m .  Finally, the District of North Vancouver 

allows suites in all low-density residential districts as a pexmitted use. 

The cost of each municipality's suite implementation method was discussed, such 

as  incentives and additional f~ and charges. The reasons behind the selection of the 

respective municipality's method were then discussed, including case studies and 

research- A discussion of the public involvement component behind the selection of the 

method was also included. 

Results h m  each of the municipalities were discussed. The results were 

discussed from the viewpoint of the planner fiom each municipality and, at this point, did 

not represent a critical analysis of the results. These results included data on the number 

of suites that had been legalized since the beginning of the program, the number of suites 

that existed prior to the program and an evaluation of the results as compared to the goals 

established prior to implementation. Strengths and weaknesses, fiom the perspective of 

the planner in each municipality were discussed as well as means for improving their 

implementation method. 

Finally , each of the municipalities' implementation methods were critically 

analyzed for their effectiveness, results aad performance. This allowed for an evaluation 

of each method and features in light of a framework developed during the interviews and 



the existing research. At the end of the critical analysis, the method of implementation or 

other features were assessed for application to Calgary. 

At the end of the research and evaluation, it was apparent that an inexpensive, 

equitable and simple method b d  on certainty for both the homeowner and the 

municipality would be the most preferred method of implementation. All planners 

interviewed indicated that a restrictive and costly implementation method would in the 

long run, reduce the number of suites available on the market. It was therefore 

determined that allowing suites in all lowdensity residential areas shodd be 

recommended. Alsb concluded was that significant education of the public early on in the 

process, utilizing sound and insightrl information, was crucial to acceptance of suites 

and to the reduction of irrelevant requirements to be included in the implementation. 

Minimal fees are also of benefit to an implementation method. 

In tight of these conclusions and evaluations, the recommended implementation 

method to apply to Calgary is the District of North Vancouver's implementation of suites 

as a permitted use. Suites should be permitted in all low-density residential areas. In 

addition, the District's minimal fees, no registration or licensing, and public education 

and involvement should also be applied to Calgary. Efforts should also be made to apply 

only reasonable regulations that art of benefit to both the homeowner and the 

community, and to minimize the number of unnecessary regulations. This 

implementation method will now be applied to a Calgary context to determine possible 

reactions from the City and communities. 



Chapter 7: Application of the Recommended 
Implementation Method to the Calgary Context 

The preceding chapters have provided the reader with an understanding of the 

issues relevant to secondary suites, the empirical evidence and the experiences of three 

municipalities in British Columbia AAer a review of the case studies and the existing 

research, an implementation method was rccommmdcd as the best method for Calgary. 

This chapter will explore the possible reactions to the recommended implementation 

method and place the recommendation in the Calgary context. 

This chapter is not intended to provide an authoritative indication of the responses 

to the recommended implementation method fbm the community and the City. Rather, 

it is a brief exploration into the possible or likely reactions of the communities and the 

City. Further study and more detailed and in-depth discussions with key players, such as 

community leaders and the Federation of Calgary Communities would be required in 

order to hlly anticipate the community reactions. 

The chapter is based on the results of two interviews held - one with a City of 

Calgary Planner and the other with a rcprcsentative fiom the Federation of Calgary 

Communities - to gain an understanding of the City and community responses that would 

likely meet the recommended implementation method. 

The Recommended Approach 

The following is the recommended implementation method that will be applied to 

the Calgary context in this chapter. When discussed in this chapter it will be referred to 

as "the recommended implementation method", or "the recommendation". 

Allow suites as a permitted use in all lowdensity residential districts; 



Apply minbnll regulations and permitted use rules to the secondary suite use; 

Attach minimal fees to the development and legalization of a suite; 

Allow legal secondary suites without a Licease or a fonnal registration 

Include public education and involvement as a major component of the 

recommendation 

Perspectives from The City of Calgary and the Federation of 
Calgary Communities 

In order to undadmd how The City of Calgary and communities in Calgary 

would receive the recommended implementation method, and to better understand the 

potential for success or failure, two intmiews were held to provide insight into the 

possible reactions. One interview was held with a Planner h m  The City of Calgary 

Planning and Building Department, while the other was held with a representative h m  

the Federation of Calgsry Communities. Each in te~ewee was asked a set of questions 

that would provide insight into how each organization would likely view the 

recommendation and the possible reactions (See Appendices 9 and 10 for the questions). 

It should be noted that the results of these i n t e ~ e w s  do not represent the exact 

perspectives of the communities or the Planning and Building Department They merely 

provide insight into the likcly reactions of each organization and/or group. Therefore, 

intewiew results should not be taken as representative of the specific reactions that may 

result h m  the recommended implementation method. The two i n t e ~ e w t c s  were 

chosen to provide some contextual Eramework to, and evaluation of, the recommendation. 

Both intcrviewccs indicated that the recommended implementation method 

provides a significant number of benefits with respect to increasing the opportunities for 



affordable housing and assisting in alleviating the c-t mtaI housing pressurrs (Cope 

1999; Dicks 1999). However, both suggested that the rccomrne~1da!ion would face some 

significant opposition h m  both communities and the City. 

The largest obstacle and source of opposition to suites as a permitted use in low- 

density residential districts is public perception within Calgary (Cope 1999). The 

opposition, however, would not be as strong in newer communities because of their age, 

as  they have yet to develop their own character. The opposition would likely be most 

vociferous in the Established Communities, due to their desire to protect the character 

wd privacy of the neighbourhood and limit the perceived negative changes that 

accompany new development (Dicks 1999). 

There exists a general bias against multi-unit development in Calgary, especially 

against semi-detached and duplex type development in lowdensity districts (Cope 1999). 

Many people living in Calgary's low-density communities do not want "those types of 

people" living in their communities, for fear of who they are and what impacts they will 

have on a known quality of community life. Both interview- suggested that 

misperceptions of negative social and physical change would result in the development of 

fear over, and likely opposition to, the introduction of secondary suites into traditional 

"single-family" communities. 

The fears of Calgary's communities would not be significantly different fiom 

those of other communities discussed in previous chapters. Chapters 3 and 4 discussed 

the many f a ,  mispcrccptions and myths that surround secondary suites. The case study 

chapter, Chapter 6, provided an indication of how three cities' low-density communities 

reacted to the introduction of secondary suites. The in te~cwecs  suggested that the fean 



and misperceptions that comunities in Calgary would harbour are likely to be the same 

as those harboured by most other communities: increased traffic, physical change to the 

streetscape, decreased property values and a reduction in the socio-economic status of the 

community. Ultimately, it is Uely that Calgary comm~ties would oppose secondary 

suites in their communities due to misperceived negative physical and social change. 

One specific aspect of the recommendation that would likely be opposed, 

especially by Established Communities, is the permitted use status. The City of Calgary 

Land Use Bylaw is one that has most uses as discretionary rather than permitted use 

p i cks  1999, Cope 1999). Established Communities have become very accustomed to 

being afforded the opportunity to provide input and scrutiny to new development in their 

neighbourhood, and enjoy the perceived protection h m  negative change that this input 

brings (Dicks 1999). The discretion that they are afforded provides thcm with the ability 

to idluence the changes that take place in their community. However, allowing suites as 

a permitted use would not allow thcm to provide input or scrutiny. In this regard, they 

would be unable to have their say as to how their community changed. This aspect 

would likely be the greatest cause of potential opposition. 

The Planner indicated that the loss of discretion also would likely result in 

opposition h r n  the City. Discretionary uses in the land use bylaw provide the City with 

the ability to review each application and subject it to a discretionary review. This 

ensures that developments meet with City and community approval, and are sensitive to 

the existing community. By allowing suites as a permitted use, the City would lose the 

discretion over an application, reducing the amount of control that it can exercise over 

development. The concern is that by removing the control and discretion, the 



development of secondary suites would not be controlled by the City and may not m a t  

with wide approval in the community (Cope 1999). Therefore, the City's concern would 

likely be that they would lose the ability to address community perceptions and input. 

Although the recommendation is likely to be met with opposition, the r d e r  

should recall Grom Chapters 3 and 4, and h m  the case study chapter, Chapter 6, that this 

form of opposition is based on mispcrccptions. These chapters provided empirical 

evidence, gained h m  numerous studies and experiences across Canada, of the realities 

of secondary suites to indicate that the common misperceptions an, for the most part, @ 

Msperceptions, and that the fean typically wociated with secondary suites do not 

become manifest simply as a result of the existence of a legal implementation option. A 

municipality can address the issues by educating and involving the public, thereby 

moving beyond the perceptual barriers that exist, and successfully allowing suites as  a 

permitted use in a11 lowdensity residential districts. 

Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a discussion of the recommended regulatory 

implementation method in a Calgary context. I n t e ~ e w s  were conducted with a Planner 

from the City of Calgary Planning and Building Department and a representative from 

the Federation of Calgary Communities in order to understand the likely reactions of the 

City and Calgary's communities to the recommended method. 

The interview results indicated that there would be opposition to the 

recommendation, and that this opposition, much like thc opposition in the research and 

case studies, would likely be based on roispcrccptions. Communities would likely fe~r 

misperceived negative change to the physical and social character of the community as a 



result of the legalization of suites in all lowdensity districts. The City would likely 

oppose the loss of discretion over legal secondary suite creation. With appropriate p-iblic 

education and participation however, it has been shown in the case studies that this 

perceptual-based opposition can be overcame. Once overcome, communities become 

more open and accepting of suites and therefore more accepting of the broader social 

changes that are reflected in an increased nced for more housing choice. 



Chapter 8: Summary and Conclusions 

The Canadian population has undergone many significant changes over the last 

four decades. There has been a decrease in household size, coupled with an increasing 

number of households in Canada The number of single-person and non-family 

households has increased, while the number of traditional fatnilies has decreased as a 

proportion of Canadian families. These changes in the composition and structure of the 

population indicate a need for more choice in the housing market. This choice is not only 

in terms of the forms and tenure of housing units available to the market, but also 

increased choice in the manner in which households wish to use the space in their home. 

Those most likely to rent are the 20 - 24,25 - 34 and 75+ age groups. This is due 

to either the limited or fixed incomes that persons in these age groups have available to 

them, or the limited or decreasing equity they are able to devote to homeownership. It 

should also be mentioned that these age groups are typically smaller in household size 

and therefore require smaller dwelling units. 

Average Canadian individual and family income has been decreasing since 1980. 

This decrease most significantly impacts those age groups likely to rent: the young and 

the elderly. Due to decreasing incomes, housing affordability is becoming an increasing 

problem. However, Calgary has proven to be a deviation from national statistics by 

posting an increase in per capita income. It is hypothesized that a proportion of Calgary 

residents who posted significant increases in income are responsible for this increase and 

that there is still a significant number of Calgarians facing aordability issues. 

The rapid population growth in Calgary over the past two years has resulted in a 

considerable increase in the demand for rental housing. Population growth is expected to 



continue into the next millennium but at a much slower rate. The sharp increase in 

demand caught the rental market unpxpared, resulting in an extremely low vacancy rate 

of 0.6%, the lowest in Canada in 1998 for the second consecutive year. The low vacancy 

rate resulted in a sharp increase in rents. Calgary rents increased 12% between 1 997 and 

1 998, with a one-bedroom apartment now averaging $574 per month. 

The increasing rents are exacerbating housing affordabi li ty issues being felt a1 l 

across Canada but especially in Calgary. Single and lone-parent renter households are 

most affected. The number of families and households in need of subsidized housing is 

growing at an alarming rate. Compounding the problem is a lack of new subsidized 

housing supply planned to alleviate this growing problem. Municipally owned social 

housing units cannot accommodate the number of people in need. This suggests that. at 

present, there is Little hope in sight for Calgary's housing affordability problem. 

Age groups were analyzed to determine future demand and supply of secondary 

suites. It was determined that there is considerable potentid demand over the next ten 

years, as the age groups most likely to rent are forecasted to experience significant 

population growth due to the shifting of the population. 

Given the pressures that exist, it is time for a municipal policy response to provide 

households with more choice in the housing market and more choice in the way in which 

they spatially utilize their housing. Increased choice would allow owners to respond to 

their needs, and the needs of the housing market if they felt it appropriate, by developing 

a legal secundary suite. The benefits of secondary suites can be realized by providing 

this option and allowing households to make the choice. Finally. increased choice allows 

the housing stock to accommodate future demand fluctuations that may not be met by 



traditional rental housing supply. AIl sources of data and research indicate that the 

demand for suites will continue and will grow as the population shifu into those age 

groups most likely to rent. 

Secondary suites can assist in achieving the goals of many housing policies such 

as affordability, intensification and more inclusive communities. It must be remembered 

though, that suites are not a panacea and can only contribute towards the desired results. 

Additionally, a legal secondary suite option is a medium to long tenn housing strategy, 

and will likefy produce few legalizations in the short tenn. 

However, despite the numerous benefits of permitting secondary suites in low- 

density residential districts, there exists significant opposition towards them. This 

opposition comes fiom certain residents wishing to preserve the "single-family" character 

of their community. These residents fear the change that is perceived to be associated 

with intensification and secondary suites. 

Residents typically fear a lower class of tenant, increased W i c  and parking 

problems and decreased property values, which would all negatively affect their 

community and a known quality of life. However, numerous empirical studies have 

proven that these fears are misperceptions and do not materialize, though it is often the 

perceived fear that is more potent than reality. In response to the perceived fears, 

communities successfblly lobby for strict regulations on suites that serve to discourage 

suite conversions. 

The removal of fcars and perceptions would likely result in residents becoming 

more accepting and understanding of suites and the issues surrounding them. By utilizing 



empirical evidence, a municipality may be able to educate the public and convince them 

of the realities and the misperceptions. 

An implementation method based on certainty is to be preferred over one that 

allows for subjective and excessive administrative discretion. Subjective implementation 

methods are typically costly and time consuming for both the owner and municipality and 

should therefore be avoided. Owners prefer certainty when considering the decision to 

legalize a suite, and should be afforded the knowledge that meeting the conditions and 

regulations will result in the legalization of their suite. 

A citywide approach to secondary suites can provide for a much more equitable 

and cost effective implementation method. Many people have difficulty with the notion 

of allowing suites in traditional "single-family" communities. This study has shown that 

the benefits to be realized are greater than the preservation of an ideal that no longer 

exists. Additionally, municipalities can create an environment of inequity when tlirj. 

only permit suites in certain areas. 

A secondary suite implementation method should have minimal requirements. 

Many municipalities allow the public concerns and desire to protect the "single-family" 

community to determine the regulations and conditions that are typically applied to the 

implementation method. However, very few of these regulations do anything other than 

discourage suite legalization through complexity and cost, ensuring that the "single- 

family" community will be preserved indefinitely. Additionally, a municipality should 

be carefid not to charge excessive fees for the cost of the process and legalization of a 

suite. 



Under the Municiprrl Government Act (MGA) of Alberta, a hierarchy of statutory 

plans and instruments exists. Statutory plans, such as City of Calgary policy documents 

The Municipal Development Plan, The S ~ t ~ i ~ b f e  Suburbs Sfudy and The Calgary 

Transportation Plan, are fbture oriented, establishing goals and objectives for future 

urban development. Although the hierarchy of plans in the MGA does not formally 

require the Calgary Land Use Bylaw to be consistent with these policy documents. there 

is an implicit understanding that at some point in time, the land use bylaw should 

translate these goals and objectives into detailed regulations to ensure that future 

development moves toward those fonns of urbanity envisaged in the policy documents. 

The policy documents themselves, approved by City Council. address a 

significant number of issues related to housing, affordability and intensification, amongst 

others. The Municipal Development Plan, The Sustainable Suburbs Srudy and The 

Calgary Transportation Plan address important issues of sensitive intensification of 

communities and a variety of housing that is adequate and affbrdable for a diversity of 

people and households. The Sustainable Suburbs Study includes a housing policy 

encouraging secondary suites in new suburban communities. Therefore, a considerable 

amount of support for an effective implementation method and legal secondary suite 

option exists in the policy documents. However, appropriate land use regulations do not 

permit the development of legal secondary suites except for in a small number of areas 

and under strict regulations. 

The City of Calgary Land Use Bylaw permits secondary suites as a discretionary 

use in R-2 low-density residential districts, only if there is a singledetached dwelling on 

a 15 metre wide lot. The number of these properties remaining in the city is estimated by 



a Planning Department official to be very small. Therefore, there exists limited potential 

for legal secondary suite development under current regulations. Secondary suites are an 

illegal use in R- I districts. 

A new form of secondary suite has been developed in the neo-traditional 

community of McKenzie Towne. The "studio suite" is a secondary suite built above a 

detached garage. Although limited to a small area of McKenzie Towne, and not 

applicable to existing communities, this form of secondary suite is recommended for 

h t h e r  consideration. It will likely require further evaluation, due to its potentiai 

increased impact on a community in terms of design, views and privacy issues over a 

secondary suite within the existing building. 

A significant obstacle to a more widespread development of secondary suites is 

the Alberta Building Code requirement for suites in existing houses to meet current 

building code standards. Much of the existing housing stock would not lend itself t o  a 

cost-effective conversion if required to meet current code. The Province of British 

Columbia has developed a set of building code equivalencies that maintain an acceptable 

degree of health and safety, but do not require suites in existing houses to meet current 

code requirements. In this regard, the conversion of an existing house can be made more 

affordable and accessible to more homeowners. Therefore. the Province of Alberta 

should develop a set of building code equivalencies for suites in existing houses so that 

the cost of conversion can be considerably reduced. 

The City Planning and Building Department does not know the number of illegal 

and legal suites in Calgary. This is due to a lack of appropriate assessment measurement 



criteria and no means of tracking legal suites. There are estimated to be many thousands 

of illegal suites in Calgary. 

There exist however, a total of nearly 183,000 properties that could include a 

secondary suite, if the City were to permit secondary suites in all R-1 and R-2 dwellings 

and not restrict them to the extent that they ate currently. An analysis undertaken by tlie 

City indicates that the majority of R-2 properties are in the inner city, while the R-1 

properties are in both the new and established suburbs (see maps in Chapter 5). The 

potential to increase the stock of atfordable rental housing in Calgary through secondary 

suites is considerable. However, it should be pointed out that there are already a number 

of suites that exist illegally, and the number of these suites traditionally legalized due to 

the existence of a Legal suite option, as experienced by other municipalities, is small. 

Therefore, the actual increase in the stock of secondary suites may be minimal. 

Case studies of three municipalities, the City of Vancouver, the City of New 

Westminster and the District of North Vancouver, British Columbia, were undertaken in 

order to evaluate some of the different regulatory implementation methods in use. 

Interviews were held with pianners from each of the municipalities. There were two 

reasons behind the selection of the case study municipalities: fmt, they represented three 

innovative and workable implementation methods, and second, despite their unique 

approaches, they also represented a broad cross-section of the implementation methods 

currently in use across Canada. 

The case studies were examined based on the history of their secondary suites, the 

implementation method itself, the reasons why the method was selected and the results 

they have experienced since the implementation of their suite program. 



Each case study was then critically analyzed in order to determine the best 

regulatory implementation method After a review of the existing research and empirical 

evidence, as well as incorporating information learned through the interviews, variables 

were selected that were believed to represent the key features that would play a crucial 

role in creating a successrl regulatory implementation method. The variables are: the 

regulatory implementation method itself, the geographic scale of implementation, the 

licensing of suites, the number of suites legalized, the municipality's goals for the 

method, fees and the degree of public involvement. 

In the end it was clear that the most effective implementation method would be 

based on certainty, inexpensive, equitable and simple for both the homeowner and the 

municipality. Restrictive, discouraging and costly methods were to be avoided. 

Therefore, it was determined that a citywide permitted use method, combined with 

minimal fees and a public education and participation process would yield the best 

resuits. The recommended regulatory implementation method for Calgary and evaluated 

in the Calgary context was: 

Allow secondary suites as a permitted use in all low-density residential 

districts; 

Apply minimal regulations and permitted use rules to the secondary suite use; 

Attach minimal fees to the development and legalization of a suite; 

Allow legal secondary suites without a license or a formal registration 

program; and, 

Include public education and involvement as a major component of the 

recommendation. 



Interviews with a Planner fiom The City of Calgary Planning and Building 

Department and a representative fiom the Federation of Calgary Communities were 

conducted to gain an understanding of the possible reactions to the recommended 

regulatory implementation method. Both indicated that the recommendation would likely 

face opposition fiom the residents of the communities, who would harbour 

misperceptions as to the negative physical and social changes that would accompany 

legal secondary suites, and fiom City administrators, who would be unhappy over the 

loss of discretion to determine uses in low-density residential districts. However, the 

majority of the public opposition is based on misperceptions, which were shown through 

empirical evidence and the case studies to be surmountable by means of education and 

public participation. 

Requirements for the Success of the Recommendation 

Four key requirements have been identified in order to provide the support needed 

to amend the land use bylaw to the recommended regulatory implementation method, and 

enhance the overall chance for success. These requirements, as will be discussed, wi 11 

involve a number of players and decision-makers, thereby demanding efforts on behalf of 

all parties involved to facilitate and coordinate resources to bring about a successfbl 

completion to the process. 

The first requirement is a commitment tiom The City of Calgary. Commitment 

&om City Council, Commissioners and the Planning and Building Department would be 

required in order to see this issue through to completion, and to take the time to have the 

project completed to the highest standard of quality. A significant degree of political will 

will be required in order to amend the bylaw to include the recommended method. 



When asked what recommendations they had for a city just starting to look into 

the issue of secondary suites, all three planners from the case study cities indicated that 

one of the most important requirements for success is a commitment tiom City Council 

and from those persons in power, to devote themselves to the issue, keep it focused and 

bring about a resolution. The issue of secondary suites can be very heated. sensitive and 

"thorny", requiring a significant commitment by the municipality and Council to handle 

it from start to finish. City Council and the Planning and Building Department must be 

strong in addressing and facing the negative sentiments towards the initiative. 

The second requirement is the dedication of resources towards the process of 

amending the land use bylaw. Resources in this context are defined as money. labour and 

time fiom various levels and departments of the municipal organization. Allowing suites 

in all low-density residential districts has the potential to affect the land use for many 

Calgarians, and will therefore require significant study, participation opportunities and 

the provision of information. 

This Master's Degree Project is intended to provide insight as to the larger issues 

and to the ways in which other cities are addressing secondary suites. However, The City 

of Calgary will require fbrther research into the issues and available options, and any 

other issues related to secondary suite legalization. Research studies, such as the one 

undertaken by the District of North Vancouver to develop owner and tenant profiles, 

would prove to be important pieces of information to provide to community members. as 

well as for the City to gain a better understanding of the profile of both groups so that 

better planning and service decisions can be made in the firwe. This type of research 

would likely require a number of people and a sufficient amount of time to adequately 



identify all of the issues and have them thoroughly researched. These steps would be 

most successfid if undertaken before any public participation process. Thorough research 

of all options and issues before a public participation process would allow the City to 

address questions, concerns, perceptions and fears fiom any potential angle or any 

potential perspective once the process had been initiated. This would ensure greater 

credibility for the City, and would indicate to community members the City's level of 

commitment to the issue. 

The development and distribution of idormattion for public education, as well as 

the hosting of information sessions, o p  houses and task forces represent large amounts 

of time and money if it is to be done to a high level of quality and thoroughness. 

Essentially, the City must provide adequate resources to allow community members to 

make informed decisions and not ones that are based upon misperceptions. Finally, 

resources would be required for the ongoing administration and enforcement of legal 

secondary suites. 

The third requirement is the public education and participation process itself. 

Both the Calgary Planner and the representative from the Federation of Calgary 

Communities indicated that a public participation process would be essential to the 

initiative to amend the land use bylaw p icks  1999, Cope 1999). The case study 

municipalities realized significant success through public education with respect to a 

better public understanding of the realities of suites. and further involving the public i l l  

the amendment process. 

The result of the public education and participation would be the shattering of 

common myths, the calming of fears and a better understanding of the realities of 



secondary suites in lowdensity residential districts. This could potentially lead to more 

acceptance of suites as beneficial to the fabric of the community and ultimately as 

housing forms that should be included in these communities. An increase in the 

acceptance and understanding of secondary suites would likely provide the support 

required for the political will to bring about the recommended land use bylaw 

amendment. This process would likely be long, but well worth the effort. 

increased acceptance and understanding of suites would also assist in changing 

the mindset of developers with respect to the product that they offer. The representative 

fiom the Federation of Calgary Communities indicated that land developers could benefit 

fiorn a change in attitude with respect to the product that they offer to the market, and its 

limited utility for a broad range of households (Dicks 1999). Community members, who 

are more accepting and understanding of suites in their community may begin to demand 

a product that can accommodate a secondary suite. This would force land developers to 

offer a new product, one that increases the choice and diversity of housing types in a 

given neighbourhood, thereby potentially increasing the diversity of residents and 

household types. 

The fourth and £id requirement for the recommended bylaw amendment. and 

subsequent success of a seconw suite program is an amendment to the Alberta 

Buiiding Code to include buiIding code equivalencies for secondary suites. Chapter 4 

illustrated that without building code equivalencies, the cost of bringing an existing house 

to code is very high and reduces the number of owners who could afford to legally 

develop a secondary suite. One of the only ways of achieving an increase in the number 

of legal secondary suites and also an increase in the number of safe suites, is to develop 



building code equivalencies for suites in existing houses so that the conversion can be 

made less expensive, thereby increasing the potential number of people who could afford 

to undertake a legal conversion- 

Given the expected opposition from community members. the required resources. 

political will and the coordination of efforts between the provinciaf government, the 

municipal government, community groups and community members. it is anticipated that 

the recommendation will face an uphill battle. However, the author believes that in light 

of the case study results, the experiences of other municipalities, the em~irical evidence 

and the changing perceptions, that the recommended regulatory implementation method 

is the best option for Calgary. This is especially true if the City wishes to alleviate some 

of the housing pressures that currently exist in Calgary and reap many of the benefits that 

secondary suites can contribute towards. It is the best regulatory implementation method 

as part of a long-term housing strategy for Calgary. 

Benefits of Recommended Reaulatorv lm~lementation Method 

The recommended implementation method is the best option for Calgary because 

it provides, or can assist in providing, a number of benefits. It is also the only method 

that not only provides these numerous benefits, but is also consistent with Calgary's 

housing and community goals as outlined in the policy documents. 

The Recommendation Fits with Calgary Policy Documents 

As discussed in Chapter 5, there is considerable policy guidance and support tbr a 

legalized secondary suite program. Policy documents such as The Municipal 

Development Plan, The Sustuimzble Suburbs Studj, and The Calgary Transportation Plan 

support housing that is more diverse, more affordable and sensitively intensifies 



communities. These documents encourage communities that are more balanced and 

equitable, by providing oppommities to develop affordable housing for a variety of 

households in all residential districts. Communities may then become better reflections 

of society and the changes that are taking place. 

The recommended secondary suite implementation method encompasses these 

aspects by allowing all homeowners in low-density residential districts to develop a suite. 

regardless of where they Live or when their home was developed. Due to the minimal 

fees recommended and the simplicity of the method, this option should be affordable to 

most homeowners. Therefore, secondary suites can contribute towards achieving the 

poIicy goals established for Calgary as a city and a collection of communities. 

The Recommendation Fits Criteria Established in Research and Case 
Studies 

The recommended regulatory implementation method is the one that best fits the 

criteria established for a successful implementation method during the research and case 

studies. All of the other implementation methods reviewed had some positive attributes, 

but the recommended method is the only method that is focused on not only addressing 

real, and not perceived, community impacts through appropriate permitted use rules. but 

also is sensitive to the needs and resources of the homeowner by making the legalization 

of a secondary suite inexpensive, equitable and based on certainty. 

There are Many Positive Benefits and implications of the Recommendation 

The reader should recall that Chapter 3 discussed numerous benefits to permitting 

secondary suites in lowdensity residential districts. A brief review of some of the 

benefits to be realized by the recommended method is warranted in order to appreciate 

the merits of the recommended method. 



Secondary suites can provide another housing choice in low-density districts. 

They are traditionally more affordable than other apartment accommodation and are 

typically smaller, thereby allowing an increase in the diversity of households that reside 

in a low-density district. This brings about many benefits itself, in terms of increasing 

the diversity of residents in an area, increasing the vibrancy of the community, and also 

reducing the population fluctuation that many communities experience. The 

recommended method allows dwelling units in ail low-density residential districts to 

legally develop a suite and does not restrict this to certain areas. its ease and low cost 

make it more accessible to homeowners. These features have the potential to increase the 

supply of secondary suites in lowdensity residential districts and provide more 

affordable housing choice. 

Another benefit of the recommended method is that it would give homeowners in 

all low-density residential districts the opportunity to develop a legal suite in order to 

contribute towards the cost of homeownership. This is especially important for first-t i me 

homebuyers who require financial assistance to afford their first home. 

Mutually beneficial housing arrangements could be established for the elderly or 

disabled who require some assistance. Health care providers could live in a suite in 

exchange for a reduced rent or other arrangement. 

Finally, the recommended regulatory implementation method allows all 

homeowners in low-density districts to inexpensively choose how they use their home. 

As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, allowing homeowners to have the choice as to how 

they use their home to best meet their changing needs, be they financial, space, family or 

age is increasing in importance. Households now require, both pragmatically and out of 



necessity, the ability to reconfigure their home to suit their changing needs and lifestyle 

as they move through different stages. 

There are Few Negative implications of the Recommendation 

No regulatory implementation method will be perfect, but the goal is to maximize 

the number of positive implications and benefits, while minimizing the number of 

negative implications. The author believes that the recommended regulatory 

implementation method is the one method that successfUy meets this challenge- 

One negative implication of the recommended method however is that the 

Calgary Planner felt that this method could tie the hands of the City and may not address 

the issues of public concern as effectively as a discretionary use (Cope 1999). The City 

may not have the ability to deny a suite or respond to situations where they believe 

someone to be deveIoping a suite that did not meet with their approval, yet met all 

conditions of use. This may lead to some suites that are substandard in terms of their 

compatibility with the community. However, if the proper public participation process is 

undertaken and all issues are thoroughly researched and formulated into appropriate 

permitted use rules, these situations can be minimized. 

The recommended regulatory implementation method would also mean that 

iandowners' rights would have suddenly changed, as would those of their neighbours. 

This change of rights, more specifically a change in the certainty of use, may cause 

resentment fiom homeowners unhappy that their neighbour would then be able to 

develop a legal suite, without a discretionary review, when previously they may have 

been unable to do so legally (Cope 1999, Dicks 1999). Homeowners buy into a certain 

community under assumptions of what they or their neighbours can and cannot do with 



their property. This certainty is a means of providing security in the purchase of their 

asset. Changing the certainty may, in the eyes of the owner, negatively change the nature 

of the community. This could be viewed as an infraction of property rights and would be 

opposed by many communities (Ibid). A decrease in property values would most likely 

be cited as the repercussion for the homeowner (Cope 1999). 

It is recognized that there are negative implications to the recommended method. 

Negative implications are unavoidable with any method, but the negative implications of 

the recommended regulatory impfernentation method are not as severe however, as the 

implications of the status quo. 

There are Negative Implications of the Status Quo 

The economy of Calgary is known to be very cyclical, one that has a history of 

high growth periods, followed by periods of slow growth or even recession. One of the 

difficulties experienced as a result of the peaks and valleys produced by the economy is 

its inability to continuously provide an adequate number of housing units for all 

Calgarians. 

By maintaining the status quo with respect to secondary suites, and forgoing the 

option to develop a program and implement the recommended method, the City is 

depriving itself of an opportuniiy to respond to certain pressures and demands, most 

notably pressures of strong inmigration. By not addressing the issue and amending the 

land use bylaw to permit suites in a more liberal and equitable fashion, the City will 

likely continue to witness an increase in the number of homeless people, shelter usage 

and people facing severe housing affordability issues, especially during periods of high 

inmigration. 



As rents increase, the number of illegal suites increases to meet the increased 

demand for more affordable rental accommodation. As the number of illegal suites 

increases, so does the potential for the number of problems or incidents caused by the 

existence of illegal suites. The representative from the Federation of Calgary 

Communities indicated that community members feel the City needs to take a stronger 

position in enforcing the problems occurring in illegal secondary suites (Dicks 1999). 

Without developing a citywide opportunity for suite owners to legalize their suite. 

potential problems associated with illegal suites, such as parking, will continue to 

increase (Ibid). 

Most importantly however, the City deprives itself of more openly allowing the 

housing stock to be altered to meet the needs of households. Certain households that may 

prefer to live in this housing form are faced with a Planning and Building Department 

that does not permit them in any liberal or encouraging manner. Households that could 

benefit fiom reconfiguring their home to develop a suite are unable to do so unless they 

live in the proper district and meet a number of strict regulations. The exclusive "single- 

fmily" neighbourhood is preserved indefinitely, protecting an ideal that no longer exists. 

Finally, a significant amount of housing is not able to meet the needs of a continually 

changing Canadian demographic profile, or those with affordability problems. 

Essentially, the implications of maintaining the status quo by restricting housing tiom 

suiting the changing needs of Canadians and Calgarians are to the detriment of each and 

every one of us. 

It is true that these changes take place and illegal suites develop to meet changing 

needs. The development of suites will continue, with or without a bylaw amendment 



allowing suites in all low-density residential districts. However, it can only be to the 

benefit of the City to develop a program that recognizes this fact and provides the right 

opportunity for them to be developed legally. 

Next Steps - Movina Fomrard 

The steps that should be taken by the City of Calgary in order to move forward 

are now discussed. As discussed earlier in the chapter, there are a number of 

requirements that would have to be met in order to amend the land use bylaw as 

recommended. The following steps arc discussed under the assumption that all four 

requirements - significant political will, dedication of resources, a commitment to a 

public education and participation process and the development of a set of secondary 

suite building code equivalencies - have been met. 

There are a number of stages that the recommendation must move through. 

according to the implementation planner at the City of Calgary Planning and Building 

Department (Cope 1999): 

The recommendation to amend the bylaw must be directed fiom City Council. 

In order for Council to be made aware of the issue, a department such as 

Planning and Building, Community and Social Development or Corporate 

Properties should approach the Commissioner's offrce to determine the best 

manner in which to present the recommendation to Council. 

City Council would order a task force to develop a strategy and address the issues, 

and undertake much of the research required to support the recommendation- 

= This task force would be instrumental in the development and presentation of 

the policy to be approved by Council, ordering a bylaw amendment. 



Council would approve policy to amend the bylaw for secondary suites. 

Further research would likely be undertaken to develop the empirical evidence 

required. 

A public education and participation process would be undertaken, which would 

begin at the completion of all research. 

At the completion of the public education and participation process, and further 

review of the recommended amendment to ensure that it addresses all real and 

relevant issues, the amendment would be put forward to Council for approval 

(See Appendix 11 for a list of the required changes to the Calgary Land Use 

Bylaw). 

Upon Council approval of the land use bylaw amendment for the recommended 

regulatory implementation method, secondary suites would be a permitted use in 

all I o w-density residential districts. 

Concludina Remarks 

It is the responsibility of the planner to look for new avenues, new solutions to 

complex problems; to push the boundaries of what can only work in the current context. 

for planning decisions have much longer time horizons. The planner looks into the future 

and attempts to guide a city to new and innovative forms of development. Planners 

would not be upholding their responsibility, nor would they be doing society any service. 

if they simply presented only what they felt would be accepted by communities and by 

City Councils of today. 

By reaching further and recommending something stronger and more aggressive. 

the planner is putting forward those options that people may have immediately 



discounted, and is attempting to display the merits of the approach and how it can work. 

Opportunities can be found for new ideas, new approaches and a new understanding of 

the pressures and realities. Community members can hopefblly become more 

sympathetic to the realities of society and to the changes that occur around them. and the 

need for their community to be a part of those changes. 

Although the recommended implementation method may not meet with 

unanimous public or civic approval, planners need to recognize the importance of the 

attributes of the recommended method: the certainty of use, the equity, the minimal 

regul~tions and the low cost. These features are likely to be opposed by community 

members at the outset, however there are ways of addressing the fears and 

misperceptions. Equally as important as the value o f  the community input, are the needs 

of the individual homeowners and households who wish to legitimately develop a legal 

suite. They require the choice to utilize their home as they see fit  for their needs. Other 

methods do not allow for this choice or for the certainty, equity and low cost that the 

recommended method offers. Planners not only need to work for the betterment of the 

community, but also for the legitimate needs of individual households that require an 

increase in the choice that they have in the use of their home. 

The recommended secondary suite regulatory implementation method does not 

solely address the problems of today, but is a long-term housing option that allows tbr 

choice and flexibility in order to better meet the needs of certain households. Even if it is 

not met with immediate success in terms of the number of suites legalized, it is beneficial 

and necessary to provide the option to develop a legal secondary suite so that households 

may have the ability to choose; increased choice for those households who prefer or 



require this type of housing and increased choice for those households who require 

choice in how they use their house. The recommended implementation method a110 ws 

one more choice, for an increased number of households, than there was before. 

The provision of choice should be considered a success in and of itself. Planners 

should continue to push the boundary of what can be accomplished today in an attempt to 

move toward a form of urbanity that is believed to be more sustainable, equitable and 

representative of society at large. The hture of Calgary can be much brighter if we 

provide now for more diverse housing needs. 



Recommendations 

Recommendations for the Pmvince of Alberta 

1. The Province of Alberta shouid develop a set of building code equivalencies. for 

secondary suites in existing buildings, that ensure a minimum level of health and 

safety, but do not require the same ievel of code comptiance as new buildings, 

thereby making conversion of an older home much less expensive. 

2. The Province should be supportive of efforts by the municipalities to develop 

secondary suite programs. 

Recommendations for The City of C a l a a ~  

1. The City of Calgary should amend the Land Use Bylaw (2P80) to allow secondary 

suites as a permitted use in R-I and R-2 districts and the subcategories of these 

districts (i-e. all lowdensity residential districts). 

2. The Planning and Building Department should only place the minimal required 

regulations and conditions on the implementation method. Excessive regulations 

only serve to discourage suite creation. 

Owner occupancy should not be required. 

The City should do everything it can to not require an additional off-street 

parking spot. Including tandem parking as an off-street spot is an option. 

There should be no minimum size of suite required. 

There shouid be no limit to the number of suites per neighbourhood. 

There should not be a limit to the number of tenants per secondary suite. 

There should be no age restrictions on the buildings to be converted. 



3. Secondary suites should not be licensed or forced to register under a formal 

registration program. Suites can be tracked through development permit applications. 

4. Secondary suites should be permitted citywide in all R-1 and R-2 districts and 

subcategories. A "patchwork" approach should be avoided at all costs. 

5. The City of Calgary should lobby the Province to develop building code 

equivalencies for secondary suites. 

6. The Planning and Building Department should approach the Commissioner's office 

with respect to the most appropriate manner to bring the topic to City Council. 

7. The Planning and Building Department should undertake a number of studies. such as 

existing suite owner and tenant profiles, parking statistics and a review of suite 

complaints to develop empirical evidence. This evidence and data could be utilized 

as a means of educating the public with respect to their concerns and perceived fears. 

8. The Planning and Building Department should undertake a public process that will 

educate the public with respect to the realities of suites and the myths, utilizing the 

empirical evidence and the results experienced in other municipalities, and that 

undertaken by the City itself. This will hopellly result in fewer rigid regulations 

being demanded by the public and will make the overall method much simpler and 

inexpensive for the homeowner, and will also address the important substantive 

community issues. 

9. There should be no additional or excessive fees for the legaiization of suites. In  fact. 

the City should apply minimal fees to not discourage legalization. 



10. The Planning and Building Department should develop design guidelines for suites 

developed above garages to ensure fit within the character of the community and to 

protect the privacy of neighbouring properties. 

1 1 . The City of Calgary should not arbitrarily charge a suite additional utility fees, but 

should be based on a user pay method. If they believe that a suite uses more of the 

services or utilities, then they should be able to substantiate this with empirical 

evidence. 

12. The City of Calgary should encourage developers to begin offering housing units that 

have the suite "roughed in" and are easily converted at the appropriate time. 

13. The City should understand that both the demand and supply of suites is sensitive to 

the economics of conversion and should do everyhng within their power to 

minimize the cost to legalization. 

14. The City of Calgary should not limit suite legalization to family suites, as this is a 

discriminatory practice and cannot be supported by legislation. 
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Definitions of Secondary Suites 

The City of Calgary, A 6  

NOTE: This is the description of a "studio suite" constructed in the Direct Control 
district in McKenzie Towne. The City of Calgary currently has no definition of a 
suite in the Laud Use By-law (2P8O). 

P A "studio suite" is a "secondary dwelling unit" with separate, direct access to grade, 
situated entirely above the fmt storey of a private garage. 

O A "secondary dwelling unit" is an additional "dwelling unit" on a lot designated for a 
single-detached dwelling and a studio suite. 

> A "dwelling unit" is two or more rooms used or designed to be used as a residence by 
one or more persons and containing kitchen, Living, sleeping and sanitary facilities. 

British Columbia Building Code 

P An additional dwelling unit: 
Having a total floor space not exceeding 969 square feet (90 square metres); 
Occupying not more than 40% of habitable floor space of the building; 
Located in a building of residential occupancy containing a maximum of one 
other dwelling unit; and 
Located in and part of a building which is a single real estate entity. 

The City of Vancouver, BC 

9 Self contained dwelling unit containing cooking facilities and a full bathroom. 

The City of Surrey, BC 

P One or more habitable rooms that constitute a self contained unit used, or intended to 
be used, for living and sleeping purposes. 

P Includes installation of cooking equipment and 1 or more bathrooms. 
P Cooking equipment is defined as devices or appliances that can be utilized to prepare 

a meal and may include a sink, countertop, gas or electric range or stove, or a cabinet 
for the storage of food. 

P Arrangement of senrice lines that provide an energy source for equipment is also 
regarded as kitchen facilities. 

Town of S t  Albert, AB 

> A housing unit, that is self-contained, but incorporated within an existing structure 
that was originally designed for a single family. 



Marin County, CA 

One additional dwelling unit designed to be a permanent residence, on any one lot or 
parcel within a district of one-family dwellings. The primary criterion for defining a 
second unit shall be the existence of separate food preparation facilities, which may 
include, but are not limited to, a stove, oven, hot plate, refiigerator or sink. For 
purposes of review and approval, a second unit shall also have both a separate 
bathroom and separate entrance intended for the use of the occupants. A second unit 
may be rented but shall not be sold separately from the one-family dwelling. 

b A second unit may be established by: 
The revision of a single-family unit whereby food preparation facilities are not 
shared in common; 
The conversion of an attic, basement, garage, or other previously uninhabited 
portion of a single-My unit; 
The addition of a separate unit onto the existing single-family unit; or 
The conversion or construction of a separate structure on the lot or parcel in 
addition to the existing single-family unit. 

The District of North Vancouver, BC 

"r Secondary suite means a designated area within a single-family residential building in 
a single-family residential zone that is comprised of one or more habitable rooms and 
contains and provides for only one cooking facility. 

The City of New Westminster, BC 

P Secondary suite shall mean a dwelling unit which is accessory to a one-family 
dwelling use and is contained within the same house as the one-family dwelling. 
Dwelling unit shall mean one or more habitable rooms designed, occupied or 
intended for use, including occupancy, by one or more persons as an independent and 
separate residence in which a facility for cooking, sleeping facilities and sanitary 
facilities are provided for the exclusive use of such person or persons. 

P Facility for cooking shall mean any equipment, device or appliance used to heat or 
w o k  food or any combination thereof and includes the arrangement of service lines 
which provide the energy source being used or intended to be used to service such 
facility. 

Martin Gellen, uses the following definition in his work Accessorv A~artments: 

P An accessory apartment is a dwelling unit which is subordinate to a principal unit in 
t e r n  of size, location and appearance, and is located on the same lot. An accessory 
unit is usually created by the conversion of existing floor space within the structure 
itself or sometimes by the addition or conversion of an accessory structure on the lot. 
It is used solely as a rental unit, or for occupancy by the family member or sub-family 
(Gellen 1983, 1). 



Patrick Ha re describes the uaccessory apartment" as: 

> . . .an independent unit that shares, at most, an entrance, a yard and parking, with the 
primary unit. Accessory apartments must be distinguished fkom "shared housing" - 
in which kitchens and often major facilities are used in common - and from "granny 
flats," small, removable cottages placed in rear or side yards to permit older people to 
live independently, but in close proximity to the main residence,. . . (Hare 1 98 1, 1 ). 
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The Municipal Development Plan: "The Calgary Plan" 

The Municipal Development Plan is Calgary's preeminent plan guiding growth 

and development over the long-term. It is the overarching h e w o r k  for all other 

planning documents, such as Area Redevelopment Plans and Community Plans. It is the 

broadest of all policy documents, providing a vision and growth strategy for Calgary that 

will guide development towards more sustainable and co~munity oriented practices. 

More focused deveIoprnent and growth management will ensure a high quality of life that 

is reflective of the collective values of Calgarians. 

The Municipal Development Plan (MDP) is divided into sections. The Growth 

Strategy and Healthy Communities sections provide policies that will guide development 

and growth in ways that can foster quality living environments. 

Growth Strategy 

A policy permitting secondary suites would be consistent with many of the 

growth strategy policies. Intensification is an underlying theme of the MDP. The 

policies created in the MDP encourage the use of existing housing stock, infhstructure 

and senices. Population densities can be increased, making services such as transit more 

efficient. 

While attempting to use existing housing stock, The City should be aware of 

Calgarians' diverse housing needs. The M D P  advocates increasing housing choices to 

offer more choice and opportunity to a broad spectrum of society. The secondary suite is 

a form of housing that currently faces both regulatory and community-based obstacles. It 

is a form of housing that can help to satisfy the diversity of needs and the demand for 

more choice. 



Secondary suites are one form of housing that could satis@ some of the 

opportunities outlined in the specific residential policies. Goals of affordable, 

appropriate housing options for Calgarians, efficient servicing of new and existing 

communities and socially and economically viable communities over the long term can 

be achieved by strategies of housing choice, of which secondary suites are a component. 

Communities that accommodate a broad range of housing types may be less vulnerable to 

the effects of community life cycles. Community services and facilities could be more 

consistently utilized and maintained by a relatively stable population base. 

The MDP recommends that intensification should be sensitive and respect the 

character and quality of life in existing communities. It also advocates that new 

communities be designed to handle higher densities than currently are being developed. 

Quality of life and community character can be enhanced by appropriate and well- 

designed housing intensification. 

Residential Land Use Policies with Applicability to Secondary Suites 

P 2-2.2.2A Encourage sensitive kinds of housing intensification in all 
neighbourhoords in accordance with local plans, (if no local plan exists, then an 
appropriate plan or study should be undertaken) to: 

promote a more compact, adaptable form; 
strengthen the role of the community within the built up area; 
contribute positively to communities' quality and image; and 
contribute to existing communities' fabric and social environment. 

P 2-2.2.2B Encowage innovative approaches to the design and development of new 
communities in order to: 

increase overaI1 residential densities and the efficiency of the development of 
land; 
increase the variety of housing types available within a community; and 
provide capability for new housing units to be added beyond the initial build-out 
of a community, where appropriate within the community. 



> 2-2.2.2C Endeavour to ensure, through new community planlarea structure plan 
processes, that new communities will work to achieve a target of an overall density of 
6-8 units per gross residential acre over time. 

B 2-2.2.2D Support the accommodation of a more balanced and stable population 
structure in inner city and respond to neighbourhood life cycle changes by: 

promoting the development of a more varied housing mix; 
providing services and facilities that cater to families with children; and 
taking other measures as deemed appropriate. 

> 2-2.2.2E Examine idhstmcture and service standards that add to the basic cost of 
housing and consider opportunities to relax them. 

P 2-2.2.2F Encourage research and experimentation to reduce the cost of housing 
through innovation in housing types and construction methods. 

> 2-2.2.2.1 E Decrease the cost of developing land for housing by ensuring that 
wherever feasible, development in new areas takes place in a concentrated rather than 
scattered fonn. 

Healthy Communities 

Heal thy cornmuni ties provide residents with affordable, safe and quality housing. 

Of course, affordability is at a different level for different people. Factors that influence 

access to affordable housing are price, availability, distribution of a variety of housing 

types and the support needed for daily living. The MDP outlines policies to ensure that 

intensification and new development is considerate of the affordability issue. 

Affordability is then supported through bding, programs and services that assist those 

most in need. Affordability is ultimately achieved through a mix of housing types and 

forms that can satisfy the needs of a broad spectrum of incomes. The creation of a suite 

policy could potentially increase Calgary's stock of affordable housing, particularly for 

those with lower incomes. 

Secondary suites tend to be a more affordable form of rental accommodation. 

With affordability in communities comes the opportunity for a diversity of residents. 



Younger renters are able to live amongst more established homeowners. As well, suites 

can offer elderly homeowners opportunities for increased security, companionship and 

assistance. 

Access to Housing Policy with Applicability to Secondary Suites 

> 2-3.2.2D Encourage the provision of an adequate supply of rental accommodation 
for different socio-aconomic groups in all parts of the city. 



The Calgary Transportation Plan 

The Calgary Tmurrprtution Plan is a City of Calgary policy document that 

provides alternate development pattern and opportunities to travel differently, based on 

an evaluation of Calgary's transportation system. These alternate patterns can reduce 

reliance on the automobile, creating a more transit friendly, sustainable city. New 

suburban designs can address transit needs and encourage people to take public transit. 

Established communities are the focus of intensification, better utilizing existing housing 

stock, services, facilities and infhtmcture. Denser communities that are supported by 

services and amenities cao help to reduce automobile trips and encourage better use of 

public transit. 

The creation of secondary suite policy by The City of Calgary would be 

consistent with and complementary to, the following policies of The Calgary 

Transportation Plan: 

9 Key land Use Direction 

Increased housing densities that are supported by a greater mix of compatible 
activities, such as shops and services, can help to reduce vehicle trips and make 
better use of public transit. 

> Key Land Use Polides 

New suburbs will contain a variety of housing types and be capable of achieving a 
density of at least 7 units per acre (17.3 units per hectare). 
Encourage sensitive types of housing intensification in all neighbourhwds, in 
accordance with local plans, to promote a more compact, adaptable form. 
Encourage new housing close to transit facilities and within mixed-use centres to 
support transit and pedestrian mobility choices. 



The Sustainable Suburbs Study 

The Sustainable Suburbs Study is intended to provide a framework in which the 

design of communities, buildings, and facilities combine to encourage people to adopt 

more sustainable lifestyles. New design standards are put forth for suburban 

developments, including ideas for denser, compact urban forms that utilize less land. 

More intense developments have the potential to lead to fewer costs, for the City and 

developers, economically, socially and environmentally. Costs for infrastructure and 

services, especially those that are sensitive to distance (e.g. police, garbage), can be 

reduced with more densely settled communities. A larger population base can also 

support a public transit system without subsidy. 

A sustainable suburb is one that can be sustained fiscally, socially and 

environmentally. A more sustainable community has: more choice in housing types; 

higher density housing adjacent to community centres, neighbourhood nodes and other 

amenities; and an adequate supply of affordable housing. Current suburban development 

excludes many people by means of the limited forms of housing offered. Suburban 

housing continues to be dominated by large single-family housing, offering very little to 

smaller households and to households of lesser means. 

Permitting more housing choice can assist in creating more diverse and active 

communities that are more representative of society as a whole. Fewer people would be 

excluded from the suburbs and others would not be forced to move elsewhere when their 

needs or household structure change. Different household types, incomes and age groups 

should all be able to find suitable accommodation within the same neighbourhood. 

People would be encouraged to put down roots in their community. tbstering more 



ownership. Neighbourliness and pride would become more prevalent in areas where 

people feel a sense of ownership and attachment. 

The community goal in The Sustainable Suburbs Srudy is to find ways of 

designing more livable suburban communities that are accessible to a broad cross section 

of society, that provide people with genuine housing and mobility options and that are 

adaptable to changing Lifestyles and demographics. 

Key Policies with Applicability to Secondary Suites 

P Policy C.3 A mix of both public and private activities must be located in and 
around the community centre and neighbowhood nodes. 

Opportunities for housing should be explored. For example, seniors' housing or 
mixed use residential could be located over retail uses. 
Higher density housing should be located around the community centre and 
neighbourhood nodes in order to maximize the number of residents within the 
shortest waking distance. Higher density around transit facilities is also 
desirable. 

P Policy H.1 All communities must achieve a minimum density of 17.3 units per 
gross hectare (7 units per acre). 

Creates a more compact urban form, using land more efficiently. 
Reduces per capita cost of public infrastructure. 
Provides sufficient population base to support services and facilities. 
Are able to house as many people but on 40% less land. 

P Policy H.2 All communities must provide a wide choice of housing types in 
addition to single-family. Buildings should be predominantly oriented to the street 
and be compatible in architectural style and finish. 

Meets the needs of different age groups, family types, income levels and lifestyles 
and encourages social diversity. 
Minimizes community lifacycle swings that lead to fluctuations in the demand for 
community s e ~ c e s  and facilities such as schools, open space and public transit. 
Provides a better balance of socio-economic groups across the city. 
Ensure that approximately 20% of all dwelling units in a community are other 
than single family. 



Additional dwelling units in basements, lo*, or over garages (with proper 
insulation against fhmes) should be provided, particularly in locations close to 
transit stops, the community centre and neighbourhood nodes. 

> Policy H.3 Policies and guidelines ensuring that an adequate choice of low to 
medium income housing is provided in suburban communities shall be developed as 
part of a new comprehensive citywide package of policies on affordable housing. 

> Policy H.4 Most multi- family housing should be located near community 
centres, neighbourhood nodes, recreational areas or other public amenities, and be 
close to transit stops. 
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Calgary's Current Enforcement Procedures 

Categories of Suites 

> Legal: These suites were constructed with proper pennits and met all of the rules at the time 
they were constructed. These suites still meet the present day rules. They may also have 
been approved on a development pennit allowing relaxation of the rules. 

> INegal: These suites wen built illegally without all the required permits or did not meet the 
rules. An illegal suite is a dwelling unit created over and above the allowed number of 
dwelling units for a building. The land use district for the site regulates the number of 
dwelling units allowed in a building. They arc often called "mother-in-law" suites. 

P Non-conforming: These suites were built legally at the time of construction, however, they 
do not meet the present day rules. These are u s d y  the result of the land use (zoning) being 
changed or the rules being changed. This term is often referred to as "legal nonconforming" 
because they are considered to be legal but not navssarily wnfonning to today's land use 
designations. This status may be lost if a building is destroyed or damaged to more than 75% 
of its value or if the use is discontinued for more than 6 months. 

Changes That Have Affected Enforcement 

P Prior to 197& The courts have determined that anything wnstructed or in use prior to 1970 
is considered to be non-conforming. 

P 19 70 to 1983: The by-laws in effect at that time stated that 4bcooking facilities" (such as a 
stove, 220 volt wiring, hot plate, microwave oven or toaster oven) were not allowed in a 
basement suite. 

P 1983 to present: The current by-laws (Calgary Land Use Bylaw 2P80) state that a "kitchen" 
(cooking facilities as above, and also sinks, lower cabinets and counter tops) is not allowed in 
a basement suite. 

Note the change to the definition of kitchen. Originally "cooking facilities", the change 
to "kitchen" (which includes an area for the preparation and cooking of food) made 
enforcement much more clear. This change of definition has been upheld in courts, 
Subdivision Appeal Board and the Development Appeal Board. 

Steps of Enforcement 

P A complaint is made regarding a suspected illegal suite to the Planning and Building 
Development Field Technician Group. 

Note that the majority of complaints are due to parking problems, followed by complaints 
made by tenants themselves. 



A file is opened on the case that inctudes: 

The land use district of the property 
The year of construction of the home 
Ownership of the home through the assessment records 
Lot size and fiontage 

> The owner of the home is contacted to arrange a time for entry. 

> The Development Field Technician decides if the space is a suite, by determining the date of 
construction and applying it to the above dates to determine its legal status. 

If illegal, the Development Field Technician will determine whether they shall order removal 
of the entire kitchen fhcilities or just the cooking facilities. 

k The Development Field Technician will then give a report to the homeowner explaining the 
situation and require the homeowner to remove either the kitchen or just the cooking 
facilities. 

If the homeowner does not comply with the report, an order is issued under provisions in the 
Municipal Government Act. 

Note that at this stage, the homeowner may appeal the order and attempt to prove the 
non-existence of a suite. 

P If the homeowner still does not comply, charges are laid for failing to comply with the order, 
and a court order may be issued to comply with the municipal order. The maximum fine is 
$lO,OOO. 

Other Enforcement Issues 

There are no hardsbip cases with illegal suites. The Development Field Technician 

Group deals strictiy with the owners, not the tenants. Unfortunately, the tenant does pay the 

price for an owner who has rented them an illegal suite. A closure causes undue stress and cost 

for the tenant, however there are no means of mitigating the problem. The only possible way of 

avoiding this problem is to ensure that the suite is legal and that problems will not arise in the 

hture. This can be achieved by contacting the Planning and Building Department prior to 

accepting the suite for rent. 



The stance of the Development Field Technician Group is one of seeking compliance, not 

simply applying penalties and fines. The goal is to achieve uses that are consistent with the 

expected uses outlined in the Land Use By-law for each land use district. It is the use 

expectation that people anticipate will be maintained when they make decisions to move into a 

certain neighbourhood. By applying fines to a violator, the inappropriate use is not being 

removed, rather people are simply penalized for that use and allowing it to continue. It is for this 

reason, that the Development Field Technician Group is focused on determining whether a suite 

is iegal or not, and then taking appropriate steps to ensure compliance. 
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Secondary Suite Regulatory Implementation Method Interview Questions 

The following are questions regarding the secondary suite program in your city, 

with emphasis placed on understanding the regulatory implementation method, its effect 

on the success of the program and features of this method that make it unique and capable 

of meeting a number of objectives. A regulatory implementation method is defined as the 

vehicle through which a city implements their secondary suite pragram (i-e. "as-of-right", 

density bonusing, conditional use etc). 

The questions are grouped into categories that will make the discussion and 

subsequent analysis more focused and easier to interpret. 

The Secondary Suite Program 

1. W h y  did your city examine the issue of secondary suites and consider allowing this 
form of housing? 

2. What were the city's goals when developing a secondary suite program? Innovation? 
Increase the supply of affordable housing? 

3. When was the secondary suite program implemented? 

The Selection of Regulatory Implementation Method 

4. Which method of regulatory implementation does your city use? 

5. W h y  was that method selected? (i.e. Was it innovative? Flexible? Did it allow 
community concerns to be addressed?) 

6. What other regulatory implementation methods did you consider? Why were they not 
selected? 

7. Were there any initial criteria developed that the regulatory implementation method 
was required to meetladdress so that it could be evaluated in the fbture to evaluate 
success (i.e, to meet affordable housing goals etc)? 

8. Was research done on other cities, or, did you use experiences of other cities in 
guiding your choice of reguIatory implementation method? I f  so, what did you learn 



and how did you apply that to your method? 

9. Were any surveys done to determine community opinion prior to adopting the 
program regarding the issue of secondary suites, or more specifically the choice of 
regulatory implementation method? 

10. Did the city attempt to educate the public early in the process regarding common 
fears and concerns so that community members would not demand strict and rigid 
regulations in order to accept suites in their community (i.e. rigid regulations can 
serve as a disincentive to suite creation)? 

Features of the Regulatory Implementation Method 

1 1. In your opinion, what are the strengths and weaknesses of this implementation 
method? Are these unique to the impiementation method as it applies to your city or 
do you think these apply generally? 

12. Do you have any differing or unique legislation that would not permit another city to 
use this method? 

13. Does your city offer any incentives to homeowners developing a suite? What are 
they? Were incentives considered when developing the program? 

14. How does your city's method deal with the fear of intensification and the fear of 
renters in low density residential neighbourhoods yet attempt to balance the desire to 
increase affordable rental housing (i.e. have requirements and regulations been made 
extremely rigid to appease community interests, thereby making it difficult to develop 
a suite)? 

15. Were fees reduced/minimized so as to not discourage conversion? Was the issue of 
fees, costs and property taxes addressed in considering the selection of method? 

16. Were additional utility fees charged? Why? 

17. As time and cost of the approval process is a major factor in the decision of a 
homeowner to convert legally, was the approval and permit process evaluated to 
minimize cost and time for approval so that it would be as little an obstacle for the 
homeowner? 

18. If your city uses licenses, does the license department coordinate with the planning 
department to ensure that those homes issued a license do in fact meet all the 
requirements established by the planning department for secondary suites? 

19. If you city uses licenses, is it because you ultimately view secondary suites as a 
business and therefore wish to regulate them as business entities? 



The Outcome of the Selection of Method 

20. How many suites have been legalized since the beginning of the program? How does 
this compare prior to the implementation of the program? Were there more or fewer 
suites legalized than expected? 

2 1. How successfirl has the choice of method been (i.e. has there been feedback fiom the 
community, planners, homeowners)? What factor(s) do you see contributing to the 
success/failure of the selection of implementation method (i.e. fees, rigid regulation 
etc)? 

22. Has the city encountered any difficulties (administrative, political, implementation or 
community) since program inception? Why would this be? 

23. Have there been any communities where the program has been more successfid or 
more accepted? If yes, what arc the characteristics of these neighbourhoods or factors 
that made it more acceptable in those areas? 

24. In the long run will high costs, rigid requirements and regulations decrease the supply 
of legal units and encourage the development of illegal units? If yes, which factor(s) 
create the biggest problem? 

25. Do you see your city's method as the best method? Why or why not? 

26. Do you feel that there are better methods in other cities? Why or why not? 

27. If you could suggest change to your city's regulatory implementation method, what 
would you change and why? 

28. What suggestions do you have for a city beginning to look at the issue? 

29. What would be the ultimate secondary suite regulatory implementation method? (i-e. 
minimal requirements, approval process, review and fees) Are there any ways to 
develop this ideal method and balance community concerns over change to the single- 
family district? 
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City of Vancouver Phase Out Time Periods 

The period under which phase-out suites may continue is to be determined by the 

following criteria approved by City Council on January 5,  1988. 

Criteria Maximum Length of Existence 

1. Parking 

> No on-site parking 
% One on-site space 

2. Ceiling Height 

> Less than 6'4" 
P Less than 6'8" 
P Less than 6' 10" 
> Minimum 6' 10" 

3. Number of Units 

P 3 or more additional units 
P 2 additional units 

1 Year 
4 Y- 
7 Y- 
10 years 

1 Year 
2 years 

Where there is more than one deficiency, the shortest period will apply. 

4. Upgrading requirements 

There are three sets of upgrading requirements: life safety (i-e. sprinkler system); 
ceiling heights (i.e. at least 6' 10" for a ten-year phase out); and, parking (i-e. at least 
two off-street spaces). 

Fire, safety, electrical, plumbing and gas requirements will be determined by a special 
inspection team (at a fe+ ranging from $10 to $500 depending upon how quickly the 
owner applies after k ing  notified by the City). In most cases the required upgrading 
will be minimal for one and two-year phase-outs. For longer periods (up to LO years), 
additional upgrading will be required. Owners may choose to phase out over a 
shorter period in order to minimize the cost. 
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Section 904 of the BC Municipal Act 

Zoning for amenities and affordable housing 

904 (1) A zoning bylaw may 
(a) establish different density regulations for a zone, one generally 

applicable for the zone and the other or others to apply if the 
applicable conditions under paragraph (b) are met, and 

(b) cstabIish wnditions in accurdance with subsection (2) that will 
entitle an owner to a higher density under jxragraph (a). 

(2) The following are conditions that may be included under subsection (1) @): 
(a) conditions relating to the conservation or provision of amenities. 

including the number, kind and extent of amenities; 
(b) conditions relating to the provision of affordable and special needs 

housing, as such housing is defined in the bylaw, including the 
number, kind and extent of the housing; 

(c) a condition that the owner enter into a housing agreement under 
section 905 before a building permit is issued in relation to 
property to which the condition applies. 

(3) A zoning bylaw may designate an area within a wne for affordable or special 
needs housing, as such housing is defined in the bylaw, if the owners of the 
property covered by the designation consent to the designation. 
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Section 2 19 BC Land Titles Act 

Registration of covenant as to use and alienation 

(1) A covenant described in subsection (2) in favour of the Crown, a Crown corporation 
or agency, a municipality, a regional district or a local trust committee under the 
Islandr Trust Act, as covenantee, may k registered against the title to the land subject 
to the covenant and is enforceable against the covenantor and the successors in title of 
the covenantor even if the covenant is not annexed to land owned by the covenantee. 

(2) A covenant registrable under subsection (I) may be of negative or positive nature and 
may include one or more of the following provisions: 

(a) provisions in respect of 
(i) the use of land, or 
(ii) the use of a building on or to be erected on land; 

(b) that land 
(i) is to be built on in accordance with the covenant, 
(ii) is not to be built on except in accordance with the covenant, or 
(iii) is not to be built on; 

(c) that land 
(i) is not to be subdivided except in accordance with the covenant, or 
(ii) is not to be subdivided; 

(d) that parcels of land designated in the covenant and registered under one or more 
indefeasible titles are not to be sold or othenvise transferred separately. 

(3) A covenant described in subsection (4) in favour of 

(a) the Crown or a Crown corporation or agency, 
(b) a municipality, regional district or local trust committee under the islands 

Trust Act, or 
(c) any person designated by the Minister of Environment, Lands and Parks on 

terms and conditions he or she thinks proper, 

as covenantee, may be registered against the title to the land subject to the covenant and, 
subject to subsections (1 1) and (12), is enforceable against the covenantor and the 
successors in title of the covenantor even if the covenant is not annexed to land owned by 
the covenantee. 

(4) A covenant registrable under subsection (3) may be of a negative of positive nature 
and may include one or more of the following provisions: 

(a) any of the provisions under subsection (2); 



(b) that land or a specified amenity in relation to it be protected, preserved, 
conserved, maintained, enhanced, restored or kept in its natural or existing 
state in accordance with the covenant and to the extent provided in the 
covenant. 

( I  1 )  On the death or dissolution of an owner of a covenant registrable under subsection 
(3) (c), the covenant ceases to be enforceable by any person, including the Crown, other 
than 

(a) another covenantee named in the instrument creating the covenant, or 
(b) an assignee of a covenantee if the assignment has been approved in writing by 

the Minster of  Environment, Lands and Parks. 

(12) If a covenantee or assignee ref& to in subsection ( I  1) is a corporation that has 
been dissolved and subsequently restored into existence under an enactment of British 
Columbia, the covenant continues to be enforceable by the restored corporation fiom the 
date of its restoration. 



Appendix 8 
Source: Legge IS639 



Municipal Government Act Provisions to Support a Density Bonus Program 

No similar provision to s. 904 of the Municipul Act exists in the Municipal 

Government Act (MGA). However, when a number of provisions are read together, the 

MGA can provide for similar powers. 

Section 640 (4) of the MGA allows a land use bylaw to provide for, with respect 

to any district or part of a district: "(0) the density of population of any district or part of 

it" (1995,247). This would d o w  a land use bylaw to establish Mering densities for 

different parts of a district. This provision interpreted liberally ailows for the 

establishment of a density for single-detached homes without suites and one for those 

with suites. 

The MGA does not limit the level of detail in a land use bylaw, and in fact, the 

principle of law indicates that a bylaw should be more specific rather than less specific 

(Law 1999). Section 9 of the MGA indicates that "the power to pass bylaws under this 

Division is stated in general terms to (a) give broad authority to councils and to respect 

their right to govern municipalities in whatever way councils consider appropriate" 

(1 995,27). Section 640 (4) provides express authority for a municipality to include 

details regarding "(d) the landscaping of land or buildings, and (g) the design, character 

and appearance of buildings" (1995,246). There are no provisions in the MGA that limit 

the level of detail to be prescribed for the landscaping or design of buildings. Therefore, 

a land use bylaw could achieve the level of detail achieved in New Westminster's design 

guidelines, and tailor those necessary design and landscape components to accommodate 

a home that will include a secondary suite. The inclusion of these details in the land use 

bylaw can provide for more benefit to potential homeowners wishing to install a suite, in 



that the homeowner has the opportunity to know exactly what sorts of design details will 

be required for a suite to be developed. 

Section 640 (2) (c) states that: 

"a land use bylaw must establish a method of making decisions on applications 
for development permits and issuing development permits for any development, 
including provisions for: (iv) the conditions that are to be attached, or that the 
development authority may attach, to a development pennit either generally or 
with respect to a specific type of permit" (1995,245). 

When liberally interpreted, this provision allows a development authority, though a land 

use bylaw, to apply conditions to a development permit and to determine any other 

matters they see fit. This would allow a municipality to incorporate into their land use 

bylaw the condition that if a secondary suite were to be permitted, that it meet the 

required design criteria and any other requirements, otherwise a development permit 

would not be issued. The land use bylaw would have to be extremely explicit regarding 

the type, amount and form of conditions that codd be applied so as not to leave too much 

discretion to the development authority (Laux 1999). 

These conditions, if valid as dictated by s. 640 (4) of the MGA, would be binding 

on the homeowner who wished to develop a suite. Section 645 (1) (b) provides for the 

development authority to issue a stop order if a development is not consistent with the 

development permit. Section 554 (1) provides for injunction powers if a development is 

not consistent with a development pennit, and s. 557 (a.4) establishes that those in 

contravention of a development permit are guilty of an offense. 

In order to provide more legal substance to the entire arrangement, a municipality 

has the authority, through s. 640 (2) (c) (iv), to require that a homeowner sign a 

developmenthousing agreement that contains the conditions that are required in order to 



receive the density bonus of a secondary suite (Laux 1999). This agreement is binding on 

the homeowner and is still binding even if the municipality did not have the power to 

unilaterally impose the condition (lbid). Thedore, even if the MGA did not give 

authority for a municipality to provide for differing conditions in the land use bylaw, this 

agreement would still bind the homeowner. No development permit would be issued if 

the agreement was not signed. Although, due to the Iack of a generality clause in the 

MGA, there is really no legal need to require a housing agreement. A violation of a 

development permit, which would include the detailed design conditions, would be a 

significant enough offence to issue a stop order or injunction. 

Restrictive covenants, voluntarily entered into, can be registered on title and are 

binding to d l  successors in titie, through the Alberta Land Titles Act (Law 1999). 

However, Alberta does not include a provision such as s. 219 of the B.C. Land Titles Act 

that allows a covenant to be filed in exchange for the provision and preservation of 

amenity, specifically architectural amenity (Ibid). Therefore, no statutory power exists to 

compel the preservation of any amenity (Ibid). 

An option does exist for an Alberta municipality that desires a restrictive covenant 

be filed to preserve the provision of design guidelines and to ensure more legal substance 

to the exchange of density for the adherence to design guidelines. A municipality may 

include in the issuing of a deveiopment permit, a condition that the homeowner enter into 

a restrictive covenant (lbid). Section 640 (2) (c) (iv) provides this authority. However, 

as with the housing agreement, a restrictive covenant is not required because of the level 

of detail and conditions that a municipality in Alberta can include on the development 

permit. It would only be used if the municipality wanted more significant legal 



substance. Additionally, difficulty could be encountered later on when a new owner 

assumed title and did not want the covenant to remain. 

The lack of express power in the MGA, and the subsequent reliance on the liberal 

interpretation of a number of sections may suggest that challenges to a density bonus 

program utilizing these sections would be likely. The MGA however, does provide the 

deveIopment authority with very broad discretion to interpret the act and to apply those 

conditions that they see as providing some form of benefit Once put into contract form 

(i.e. a development pennit) and if voluntarily entered into, a homeowner wishing to 

challenge a density bonus program established using the above mentioned sections, 

would have to persuade the court that there had been a degree of coercion to invalidate a 

contract (Laux 1999). Otherwise, the coaditions would stand. 
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Questions for City of Calgary Planner 

Questions Regarding the Recommended Implementation Method 

1. Would this method of implementing suites (i.e. permitted use) be allowed under the 
Municipal Government Act and the Land Use Bylaw? 

2. Would an amendment to the bylaw to include suites as a permitted use and a change 
to permit dwelling units a h  garages be all that is required fiom a legislative point 
of view? 

3. How do you think this method would work in Calgary? Would it be successful? 
Unsuccessll? Why? 

4. What are some benefits to this method that you see? Disadvantages? 

5. Do you think a citywide approach will work in Cdgary? Why or why not? 

6 .  What pressures do you think would work against this method of implementing suites 
(political, community etc)? 

7. Would this method work given the political environment in Calgary (City Council, 
community groups, advocacy groups etc)? 

8. What communities would it work in then if not a citywide approach? Why these 
communities? 

9. Do you think that it would work to not license suites or force owners to register and 
pay a fee? Why or why not? 

10. Are there any parts of the recommended method that you feel are good? Flawed? 
What is your overall impression of the recommendation? 

I 1. What do you see as the repercussions of this form of implementation? 

Questions Regarding an Overall Approach to Suites for the City 

12. What do you see as the City's goals if it were to undertake research and develop a 
suite program? 

13. What kind of public involvement do you see as happening in Calgary to develop the 
program and educate the public with regard to suites? 



14. What do you see as the major issues that would arise during a public involvement 
process? 

15. What do you see as some conditions/requirernents that would likely be put on the 
secondary suite or be demanded by the public? 

16. Do you see aesthetic concerns and change to the character of a community as a major 
concern for the community? Would this require the development of design 
guidelines? 

17. Would the City charge significant fees for legalizing suites, or would they make them 
reasonable for owners? 

18. Can you think of any incentives that the City might be able to offer owners to legalize 
their suite? 

19. What do you see as the repercussions of the status quo? What should the City do? 

20. Overall, how do you realistically see a secondary suite program being implemented 
and regulated in Calgary? 

2 1. Do you see the recommended method fitting in with policy documents? 

22. How do we move foward, implementation process, next steps? 

23. What are the implications of the recommended implementation method? 
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Questions for the Federation of Calgary Communities 

Questions 

1. Do you think communities in Calgary would be in support of secondary suites as a 
permitted use? Why or why not? 

2. Do you think that communities would be in support of allowing suites citywide? 
Why or why not? 

3. Would there be any communities, or types of communities, that would be opposed to 
either the permitted use status or citywide approach? 

4. Would there be any communities, or types of comm~ties, that would be in favour of 
either the permitted use status or citywide approach? 

5. What kind of public involvement would communities want? What kinds of forums 
would they want? 

6. What do you think would be some of the major issues that would be raised by 
communities with respect to a more developed secondary suite program? 

7. What do you see as some of the restrictions or regulations that communities would 
want to have put on as conditions or permitted use rules? 

8. Would negative perceptions of suites, affordable housing and intensification play a 
major role? 

9. If the communities were better educated about the perceptions, myths and the realities 
(i-e. if they were provided with empirical evidence of other cities that permit suites 
and that proves the perceptions and unsubstantiated), would they be more accepting 
of suites in their community? 

10. Would the infringement of this housing form on the traditional image of the single- 
family neighbourhood cause problems (i.e. would the preservation of the single- 
family neighbourhood be a major issue/reason to oppose suites)? 

1 1. Do you think The City needs to legalize secondary suites? 

12. What do you see as the implications of the status quo? 

13. Have you had any experience with this issue in communities before? 



14. Do you think it will be important for the rules to be minimal, simple and inexpensive 
for owners? Why or why not? 

15. How sensitive is the cost issue b m  your perspective? 

16. What kinds of conditions (political, community) would be required for my 
recommended method to be feasible or successfirl in Calgary? 
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Required Amendments to The City of Calgary Land Use Bylaw in order to 
Realize the Recommended Regulatory Implementation Method 

The amendments that would be required to the Calgary Land Use Bylaw (2P80) 

begin with a definition of a secondary suite. There are many different definitions used by 

various municipalities in North America, as seen in Appendix I, however the definition 

that has been utilized throughout this study and outlined in Chapter 1 could be used as a 

model for defining a secondary suite. The City of Calgary Land Use Bylaw adequately 

defines the other important terms such as "dwelling unit'' and "kitchen" that would be 

instrumental in properly de-g a secondary suite. In conjunction with the definition of 

a secondary suite, the definition for all districts R-1 through to RS-2 should be amended 

to state that a secondary suite may be developed within an existing dwelling unit. 

The next significant change would be to amend the R-1 (s. 22) and R-2 (s. 23), 

and all relevant subcategory sections to include secondary suites as a permitted use, and 

include any ruies or conditions as permitted use rules. These amendments would give 

owners the right to develop a suite in their home once all conditions were met. When 

conditions are met, including building code requirements, the suite would be considered 

legal. 

In order to allow suites to be developed above garages, section 20 (5) (g) (i) 

would have to be changed to permit dwelling units to be developed in accessory 

structures. Any potential design guidelines to be applied to deal with privacy, sunlight 

and aesthetics will have to be developed by The City as they are beyond the scope of this 

study. 

Upon completion of these amendments, secondary suites would be included in the 

Calgary Land Use Bylaw as permitted uses in all lowdensity residential districts, both 



within the primary structure and above garages. The secondary suite would be properly 

defined with any applicable and appropriate permitted use rules. 
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