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A Victoria house with newly added secondary suite 
Credit: David Spiers/Brian Sikstrom  

Making Secondary Suites Easier 
 
 

Summary 
 
The City of Victoria relaxed its secondary suite zoning regulations to enable easier installation of secondary suites in existing 
homes. The city began by piloting the changes in one neighbourhood, consulting extensively with citizens and stakeholders, 
before expanding them to the larger community in 2007. The new zoning regulations allow secondary suites to be added in 
houses of any age, without requiring additional parking. Victoria also altered its approval process to give priority to 
secondary suite permits alongside affordable and non-profit housing applications. The initiative evolved to include B.C.’s 
first Secondary Suites Grant Program, which offers municipal grants of up to $5,000 to homeowners to cover 25 per cent of 
the construction costs of new secondary suites and includes a set of secondary suite design guidelines to assist 
homeowners in the decision-making and installation process. The combined initiatives have facilitated the construction of 
more than 100 secondary suites over the past four years, enhancing the city’s housing supply while preserving existing 
green space and urban boundaries. 
 
 

Background 
 
Located on the southern tip of Vancouver Island, the City of Victoria is renowned for its mild climate and beautiful scenery, 
but also for its expensive housing market. The city itself has about 78,000 residents, although more than 300,000 call the 
Greater Victoria area home. Victoria ranks fourth in core density among Canadian metropolitan areas, after Toronto, 
Montreal and Vancouver. 
 
The city has a long history of permitting secondary suites in older and larger homes. Historically, building permits, rather 
than rezoning, were required for suites in houses that met the Zoning Bylaw’s conversion regulations. As a result, legally 
converted suites have traditionally made up more than 10 per cent of Victoria’s housing supply. Nevertheless, extremely 
low vacancy rates, rising real estate prices and a lack of new rental construction in a city where 60 per cent of people are 
renters, resulted in increased public pressure to relax restrictions on secondary suites. 
 
The city saw the expansion of secondary suites as a timely and effective way to ensure an adequate supply of safe, 
affordable housing, while respecting residents’ desire to maintain existing neighbourhood character. The Secondary Suites 
program addressed Victoria’s goals of building complete communities and sustainable growth through an inconspicuous 
mode of urban intensification.  
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Project Development 
 
Since the initiative began, the city has consulted extensively with the public through a series of workshops, open houses, 
public hearings and other events. Participation has been excellent, with 27 people speaking at a 2007 non-statutory council 
hearing, 240 more attending two workshops the following year, and more than 100 citizens taking part in a hands-on 
workshop in May 2009. Feedback from all events was recorded by questionnaire. The city also convened a focus group to 
examine concerns that allowing secondary suites in new construction might encourage the destruction of existing homes. 
With neighbourhood associations, industry professionals and city staff all represented, the focus group reviewed the real 
estate market and assessed the impact of potential zoning changes to ensure a positive outcome for the community. 
 
The city’s Planning and Development Department led the policy and zoning changes, while Finance Department staff 
oversaw the Secondary Suite Grant Program. In practice, however, the project required collaboration between several city 
departments, including Corporate Communications, Engineering and Public Works, Permits and Inspections, Bylaw 
Enforcement, Information Technology, Legislative Services, and Sustainability. The project team also sought advice from 
building designers and realtors, the Rental Owners and Managers Association, the Canadian Home Builders’ Association and 
various community associations. The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation contributed to the project through its 
Rental Residential Assistance Program, while B.C.’s Assessment Authority provided advice on assessment and tax impacts. 
 
 

Project Implementation 
 
Victoria undertook the project in the context of the city’s 2004 Corporate Strategic Plan and 2007 Comprehensive Housing 
Strategy, both of which supported secondary suites as a way to increase the affordable housing supply while maintaining 
neighbourhood character. The project was also guided by the Capital Region District Growth Strategy’s objective of building 
of complete communities, planned in a sustainable manner that keeps urban settlement compact and preserves regional 
green space. The Making Secondary Suites Easier project fits within the Victoria Sustainability Framework; a high level, 
strategic policy developed in 2009 to guide the city’s development and operations over the longer term. 
 
The initiative primarily involved making changes to the city’s Zoning Regulation Bylaw and the approval processes for 
secondary suites. By definition, a secondary suite is a legal suite located within a single-family, detached house. The zoning 
changes lessened the restrictions on secondary suites, permitting them in single-family homes of any age, while also 
allowing minor exterior changes and not requiring additional parking. The city initially made the zoning changes to one 
neighbourhood, as a pilot project, before expanding them to the entire community in 2007. Changes to approval processes 
gave the same priority to secondary suite applications as for affordable and non-profit housing applications.  
 
The city also produced a set of design guidelines to assist homeowners in developing a secondary suite that enhances the 
unique features of their home and neighbourhood. The guidelines were developed to be user-friendly and are divided into 
five categories: overall design of the house, landscaping and parking, private outdoor space, design of secondary suite 
entrance, and suite livability. The guidelines, along with other up-to-date supporting documents and information packages, 
were made available to residents on the city’s website, as well as in other formats. The guidelines also facilitate the review 
of secondary suite applications.  
 
The Making Secondary Suites Easier project evolved to include a Secondary Suites Grant Program, the first of its kind in B.C. 
Launched in March 2009, the program offers homeowners a grant equal to 25 per cent of the construction costs of new 
secondary suites, to a maximum of $5,000. City Council has demonstrated Victoria’s commitment to secondary suites by 
allocating $250,000 toward the grant program. 
 
Following city-wide implementation of the program in 2007, Council requested an impact report within 18 months. To 
achieve this, staff monitored building permit statistics, complaint statistics (including parking issues), feedback from two 
information workshops and a survey of secondary suite building permit applicants. The information gathered led to further 
zoning regulation changes following the 18-month review. These changes were successful in addressing restrictions on 
exterior changes and inconsistencies between zoning and building code requirements. 
 
The project involved a significant amount of staff training to better assist the public in understanding and accepting the 
changes. Paid advertising, media coverage, fact sheets and industry presentations also helped to disseminate information. 
The secondary suites public education program was part of an Affordability and Choice Today (ACT) initiative in 2009, and 
Victoria also took advantage of external expertise through the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ Partners for Climate 
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Protection program, capacity building webinars, Sustainable Communities Conference and Sustainable Procurement Panel. 
The mayor and city staff members have shared lessons learned from the project with other interested municipalities 
through several presentations. 
 
 

Results  
 

 More than 100 secondary suites have been installed since 2007, compared to only nine units constructed in 2006, prior 
to the zoning changes. The avoided expense of 100 publicly-funded rental suites is estimated at more than $13 million. 

 The environmental demands of secondary suites (waste, water, sewage and transportation) are much lower than 
alternative dwellings constructed in suburban or greenfield locations. 

 Secondary suites have reduced vehicle use and increased the uptake of existing recreational facilities and services, 
while maintaining the character of neighbourhoods and allowing residents to age in place. 

 Residents now benefit from an increased housing supply and greater dwelling options, as well as the opportunity to 
offset housing costs with additional income from secondary suites in their own homes. 

 
 

Lessons Learned 
 

 TAKE TIME TO PHASE IN CHANGES AND USE OF PILOT PROJECTS. Victoria piloted the zoning and regulatory changes in 
one neighbourhood before going city-wide. According to Senior Planner Brian Sikstrom, time is needed to properly 
consult and find the right balance between regulating change to houses and neighbourhoods and the need for more 
housing in the form of secondary suites. “The analogy we have used is that of learning to crawl, walk and then run,” 
said Mr. Sikstrom. “The first few years were crawling as we explored possible changes and addressed the concerns 
raised by the public. The next few years we were walking, as we implemented the changes, evaluated them, and made 
further changes with much greater ease and public acceptance. We might now think of ourselves as running, with the 
grant program and design guidelines in place.” 

 ENCOURAGING SECONDARY SUITES IS SEPARATE FROM ‘LEGALIZING’ EXISTING ILLEGAL SUITES. The issues around 
legalizing existing suites are complex; involving bylaw enforcement, building code compliance, health and safety 
concerns, fairness and property rights. According to Mr. Sikstrom, failing to make this distinction clear from the 
beginning can confuse the public and distract from the real goal of increasing the supply of secondary suites. 

 FOCUS FIRST ON THE EASILY ATTAINABLE. The city was able to make substantial changes by simplifying or removing 
certain zoning conditions that were the biggest barriers to new secondary suites, such as requirements for additional 
parking. 

 
 

Related and Future Initiatives 
 
A second review of secondary suites regulations is scheduled for June 2011 and will include an applicant survey and public 
open house. The review will assess the effectiveness of the design guidelines and analyze the uptake on the Secondary Suite 
Grant Program, as well as environmental benefits. The city has not yet measured greenhouse gas (GHG) reductions or other 
indicators of the environmental benefits of making secondary suites easier. According to Brian Sikstrom, “the GHG 
reductions should be measurable by a formula based on the number of suites created, and houses not built and green 
space not covered as a result.” 
 
 

Partners and Collaboration 
 
Federation of Canadian Municipalities 
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation– Rental Residential Assistance Program 
Canadian Home Builders Association  
Building designers  
Realtors  
Community associations  
Rental Owners and Managers Association  
BC Assessment Authority 
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Contact 
Brian Sikstrom 
Senior Planner, Planning and Development Department 
City of Victoria, British Columbia 
250-361-0285 
bsikstrom@victoria.ca 
City of Victoria – Secondary Suites 
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