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SECONDARY SUITES AND ACCESSORY DWELLINGS

To Council
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RECOMMENDATION
THAT council receive this report for information and consideration of the draft
policy/program and regulatory framework set out in the Appendix A and direct
staff to organize an open house to solicit input on the draft policy/program and
regulatory framework and bring back a report on the results of the consultation
for consideration.

SUMMARY
Highlands already has a significant number of unauthorized dwellings and it is expected that this
trend will continue. Based on an investigation of other local governments and how they have
approached the regulation of Secondary Suites and Accessory Dwelling Units, this report sets
out a number of issues for discussion and a proposed policy and regulatory framework for
consideration.
Permitting Secondary Suites and Accessory Dwelling Units and adopting a program of
legalization will require further staff and financial resources and will likely not result in absolute
compliance of all unauthorized dwelling units. It will however allow property owners to improve
many existing units and make it possible for new units to be designed and built to meet BCBC
standards.
BACKGROUND
As part of its Strategic Plan, Council asked staff to prepare a report outlining an approach to
considering secondary suites in the community. While secondary suites are not permitted under
existing zoning regulations, it is estimated that approximately 30% to 50% of properties in
Highlands have some form of unauthorized secondary suite and/or additional unapproved
dwellings (estimate based on information from Highlands Building Official). Given increasing
land costs and housing shortages in the region this trend is likely to continue.
The Official Community Plan (OCP) contemplates the potential for “secondary housing” as part
of the community. Policy 2.2 (24) states: “When Council considers secondary housing,
sustainability will be the prime factor for consideration”.
A description of the measures of success based on the Sustainable Highlands Decision Making
Framework is included in Appendix B to inform Council discussion (Sustainable Highlands
Summary Document (http://bc-highlands.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/1864 ).
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In 1995, based on a growing interest in supporting and legalizing secondary suites, the Province
introduced Section 9.36 of the British Columbia Building Code (BCBC) to create alternative
standards to allow suites. In the BCBC a secondary suite is an additional dwelling unit within a
building with all of the following characteristics:
•
•
•
•
•

Total floor space of not more than 90m2 (968 sq. ft).
Floor space of not more than 40% of the habitable floor space of the building.
Located in a residential building with only one other dwelling unit.
Located in a building that is a single real estate entity.
A secondary suite cannot be separately strata titled.

This section of the BCBC allows certain relaxations from normal code requirements.
In 1999 the Highlands Housing Task Force (HHTF) prepared a report which recommended the
adoption of a policy to allow secondary dwellings in the community. The report, which included
a survey of residents, provides an excellent overview of the issue in the community and
recognized that there were already a number of unauthorized secondary dwellings in the
community.
Among other recommendations, the HHTF report suggested that a minimum lot area of 5 acres
should be applied when considering secondary suites. The main purpose of this was to impose
a limit on the amount of secondary suites in the Highlands. The report recognized that the
suggested 5 acre minimum limit was arbitrary. The HHTF report also considers the regulation
of separate or detached suites as a viable housing option.
Since 1999 many communities in British Columbia have adopted programs, policies and
regulations to allow new secondary dwellings and to seek to legalize existing unauthorized
units.
In 2005, Council considered an analysis of the impact of increased density on groundwater
including the potential for secondary suites and/or residences. The District’s Comprehensive
Groundwater Study, a regional-level groundwater analysis, modelled groundwater levels for the
development scenarios that included 20% and 50% of properties having secondary dwellings.
A separate analysis was done with the same two variables adding the influence of climate
change. The 2012 Phase 3 Groundwater Study concludes that climate change is expected to be
the limiting factor that affects groundwater levels in the District rather than secondary housing.
An excerpt from the executive summary is included in Appendix C for information. The full
groundwater study (all three phases) can be found at website: http://highlands.ca/177/GroundWater-Protection-Study .
The reasons for having a secondary suite or accessory dwelling are many and varied. These
can include:
•
•
•
•

mortgage helpers,
support on large properties for aging in place,
support for younger or older family members,
providing a diversity of housing options

It is important to note that in all cases, secondary suites or accessory dwellings are intended as
rental units and are not intended to be for ownership.
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COMMENTARY
For the purposes of this discussion a Secondary Suite (SS) is defined as a second dwelling unit
on a property that is contained wholly within the principal dwelling. An Accessory Dwelling Unit
(ADU) is defined as a second residential unit on a property that is contained within a garage, or
separate building.
There are a number of considerations which must be taken into account when considering a
program to regulate SS’s and ADU’s. The following section, which is largely based on the
experience of other local government jurisdictions, sets out a number of these considerations for
discussion:
1. Many jurisdictions have adopted procedures for both permitting new SS’s and ADU’s and
legalizing existing units. Of the two, the former, permitting additional units in new buildings
is by far much simpler than dealing with existing units. In many jurisdictions concerns about
safety and health in existing suites are a main focus for initiating a legalization program. The
health and the safety of tenants in possibly unhealthy or unsafe living conditions are
concerns in every municipality, as are the potential liability concerns related to this aspect of
the matter. At present Highlands’ policy of enforcement is complaint driven. If Council
decides to proceed with a program of legalization they will have to consider whether this
approach is still appropriate.
2. Administrative costs will be impacted by the amount of work involved on the part of planning,
bylaw enforcement and inspection staff. This will depend on the response to the program
but enforcement and the demand on staff resources will be determined – to a large extent –
by the answers to the question posed in Section 1 above. Some municipalities have
aggressively sought to locate existing suites, using real estate listings, assessment data,
familiarity with the area and a legalization campaign. Other jurisdictions – generally those
where the need for affordable housing is the greatest – have taken a gentler approach and
tried to work with residents to make it as easy as possible to legalize units. This appears to
be the path of least resistance. Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that there will be
additional demands on staff time and other resources including the need for additional
enforcement and inspection staff, increased legal fees, additional administration costs
including planning staff time and preparation of information. An advantage of permitting
SS’s and ADU’s in new construction is that it will encourage property owners to consider this
option from the outset. It is much easier to build a new suite to Building Code requirements
than it is to retrofit an existing unit.
3. The loss of existing rental suites is a genuine possibility as it may be impossible to bring
some existing units up to BCBC standards or other regulations. In many cases the
application of equivalent or alternative life safety standards to existing units has been found
to be an essential tool. Some jurisdictions have taken the additional step to adopt alternative
safety standards however as already described, the BCBC standards for secondary suites
already provide for alternative safety standards.
If it is impossible to meet the necessary standards for health and safety, the suite must be
closed. This means a loss of income to the homeowner and loss of accommodation to those
occupying the unit. It may also mean a loss of sense of security. Especially on larger and
remote properties, where having another person or persons living on the property may be
important to some residents’ sense of security.
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Providing assistance to homeowners could help to ease the ability to legalize a unit. This
assistance can take many forms: information posted on Highlands’ website, brochures or
information sheets available at the office counter, the offer of free inspections and advice, a
checklist of items that must be dealt with, etc.
4. In addition to BCBC standards, increasing the number of dwelling units on a property also
puts additional pressure on a property’s septic systems and water supply. Uncertainty of
sewage and water capacity is an important concern from a health perspective and the long
term viability of ground water resources. New and existing dwellings would be required to
have their septic and water systems approved for the additional unit by VIHA.
Although the 1999 HHTF report suggested a minimum lot area of 5 acres should be
applied when considering additional dwelling units on a lot, this may be too limiting and
may not capture many of the already existing unauthorized units. Requiring all new
units to meet VIHA requirements for sewage disposal and potable water may be seen
as a more equitable determining factor than lot size.
5. Preservation of open space and protection of environmentally sensitive areas is an
important consideration. This is especially true when considering separate ADU’s. An
increase in number of units on a site may have an effect on this however the Highlands’
existing regulatory mechanisms such as the need for Development Permits for
environmentally sensitive areas and Building Permits should help to mitigate this concern.
Wildfire interface regulations will likely require additional tree removal for separate dwelling
units on a lot. Minimizing site disturbance should be a factor for consideration of ADU’s and
this should be clearly stated in any information about creating new units.
6. In many cases property assessments reflect the presence of a suite whether they are
authorized or not. While this presumably increases the tax revenue, based on the additional
suites, a number of municipalities have introduced separate licensing and registration fees
to help offset some of the costs to the local government.
7. In most jurisdictions the need for additional parking and the potential increase in traffic are a
concern. In terms of parking, it is typical that new dwelling units be required to provide one
additional parking space. Increased traffic is more difficult to gauge and control. It could be
expected that each additional unit would generate at least one more vehicle on each
property. While this is a consideration it is difficult to regulate.
8. While one of the valid reasons for creating additional dwelling units is to support the need for
housing within families, some municipalities tie the occupancy of an additional dwelling unit
to family relationship. This is may not be enforceable. It is also difficult to control and
creates additional burdens for administration and enforcement. It is not recommended.
9. Community acceptance is critical for the successful implementation of any program. Many
municipalities carry out extensive consultation programs and have elaborate communication
plans before, during and after adoption. Based on the District’s Public Participation/
Community Engagement Policy (http://www.highlands.ca/documentcenter/view/6561), staff
feel that, if Council decides to proceed further with this initiative, it should be considered to
be at the “consult level” and initially, Council may want to consider one or two information
open houses to solicit input.
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10. Inability of a community to provide affordable rental accommodation is a valid concern,
particularly as housing prices continue to increase. Individual single family homes are
generally expensive to rent – in the few cases when they are available for rent.
CONCLUSION
Highlands already has a significant number of unauthorized dwellings and it is expected that this
trend will continue. It makes sense for the District to consider permitting and regulating suites
and accessory dwellings to try and regularize this form of housing.
Given the experience in other municipalities and potential staff and other resource implications,
a “go slow” and simple approach would be best. To be clear, this will not likely result in absolute
compliance of all unauthorized dwelling units but will offer the opportunity to improve many
existing units and make it possible for new units to be designed and built to meet BCBC
standards.
OPTIONS
1. (Recommended) That Council receive this report for information and direct staff to
organize an open house to solicit input on the draft policy/program and regulatory
framework set out in Appendix A and bring back a report on the results of the
consultation for consideration.
2. That Council receive this report for information and ask staff to bring back further
information on specific areas (to be identified by Council) for consideration.
3. That Council receive this report for information and direct staff to prepare the policies
and regulatory tools to implement the draft policy/program and regulatory framework set
out in Appendix A and bring back a report on resource implications for budget
consideration.
4. That Council receive the report for information and not proceed with further
consideration of Secondary Suites and Accessory Dwellings.
Respectfully submitted

CAO Concurrence

Michael Dillistone, MCIP, RPP

Loranne Hilton, CAO

Laura Beckett, MURP, MCIP, RPP
Attachments:

Appendix A
Appendix B
Appendix C
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APPENDIX A
Draft Policy/Program Outline
1. Amend the Zoning Bylaw to permit both Secondary Suites (SS’s) and Accessory
Dwelling Units (ADU’s) in all zones where the principal use is a single-family dwelling,
except for the Rivers Crossing and Hannington Creek Estates developments where they
are not permitted by the Stratas.
2. Provide information for builders of new homes to consider planning in advance for
an eventual secondary suite. The construction standard for all new SS’s and ADUs
must meet the BC Building Code (including Fire and Electrical code).
3. Establish a program for legalization of existing SS’s and ADU’s, and encourage
homeowners to seek staff’s assistance. This could include homeowners voluntarily
“registering” their SS’s or ADU’s to initiate the process of working together to bring the
unit up to an acceptable standard.
4. Offer incentives, such as a free inspection with advice on necessary upgrades to
facilitate bringing existing SS’s and ADU’s into compliance with BC Building Code and
Fire and Electrical code requirements.
5. Continue the policy of enforcement of unauthorized suites on a complaint driven
basis. Where requirements cannot be met to legalize an existing SS or ADU,
require that the additional dwelling unit be decommissioned and/or removed.
Draft Zoning Bylaw Amendments for Secondary Suites
1. A Secondary Suite is defined as a second dwelling unit on a property that is contained
wholly within the principal dwelling.
2. Only one additional dwelling unit, a SS or an ADU is permitted per lot.
3. A SS must be wholly located within a principal dwelling.
4. A SS shall not have a total floor space of more than 90 m² in area or not more than
40% of the habitable floor space of the principal dwelling on a lot – whichever is
less.
5. One additional on-site parking space is required for a SS.
6. VIHA requirements for sewage disposal and wells must be met by all new SS’s.
This may be seen as a more equitable determining factor than lot size.
Draft Zoning Bylaw Amendments for Accessory Dwelling Unit
1. An Accessory Dwelling Unit is a defined as a second residential unit on a property
that is contained within a separate garage or separate building.
2. Mobile homes, tiny homes and recreational vehicles are not permitted to be used
as an ADU.
3. Only one additional dwelling unit, a SS or an ADU, is permitted per lot.
4. An ADU shall not have a total floor space of more than 90 m² in area or not more
than 40% of the habitable floor space of the principal dwelling on a lot – whichever
is less.
5. ADU’s must meet the setbacks for principal dwellings on a property and shall not
be located in a front yard.
6. ADU’s shall not be greater than 6 metres in height.
7. One additional on-site parking space is required for an ADU.
8. Require buffering or screening where privacy – either of the ADU tenant or the adjacent
property owner/user – may be considered an issue.
9. VIHA requirements for sewage disposal and wells must be met by all new ADUs.
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APPENDIX B
INTEGRATED COMMUNITY SUSTAINABILITY PLAN: “Sustainable Highlands Decision
Making Framework”
Please find attached the filled-in decision making framework form for Strategic Plan item: “Staff
to provide a secondary suite policy by canvassing policies from comparable municipalities and
develop a draft policy for consideration.” Table B-1 expands on section 1 in the form, stating
each relevant Description of Success for ease of reference.
Table B-1
(SS = secondary suite; ADU = accessory dwelling unit)
Strategy Area Description of Success
In regards
to...
Building and #1 – “New residential, commercial,
Sites industrial and institutional
development conforms to the long
term vision of the community.”
#8 – “There is housing in the
Main
community accessible for people
Descriptions
of all abilities (physical and
of Success
economic).”
that the
Healthy #4 – “A broad range of housing
action moves
Community options exists to support multiple
us toward...
generations and all income
groups.”
#2 – “The community is diverse,
inclusive and respects and
understands a broad spectrum of
viewpoints.”
Main
Water and #4 – “The supply of potable water
Descriptions
Waste from local natural sources is
of Success
maintained for future generations.”
that the
action moves
Transportation #2 – “Roads are safe for
us away
and Mobility pedestrians and cyclists.”
from...

Staff Comment
• #1 would pertain to
OCP policy 2.2 (24)
• Social and human
gains

Social and human gains

Due to climate
change...This will happen
with or without SSs and
ADUs
More people means more
traffic...however, SSs and
ADUs already exist
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In regards
to...

Other
Descriptions
of Success to
bear in
mind...

•
•
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Strategy Area Description of Success
Water and #5 – “Water could be conserved through minimizing use,
Waste enhancing water retention, rain water harvesting and use of
grey water.”
Energy #2 – “Homes use significantly less energy. Conservation of
energy is achieved through increased efficiency and life style
choices.”
#3 – “”Net-zero” energy, water and zero-waste is the standard
for all developments.”
#4 – “Energy systems are based on renewable sources and
are efficient, clean and integrated.”
Building and #2 – “New and renovated buildings use water and energy
Sites conservation measures, have low-impact design and are
mostly built with sustainable materials.”
#3 – “Scale of development and overall impact on natural
areas has no net-negative environmental impact.”
Land Use and #1 – “Land uses support residential, employment, tourism and
Natural Areas recreational activities, and are consistent with the rural
character of the Highlands.”

Secondary suites and residences move the District towards Description of Success in
human and social aspects
How secondary suites and residences are regulated can make a difference in whether
the overall program moves the District towards or away from other Descriptions of
Success.
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