
Secondary Suites in Port Alberni 
 
Background 
City of Port Alberni Council approved the introduction of Secondary Suites on March 10, 2014 
with the adoption of City of Port Alberni Zoning Bylaw No. 4832, 2014.  The adoption of the 
bylaw introduced provisions for allowing Secondary Suites in an owner-occupied, single family 
dwelling subject to specific conditions. 
 
The information provided is intended to familiarize residents and property owners with the new 
regulations and describe the different procedures you must follow to: 
 

1. Create a NEW suite in an existing dwelling; 
OR 

2. Renovate or authorize an EXISTING suite. 
 
Council’s primary goal for implementing Secondary Suites is to provide safe and affordable 
housing in the community.  The City wants to make sure that where there is a secondary suite 
permitted in a single family house, the secondary suite meets the life safety requirements of the 
BC Building Code so that both tenant and house owner are protected. 
 

What is a Secondary Suite in the City of Port Alberni? 
SECONDARY SUITE means a dwelling unit that is an accessory to a single detached 
dwelling and is comprised of one or more habitable rooms, intended for use as a separate and 
independent residence.  A secondary suite contains sleeping facilities, a bathroom, and cooking 
facilities that are for the exclusive use of the occupant(s) of the suite. 
 
The term does not include duplexes or additional dwellings in multi-family units or other zoning 
designations. 
 

What are the conditions that Secondary Suites must meet? 
 
 May not exceed 90m2 in total floor area or 40% of the habitable floor space of the 

building, whichever is less.  This size restriction is set by the BC Building Code. 
 

 Must be fully contained within the principal residence. 
 
 Must be provided with a parking space additional to the standard parking space 

requirements for the residence. 
 
 Are only permitted in an owner‐occupied single family dwelling. 

 
 Existing Secondary Suites need to meet the life safety requirements for existing 

secondary suites as described in the BC Building Code. 
 
 Secondary Suites are not permitted in multi-family dwellings, duplexes, mobile homes, or 

commercial/industrial buildings. 
 
 Where the City has approved a secondary suite in a house the City will assign a civic 

address to the suite and will inform North Island 911 and Canada Post. 
 



 

What is a “Legal” versus “Illegal” versus “Authorized” Suite? 
 
Prior to March 10, 2014, suites were not legally permitted to be a part of a dwelling in Port 
Alberni.  On March 10, 2014, the Port Alberni Zoning Bylaw 2014, Bylaw No. 4832 was adopted 
making provision for secondary suites in most single family residential dwellings.  Suites 
constructed under a Building Permit, after this Bylaw was adopted, would be considered “legal” 
suites. 
 

A. “Legal Suite” 
A Secondary Suite constructed after March 10, 2014 with the required Building Permits 
is considered “Legal”. 

 
B. “Illegal Suite” 

A Secondary Suite constructed prior to March 10, 2014, or without a Building Permit, is 
considered “Illegal”. 

 
C. “Authorized” (With Notice on Land Title) Suite 

An “Illegal” suite has the potential to be “Authorized”.  In Port Alberni an “Authorized” 
Suite is a suite constructed without the required Building Permits, before or after March 
10, 2014; and where; 

 
a) The homeowner has applied for a Secondary Suite Authorization Permit; and 
b) The City Building Inspector has performed the necessary inspections; and 
c) The City Building Inspector has confirmed that visible work meets BC Building 

Code standards and that life-safety requirements have been addressed, 
including fire safety factors; and  

d) The City has placed a notice on the Land Title, (as per Section 57 of the 
Community Charter), to advise future interested parties that the suite was 
constructed without a Building Permit and that all required inspections 
were not performed. 

 
What do I have to do to build a NEW Secondary Suite? 
 
If the zoning on your property permits Secondary Suites, and if the residence is an owner-
occupied single family dwelling, you may apply for a Building Permit to create a Secondary 
Suite within the residence. 
 

Criteria: 
 The residence must be an owner occupied single family dwelling 
 The Zoning designation must permit Secondary Suites 
 It must be possible for the Building Inspector to complete a series of visual 

inspections at specific intervals based on work completed 
 Constructing a legal suite is best suited where the Single Residential 

Dwelling incorporates an unfinished basement (or basement finished under 
the issuance of a previous Building Permit) as all work performed can be 
visually inspected prior to the covering of the work.   
 



 While it is possible to construct a legal suite in a basement that was 
previously finished without the issuance of a Building Permit and required 
inspections, some demolition of existing work will be required to reveal 
covered work and enable visual inspections to be done of that work.   

 If all the work cannot be visually inspected, a notice may still need to be 
registered on the property title. 
 

The Process: 
 The Property owner must apply for a Building Permit and submit all 

required building plans.  Before construction can begin on your new suite, 
you need to obtain the necessary permits. 
 
Building Permit Application  

A Building Permit must be obtained prior to commencing the construction of your 
Secondary Suite.  An application form can be obtained from the Building 
Inspector or City website.  To ensure that your application is processed as 
quickly as possible, it is important to have all the required documentation 
submitted along with your application.  Required documentation includes:  
 Completed Building Permit Application Form  
 Building Permit Cover Sheet  
 2 complete sets of plans to scale  
 2 copies of the Site Plan to scale  
 Truss and engineered floor and beam layout (if used)  

 
 The Building Inspector will do a detailed review of the submitted plans, and 

inform the applicant of any additional items that may be required. 
 When the Permit review is successfully completed, your Building Permit will 

be issued once the required fee is received. 
 If the Building Inspector issues a Building Permit for the required works the 

property owner may proceed with construction and ensure that all required 
inspections are obtained. 

 The Property owner must request a Final Inspection when all inspections 
and required works are complete. 

 The Building Inspector will inspect and will either approve the works or 
inform the owner of any deficiencies that have not been adequately 
addressed. 

 If all required works are approved the Building Inspector will issue a Final 
Occupancy Permit. 

 

If I have an EXISTING Secondary Suite what category does it fall into? 

Suites constructed prior to March 10, 2014: 
 Are considered “Illegal” if not upgraded through a Building Permit. 
 May become “Legal” if upgraded through a Building Permit.  Note:  For an existing 

suite to become “Legal” the suite may need to be deconstructed and re-constructed 
under a current Building Permit.  Contact the Building Inspector for more information. 

 May be “Authorized” if specific conditions are met. 



 
Suites constructed after March 10, 2014: 

 Are “Legal” if constructed under a Building Permit. 
 Are considered “Illegal” if not constructed under a Building Permit. 
 May become “Legal” if upgraded through a Building Permit.  Note:  For an existing 

suite to become “Legal” the suite may need to be deconstructed and re-constructed 
under a current Building Permit.  Contact the Building Inspector for more information. 

 

What do I have to do to Authorize an EXISTING Secondary Suite? 
 
If a suite was constructed prior to March 10, 2014, there may be an opportunity to 
authorize the suite.  The ability to perform the required inspections of existing illegally 
constructed suites is limited as the work has already been completed and most of the 
work that required inspections, as outlined in the Building Bylaw, has been covered 
either behind drywall or under concrete.  Inspections are undertaken that focus on the 
visual life safety items pertaining to fire detection (smoke alarms), fire spread (drywall) 
and exits (a safe way out).  These three items form the basis for the upgrades required 
to “Authorize” an illegally-constructed secondary suite. 

Fees Required for Authorization of a Suite: 
 

The fee for authorizing a pre-existing suite constructed prior March 10, 2014 is $500.  Note 
that if you engage the services of a professional builder, the builder must have a valid 
business license to operate within the City of Port Alberni. 
 
The Process: 

 The property owner submits an application for a Secondary Suite 
Authorization to the City Building Inspector. 

 The Building Inspector will attend the property to review the existing 
construction and prepare a preliminary list of deficiencies that will need to be 
corrected in order to obtain a Secondary Suite Authorization.  

 The property owner will be informed in writing of all deficiencies that must be 
addressed. 

 The Property owner must submit all required building plans to address the 
items identified.   

 Through the detailed review of the submitted plans, additional items may be 
required.  If the property owner wishes not to proceed with the work, the only 
remaining option is for the removal of the suite components from within the 
Single Residential Dwelling. 

 
Inspections Required for Authorized Suites 

Inspections will generally include: 
− Ceiling Heights 
− Room Areas 
− Life Safety Requirements (ex. Exits and smoke alarms) 
− Ventilation 
− Drywall 
− Plumbing 



− Electrical and Gas Inspections - While the City of Port Alberni will 
perform most of the building inspections related to home 
construction and/or renovation, the BC Safety Authority is 
responsible to perform inspections for electrical and gas related 
work.  Information on requirements for taking out a permit is 
located on their website at www.safetyauthority.ca, or by calling 
250-716-5200. 
 

 The Property Owner must request a Final Inspection when all inspections 
and works are complete. 

 The Building Inspector will inspect and will either approve the works or 
inform the owner of any deficiencies that have not been adequately 
addressed. 

 If all required works are approved the Building Inspector will inform the City 
Planner and request that a report to Council be prepared for the purpose of 
obtaining the necessary Council resolution to place a Notice on the Title of 
the subject property. 

 If Council does not approve a resolution to place a Notice on Title, the 
Building Inspector will not issue Final Approval. 

 If Council does approve the Resolution, the City Clerk will apply to the 
Provincial Land Titles office to have a Notice (as per Section 57 of the 
Community Charter) place on Title with a copy to the Building Inspector. 

 The Building Inspector will provide a copy of the Secondary Suite 
Authorization and Final Approval to the following: 

o Property Owner 
o BC Assessment 
o City Property File 

 

 

Other Things to Consider 

 
Other Uses  
Homes that contain a secondary suite shall not be used for other accessory uses such as a Bed 
& Breakfast, Supportive Housing or a Home-Based Business.  Homeowners should consult 
“Port Alberni Zoning Bylaw 2014, Bylaw No. 4832” to take into consideration how that use will 
be affected by the existence of the secondary suite. 
 
Parking  
In accordance with “Port Alberni Zoning Bylaw 2014, Bylaw No. 4832” each dwelling with a suite 
is required to provide an additional off-street parking space.  Two parking spaces are required 
for the principal dwelling, plus one additional space for the suite for a total of three off-street 
parking spaces.   
 
Service Upgrades 
The construction of a secondary suite may require the addition or modification of a driveway or 
water and sewer connections upgrades. 
 



 
Addressing  
In order to properly direct mail when a secondary suite is added to a main dwelling, Canada 
Post requires proof to be given that a legal suite exists.  This proof can be provided in the form 
of the Final Approval.  Be sure to contact Canada Post to verify their requirements and 
regulations regarding mail delivery at www.canadapost.ca. 
 
 
Taking All Costs into Consideration 
 
Sometimes, all the costs associated with a project aren't readily apparent until the project gets 
underway.  We have identified some of the more common items and issues that you would need 
to take into consideration when doing your calculations: 
 
1. Ceiling height - the minimum ceiling height is 2 metres; ceilings lower than this may require 

the house to be lifted or the floor to be lowered (this is inclusive of the overall ceiling height, 
including beams, duct work, etc.). 

2. Electrical service upgrade - a house with inadequate amperage (usually 100 amps or less) 
will require an upgrade through the issuance of an Electrical Permit.  As well, the circuits in 
the suite must be independent from the main dwelling. 

3. Perimeter Drain – Drain tile depth and location to be verified. 

4. Sanitary Sewer - Sanitary sewer depth and location must be verified. 

5. Windows - bedroom windows must be of minimize size for egress. 

6. Fire safety - the main dwelling cannot share a common forced-air furnace with a suite.  
Unprotected openings into the suite (i.e. a door) shall be addressed. 

7. Fire separation wall - required between suite and any adjacent areas (i.e. furnace room, 
common laundry room, remainder of building). 

8. Ventilation - the suite must have minimum ventilation by mechanical means. A principal 
exhaust fan and fans for the bathroom and kitchen are required. 

 

Summary  

Adding a secondary suite to your dwelling may seem uncomplicated at first, but as you can see, 
there is a lot to consider.  Our Planning, Building and Bylaw Department staff can help you 
navigate these regulations. 
 
In addition to your Building Permit and/or Secondary Suite Authorization Permit, the following is 
a summary list of other permits to consider:  
 Electrical Permit  
 Gas Permit  
 Access Permit (for driveway)  
 
More Questions?  If you have any questions or if you require further information about suite 
construction, phone the Building Inspector to assist you with your inquiry or project.  Phone: 
250-720-2832 
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