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Secondary Suites: 

Obstacles and Opportunities 
Demonstrated by a Case Study 

in Guelph, Ontario 
by Paul Kraehling 

Summary 
Secondary suites, or accessory apartments as they are known in the Guelph context, are an important source of rental housing. Although 
this housing stock may only be a "temporary" supply in certain instances, it is nevertheless an important resource for providing housing to 
lower income households. The municipality's regulatory system for providing this form of housing is based on an understanding of housing 

needs and demands and on balancing community standard expectations. This article outlines the planning process used to derive 
this balance, an examination of adopted planning policies and implementation regulations, and lessons learned along the way. 

Sommaire 
Les logements secondaires, ou appartements accessoires comme ifs sont appeles a Guelph, constituent une source importante de logements 

locatifs. Quoique ce stock de logements puisse n'etre que « provisoire » dans certains cas, ii demeure neanmoins un moyen important de 
loger les menages moins bien nantis. Le regime reglementaire municipal qui permet la prestation de ce type de logement decoule d'une 

comprehension des besoins et de la demande en matiere de logement et de l'equilibre des attentes des citoyens a /'egard de /eur 
collectivite. Le present article rend compte de la demarche employee pour parvenir a cet equilibre et examine les politiques d'urbanisme en 

vigueur, les reglements de mise en reuvre sous-jacents et les acquis en la matiere. 

G uelph is a city in the hinterland of 
the Greater Toronto Area with a 

population of approximately I I 5,000 
people.A rapidly growing community 
with a strong, diverse economy and a 
large thriving university, Guelph is 
presented with many planning 
opportunities and challenges. In this 
context, the demand for housing, 
especially affordable rental housing, is a 
challenging planning issue. The City has 
faced low rental apartment vacancy 
rates for several decades coupled with 
relatively high rental market prices. Until 
recently, the rental market has remained 
quite constrained. This article argues 
that changes to the availability of rental 
units can be related to several factors, 
with one factor being the availability of 
regulated accessory apartments. ' 

The circumstances surrounding the 
availability of accessory apartments in 
Guelph today can be traced back 
through a planning history spanning 
several decades: an initial, rather 
restrictive, regulatory land use system; 
a research phase examining housing 
intensification opportunities and 
constraints; an adjustment phase to 
municipal land use policy and regulations; 
and finally, a phase of unit construction 
and housing market impacts. 

The Way Things Were 
Lower density residential areas of the 
City-single-family detached zones
had zoning classifications in the 1970s 
and 1980s that permitted only one 
house on a lot. If someone wished to 
convert a house to multiple units, the 

regulatory system required the proponent 
to apply for a zone change according to 
regulations that effectively discouraged 
conversions. Examples of these regulations 
included permitting only one converted 
house per block and requiring that no 
exterior alterations be made to the 
dwelling or property.At that time, few 
zone change applications came forward; 
yet there was an active "underground" 
housing industry that was hidden from 
City officials. 

The Need to Study 
Opportunities to Provide 
Affordable Housing 
In the late 1980s, the Ontario government 
was active in promoting opportunities 
to create new affordable housing. One 
way to do this was through the 
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intensification of existing areas where 
municipal infrastructure was in place 
and surplus capacity existed for new 
development. 

The City of Guelph applied for funding 
to conduct a housing intensification 
study. Hemson Consulting et al.2 

completed this study that examined all 
facets of potential housing intensification
from additional units on existing lots to 
new redevelopment opportunities on 
vacant or underused lands. Hemson, in 
partnership with a diverse city staff from 
planning, engineering, recreation, parks, 
finance and school boards, completed 
research work in the following areas: 

> existing demographic circumstances 
in all neighbourhoods; 

> availability of "surplus infrastructure" 
in developed areas of the city (hard 
and soft services); 

> graphic illustration of alternative 
approaches to housing intensification; 

> alternative regulatory approaches for 
various forms of housing 
intensification; and 

> recommended forms of intensification. 

The study approach involved significant 
public participation with several open 
houses scheduled throughout the year
long study process. 

In terms of accessory apartments, the 
study recommended a general relaxation 
of rezoning requirements, thereby 
permitting accessory apartments as-of
right in lower density housing forms. 
Recommendations were made to enact 
urban design standards to protect the 
front yard character. These standards 
included requiring front yard landscaping 
for at least half of the frontage, confining 
parking to driveway areas, and not allowing 
alterations to the exterior of the house. 

The study outlined the following 
advantages of the recommended 
accessory apartment approach: 

> Owners of existing "underground" 
units would be encouraged to come 
forward for inspection of their units 
to promote minimum health and 
safety standards for residents. 

> Additional housing opportunities 
would be provided in a local housing 
economy characterized by restricted 
new rental housing supply in the face 
of high rental housing demand. 
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Figure I: Graphic illustration of the "natural" intensification evolution of neighbourhoods used as a public information tool. 

Shown is an older area of Cuelph with a time change snapshot of 80 years. 
Source: Hemson Consulting Ltd. 

> A mechanism would be provided for 
adequately assessing and taxing 
accessory units. 

> The additional potential for new 
dwelling units would be 
acknowledged without affecting the 
City's existing infrastructure (hard 
and soft services). 

> The requirement for front yard urban 
design standards would promote 
neighbourhood compatibility. 

The concept was generally accepted by 
the public with some hesitation by 
property owners close to areas with 
concentrations of rental housing such as 
the downtown and areas adjacent to the 
University of Guelph. Common concerns 
centred on changes to neighbourhood 
character and perceived potential 
negative impact on property values. City 
Council adopted the consultants' 
recommendations, and their ideas were 
put forward for policy adjustments and 
zoning regulation changes through 
comprehensive City-wide amendment 
processes in the mid 1990s. 

Planning Document 
Alterations 
The Hemson Study recommendations 
were incorporated into the City's 
Official Plan and Zoning By-law.3 A 
registration system for building permits 
and inspections was set up to track 
accessory apartments under the enabling 
provincial legislation. The registration 
process was free to encourage 
participation; however, building permit 
fees still applied. The main cost to the 
property owner was related to the 
actual upgrading expenses involved in 
providing safe new or renovated 
accessory apartments. 

The final regulatory system permits 
accessory apartments in single and 
semi-detached houses, as these houses 
could most easily be adapted without 
changes to the external appearance of 
the house or property. The regulations 
were kept quite basic, acknowledging 
that the "host" dwelling needed to meet 
the basic character standards of the 
community including setbacks, maximum 
coverage requirements, yard spaces and 
parking spaces. 
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Figure 2: One illustration of what an internal accessory apartment could look like in a new home designed to be converted. 
Source: Hemson Consulting Ltd. 

Experience of Process 
The City of Guelph has registered 
approximately 75 accessory apartments 
each year since 1995. The units have 
been created in all areas of the city 
including older residential areas and 
greenfield locations. These units represent 
most of the rental housing that was 
constructed in the city during the past 
I 0 years. (See map.) 

Lessons Learned 
To summarize, the accessory unit 
system used in Guelph has several 
benefits, including the following: 

> It has enabled new affordable rental 
housing to be constructed, with average 
unit costs of $10,000 to $15,000, in 
the interior shell of a building. 

> It permits the development of units 
in all areas of the city. Based on 
research, these units are being 
created for a variety of purposes, 
including units for family members to 
assist young households in managing 
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Figure 3: A map of the City ofCuelph illustrating general 
dispersion of accessory apartment units across the 
municipality. 
Source: City of Guelph Planning & Building Services 

Department. 

the carrying costs of new homes and 
for investment opportunities (primarily 
directed at housing for university 
students). 

> The system, which is relatively 
straightforward, is designed to 
encourage property owner participation 
in providing safe rental units. 

> The system has helped to increase 
the City's traditionally low apartment 
vacancy rate, with additional choice 
options being made in the 
marketplace. 

> It establishes a mechanism whereby 
tax dollars can be generated for new 
assessable space. 

However, the following obstacles 
continue to challenge the system: 

> It has been regarded by NIMBYites as 
an "inappropriate municipal enabling" 
system that permits concentrations 
of rental housing to occur in lower 
density housing neighbourhoods. 

> Research suggests that the number of 
complaints tends to be higher for 
properties with absentee landlords, 
that is, where the host and accessory 
apartment units are rented out. 
Complaints are often lodged in 
association with non-compliance of 
"normal" community standards, 
including excessive noise, poor 
property maintenance and parking 
infractions. The municipality is required 
to provide necessary inspection and 
enforcement resources to police 
"nuisance properties". 

> The accessory apartment system 
needs fine-tuning from time to time 
to promote continued community 
acceptability. The City has recently 
amended regulations to place 
maximum size "caps" on these rental 
units and to begin charging 
registration user fees. 

> Strong public education elements are 
necessary to continue to outline the 
rationale for having this housing 
intensification mechanism. To this 
end, information bulletins need to be 
regularly prepared for the local press 
and placed on the City's Web site-• 
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Conclusion 
Generally, urban planners are interested 
in creating policy and regulatory 
documents that provide opportunities 
for additional affordable rental housing, 
permit development that maximizes 
the use of scarce urban lands and 
infrastructure, meet the needs of 
households at various stages of their 
home-owning lives, and assist in creating 
neighbourhoods that offer diverse and 
interesting living environments.A housing 
regulatory system that permits the 
creation of modest levels of infill 
housing in lower density residential 
areas can meet these tests. Guelph's 
accessory apartment system is a 
successful approach. • 

Paul Kraehling, MCIP, RPP, a graduate of 
the School of Urban and Regional Planning at the 
University ofWaterloo, is a senior policy planner 
with the City of Guelph Planning and Building 
Services Department. He is responsible for various 
strategic planning assignments that affect the 
municipality. Mr. Kraehling is currently working on 
a regulatory review of"shared rental housing". 
He can be reached at paul.kraehling@guelph.ca 

References and Notes 

Examples of homes with accessory apartments. 

I. Secondary suites are known by a variety of names across the country- basement apartments, in-law suites, second-unit housing or, in the Guelph, Ontario, context, "accessory 
apartments". This housing form consists of the addition of a second separate dwelling unit with living space-kitchen, bathroom, bedroom-within a single detached or semi-detached 
house. The accessory apartment is an ancillary activity to the primary dwelling unit on the property and is usually located in the basement of the home. 

2. Hemson Consulting Ltd, Baird/Sampson Architects, Proctor and Redfern Engineering Ltd. City of Guelph Housing Intensification Study; January 1992. 
3. Accessory apartment information is available on the City of Guelph Web site: www.guelph.ca 
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