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How implementing secondary suite standards might look 

Government has accepted an MLA review committee’s recommendations, which specify province-wide standards 
to be included in the Alberta Building Code and the Alberta Fire Code.  

The costs to develop a secondary suite will vary depending on the conditions of the home, the size and extent of the 
development and the labour required. The listed costs are approximate estimates for new construction or 
renovations carried out by a contractor. These types of activities require appropriate permits, such as building, gas 
and electrical. 

Recommendations 1-4 are related to policy and are not technical requirements, and therefore they are not included 
in the diagram.  

Recommendation #1 - Standards for secondary suites should be developed for use in single-
family homes to address the need for safety and affordability. 

Recommendation #2 - The government should establish province-wide standards for secondary 
suites under the Alberta Building and Fire Codes. Municipalities would continue to have the 
choice to determine when and where secondary suites will be permitted. 

Recommendation #3 - Standards for secondary suites should apply to both new and existing 
homes. 

Recommendation #4 - Standards for secondary suites should be developed to accommodate the 
goal of affordability, provided acceptable safety standards are in place. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendation #5 – The minimum height of rooms and spaces should be 1.95 m or 6’6”. 
May impose a limitation on some very old homes, but the majority of homes would be suitable.  In many new 
homes, 2.4 m or 8’ is the standard ceiling height.  
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Recommendation #6 – Each bedroom should have at least one outside window that can be 
opened from the inside. 
A window allowing emergency exit/access in the bedroom, including cutting the concrete basement wall and 
installing the new window and window well, would cost approximately $1,300. 
 
Recommendation #7 – There should be no requirement for windows in rooms other than in the 
bedrooms. 
No cost for current suites and a cost savings for development of new suites. This is no longer a national building 
code requirement, as it does not relate to safety. While additional windows are not required, they are also not 
prohibited.  
 
Recommendation #8 – To protect the suite from the spread of fire, fire protection for the walls 
and ceilings should be required. 
Developing the suite with fire-rated walls and ceilings, including framing and installation of ½-inch drywall, 
partitions, electrical wiring, plumbing rough in, priming and painting, costs approximately $20 to $25 per square 
foot of installation. 
 
Recommendation #9 – For the purpose of life safety, interconnected smoke alarms between the 
upper and lower suites should be required for every home with a secondary suite. 
Interconnected smoke alarms would cost $150 for two alarm units in a new home and $60 for each additional unit. 
Interconnected alarms in existing homes require more labour to install and would cost up to $450. 
 
Recommendation #10 – The furnace should be enclosed with fire separation walls and ceiling. 
Both sides of the furnace wall be given ½-inch drywall at similar range to recommendation #8. 
 
Recommendation #11 – To enhance life safety, there should be a separate exit from the 
secondary suite to the outside. 
An exit from the suite, where the stairs leading from the basement to a vestibule and doorway from the main floor 
level directly to the outside, would range from $4,000 to $6,000. Alternatively, as in the diagram, a direct exit from 
the suite could be made by cutting through the concrete for a doorway to the outside and steps leading up to the 
ground level, at approximately double the cost. The first option is more affordable, often more practical and would 
meet acceptable safety standards. 
 
Recommendation #12 – Heating and ventilation systems should meet appropriate safety 
requirements that recognize the differences between new homes and existing homes. 
There are a variety of heating and ventilation systems to choose from with an equally wide range of costs. 
Supplemental heating, such as a wall furnace, space heaters or a fireplace, ranges from $1,500 to $3,000. Two 
furnace systems would range from $2,000 to $6,000. 

For homes with a pre-existing secondary suite, a single heating and ventilation system would be permitted. 
Homeowners are encouraged to investigate the use of heating options with their local heating services company to 
minimize costs. 
 
Total costs 
The total cost of implementing secondary suite standards will vary according to the number and type of changes 
required to develop the suite. Existing homes may already have a number of the recommendations and standard 
building code requirements in place, which would lower the cost of development. For existing homes, the total 
costs may range from $4,000 to higher. 

For new homes, more construction may be required, but the changes may be easier to make due to the benefits of 
new home design. Secondary suites in new homes may range from $10,000 to higher. Again, it is important to keep 
in mind that the total costs may be lower or higher depending on the home and the choice of construction. 
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