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Guidelines For Secondary Suites 

These guidelines reflect and summarize some of the key requirements from the 2020 National 

Building Code of Canada for secondary suites. 

1. The total floor area of all storeys of a secondary suite shall be not more than the lesser of  

a) 80% of the total floor area of all storeys of the other dwelling unit, excluding the garage 

floor area and common spaces serving both dwelling units, and  

b) 80 m2 (Subsection 9.1.2.). 

2. Ceiling heights in secondary suites shall be not less than 1.95 m. Clear heights under beams and 

ducting in secondary suites shall be not less than 1.85 m. Doorway opening widths within secondary 

suites including their common spaces shall be designed to accommodate at least the door sizes 

given in Table 9.5.5.1. for swing-type and folding doors. Doorway openings within secondary 

suites shall be designed to accommodate swing-type and folding doors not less than 1890 mm high 

where the ceiling height complies with Sentence 9.5.3.1.(2). (Subsections 9.5.3. and 9.5.5.).  

3. Main entrance doors to dwelling units shall be provided with  

a) a door viewer or transparent glazing in the door, or  

b) a sidelight (Article 9.7.2.1.). 

4. All exterior entrance doors, door to attached garages and doors to ancillary spaces must be installed 

to the requirements of Subsection 9.7.5., for resistance to forced entry (i.e. deadbolts, fastening of 

hinges, strike plates, blocking at the locks, non-removable pins for out swinging doors, etc.) 

(Article 9.7.5.2.). 

5. The clear height over stairs serving a house with a secondary suite including their common spaces 

shall be not less than 1950 mm. The clear height over stairs that are located under beams and ducting 

in secondary suites shall not be less than 1850 mm (Article 9.8.2.2.). 

6. Where an exit is located in a house with a secondary suite including their common spaces, the exit 

shall be protected by a continuous smoke-tight barrier of not less than 12.7 mm thick gypsum board 

installed on  

a) both sides of the walls separating the exit from the remainder of the building, and  

b) the underside of floor-ceiling framing separating the exit from the remainder of the building 

(Article 9.9.4.2.). 

7. At least one window in each bedroom shall provide an unobstructed opening with a total area of 

not less than 0.35 m2 and with no dimension less than 380 mm and a clearance of 760 mm if opening 

into a window well (Subsection 9.9.10.).  

8. The continuity of smoke-tight barriers shall be maintained where it abuts another fire separation or 

smoke-tight barrier, a floor, a ceiling, a roof, or an exterior wall assembly (Article 9.10.9.2.). 

9. Doors in smoke-tight barriers shall  

a) be solid-core, wood doors at least 45 mm thick, and 

b) have a self-closing device (Article 9.10.9.3.). 
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10. Unprotected openings in exterior walls of the building shall be protected with wired glass in fixed 

steel frames or glass block conforming to Articles 9.10.13.5. and 9.10.13.7., where  

a) an unenclosed exterior exit stair or ramp provides the only means of egress from a suite 

and is exposed to fire from unprotected openings in the exterior walls of  

i. another fire compartment, or 

ii. another dwelling unit, ancillary space or common space in a house with a 

secondary suite, and 

b) unprotected openings in the exterior walls of the building are within 3 m horizontally and 

less than 10 m below or less than 5 m above the exit stair or ramp. 

11. All requirements for spatial separations and limiting distances as outlined in Subsection 9.10.15. of 

the 2020 National Building Code apply. 

12. For all new/renovated construction, an electrically operated smoke alarm must be provided inside 

each bedroom, in a location between the bedroom door and the remainder of the storey as 

well as in any common or ancillary spaces (i.e. laundry and common entries). Smoke alarms 

must be interconnected on all floor levels so that the activation of one alarm will cause the activation 

of all alarms in the dwelling (Subsection 9.10.19.). 

13. For all existing portions of the building that are not being renovated, on July 1, 2022, every building 

that contains a residential occupancy is required to have smoke alarms installed inside each 

bedroom, in the bedroom corridor, and each storey without a bedroom. A smoke alarm is not 

required to be interconnected and may be solely battery operated if the battery is a non‑removable 

10‑year battery, with respect to a building that was constructed:  

a) between July 1, 1998, and May 1, 2013, respecting any smoke alarms required to be 

installed in rooms used as sleeping accommodations that do not have a hardwired smoke 

alarm;  

b) between June 6, 1988, and June 30, 1998, respecting smoke alarms required to be installed 

in rooms used as sleeping accommodations and any smoke alarms required to be installed 

on a storey that does not have a hardwired smoke alarm;  

c) before June 6, 1988, respecting any smoke alarms required to be installed. (Subsection 4(5) 

of The Building Code Regulations).  

14. Where a house contains a secondary suite, each dwelling unit shall be separated from every other 

space in the house in which noise may be transmitted by 

a) construction 

i. whose joist spaces are filled with sound-absorbing material of not less than 150 

mm nominal thickness, 

ii. whose stud spaces are filled with sound-absorbing material, 

iii. having a resilient channel on one side of the separation spaced 400 or 600 mm o.c., 

and 

iv. having not less than 12.7 mm thick gypsum board on the ceilings and on both sides 

of the walls, or 

b) construction providing an STC rating of not less than 43, or 

c) a separating assembly and adjoining constructions, which together provide an ASTC rating 

not less than 40 (Article 9.11.1.1.). 
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15. Section 9.32. “Ventilation” of the 2015 National Building Code applies to all rooms and spaces 

within dwellings and secondary suites. Ensure air is being supplied to each bedroom and vented 

from bathrooms and kitchens. 

16. Where carbon monoxide (CO) alarms are required in a house with a secondary suite and their 

common spaces, the CO alarms must be interconnected so that the activation of one alarm will 

cause the activation of all alarms in the building (Article 9.32.3.9.). 

17. Air duct distribution systems serving one of the dwelling units shall not be directly interconnected 

with other parts of the house (Sentence 9.33.1.1(3)). For example, if forced air is proposed for both 

units, then two separate furnaces are required.  

18. Where a single heating system (of other than forced air) is provided, individual temperature controls 

are required in each dwelling unit served by the system (Article 9.33.4.3.). 

19. If the service room contains equipment (i.e. ventilation equipment, electrical panel, etc.) that serves 

the secondary suite, then a door to the mechanical room must be provided for maintenance and 

inspection purposes. In addition, the smoke-tight barrier must also be continuous, and the service 

room must be separated from every other space in the house in accordance with 

Subsection 9.11.2. (Article 9.33.4.4.). 


