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Q1

What is fire separation for secondary suites in Ottawa?

Understanding Fire Separation Requirements for Secondary Suites

Fire separation is a 45-minute fire-rated barrier required between your main dwelling and secondary suite in

Ottawa. This means the wall, floor, or ceiling assembly must be able to contain a fire for 45 minutes, giving

occupants time to safely evacuate and emergency services time to respond.

What Fire Separation Actually Means

Fire separation isn't just about thick walls - it's an engineered system that includes the wall assembly, insulation,

drywall thickness, and crucially, all penetrations must be properly sealed. Every electrical outlet, plumbing pipe,

HVAC duct, or cable that passes through the fire-rated assembly needs fire-stopping materials to maintain the

rating.

The Ontario Building Code (OBC) requires this separation because secondary suites create two separate dwelling

units in one building. If a fire starts in one unit, the other occupants need guaranteed time to escape safely. This is

especially important since many secondary suites are basement units where escape routes may be limited.

Ottawa-Specific Implementation

In Ottawa's older homes (pre-1980s), achieving proper fire separation often requires significant structural work.

You'll typically need to install 5/8" Type X drywall on both sides of the separating wall or ceiling, with appropriate

insulation between studs. The ceiling assembly between a basement suite and main floor usually requires the most

attention.

Common areas requiring fire separation in Ottawa secondary suites:

Ceiling between basement suite and main floor

Any shared walls between units

Around shared mechanical rooms or utility areas

Stairwell separation (if accessing through main house)

Professional Requirements and Permits

Fire separation work must be inspected by the City of Ottawa Building Code Services. This isn't DIY-friendly work

- improper installation can void your insurance and create serious liability issues. Licensed contractors understand

the specific products, installation techniques, and documentation required to pass inspection.
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The building permit process typically takes 4-8 weeks for secondary suite applications, and fire separation details

are heavily scrutinized. Inspectors will check that all penetrations are properly sealed with approved fire-stopping

materials and that the assembly meets the 45-minute rating.

Next Steps for Your Project

If you're planning a secondary suite conversion, have the fire separation requirements assessed early in your

planning process. The structural work required can significantly impact your budget and timeline - typically adding

$8,000-$15,000 to a basement suite project depending on the existing conditions.

For a comprehensive evaluation of your fire separation requirements and secondary suite feasibility, contact Justyn

Rook Contracting for a free consultation. Our team specializes in Ottawa secondary suite conversions and works

closely with the city's building department to ensure full compliance.

Q2

What are in-law suites and how are they built?

In-law suites are self-contained living units within or attached to your primary home, designed to house

extended family members while maintaining privacy and independence for both households. These

secondary dwelling units have become increasingly popular in Ottawa as families seek multi-generational housing

solutions and homeowners look to generate rental income.

What Makes an In-Law Suite Legal in Ottawa

An in-law suite must be a complete, self-contained unit with its own kitchen, bathroom, sleeping area, and separate

entrance. Under Ottawa's zoning bylaws, these are classified as secondary dwelling units and must comply with

specific requirements to be legal and safe.

The unit needs fire separation between the main house and suite - typically a 45-minute fire-rated wall and ceiling

assembly. This isn't just drywall; it requires specific construction techniques and materials that meet Ontario

Building Code standards. You'll also need separate electrical panels, proper egress windows in bedrooms, and

adequate ceiling heights (minimum 6'5" in basements, 7'6" in above-grade areas).

Size and Layout Requirements

Ottawa requires minimum unit sizes: 28 square meters (300 sq ft) for a bachelor suite and 37 square meters

(400 sq ft) for a one-bedroom. Most families find a one-bedroom layout works better for comfort and aging-in-

Justyn Rook Contracting — justynrookcontracting.com — Generated February 23, 2026



place considerations. The kitchen must have a sink, cooking facility, and food storage - even a compact galley

kitchen counts as long as it's functional.

Construction Process and Considerations

Building an in-law suite typically takes 3-6 months including permit approval. The process starts with

determining if your property meets zoning requirements - not all Ottawa neighborhoods allow secondary suites, and

some have specific parking requirements.

Basement conversions are most common due to cost-effectiveness, typically running $80,000-$150,000

depending on existing conditions. If your basement has low ceilings, moisture issues, or lacks proper egress, costs

increase significantly. Above-grade additions or garage conversions range from $120,000-$200,000 but offer better

natural light and accessibility.

The biggest construction challenges are often separate entrance creation (may require foundation work) and

upgrading electrical service to handle the additional load. Many Ottawa homes built before 1980 need electrical

panel upgrades, adding $3,000-$8,000 to the project.

Ottawa-Specific Permit Requirements

You'll need a building permit from the City of Ottawa, which includes zoning compliance verification. The city

requires detailed drawings showing fire separations, egress routes, and mechanical systems. Processing typically

takes 4-8 weeks, and the permit fee ranges from $2,000-$5,000 depending on project scope.

Electrical permits through ESA (Electrical Safety Authority) are mandatory for new panel installation and wiring.

Plumbing permits are required if you're adding new water lines or drainage - particularly important for basement

suites where sewage ejector pumps might be needed.

Professional vs. DIY Considerations

While homeowners can handle some finishing work like painting and flooring, structural, electrical, and plumbing

work requires licensed professionals. Fire separation installation must meet specific code requirements -

mistakes here create serious safety risks and will fail inspection.

Gas line work for kitchen appliances requires TSSA-licensed technicians, and any structural modifications need

engineering approval. Many homeowners underestimate the complexity of proper moisture control in basement

conversions - this is critical in Ottawa's climate and requires professional waterproofing expertise.

For specialized basement in-law suite expertise, visit our dedicated team at OttawaBasements.com, where we

focus specifically on below-grade secondary dwelling unit conversions.
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Ready to explore adding an in-law suite to your Ottawa home? Contact Justyn Rook Contracting for a free

consultation - we'll assess your property's potential and walk you through the entire process from permits to final

inspection.

Q3

How much does it cost to build a secondary suite?

Secondary Suite Costs in Ottawa

Building a secondary suite in Ottawa typically ranges from $80,000 to $200,000, depending on the size,

location within your home, and finish level. This wide range reflects the complexity and customization involved in

creating a legal, code-compliant rental unit.

The cost breakdown generally includes several major components. Structural work and permits often account for

$15,000-$30,000, covering building permits ($2,000-$5,000), structural modifications, fire separations, and separate

entrance creation. Mechanical systems including electrical, plumbing, and HVAC upgrades typically run $20,000-

$40,000, as secondary suites require separate utilities and enhanced ventilation systems per Ontario Building Code

requirements.

Kitchen and bathroom installation represents another significant expense at $25,000-$50,000 combined. Even a

basic secondary suite kitchen with essential appliances and modest finishes starts around $12,000, while

bathrooms range from $8,000-$20,000 depending on size and fixtures. Flooring, drywall, insulation, and

finishing work generally adds $20,000-$40,000 to the total project cost.

Ottawa-Specific Considerations

In Ottawa, secondary suites must comply with R4 zoning requirements and specific size minimums - bachelor

units need at least 28 square meters, while one-bedroom units require 37 square meters. The 45-minute fire

separation between units is mandatory and affects both timeline and budget. Most Ottawa homes built before 1990

require electrical panel upgrades to support the additional unit, adding $3,000-$8,000 to costs.

Basement conversions typically fall on the lower end of the range ($80,000-$120,000) since the basic structure

exists, while above-grade additions or major reconfigurations can easily exceed $150,000. Properties in older

Ottawa neighborhoods often face additional challenges with outdated electrical systems, inadequate insulation, or

foundation issues that impact final costs.
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Timeline and Professional Requirements

The complete process typically takes 4-6 months including permit approval (6-10 weeks in Ottawa), with

construction spanning 8-12 weeks. All electrical work requires ESA permits and licensed electricians, while gas

connections need TSSA-certified technicians. Attempting unpermitted work creates serious liability issues and can

affect your home insurance and resale value.

For dedicated basement expertise and secondary suite conversions, visit our specialists at Ottawa Basements

(https://ottawabasements.com). Want to discuss your specific property and get an accurate estimate? Contact

Justyn Rook Contracting for a free consultation - we'll assess your space, explain the permit process, and provide a

detailed quote based on your goals and budget.
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Q4

How long does secondary suite construction take in Ottawa?

Secondary suite construction in Ottawa typically takes 4-6 months from start to finish, including permit

approval time. However, the timeline can vary significantly based on the complexity of your conversion and the

current workload at City of Ottawa Building Services.

Timeline Breakdown for Ottawa Secondary Suites

The construction process breaks down into several key phases. Permit approval alone takes 4-8 weeks for

secondary suite applications, as these require both zoning compliance review and building permit approval. The

City of Ottawa has streamlined this process somewhat, but complex projects or those requiring variances can take

longer.

Design and planning typically add 2-4 weeks before you can even submit permits. This includes architectural

drawings, engineering assessments (if structural work is needed), and ensuring compliance with Ottawa's R4

zoning requirements. Your suite must meet minimum size requirements - 28m² for a bachelor unit or 37m² for a

one-bedroom - and include proper fire separation with a 45-minute rating between units.

The actual construction phase usually takes 8-16 weeks depending on the scope of work. Basement conversions

tend to be faster than additions or major reconfigurations. Factors that extend timelines include: structural

modifications, electrical panel upgrades (common in older Ottawa homes), plumbing rough-ins for new bathrooms,

and HVAC system modifications to serve both units independently.

Ottawa-Specific Considerations

Winter weather can impact timelines if your project requires exterior work like separate entrances or egress

windows. Most contractors in Ottawa plan these elements for spring through fall. Interior work can continue year-

round, but material deliveries and waste removal may face weather delays.

The City of Ottawa requires multiple inspections throughout construction: framing, insulation, electrical rough-in,

plumbing rough-in, and final inspection. Each inspection must pass before proceeding to the next phase, and

booking inspections during busy periods can add 3-5 days between stages.

Trade coordination is crucial for meeting timelines. Licensed electricians are required for all electrical work (ESA

permits mandatory), and TSSA-licensed technicians must handle any gas line modifications. Quality contractors

maintain relationships with these trades to minimize scheduling delays.

Factors That Affect Your Timeline
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Several project-specific factors can extend or shorten construction time. Existing home condition plays a major

role - older Ottawa homes often require electrical panel upgrades, foundation repairs, or asbestos remediation.

Scope of renovation matters significantly: a simple basement apartment conversion moves faster than creating a

suite requiring structural changes or additions.

Permit complexity varies based on your specific property and zoning. Some Ottawa neighborhoods have

additional heritage or zoning restrictions that require variance applications, potentially adding 6-8 weeks to the

approval process.

Professional Guidance for Realistic Planning

The most common mistake homeowners make is underestimating the permit phase. Start your permit application

process at least 2 months before you want construction to begin. Use this time for detailed planning, contractor

selection, and material ordering.

For a realistic timeline assessment of your specific property, consider a consultation with an experienced

secondary suite contractor. Every Ottawa home presents unique challenges, and what takes 4 months in one

house might take 6 months in another due to structural, electrical, or zoning factors.

Ready to discuss your secondary suite timeline? Contact Justyn Rook Contracting for a free consultation and

realistic project timeline based on your specific property and requirements.

Q5

Can I use a secondary suite for Airbnb in Ottawa?

Yes, you can use a secondary suite for Airbnb in Ottawa, but there are specific regulations you must follow

that differ from regular rental properties. The city treats short-term rentals differently than traditional secondary

suites, requiring additional licensing and compliance measures.

Short-Term Rental Licensing Requirements

Ottawa requires all short-term rentals (including Airbnb) to obtain a Short-Term Rental License through the city's

licensing department. This applies whether you're renting your entire home or just a secondary suite. The license

costs approximately $300 annually and requires renewal each year.

Your secondary suite must first meet all standard secondary dwelling unit requirements under Ottawa's zoning

bylaws, including proper fire separation, separate entrance, minimum ceiling heights, and adequate parking.
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However, short-term rentals have additional requirements beyond standard secondary suites.

Key Compliance Requirements

The property must be your principal residence - you cannot operate multiple Airbnb properties throughout the city

unless they're in your primary dwelling. For secondary suites, this means you must live in either the main house or

the suite while renting out the other portion.

Safety requirements are more stringent for short-term rentals. You'll need smoke and carbon monoxide detectors

in all sleeping areas, fire extinguishers, and emergency contact information posted prominently. The city may

conduct inspections to verify compliance.

Zoning and Building Considerations

Your property must be in an area where short-term rentals are permitted - some residential zones have restrictions.

The secondary suite itself must have been legally constructed with proper permits and meet Ontario Building

Code requirements. If you're converting space into a suite specifically for Airbnb, you'll need building permits and

inspections.

Fire separation between your living space and the rental suite becomes even more critical with short-term guests

who aren't familiar with the property layout and emergency exits.

Insurance and Tax Implications

Standard homeowner's insurance typically doesn't cover short-term rental activities. You'll need to notify your

insurer and likely purchase additional coverage. The income is also taxable, and you'll need to collect and remit

HST if your rental income exceeds $30,000 annually.

Professional Guidance Recommended

Given the complexity of combining secondary suite regulations with short-term rental licensing, it's wise to consult

with both the city's planning department (613-580-2424) and licensing department before proceeding. Many

homeowners find the regulatory requirements more complex than initially expected.

For a properly designed and permitted secondary suite that meets both residential and short-term rental

requirements, contact Justyn Rook Contracting for a free consultation on your project.

Q6
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Do secondary suites in Ottawa need separate utility meters and electrical
panels?

Yes, secondary suites in Ottawa typically require separate electrical panels, but separate utility meters are

not always mandatory - though they're highly recommended for practical reasons.

Electrical Requirements

Under the Ontario Building Code and Ottawa's zoning bylaws, secondary suites must have their own electrical

panel to ensure proper load distribution and safety. This separate panel allows for independent circuit protection

and makes it easier to isolate electrical issues. The electrical work must be performed by a licensed electrician and

inspected by the Electrical Safety Authority (ESA) - this is not a DIY project.

The main electrical service to your home may need upgrading from the typical 100-amp service to 200-amp to

handle the additional load. In Ottawa's older neighborhoods like the Glebe or Westboro, many homes still have

100-amp services that will require upgrading before adding a secondary suite.

Utility Meter Requirements

Separate utility meters are not legally required by the City of Ottawa, but they offer significant advantages. For

electricity, you can request Hydro Ottawa install a second meter, which typically costs $1,000-2,000 including the

meter base and connection work. This allows you to bill tenants directly for their electrical usage and provides clear

accountability.

For gas, if your suite has separate gas appliances (furnace, water heater, stove), Enbridge Gas can install a second

meter. This is particularly valuable in Ottawa's climate where heating costs can be $150-300+ monthly during

winter.

Water Metering Considerations

Ottawa is transitioning to universal water metering, but most properties still have single water connections.

Separate water meters for suites are rare due to the complexity of retrofitting existing plumbing systems. Most

landlords include water costs in rent or use a percentage-based calculation.

Practical Benefits of Separate Meters

Beyond the convenience of separate billing, separate meters provide clear usage tracking which helps with tenant

disputes and property management. They also make your property more attractive to potential tenants who prefer

controlling their own utility costs.
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Next Steps

When planning your secondary suite, discuss metering options during your electrical design phase. The electrical

panel separation is mandatory and must be included in your building permit application. For a comprehensive

assessment of your electrical needs and utility metering options, contact Justyn Rook Contracting for a free

consultation - we'll coordinate with licensed electricians and utility companies to ensure your suite meets all Ottawa

requirements.
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Q7

What is required for a legal secondary suite in Ottawa?

Legal Secondary Suite Requirements in Ottawa

A legal secondary suite in Ottawa requires zoning compliance, a building permit, proper fire separation,

and adherence to minimum size requirements. The process involves both planning approvals and construction

permits to ensure the unit meets Ontario Building Code standards.

Zoning Requirements

Your property must be in an R4 zone or have existing legal non-conforming status to add a secondary suite. Many

Ottawa neighborhoods have R4 zoning, but you'll need to verify this through the City's online mapping tool or by

calling 613-580-2424. If your property isn't zoned correctly, you'll need a minor zoning amendment, which adds 4-6

months to your timeline and costs $3,000-$5,000.

The suite must have a separate entrance - either exterior access or a clearly defined entrance within a shared

foyer. Parking requirements vary by zone but typically require one additional space per suite, though this may be

waived in transit-oriented areas.

Building Code Compliance

Minimum unit sizes are strictly enforced: bachelor units need 28m² (300 sq ft) and one-bedroom units require

37m² (400 sq ft), not including storage areas. Ceiling heights must be minimum 2.3m (7.5 feet) in habitable rooms.

Fire separation is critical - you need a 45-minute fire-rated separation between the primary dwelling and secondary

suite. This includes walls, ceiling/floor assembly, and any shared mechanical systems. All doors between units

require 20-minute fire rating with self-closing mechanisms.

Essential Systems and Safety

Each unit needs separate electrical meters and panels, though they can share the same service entrance.

Plumbing must include a full bathroom (sink, toilet, bathtub or shower) and kitchen facilities. Natural gas

connections require licensed TSSA technicians for any modifications.

Smoke and carbon monoxide detectors must be hardwired and interconnected throughout both units.

Emergency egress windows are mandatory in basement bedrooms - minimum 3.8 sq ft opening with maximum 38-

inch sill height.
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Permit Process and Timeline

The building permit application requires detailed drawings showing fire separations, egress routes, and all

mechanical systems. Processing typically takes 4-8 weeks for secondary suites due to their complexity. Plan

review fees range from $1,500-$3,500 depending on project scope.

Construction timeline averages 3-6 months including inspections. You'll need multiple inspections: framing,

insulation, electrical rough-in, plumbing rough-in, and final occupancy.

Professional Guidance

Secondary suite conversions involve complex building code requirements that most homeowners shouldn't attempt

as DIY projects. Improper fire separations or egress violations create serious liability issues and can void insurance

coverage.

Total project costs typically range from $80,000-$200,000 depending on existing conditions and finish level. This

includes permits, construction, and all code compliance upgrades.

For specialized basement secondary suite expertise, visit our dedicated team at OttawaBasements.com. Want to

discuss your specific property's potential? We offer free consultations to assess feasibility and provide detailed

project timelines.

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by Justyn Rook Contracting. It does not constitute

professional advice. Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any

construction or renovation project. Information is current as of February 23, 2026 and may change. Visit

justynrookcontracting.com for the latest answers.
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