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General Information Regarding the Creation of 
  



Adding a second unit is a great way 
to provide independent living for a 
family member or make a little extra 

money to help pay off the mortgage. But there are things you need to consider as you decide whether to 
build a second unit. Is your home detached, semi-detached or a rowhouse that is more than five years 
old? Are you considering renovating it to add a Second unit? If the answers are yes, then this guide can 
help you.  

You can build a Secondary Dwelling Unit in 
any part of your house. It can be all on one 
floor or on multiple levels. Most second units 
are built in the basement or attic. But can 
also be a stand alone structure on the prop-
erty.  Building Code rules can vary depend-
ing on where the second unit is located.  
Zones that permit Secondary Units: 
 Hamlet Residential (HR) 
 Agricultural (A) 
 Rural (RU) 
 Rural Residential (RR) 
 Shoreline Residential (SR) 
 Estate Residential (ER) 
A secondary dwelling unit shall not be per-
mitted within the regulated floodplain area 
and must be located on an improved public 
road. 

HOW MANY UNITS PER PROPERTY?  

WHAT IS A SECONDARY DWELLING UNITS  
 
A Second Dwelling Unit is a self-contained dwelling unit with a private kitchen, 
bathroom facilities and sleeping areas. It can be located in your house or on your 
property, above a laneway garage or in a coach house.  Secondary Dwelling Units 
are considered accessory to the Primary Dwelling. 

LOCATION OF YOUR SECONDARY DWELLING UNIT 

INTRODUCTION TO SECONDARY DWELLING UNITS 

Up to two (2) Secondary Dwelling Units per 
property, provided no more than one of those 
units is located within an accessory structure 
and/or in the same building as the primary 
dwelling unit. All second units must be within 
50m of the primary dwelling on the property. Image source:  https://www.burlingtonvt.gov/cedo/adu 



Ontario’s Building Code sets out minimum construction standards for how to build a second unit in your 
house. These minimum standards are described in the sections that follow. In some cases, you may wish 
to build beyond the minimum requirements of the Building Code. Building beyond the Building Code pro-
vides homeowners many advantages, including greater occupant comfort and amenities that can make 
your second unit a nicer place to live.  In order to have a Secondary Dwelling Unit, the township must be 
satisfied that adequate water and sewage services can be provided and/or is available. 

For fire safety you will need a fire separation be-
tween your second unit and the rest of the house. 
A fire separation acts as a physical barrier to slow 
the spread of fire from one part of the house to 
the other. The fire separation must be continuous 
and include protected openings if necessary (e.g. 
fire dampers) in order to work properly.  

BUILDING CODE REQUIREMENTS FOR SECONDARY DWELLING UNITS 

WHAT IS A FIRE  
SEPARATION? 
 
A fire separation can be a floor, wall, 
door with a self-closing device, or a 
combination of those things. It can be 
built using typical building materials 
such as lumber and drywall. For ex-
ample, a 30 minute fire separation 
can be built using 38 mm x 89 mm 
(2” x 4”) wood studs, 13 mm (1/2”) 
thick drywall on both sides, and fibre-
type insulation between the studs. 
Lath and plaster construction typical-
ly found in older houses is an exam-
ple of a 15 minute fire separation.  
When adding a second unit, the 
Building Code requires a 30 minute 
fire separation between units, and 
also between units and common are-
as. If the renovation of your house to 
add a second unit requires the altera-
tion of an existing floor or ceiling, you 
are required to make that a 30 mi-
nute fire separation A fire separation 
can be reduced to 15 minutes if the 
entire house has interconnected 
smoke alarms.  

FIRE & LIFE SAFETY 

SOUND TRANSMISSION 

Noise and vibration travelling between units 
through floors and walls is a common problem for 
people that live in multi-unit residential buildings, 
including houses with second units. It is a good 
idea to build extra noise protection in the walls, 
floors and ceilings that divide your second unit 
from the remainder of the house. There are many 
different ways to construct a wall so that it has 
greater noise protection, including additional in-
sulation, extra layers of drywall, etc.  



A minimum of one (1) parking space shall be provided 
for the exclusive use of the occupier(s) of the Secondary 
Dwelling Unit. The Principal Dwelling and the Secondary Unit 
must share the same vehicular entrance. 

PARKING REQUIREMENTS 

Where a Secondary Dwelling Unit is situated in an 
accessory structure, the dwelling unit may not be larger 
than 70% of the ground floor area of the Principal 
Dwelling Unit. The height of the accessory structure contain-
ing a Secondary Dwelling Unit shall not exceed 9m (29.52’) 

SIZE AND HEIGHT  

Your Secondary Dwelling Unit needs safe exits. There are dif-
ferent rules for exits depending on where in your house the 
second unit is located. Providing a separate exit for the sec-
ond unit is preferable. If that is not possible: 
 A common exit for both units in your house is allowed if 

the exit area has a 30 minute fire separation and con-
tains smoke alarms that are interconnected to both 
units.  

 In cases where the exit from one unit leads through an-
other unit, a second means of escape must be provided 
by using a window. 

 Windows that may be needed in an emergency as a 
second means of escape must be large enough for a 
person to get through and be easy to open without the 
use of tools.  

 There are different requirements for means of escape 
windows depending on whether they are located in the 
basement or upper floors.  

EXITS 

9m MAX. 



To find out more about Secondary Dwelling Units, visit: 
 The Landlord Self Help Centre website landlordself-

help.com 
 The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation – 

Secondary Suites cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/developing-
and-renovating/accessible-adaptable-housing/
secondary-suites  

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

Please contact the township office if you have additional questions.  
The township office is open Monday to Friday from 8:30 to 4:30 
 
Township office:  705-295-6852 
Email: info@osmtownship.ca 
 
Jamie Hoefling 
Junior Planner 
Ext: 232 
 
Ken Currie 
Interim Chief Building Official 
Ext: 222 
 
Steve Wigboldus 
Building Inspector & Plans Examiner 
By-Law Enforcement Officer 
Ext: 212 

TOWNSHIP CONTACTS 

Secondary Dwelling Units must be added to the Secondary 
Dwelling Unit Registry.  This Registry allows the township 
to know which units were created legally and, to assist 
emergency services in the case of fire or medical situa-
tions.  The Registry will also keep track of properties that 
will require additional garbage pick-up.  The Second Dwell-
ing Unit will be able to put out two (2) additional bags of 
garbage for pick-up. 

SECONDARY DWELLING UNIT REGISTRY 

Information in this guide has been sourced from:  “Adding a Second Unit in an Existing House” Ministry Of Municipal Affairs and Housing 
      https://files.ontario.ca/mmah-adding-a-second-unit-in-an-existing-house-en_0.pdf 
      “Secondary Dwelling Units Draft Zoning By-Law Amendment 2020 –xx” - Otonabee South-Monaghan Township 
 
     




