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Get Involved

This backgrounder provides information about 
two current housing options in low-density 
neighbourhoods:

 ○ Duplexes

 ○ New secondary suites and new one-family 
dwellings

We are reviewing these housing options as 
part of a broader initiative to increase housing 
choice in low-density neighbourhoods.

Context

makingroom@vancouver.ca vancouver.ca/makingroom

Housing Choice in 
Low-Density Neighbourhoods

 
Is an implementation 
item of the Housing 
Vancouver Strategy 

Can help create 
complete communities, 
which is a key 
component of the 
upcoming City-wide 
Plan and an important 
action of the City’s 
Climate Emergency 
Response





Increasing housing choice 
in low-density areas

We’d love to hear from you! Fill out the survey on our website. 
Your feedback will be used to report back to Council on duplexes and will help inform 
future policy changes and options. 
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What can you build in single-family (RS) zones today?

In most RS zones, the following housing options currently exist:

One-Family Dwelling
With or without 
optional rental 
suite:

0.7 FSR 
 

With optional 
rental suite and/or 
laneway house:

0.7 + 0.16 FSR

Laneway House
Additional rental 
option. Allowed 
in conjunction 
with a one-family 
dwelling:

0.16 FSR

Character Retention
Character house 
retention with 
infill (an additional 
building):

0.85 FSR total

Duplex
Two ownership 
units. A rental 
suite is required on 
larger lots:

0.7 FSR

Duplexes are not an option 

in RS-3 or RS-3A

Single-family (RS) zones cover 
60% of Vancouver.

that 3 units have 
been allowed on a 
‘single-family’ lot 

since 2009?

Did you know...

Current Options in  
Single-Family Neighbourhoods

Housing Choice in Low-Density Neighbourhoods

Floor Space Ratio (a measurement of the floor area of a building relative to the area of the site it 
is built on). FSR is used to describe the size of a building.

FSR:
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Background
Duplexes in RS zones:

• Can have two separately-
owned units that cost less 
than a single-family home

• Are not allowed to have 
more floor space than a 
single-family home  
(0.7 FSR)

• Are not allowed in 
combination with a laneway 
house

• Must have a secondary suite 
if on a larger lot

• Offer many of the same 
benefits as a single-family 
homes, such as private 
outdoor space

In September 2018, Council approved the building of new 
duplexes in most single-family (RS) zones. In December 2018, 
Council reaffirmed duplexes as a trial housing option and 
directed City staff to report back at the end of the year on 
the number of applications, the number of new secondary 
suites and further community engagement. 

Duplexes have been permitted since October 2018. Between 
then and June 2019, we received 50 applications for 
duplexes, which makes up about 13% of all applications 
in RS zones. Single-family homes continue to be the most 
common choice. 

When duplexes were introduced in single-family zones in 
2018, there were some concerns that this would lead to an 
increase in housing costs and land values. We do not have 
reliable data about how the zoning change impacted land 
values. However, recent sales data indicates that housing 
costs and land values in single-family areas have decreased 
since last year.

Duplexes in Single-Family Zones
Housing Choice in Low-Density Neighbourhoods
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Issues with Deep Basements

Groundwater

In some areas, there is a risk 
of encountering groundwater 
during excavation. Deeper 
basements often require 
groundwater to be 
continuously pumped into 
sewers, which can impact 
sewer capacity.

Emergency 
Preparedness

Toilets in deeper basements 
are more likely to require 
pumping up to the city sewer 
system instead of relying on 
gravity flow. This means that 
during power failures, toilets 
won’t flush.

Design Flexibility

Many new houses have 
basements that don’t meet the 
City’s requirements to have 
a suite because they are too 
deep in the ground and don’t 
have enough windows. They 
can’t legally be converted into 
suites.

Deeper basements push most 
of the suite into the ground 
and allow for only a thin band 
of windows. This provides 
minimal light.

Deeper basements require 
more concrete, which 
produces more greenhouse 
gas emissions and contributes 
to climate change.

Deeper basements require 
more excavation. This makes it 
more difficult to retain existing 
trees and requires the removal 
of more soil.

Livability of the Suite
Greenhouse Gas 

Emissions
Site Impacts

New Houses and Secondary Suites
Housing Choice in Low-Density Neighbourhoods

Secondary suites have been permitted in all single-family (RS) neighbourhoods since 2004 and are 
an important part of Vancouver’s rental housing stock. In 2009, zoning changes were implemented 
to reduce how big houses look from the street. This was achieved by:

 ○ Limiting the allowable square footage above ground

 ○ Limiting the allowable maximum building height

To obtain the maximum floor area allowed on a lot (0.7 FSR), houses must include a basement. 
These regulations combined with a preference for high ceilings and modern house designs is 
resulting basements that are being built deeper into the ground. The following concerns with 
deeper basements have been identified.


