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December 19, 2019 

 

 

Zachary May 

Director, Strategic Policy 

Building and Safety Standards Branch (BSSB) 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 

PO Box 9844 Stn Prov Govt 

Victoria BC  V8W 9T2 

 

 

Dear Mr. May: 

 

Re: Developing an Alterations Code for Energy Efficient, Resilient Buildings 

 

I would like to thank you and your staff for taking the time to discuss the Ministry’s 

plans to establish an Alternations Code for resilient and energy efficient buildings 

with the Urban Development Institute (UDI) on November 5, 2019. Because we are 

early in the process, there are still many unanswered questions about the approach 

the Government will take with regard to updating existing buildings. UDI members 

will have many concerns about the potential direction that the Province may take 

with the Alterations Code and the impacts on housing affordability. Given the number 

of serious concerns that are outlined below, we believe the Ministry’s timeframes for 

implementation, which could initially be as early as 2022, need to be extended. 

 

Triggers for the Alterations Code 

 

Historically, building permit applications for renovations have been used to trigger 

additional upgrades to buildings; although there has historically been a lack of clarity 

regarding how much of a renovation would lead to proponents being mandated to do 

further upgrades to their buildings. It was not clear from our discussions whether 

this will be the case for the Alternations Code. The implementation of this new Code 

will be difficult enough for our members if the traditional trigger of building permits is 

used; however, we understand that a more draconian approach is also being 

considered. If governments themselves (outside of the permitting process) make the 

decisions regarding when structures need to undergo substantial upgrades (beyond 

exceptional circumstances when repairs are essential), there could be seismic 

ramifications felt by homeowners, strata corporations and building owners, in 

addition to the home building industry. The former approach puts the decision 

making in the hands of the owners, the latter creates uncertainty and risk, as 

building owners will not know when major costly expenses may be mandated. It 

would be difficult for them to do appropriate financial asset planning for their 

buildings. 
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Educational Programs and Using the Broader Public Sector (BPS) 

 

It will be critical for the Government to provide building owners with educational 

programs. BC’s rental providers are diverse, not all building owners will be familiar 

with building maintenance and upgrade issues. Managing building assets has not 

been the focus of most homeowners, strata corporation directors and many Purpose 

Built Rental (PBR) owners. They are not going to be familiar with what is expected by 

the Government and are going to need significant amount of guidance.  

 

We would also recommend that the Province begin applying the Alterations Code to 

the Broader Public Sector first – before it is mandated onto the private buildings.  

The approach was very successful when the Leadership in Energy and Environmental 

Design standard (LEED) was first introduced in Metro Vancouver. Initially, much of 

the BPS adopted the green building standard for their new projects. This sent a 

positive signal to builders because governments were not only following what they 

would be mandating, they were being leaders.  It also allowed design professionals 

and constructions firms in the Region to learn the LEED standard and develop 

expertise over time. Case studies were developed and several educational programs 

were organized – including several UDI Breakfast Seminars.  

 

Unknown Risks 

 

Even if owners are knowledgeable about managing buildings, there are many 

unknown risks when substantial renovations are made to existing structures (e.g. 

envelope improvements, new fire sprinklers or seismic upgrades).  Asbestos could be 

found in the walls of buildings – which would dramatically add to the costs of building 

upgrades. It may also upend building residents who may have to move out for 

substantial periods of time, and may not be able to return. As such, we strongly 

recommend that the Ministry focus on the low hanging fruit – low cost projects with 

quick payback periods - such as improved lighting or other water and energy saving 

measures for individual units.  

 

Costs, Affordability, Incentives and Skills Training 

 

If more substantial upgrades are mandated, we fear that they will be accompanied 

by substantial costs (including the potential unpredictable costs noted above), which 

will be borne by building owners (homeowners, strata owners and landlords) 

irrespective of their financial capacity or access to financing to fund the 

improvements. If Building Permits are a trigger, it may lead to the opposite what the 

Ministry is seeking. Building owners may avoid upgrades to their buildings. If 

improvements are mandated without Building Permits as triggers, homeowners may 

be forced out of their homes and buildings because of the high costs.  

 

In either case, landlords would need to be able to pass the costs onto tenants 

through Above the Guideline rent increases, as they are already facing rapidly rising 

property tax increases at the same time annual rent increases have been reduced 

2% through recent Residential Tenancy Act changes. If costs are not allowed to be 

passed onto renters, investment in needed new PBR projects would diminish – 

restricting the housing options for renters.  

   

Also, as discussed at our meeting, the upgraded buildings will add costs for 

commercial tenants. This may be less of a problem for established firms, but for 

start-ups the added costs may become an obstacle for them to find space. With 

https://www.cagbc.org/CAGBC/LEED/CAGBC/Programs/LEED/_LEED.aspx?hkey=43680f7a-955c-4345-9983-e8cb8683121a
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regard to industrial buildings, we assume the Alterations Code would not apply 

because of the nature of those businesses. For example, many would have bay doors 

open throughout the day.  

 

For these reasons, UDI recommends that the Alternations Code not move forward 

without substantial incentive programs. This requires further discussions with 

building owners, tenants and businesses. As a first step, the Government could 

remove the current disincentives to building upgrades. Currently, if energy efficiency 

improvements to buildings are made, BC Assessment increases the valuations of 

them, which leads to higher property taxes.   

 

Another area where the Province could assist the industry is in skills training. We are 

very worried that if Alterations Code is rolled out too quickly, the labour shortages 

builders are facing now will be exacerbated. This will not only add costs to upgrades 

mandated under the Alterations Code, it may increase construction costs for new 

projects. As you know from our BC Energy Step Code meetings, these problems will 

be far worse outside of the major urban regions. UDI recommends that the Province 

expand funding for construction trades training. This will be especially important in 

the interior and the northern parts of British Columbia.  

 

Delays and Building Code Officials 

 

It is not only a shortage of skilled trades that is a concern to our members. They are 

also worried about a shortage of Building Code officials, which could delay the 

approvals of renovations and new buildings. Building Departments will likely be 

heavily involved in the administration of the Alterations Code. They will need to 

determine what is expected of the owners of buildings facing mandated 

improvements. Then the improvements themselves will need to be approved and 

inspected. This will take a tremendous amount of resources for Building Departments 

that are already short staffed. The City of Vancouver requires energy improvements 

when renovations occur, which has resulted in substantial delays – especially for 

tenant improvements.  

 

Having clear requirements, so building owners and building officials understand what 

is required will mitigate some of the issues. However, Building Departments are still 

going to have additional work, which will require more staff. We recommend that 

BSSB work with and fund the Building Officials' Association of BC to increase the 

number of certified Building Officials in the Province. Again, this issue will be even 

more challenging outside of our urban regions. 

 

Redevelopment as an Option 

 

As we discussed at last week’s meeting, the Ministry also needs to consider when 

further renovations to a building may be counterproductive and inappropriate. 

Redevelopment may be the better approach in many cases. Spending hundreds of 

thousands or even millions of dollars upgrading a building at the end of its lifecycle 

would not be a good investment with the risks noted above. From a climate change 

perspective, it also may be better to redevelop a site to increase the number of units 

– especially if the site is near transit or an employment centre. More people would 

then able to commute to work without driving a car, which reduces our 

transportation carbon emissions. However, many local governments have opposed 

redevelopment of rental buildings and introduced “rate of change” (or similar 

policies) because of the displacement of tenants. It is important for the Government 

https://council.vancouver.ca/20070417/documents/p4.pdf
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to understand that with older buildings, any substantial seismic, fire safety or energy 

improvements are likely to result in tenant displacement.   

 

UDI recognizes that this is a much broader conversation than just an Alterations 

Code. It involves land use and the displacement of tenants. However, if we are going 

to be effective with the money being invested in this initiative, we need to address 

these issues. The BSSB is in the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, which is 

the most appropriate Ministry to lead this discussion because both land use and 

housing issues are under its mandate.  

 

Implementation Timing 

 

The discussions on land use and displacement will take time, as will the other issues 

we have identified above. While we are pleased that the Branch is also meeting with 

the Condominium Home Owners’ Association, the Building Owners and Managers 

Association, LandlordBC, NAIOP and the Canadian Home Builders' Association, UDI is 

concerned that the current timeframes of the Alterations Code are too short. We 

understand that it could begin to be implemented in just over two years, and may be 

fully in place in just over four years. This is aggressive, given all the issues that still 

need to resolved. We recommend that the timelines of the Alterations Code be 

extended substantially.  

 

 

UDI would like to remain involved in the Alterations Code process as it moves 

forward. We can quickly organize a meetings with experts from our Building Code, 

Industrial/Commercial and Rental Housing committees at appropriate times in the 

process. As discussed at our meeting, our members can also provide your staff with 

tours of older buildings. UDI looks forward to our future discussions.  

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 
 

Anne McMullin 

President and CEO, Urban Development Institute 

  

 


