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Chapter 1: Why Calgary, Why Now
If you've been told you're priced out of buying a home in Calgary, here's something worth knowing 
before you give up on the idea. A home with a secondary suite can change the math more than most 
buyers realize, sometimes by tens of thousands of dollars in what you qualify for.

Calgary has been growing fast, and prices have moved with it. That's the part everyone already 
knows. What fewer people know is that the city has spent the last several years actively 
encouraging secondary suites: streamlining permits, running incentive programs, and building a 
public registry. Secondary suites solve two problems at once. They add rental housing without new 
construction, and they help first-time buyers actually get into the market.

That second part is where you come in. If you're early in your career, saving for a down payment 
feels harder every year the market moves. A suite doesn't fix that on its own, but it can shift what 
you qualify for enough to matter, and it can turn a starter home into something that pays part of its 
own way while you live in it.

This isn't a book about flipping houses or building a twenty-unit portfolio. It's about one specific, 
practical idea: buying a home with a suite, living in part of it, and letting a tenant help cover the 
mortgage. Whether that suite is legal or a safe unregistered space, whether you buy one that's 
already set up or think about adding one down the road, the rest of this handbook walks through 
what you actually need to know to do this well.



Chapter 2: The House-Hack Math
The direct answer
A home with a legal, self-contained suite can let lenders count a big share of the rent, sometimes up 
to 100 percent, as part of your income when they calculate what you qualify for. Your future tenant's 
rent gets treated a lot like part of your paycheck.

How lenders actually calculate this
When a lender figures out your mortgage ceiling, they look at two numbers: your Gross Debt Service 
ratio and your Total Debt Service ratio. Both compare your housing costs and other debts against 
your income. More qualifying income means a bigger mortgage. If you're buying a home to live in, 
and it has a legal secondary suite, many lenders will count a large portion of that suite's rent toward 
your income. The suite usually needs a rental history, or for a new suite, an appraisal showing 
realistic market rent.



A real example

Buyer earning 
$90,000/year, no 
rental income
qualifies for roughly 
$430,000

Same buyer, same 
salary, home with a 
legal suite renting for 
$1,250/month
qualifies for roughly 
$511,000

That's $81,000 in 
additional buying 
power from one 
tenant's rent

(These numbers use standard lending assumptions for illustration. Your actual number depends on 
your income, debts, credit, and lender.)

Why legal status is the key
This is exactly why legal status matters so much for financing specifically. If a suite isn't registered 
with the city, most lenders won't count the rent toward your income at all, no matter what it could 
realistically bring in. Chapter 3 covers how to tell the difference and what it means for your search.

The Bank of Mom and Dad
This strategy has become common enough that parents who've built equity in their own homes over 
twenty or thirty years are increasingly steering their adult kids toward suited properties for a first 
purchase, instead of a smaller place with no suite. It's not just a gift toward a down payment. It's 
putting that help into something that starts paying for itself from day one.



Chapter 3: Legal vs. Illegal Suites, 
What You're Actually Buying
Should you buy a home with a suite that isn't registered with the city? Yes, but it depends, and that's 
worth unpacking rather than giving you a flat answer either way.

A detail that surprises most buyers
The City of Calgary doesn't actually use the term "illegal suite." As far as the city's concerned, there 
are only legal secondary suites: permitted, inspected, and registered. If a basement space isn't 
registered, the city doesn't call it a suite at all, just extra living space. "Legal" and "illegal" are real 
estate board shorthand, used because buyers need a fast way to tell the two apart on a listing.

What actually makes a suite legal
Self-contained: its own kitchen, living area, sleeping area, and bathroom

Proper egress windows in the bedrooms (a code requirement so people can get out safely in an 
emergency)

Its own entrance that doesn't require walking through the main home (a shared stairwell is fine, 
but each unit needs its own private door)

Registered with the city

Miss any one of those and it doesn't qualify, no matter how nice the space looks.



Why this matters beyond paperwork
A legal suite widens your buyer pool at resale, since regular buyers and investors alike are 
candidates with no risk to weigh. It removes financing uncertainty, since most lenders will count the 
rent. And it removes the small but real possibility of a complaint or inspection forcing you to stop 
renting it.

What an unregistered but safe suite actually 
means
Nobody's coming to arrest you for an unregistered basement suite. It means there's no development 
or building permit on file. The practical considerations: financing (some lenders won't count the 
rent, others will with conditions), insurance (you must disclose the suite regardless of its status, 
always), and enforcement (low but not zero risk, usually triggered by a neighbour complaint or an 
unrelated inspection).

The buyer's job is due diligence, not renovation
My honest recommendation for a first-time house-hacker: look for a home where the suite question 
is already answered, either a legal suite already in place, or a suite that's clearly, functionally safe 
even if unregistered. That means proper egress, a real separate entrance, working smoke and CO 
detectors, no obvious fire-separation shortcuts. A good home inspection is what actually tells you 
this, not the listing description.

What I'd steer most first-time buyers away from is taking on a suite that needs real renovation to 
become safe or legal. That's a different kind of project, with a different kind of risk, and it's covered 
in the next chapter for anyone who wants to understand it, even if it's not the path I'd recommend 
starting with.



Chapter 4: Legalization, in Context
This chapter is here so you understand what legalizing a suite actually involves, not because I think most 
first-time buyers should take it on as their first project. My honest recommendation, especially if this is your 
first home, is to buy a property where the suite question is already settled: a legal suite in place, or one that's 
clearly safe as is. Legalizing a suite yourself is a real construction project with real risk, and it's usually a 
better fit for someone further along, or for a specific property where the numbers make it worth the work.

That said, here's the shape of it, so you can make an informed call if it ever comes up, whether that's a suite 
you inherit with a property, one you consider upgrading down the road, or one a future buyer of your home 
might ask about.

Two different sets of rules
Land Use Bylaw governs zoning (whether a secondary suite is even allowed on a given property) and 
parking (generally a minimum of one stall, reduced in some districts, for example near transit, or where 
the main dwelling already has two or more stalls)

Building Code (the National Building Code, 2023 Alberta Edition) governs the physical safety 
requirements: minimum ceiling height (1.95m, reducible to 1.85m under ductwork or beams), proper 
egress windows in every bedroom, interconnected smoke and carbon monoxide alarms, and, for new 
suites specifically, a separate heating system (not always required for an existing suite being legalized)

The permit and inspection process
A development permit application (required in districts where suites are discretionary), a building permit, and 
trade permits for electrical, plumbing, and HVAC. Inspections follow at each stage: framing, electrical, 
plumbing, and final. Once everything passes, the suite gets added to the city's public Suite Registry.

What it actually costs
The city publishes real permit costs and timelines. There's also a Secondary Suite Incentive Program offering 
up to $10,000 per qualifying homeowner toward the cost, though funding is limited and reviewed first-come, 
first-served. I've used this myself, when my son Hunter bought a home with an existing suite that needed 
legalizing. For my other son James, we added a legal suite to his first home from the start instead.

The honest tradeoff
Some suites are a straightforward permit application away from legal. Others need real structural work, at 
which point you're weighing the cost of legalizing against simply living with what you have. That's a numbers 
conversation worth having with real figures for a specific property, not a decision to make from a blog post. 
If it's ever relevant to your situation, it's exactly the kind of thing I'd walk through with you directly.



Chapter 5: Financing a Suite Property
The single biggest thing to understand about financing a suited property is this: legal status is 
usually the key that unlocks the strategy. If a suite is registered with the city, most lenders will count 
a significant share of its rent, sometimes up to 100 percent, toward your qualifying income. If it isn't 
registered, some lenders will still count it with conditions, others won't count it at all. This varies 
enough by lender that it's worth confirming early, before you've written an offer, not after.

A real example of how much this can move

Buyer's ceiling with 
an unregistered suite
$700,000

Same buyer, same 
income and debts, 
home with a legal 
suite instead
$750,000

A $50,000 swing, 
purely from the 
suite's legal status

What to know going in
Existing suite vs. appraised suite. An existing rental history gets used directly. A new or vacant 
suite often relies on an appraisal of realistic market rent.

Not every lender treats rent the same way. Some add it directly to income, others use it to offset 
housing costs. This changes your qualifying number.

Owner-occupied is the assumption behind this strategy. If you're buying purely as a rental with 
no plan to live there, the lending picture is different.

Bring your mortgage broker in early, before you fall in love with a specific property.

This chapter is for general education, not mortgage advice. Always confirm current numbers with a 
licensed mortgage professional.



Chapter 6: Managing a Suited Property
Managing a suite you live above or beside is a different job than managing a rental you never see, 
and in a lot of ways it's easier, since you're right there.

The essentials
Know what you're actually required to do. Calgary has specific requirements for secondary 
suites, covering zoning, safety codes, and occupancy. If your suite is legal, staying compliant is 
straightforward. If it's an unregistered suite you've decided to rent as is, disclose it honestly to 
your insurer and be realistic about the boundaries of what "safe but unregistered" actually 
covers.

Screen your tenant properly. Credit check, employment verification, references, even more 
important when you're sharing a building.

Put lease terms in writing. Rent, due date, shared vs. separate spaces, noise expectations.

Stay ahead of maintenance. Seasonal checks on detectors, HVAC, and shared systems catch 
small problems early.

Keep communication simple and responsive.

Get real landlord insurance, covering lost rental income and liability, not just standard 
homeowner coverage.

Budget a cushion for the unexpected.

None of this requires a property manager at this scale, since you're on site. The habits that matter: 
clarity, responsiveness, and staying ahead of maintenance.



Chapter 7: Risk Management for Suite 
Investors
Every strategy has tradeoffs. Here's an honest look at the real risks.

The risks, plainly

Vacancy risk
An empty suite means 
covering the full 
mortgage yourself that 
month.

Tenant risk
Screening reduces this 
but doesn't eliminate it. 
Know Alberta's residential 
tenancy basics before 
you need them.

Bylaw and 
compliance risk
Low but not zero for an 
unregistered suite, 
usually triggered by a 
complaint, not city 
enforcement sweeps. Off 
the table entirely for a 
legal suite.

Insurance risk
Disclose your suite to 
your insurer, legal or not. 
A five-minute call that 
fully protects you, and 
skipping it is the most 
avoidable mistake a suite 
owner can make.

Resale risk
A legal suite has the 
widest buyer pool. An 
unregistered one narrows 
it somewhat, but doesn't 
eliminate it.

None of these are reasons to avoid a suited property. They're reasons to go in with clear eyes 
instead of assumptions.



Chapter 8: Building Your Team
You don't need a large team, but a few people make a real difference, especially the first time.

Who you actually need
A realtor who 
understands 
suites
and knows what 
questions to ask before 
you write an offer

A mortgage 
broker who works 
with suite income 
regularly
since lender treatment 
varies enough that 
generic advice isn't 
enough

A home inspector 
who takes suites 
seriously
since this is where real 
risk gets confirmed or 
ruled out

A contractor you 
trust
for maintenance now 
and potential upgrades 
later

A landlord 
insurance 
provider who 
understands 
suited properties
since not every policy 
handles this well

You don't need a real estate lawyer or accountant on retainer for your first suited home, though both 
are worth having as your situation grows more complex.



Chapter 9: Exit Strategy
Even buying to live in for years, it's worth thinking about how a suite affects things down the road.

What actually happens at resale
A legal suite protects resale value the most. Widest buyer pool, documented and verifiable 
income potential.

An unregistered suite still has a market, just a narrower one. Being upfront about its status keeps 
the sale smoother.

Your suite may become more valuable to you over time than expected. A mortgage helper today 
can become an income source, a rental option if you move, or something you legalize later once 
the numbers make sense.

A suite isn't just a line item on a listing. It's flexibility, now and later.

Want to talk through what a suited property could look like for your specific situation? I'd be glad to 
help you run the numbers.

Sam Pond, eXp Realty | sam.pond@exprealty.com | (403) 889-0913
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