
 
INFORMATION BULLETIN 
 

January 2002    97-IB-033
Page 1 of 5

BUILDING HEIGHT, BUILDING AREA, AND FLOOR AREA 
 
This bulletin has been developed to explain how building height, building area, and floor area are 
determined when using the Alberta Building Code 1997 (ABC 1997). 
 
DEFINITIONS 
 
1. Storey (See Storey Illustrations) 
 

Storey means that portion of a building which is situated between the top of any floor and the 
top of the floor next above it, and if there is no floor above it, that portion between the top of 
such floor and the ceiling above it.  

 
2. Building Height (See Building Height Illustrations) 

 
Building height (in storeys) means the number of storeys contained between the roof and the 
floor of the first storey. 
 
First storey means the uppermost storey having its floor level not more than 2 m above grade. 
 
Grade (as applying to the determination of building height) means the lowest of the average 
levels of finished ground adjoining each exterior wall of a building, except that localized 
depressions such as for vehicle or pedestrian entrances need not be considered in the 
determination of average levels of finished ground. (See First storey.) 

 
Simplified Explanation: 
 
Go to the side of the building that is the lowest in elevation as this side will be the 
determining factor. Now determine the average of the finished ground level on this 
side of the building. Grade can then be established at this lowest side of the building. 
Therefore, a walkout basement would normally be the first storey of the building 
(from a ABC 1997 perspective). 
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Storey Illustrations 

 
The floor level of a storey is the floor on which a person would walk while located within the 
occupied space. 
 
Building Height Illustrations 

Figures 3 and 4 illustrate two apparently similar buildings. Using the definitions, Figure 3 shows 
a building that is 3 storeys in building height with a basement that has one level whereas Figure 4 
shows a building that is 2 storeys in building height with two levels below grade. 
 
How Grade Is Determined 
 
There are certain elements that do not add to the building height in storeys (Article 3.2.1.1. of the 
ABC 1997): 
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3.2.1.1. Exceptions in Determining Building Height 
 1) A roof-top enclosure provided for elevator machinery, a stairway or a service room 
used for no purpose other than for service to the building, shall not be considered as a storey in 
calculating the building height. 
 2) Space under tiers of seats in a building of the arena type shall not be considered as 
adding to the building height provided the space is used only for dressing rooms, concession 
stands and similar purposes incidental to the major occupancy of the building. 
 3) Except as required by  Sentence (5), a mezzanine shall not be considered as a storey in 
calculating the building height provided 
 a) the aggregate area of the mezzanine floor is not more than 40% of the area of the 

storey in which it is located, 
 b  it is used as an open floor area except as permitted by  Sentence 3.3.2.11.(3), and 
 c) the space above the mezzanine floor and the space above the floor beneath it have no 

visual obstructions more than 1 070 mm above the floor.(See  Appendix A.) 
 4) Except as required by  Sentence (5), a mezzanine need not be considered as a  storey in 
calculating building height and need not conform to  Sentence (3) provided the aggregate area of 
the mezzanine floor is not more than 10% of the area of the storey in which it is located. (See  A-
3.2.1.1.(3) in Appendix A.) 
 5) If one or more levels of mezzanine is partially or wholly superimposed above another 
mezzanine in the storey, each level additional to the first level shall be considered as a storey in 
calculating the building height. 
 6) The floor assembly of a mezzanine that is required to be considered as a  storey in 
determining building height, shall be constructed in conformance with the fire separation 
requirements of  Articles 3.2.2.20. to  3.2.2.83. for floor assemblies. 
 7) A service space in which facilities are included to permit a person to enter and to 
undertake maintenance and other operations pertaining to building services from within the 
service space need not be considered a storey if it conforms to   Articles 3.2.5.15. and  3.3.1.23., 
and  Sentences 3.2.4.19.(12),  3.2.7.3.(2),   3.3.1.3.(7),  3.4.2.4.(3) and  3.4.4.4.(9). (See  
Appendix A.) 
 
Further review of Figures 3 and 4 shows that the buildings have portions that extend more than 
one storey below adjoining finished ground level and the requirements of Sentence 3.2.2.15.(2) 
applies. Figure 5 shows a building that extends not more than one storey below adjoining 
finished ground level. 

 
Figure 5 illustrates a building that is three storeys in building height and extends not more than 
one storey below grade. 
 
Note that the number of storeys in a building is not necessarily the same as the building height in 
storeys. Figures 3,4 and 5 each show a building that contains 4 storeys. However, the building 
height is 3 for Figures 3 and 5 and 2 for Figure 4.  
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3. Building Area 
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Building area means the greatest horizontal area of a building above grade within the 
outside surface of exterior walls or within the outside surface of exterior walls and the centre 
line of firewalls. 
 
Figures 6-11 illustrate building area. Figures 6,7 and 8 are straightforward. In Figure 9 the 
section of the building above grade has a building area of  M*N; however, in Figure 10 the 
building area is K*L as it is measured through the basement level on the horizontal plane 
above grade. 
 
In Figure 11, although much of the building could be below grade the building area would be 
the area of the largest storey, since each storey has a portion above grade. 
 

4. Floor Area 
 

Floor area means the space on any storey of a building between exterior walls and required 
firewalls, including the space occupied by interior walls and partitions, but not including 
exits, vertical service spaces, and their enclosing assemblies. 

 
Figure 12 illustrates the application of the defined term floor area to a typical building plan. 
The areas which are omitted in the calculation of floor area are shown hatched or as exit 
enclosures. In most buildings these omitted areas are separated from the floor area by walls 
and partitions that are fire separations. 
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