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Upgrading of Existing Non-Conforming Houses under the Persons with Developmental 
Disabilities Safety Standards Regulation 

 
PURPOSE: 
A guideline to improve fire and life safety in existing residential detached and semi-detached 
single family dwellings that have undergone a “change of use” to a residential support dwelling 
or a residential care dwelling under the Government of Alberta’s Persons with Development 
Disabilities (PDD) program. 
 
ISSUE: 
Municipal and provincial safety codes officers have reported that individuals with developmental 
disabilities are residing in buildings that do not comply with the Alberta Building Code (ABC) and 
Alberta Fire Code (AFC) or may not provide an adequate level of fire and life safety as a result 
of their physical and/or cognitive limitations. The change of use from existing residential 
detached and semi-detached single family dwellings to a residential support dwelling or a 
residential care dwelling has often occurred without application for a building permit as required 
under the Safety Codes Act and compliance with local zoning bylaws. 

Without an appropriate safety code upgrading guideline for these existing buildings that provide 
accommodations for individuals with developmental disabilities, municipalities are likely to or 
may be obligated to classify these buildings as care occupancies under the ABC and AFC. Lack 
of compliance to care standards under the ABC and AFC is considered an unsafe condition and 
could result in an order for eviction of the occupants and closure of the building until the 
compliance is achieved. PDD accommodation has as one of its purposes the inclusion of 
individuals with these disabilities into the community and consequently, requires unique 
considerations while maintaining the safety of all occupants.  
 
BACKGROUND:  
A September 2009 Fatality Inquiry Report into the 2007 fire death of an Edmonton woman 
highlighted the need for improvement to fire and life safety for government programs that 
accommodate vulnerable individuals with developmental disabilities. These programs are 
administered by Alberta Human Services.  

The ABC and AFC have always applied to buildings utilised for the provision of care in addition 
to buildings for any other use such as residential or other activities. Under the PDD Safety 
Standards Regulation (“PDD Regulation”) pre-existing residential detached and semi-detached 
single family dwellings used as rental accommodations for individuals (living outside their family 
home) with varying physical and cognitive disabilities are required to confirm compliance with 
the ABC and AFC as appropriate. Individuals funded by the PDD program for overnight staff 
supports are in a situation of support or care by the on-site staff. Confirmation of compliance is 
achieved by safety codes officer inspections under the authority of the Safety Codes Act.  
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The implementation of the PDD Regulation in 2012 to protect vulnerable persons in these 
situations focused inspections on buildings with overnight staffed residences not under the 
Supportive Living Accommodation Licensing Act. During the implementation of the health and 
safety inspections, building and fire safety codes officers advised both their municipalities and 
government that many of the buildings were being used in a manner that was not compliant with 
the Safety Codes Act. 

With the implementation of the ABC and AFC 2014 editions on May 1, 2015, there is now the 
opportunity to apply standards for the new B3 Care Occupancy building class, which allows for 
safe but less restrictive standards in smaller care situations. Specific sections of the B3 
standards may be applied to occupancies that are deemed to be existing Residential Care 
Dwellings and to distinguish these occupancies from Residential Support Dwellings. Both 
applications will require specified upgrades to improve fire and life safety for individuals residing 
in these buildings. 

Some of the buildings where individuals with developmental disabilities reside are being used as 
“Residential Detention Dwellings” where individuals are confined or secured in spaces or 
bedrooms from which they cannot leave of their own volition.  In the event of a fire or risk of 
explosion, this situation is an unsafe condition that cannot be mitigated or accepted using this 
approved guideline. In these situations, the building owner/operator will either meet the current 
code requirements for B1 detention facilities or apply for a variance (alternative solution) to the 
authority having jurisdiction (AHJ). The application for the variance must satisfy the safety codes 
officer (building/fire) that a proposed retrofit will provide approximately equivalent or greater 
safety performance to the B1 detention standards under the ABC and AFC.   
 
ALBERTA FIRE CODE:  
The 2014 Alberta Fire Code in Division C Sub clause 2.1.1.1.(2)(b)(i) provides authority for 
buildings of a specified occupancy to comply with the requirements of an approved guideline: 

Division C 2.1.1.1. Application  
2) Where a provision of this Code requires compliance with one or more requirements 
of the Alberta Building Code, the provision is deemed to be satisfied if 
 b) the building or fire protection measure does not conform to Clause (a) but 

i) meets the requirements of an approved guideline issued for a specific 
occupancy, 

Division A 1.4.1.2. Defined Terms 
1) The words and terms in italics in this Code shall have the following meanings: 

Approved means acceptable to the Chief Fire Administrator. 
 

This Approved Guideline provides authority for issuance of a Building Permit and subsequent 
inspections under that permit for change of use, construction and modifications to meet the 
conditions of the Approved Guideline. 
 
Design, Code and Construction Requirements: 
All work will be conducted under permits in conformance with the Safety Codes Act. This will 
include the ABC 2014, except as noted in this guideline, and all other applicable regulations, 
codes and standards adopted under that Act. Safety code inspections will be conducted using 
the requirements of, and Schedules to, this approved guideline. 
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Inspection Authority: 
Compliance with this guideline will require that a building permit for either a “change of use” or a 
“change of use and occupancy” be applied for, by the owner, to the AHJ in the building 
discipline. This will usually be an accredited municipality or in unaccredited municipalities, an 
accredited agency authorized by Alberta Municipal Affairs.  

This can be determined by going to:  
http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/cp_permit_information_search 

or by calling Alberta Municipal Affairs at 1-866-421-6929. 
 
The local municipality often requires an application for a Development Permit which is a 
different municipal process dealing with planning, land use and zoning while the Building Permit 
will deal specifically with the building and its life safety features. 

The approved guideline is issued for existing buildings under the authority provided in Division C 
of the AFC to the Chief Fire Administrator. It has been issued after consultation with and 
acceptance by the Safety Codes Council Building Technical Council and Fire Technical Council. 
As such, it is within the scope of a Building Safety Codes Officer engaged by the AHJ to issue 
permits and inspect the permitted work for compliance with this approved guideline under the 
terms of the Safety Codes Act. Electrical and Plumbing permits are also likely to be required to 
deal with additional smoke alarms, other fire detection, emergency lighting and sprinklers. 
 
REQUIREMENTS: 
The following specific requirements will apply to Residential Support Dwellings (RSD) and 
Residential Care Dwellings (RCD), which are subject to the requirements of PDD Regulation. 
The attached Schedule A provides a table for assessing RSD and RCD based upon capacities 
of the funded individuals to be determined through processes to be defined by Alberta Human 
Services for each classification. 

In accordance with this approved guideline, where a safety codes officer is of the opinion that 
the capacity of one or more occupants is not consistent with the accepted use and classification 
of the building, the safety codes officer(s) shall note this finding on an inspection report, advise 
the building operator and notify the Complaints Officer of Alberta Health at 1-888-357-9339 
(option 3). If the situation poses a risk to persons and property or is an imminent risk, the safety 
codes officer has the power to enforce or exercise emergency powers under the authority of the 
Safety Codes Act.  
 
Residential Support Dwellings (Group C modified) 

To be deemed a Residential Support Dwelling the building will be operated for the purpose of 
providing accommodation for individuals with developmental disabilities who are funded by the 
program. All of the individuals receiving support will have been designated as being moderately 
independent having no limitations or having minimal cognitive or physical limitations on their 
ability to self-evacuate the building. Minimal limitations means that the individual can, with 
verbal, gestural or light physical notification (tapping on shoulder, light shaking to awaken, etc.) 
and guidance from staff, self-evacuate the building. 

Requirements: 
- That the building was previously compliant with the ABC as a residential detached or 

semi-detached single family dwelling, 
- Building Permit for the change of use and any modifications, 
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- Bedroom windows shall provide an unobstructed opening of not less than 0.35 m2 in area 
with no dimension less than 380 mm, and maintain the required opening during an 
emergency without the need for additional support, 

- Sleeping rooms for residents identified as having “minimal limitations” shall not be located 
at a floor level more than 1200 mm below grade, 

- Barrier Free modifications appropriate for the occupants but at a minimum the removal of 
all tripping and slipping hazards. Placement of grab bars by all toilets, showers and 
bathtubs is strongly recommended, 

- Direct wired and interconnected smoke alarms on all levels and in all bedrooms (bedroom 
smoke alarms can be battery powered and wirelessly interconnected), 

- Carbon Monoxide alarm, 
- Emergency Lighting in all access to exits, (this may be accomplished by utilizing stand-

alone emergency lighting packs and/or smoke alarms which incorporate emergency 
lighting which activates when the smoke alarm is activated and during a power failure),  

- 2-A:10-B:C fire extinguishers on each level, and 
- Fire Safety Plan approved in writing by a Fire SCO from the AHJ. 
- Ongoing inspections will take place utilizing the inspection form attached as Schedule B. 
 

Residential Care Dwellings (Group B3 modified) 

To be deemed a Residential Care Dwelling the building will be operated for the purpose of 
providing accommodation for individuals with developmental disabilities who are funded by the 
program. All of the individuals receiving support will have been designated as being dependent 
upon staff and having cognitive or physical limitations on their ability to self-evacuate. 

Requirements:  
- The building was previously compliant with the ABC as a residential detached or semi-

detached single family dwelling,  
- Building Permit for change of use and occupancy and all modifications, 
- Barrier Free modifications appropriate for the occupants but at a minimum the removal of 

all tripping and slipping hazards and the placement of grab bars by all toilets, showers and 
bathtubs. Locations where the residents have mobility deficits which require the use of 
wheelchairs and/or transfer equipment must comply with Section 3.8. of the ABC, 

- fully sprinklered to: 
o NFPA 13D-2010 Installation of Sprinkler Systems in One- and Two-Family 

Dwellings and Manufactured Homes, where there are 5 residents or less, and 
o Water flow detection to be locally alarmed. 

- Fire alarm system meeting the requirements of: 
o CAN/ULC S524-06 Installation of Fire Alarm Systems, or  
o CAN/ULC S540-13 Residential Fire Warning Systems, or 
o Direct wired and interconnected smoke alarms on all levels, including 

interconnected smoke alarms in all bedrooms (which may utilise wireless 
technology for interconnection). 

o External monitoring of fire/smoke detection arrangements are recommended 
- Carbon Monoxide alarms, 
- 2-A:10-B:C fire extinguishers on each level, 

Page 4 of 11 

With
draw

n



 Alberta Fire Code Division C Part 2 

- Emergency Lighting in all access to exits, (this may be accomplished by utilizing stand-
alone emergency lighting packs and/or smoke alarms which incorporate emergency 
lighting which activates when the smoke alarm is activated and during a power failure), 

- Fire Safety Plan approved in writing by a Fire SCO from the AHJ, 
- Ongoing Inspections will take place utilizing the inspection form attached as Schedule C, 
- Sprinkler systems, including backflow prevention, and fire detection arrangements must be 

maintained as per the requirements of the AFC, 
- Additional requirements in the ABC and AFC 2014 for B3 occupancies that are above and 

beyond those noted below, including requirements for additional fire separations, do not 
need to be applied to Residential Care Dwellings.   

- Sprinklering of the building removes the need for bedroom windows to meet minimum 
opening sizes. It also removes the restriction on use of sleeping rooms more than 
1200mm below grade. 

This approved guideline applies throughout the Province of Alberta and is endorsed by the Chief 
Fire Administrator and Chief Building Administrator for the Province of Alberta. The Fire 
Technical Sub-Council and the Building Technical Sub-Council of the Safety Codes Council 
have also endorsed this approved guideline. 
 
 
[Original Signed] 
Trevor Brice, Chief Fire Administrator 
 
 
[Original Signed] 
James Orr, Chief Building Administrator 
 
Attachments incorporated as Schedules: 
 

Schedule A - Resident Capability/Accommodation Classification Table 
Schedule B - Residential Support Dwelling Safety Codes Act Inspection Report Form 
Schedule C - Residential Care Dwelling Safety Codes Act Inspection Report Form 
Schedule D - RSD/RCD Approvals Application Flow Chart 
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Schedule “A” 

Resident Capability/Accommodation Classification Table ABC/AFC  
ABC/AFC 2014 Class (applied to 

buildings existing prior to May 1, 2015 
whose usage may not meet current 

building and fire code) 

Descriptor of Individual’s 
Capabilities 

(determination made 
through Program) 

Explanation of verbiage Agency, Program or Legislation 
involved 

Inspection 
Guideline 

Group C modified “Residential Support 
Dwelling,” Building Permit for change of 
use, interconnected smoke alarms on 
all levels, smoke alarms in all bedrooms 
interconnected with all others, sleeping 
room floors for occupants with 
“minimal limitations” no more than 
1200 mm below grade, bedroom 
windows sized to minimum 0.35 m2 no 
dimension < 380 mm, CO alarm, 
Emergency lighting, 2-A:10-B:C fire 
extinguishers on each level, Fire Safety 
Plan approved in writing, fire drills, all 
safety system documentation on site.  

Dwelling for 1 or more 
program funded adults who 
are moderately independent 
and have no limitations or 
minimal cognitive or physical 
limitations their ability to 
self-evacuate. Staffed at all 
times that those with 
minimal limitations are in the 
dwelling. 

- No limitations means that the 
resident can understand and 
appreciate danger from fire or 
smoke and recognizes the 
sounding of a smoke or CO alarm 
as direction to the evacuate 
premises.  
- Minimal limitations means that 
the resident can self-evacuate as 
above following verbal, gestural 
or light physical (tapping on 
shoulder, light shaking to 
awaken, etc.) notification and 
guidance from staff.   

- The program is responsible for 
defining a process to determine 
the capacity of the funded 
individuals to self-evacuate and 
ensuring they are residing in the 
appropriate occupancy 
classification. 
-SCO determines if the building 
meets the requirements of a 
Group C Residential Support 
Dwelling or a Group B3 
equivalent Residential Care 
Dwelling. 
-SCOs who, upon inspection 
believe that an occupant is 
residing in an inappropriate 
building as per this Approved 
Guideline will advise the 
owner/operator and the Alberta 
Health Complaints Officer. SCOs 
may also follow through with 
enforcement measures or 
evacuations under the SCA.  

Residential Support 
Dwelling Safety 
Codes Act 
Inspection Form 

Group B3 modified “Residential Care 
Dwelling,” Building Permit, 2-A:10-B:C 
fire extinguishers on each level, full 
sprinklering to 13D, fire alarm system or 
interconnected smoke alarms with flow 
detection, CO alarms, emergency 
lighting, Fire Safety Plan approved in 
writing, fire drills, all safety system 
documentation on site. 

Dwelling for 1 or more 
program funded adults who 
are dependent, and have 
cognitive or physical 
limitations on their ability to 
self-evacuate, staffed 24/7. 
 

The individual is dependent 
upon staff member’s physical 
assistance to evacuate the 
building.  

Residential Care 
Dwelling Safety 
Codes Act 
Inspection Form 

Group B1 – “Residential Detention 
Dwelling” 
A licensed professional must submit a 
proposal for AS to Building & Fire AHJ 
on behalf of “owner” or “operator.” 
It is not within the scope of this matrix 
to identify compliant means in existing 
non-conforming buildings. 

Dwelling for 1 or more 
program funded adults who 
are moderately independent 
and typically have no 
cognitive or physical 
limitations on ability to self-
evacuate, able to self-
evacuate, detained at times 
and staffed 24/7. 

Staff member in charge of 
detention 24/7. 

There is an unresolved need to 
find an appropriate and Code 
compliant method to deal with 
this portion of the funded 
program participants. 

No proposals have 
been identified as 
method to deal 
with these 
detention 
situations in 
existing residential 
buildings. 
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Schedule “B” 
 

Residential Support Dwelling Safety Codes Act Inspection Report Page 1 
(Items noted as Not Acceptable must be corrected to attain compliance recognition) 
For “support” accommodations in detached/semi-detached dwellings classified as Group C - Residential 
(ABC/AFC) (All residents have been determined by the support program administration as having no or minimal physical or cognitive 
limitations which would impact their ability to self-evacuate the premises when alerted to an emergency by warning devices or other 
persons.) 
Operator Name: 
 
 

Dwelling Address: Phone: 

Item # 
 

Provision Acceptable Not Acceptable Notes Other 

1 Residents categorized as having minimal 
limitations on their ability to self-evacuate 
have the floor of their sleeping rooms no 
more than 1200 mm below grade. 

    

2 Interconnected smoke alarms on each 
level, permanently attached to a 
household lighting circuit and within 5 m 
of bedrooms and smoke alarms located in 
each bedroom. (battery operated 
acceptable). Tested monthly, records 
available. 

    

3 Functioning carbon monoxide alarm. 
Tested monthly and records available.  

    

4 2-A:10-B:C Portable fire extinguishers 
installed at each floor level in common 
area. In kitchen and outside furnace room 
required. 

    

5 Portable fire extinguishers checked 
monthly by staff. 

    

6 Portable fire extinguishers serviced 
annually by certified company. 

    

7 Bedroom windows openable with a 
minimum opening of 0.35 m2 and no 
dimension < 380mm as per ABC. 

    

8 Locking/security mechanisms on doors and 
windows operable from the inside by all 
occupants with no special knowledge or 
tools. 

    

9 Emergency lighting in all access to exits, 
(this may be accomplished by utilizing 
smoke alarms which incorporate 
emergency lighting which activates when 
the smoke alarm is activated and during a 
power failure). 

    

10 Heating appliances appropriately 
located/maintained. Portable heaters are 
not acceptable in sleeping rooms. 

    

11 No accumulations of combustibles, 
particularly in proximity to heating 
appliances and electrical equipment. 

    

12 No storage or usage of flammable or 
combustible liquids or gases. Hand 
sanitizer and cleaning liquids in “In use” 
amounts acceptable.   
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Schedule “B” 
 

Residential Support Dwelling Safety Codes Act Inspection Report Page 2 
13 Fire Safety Plan, approved by Fire SCO, in 

place and location known and identified 
(including records of annual fire safety 
orientation and fire drills). 

    

14 Gas barrier/self-closing door if dwelling 
has attached garage. 

    

15 Building address posted visible with black 
characters no less than 100 mm high on a 
white background. 

    

16 Dryer exhaust – sheet metal duct, 
cleaned/maintained (no flex hose). 

    

17 Combustion air for furnace room 
provided. 

    

18 Annual WETT (Wood Energy Technology 
Transfer) inspection for any solid fuel 
appliances. Records available on site. 

    

19 Hand and guard rails secure and in place.     
20 Smoking areas, inside or out, 

appropriately maintained. 
    

21 BBQ used 1.5 m away from building, not 
against combustible materials. 

    

22 Identification of other hazards. 
 
 
 
 
 

    

23 Smoke Alarm Age – less than 11 years.     
24 CO Alarm Age - less than 8 years.     
25 
 

Date of last fire drill – records available, 
time achieved. 

    

26 
 

Appropriate barrier free assists for the 
occupants. At minimum no tripping or slip 
hazards, grab bars by toilets, showers and 
tubs recommended. 

    

27  
 
 
 

    

 
 
________________________________  __________________________________  _____________ 
Name of Safety Codes Officer    Signature of Safety Codes Officer    SCO Cert. # 

 

________________________________  __________________________________ 
Date of Inspection     SCO Phone Number for Follow Up 
 
Copy to be provided to Owner/Operator for submission to PDD Program 
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Schedule “C” 
 

Residential Care Dwelling Safety Codes Act Inspection Report Page 1 
(Items noted as Not Acceptable must be corrected to attain compliance recognition) 
For “care” accommodations in detached/semi-detached dwellings previously classified as Group C - Residential 
(ABC/AFC) which existed prior to May 1, 2015. (At least one resident has been determined by the support program 
administration as having physical or cognitive limitations which would impact their ability to self-evacuate the premises when alerted 
to an emergency by warning devices or other persons.) 
Operator Name: 
 
 

Dwelling Address: Phone: 

Item # 
 

Provision Acceptable Not Acceptable Notes Other 

1 Interconnected smoke alarms on each 
level, permanently attached to a 
household lighting circuit and within 5 
m of bedrooms and smoke alarms 
located in each bedroom. (battery 
operated acceptable). Tested monthly, 
records available OR 

    

1a Fire Alarm System or Residential Fire 
Warning System meeting the 
requirements of ULC S524-06 or S540-
13. Tested monthly and inspected 
annually by a qualified person. Records 
available on site.  

    

2 Functioning carbon monoxide alarm. 
Tested monthly, records on site.  

    

3 Fire Sprinkler System in accordance 
with NFPA 13D. Flow monitored to local 
alarm. 

    

4 Fire Sprinkler System and backflow 
prevention tested annually by qualified 
person. 

    

5 2-A:10-B:C Portable fire extinguishers 
installed at each floor level in common 
area. In kitchen and outside furnace 
room required. 

    

6 Portable fire extinguishers checked and 
recorded monthly by staff. 

    

7 Portable fire extinguishers serviced 
annually by certified company. 

    

8 Emergency lighting in all access to exits, 
(this may be accomplished by utilizing 
smoke alarms which incorporate 
emergency lighting which activates 
when the smoke alarm is activated and 
during a power failure). 

    

9 Locking/security mechanisms on doors 
and windows operable from the inside 
by all occupants with no special 
knowledge or tools. 

    

10 Heating appliances appropriately 
located and maintained. Portable 
heaters are not acceptable in sleeping 
rooms. 
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Schedule “C” 
 

Residential Care Dwelling Safety Codes Act Inspection Report   Page 2 
11 No accumulations of combustibles, 

particularly in proximity to heating 
appliances and electrical equipment. 

    

12 No storage or usage of flammable or 
combustible liquids or gases. Hand 
sanitizer and cleaning liquids in “In use” 
amounts acceptable.   

    

13 Fire Safety Plan, approved by Fire SCO, 
in place and location known and 
identified (including records of annual 
fire safety orientation and fire drills). 

    

14 Gas barrier/self-closing door if dwelling 
has attached garage. 

    

15 Building address posted visible with 
black characters no less than 100 mm 
high on a white background. 

    

16 Dryer exhaust – sheet metal duct, 
cleaned/maintained (no flex hose). 

    

17 Combustion air for furnace room 
provided. 

    

18 Annual WETT (Wood Energy Technology 
Transfer) inspection for any solid fuel 
appliances. Records available on site. 

    

19 Hand and guard rails secure and in 
place. 

    

20 Smoking areas, inside or out, 
appropriately maintained. 

    

21 BBQ used 1.5 m away from building, not 
against combustible materials. 

    

22 Identification of other hazards. 
 
 
 

    

23 Smoke Alarm Age – less than 11 years.     
24 CO Alarm Age - less than 8 years.     
25 
 

Date of last fire drill – records available, 
time achieved. 

    

26 
 

Appropriate barrier free assists for the 
occupants as per Section 3.8. of the 
ABC. At minimum no tripping or slip 
hazards, grab bars by toilets, showers 
and tubs. 

    

 
 
________________________________  __________________________________  _____________ 
Name of Safety Codes Officer    Signature of Safety Codes Officer    SCO Cert. # 

 

________________________________  __________________________________ 
Date of Inspection     SCO Phone Number for Follow Up 
 
Copy to be provided to Owner/Operator for submission to PDD Program 
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Schedule “D” 
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