Recently I had the opportunity to have a conversation with Douglas Roberts, Senior By-law Enforcement Office for Saanich, about how we can “Help Saanich have a better a better bylaw enforcement process.”.

[Ron] How does Saanich bylaw enforcement work? The community association often gets complaints at different meeting from residents  who say “They don't get any resolution to a complaint about a bylaw infraction.”, or, “Bylaw enforcement just isn't working in Saanich, they never do anything”.

[Doug] Yes, I have a heard the same statement, but you have to understand that the way that Saanich Bylaw enforcement works is as a reactive system. That is, we do not go out hunting for bylaw infraction, we rely on citizens to provide information to Saanich bylaw enforcement about problems on private land or municipal property (parks or rights of ways). If we don't hear any complaints then we assume that everything is acceptable to the neighbourhood. 


The only time that Saanich Bylaw Officers will take a proactive approach is if  they see an immediate health or safety issue, for example debris or garbage strewn over a front lawn or park, or a car parked half way into the travel portion of a road, otherwise we wait for the neighbourhood to say that some activity is unacceptable for them.

[Ron] Lets start with the easy questions first. How does one make a complaint about a problem?

[Doug] Anyone can call Bylaw Enforcement at (250) 475-5456. Firstly, they need to give us their Name, Address, and Telephone number and most importantly the address of the property they are complaining about. Without the correct address we can not investigate. Secondly, the caller needs to be clear about what the issue is that they are complaining about, they should not try a shotgun approach with many issues, pick the one that is causing the most trouble.

[Ron] Can a Saanich resident ask their Community Association to talk to the Bylaw officers?

[Doug] No, you can't use any surrogates like the community associations, the police, or a councilor because if Saanich council wishes to seek remedial action against the property owner they may ask the complainant to come before council to confirm or provide information. Surrogates represent second hand information, which can not result in a legal action.

[Ron] I have heard from residents that Bylaw officers let the property owner know who lodged the complaint.

[Doug] I have heard that as well, but we are legally obligated to protect the identity of the person who made the complaint. There are both Provincial and Federal laws that we have to follow that protect the privacy of the complainant. When the Bylaw officers talk to the home owner, they are working with the home owner getting them to understand the issue and what their options are, along with what the time-frame is for the issue to be dealt with, and lastly the consequences of not dealing with the issue. Finally, we mail out a certified letter restating everything. They are not there to talk about who did or did not make the complaint.


Depending upon the type of the complaint the Bylaw officer may or may not go around to the neighbours of the property to gather more information. After the Bylaw officer has left, the subject of the complaint may go around to the neighbours fishing to see if they can find out who actually laid the complaint, but the I can tell you that the Bylaw Enforcement Officer will never have said anything about who laid the complaint.

[Ron] So all a resident has to do is call and your staff investigate?

[Doug] For most of the complaints we receive that is exactly what happens, but occasionally we ask the person to come in a provide a written complaint. Those complaints where we ask for more details involve situations were we need specific information, such as the date, time and what was observed.

[Ron] So are there any other exceptions to the simple telephone call in process?

[Doug] Yes, remember at the beginning I talked about what was acceptable to the neighbourhood?  In the case of Secondary Suite and the Noise bylaw the way that this gets interpreted by the courts results in us, that is, Saanich needing two separate complaints from two independent sources within 100 meters of the subject property before we can investigate.

[Ron] Can we talk more about each of these bylaws, since they generate a lot of interest? 

[Doug] Yes, lets start with Secondary suites.


There are two important definitions in the zoning bylaw that people have to understand, that is boarding and secondary suites. Essentially boarding is where the home owner is providing a sleeping space and shares the kitchen and dinning space of the principle resident with the boarder. The boarder can not have any cooking tools in their area, not a hot plate, stove or microwave. The bylaws allows for 2 boarders. A Secondary suite means an additional dwelling unit located within a building of residential occupancy containing

 one other dwelling unit.

 Let's be very clear here a secondary suite has no entrance into the main part of the house, if it does then it is not a secondary suite, but a boarding situation.


What this is means to a neighbour is that it is impossible to tell the difference, since both the boarder and the secondary suite have a separate entrance to the outside. The lack of a entrance into the main part of the house differentiates whether the situation is a boarder or a secondary suite.

[Doug] I am going to give you an example of how all of what I just talked about meshes together in the real world. Remember what I said early about being clear on what the issue is that you are asking us to  investigate. We often get a complaint where the complainant pushes the issue of a secondary suite and just mentions the parking. If we get two complaints, we investigate and find what appears to be a boarding situation, since there is an internal door to the suite. The Bylaw Officer explains that the cooking equipment has to be removed and the home owner and the boarders have to work out an arrangement to share the kitchen otherwise the boarders have to leave. The Bylaw Officer sets a date to re-inspect. On that date the Bylaw Officer will come back and if they find that the cooking equipment has been removed and that the owner and the boarders have an arrangement to share the kitchen. The case is closed, yet the neighbours are not happy, the parking issue has not be solved!


We will get call backs on the same property for the same issue but there is a secondary suite issue. We have learned over the years to dig into what the real issue may be. Again, in the above example we would ask questions and determine that parking on the street was the real pain point for the neighbours. We would go back to the property owner, explain the issue, work with the home owner to resolve the issue, explain the options and make certain that the issues are dealt with.

[Doug] The Noise bylaw is the other bylaw that requires two complaints from two different independent sources within 100 meters of the subject property before we can investigate. This has a lot to do with how people perceive noise. The Noise bylaw sets the decibel level for acceptable noise and unacceptable noise. Usually these are heat pumps, air conditioners, or some other mechanical equipment. It is also the only bylaw were the complainant will be identified, since we have to take a decibel reading from the site of the complaint and we have to have the offending equipment run through a full load cycle.

[Ron] So what happens if someone doesn't want to comply with what is required under the bylaw?

[Doug] We keep detailed records of all complaints. The Bylaw officer talks to the home owner  working with them to be certain they understand the issue and what their options are, along with what the time-frame is for the issue to be dealt with, and lastly the consequences of not dealing with the issue and finally, we mail out a certified letter restating everything. If the property owner does not or can not comply we have to go before council and request a Remedial Action Order to clean up the property at the owner's expense. We appear before council present all the details of our interactions with the property owner and then the property owner has the opportunity to present their side to council.

[Ron] So how many complaints does your office receive?

[Doug] We get about 2000 plus complaints. About 80% become complaints after the first visit and the rest require some extra followup. We only have about one or two cases per year were we have to go to council for a remedial action order.

[Ron] What is your website for more information?

[Doug] We are on the Saanich website under the Municipal Hall. On the left panel there is a link to the Bylaw page.

I would like to thank Doug Roberts Senior Bylaw Enforcement Officer for Saanich for the information that he has provided on Bylaw Enforcement within Saanich.

