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YOUR GARAGE
=endless possibilities

STORY RACHAEL HAVENS   |   PHOTOGRAPHY SANDY MACKAY

THE GARAGE IS EXPERIENCING A RENAISSANCE. 
PEOPLE ARE LOOKING AT THESE SPACES TYPICALLY USED FOR 

PARKING CARS AND SEEING POTENTIAL LIVING SPACE. 

Jennifer Johnson, who owns Valley Home Improvements 
with her husband Dan Johnson, has recently taken on three garage 
projects – one new build and two conversions. She firmly believes 
that “most people love their home, they just need a little more space.” 
For this reason, she is seeing an increase in the percentage of people 
choosing to do renovations, rather than a custom home build.

Your garage could be filled with untapped potential. One of the 
best ways to use the space is as a secondary unit. These apartments 
can house your parents, kids or they can help you earn extra income, 
whether as an Airbnb or a rental. With the price of real estate 
reaching new heights, a secondary unit can be a cost-effective way to 
finance your home. 

OPPOSITE: A large storage closet added to the garage space created this 
niche in the family room for the children to play. All building materials were 
supplied by Centre Grey Builders & Supplies. LEFT: The flooring is wood-like 
ceramic tile. Toys are kept neat and tidy with baskets, which also make clean-up 
easy for parents and children.

Jennifer Johnson of 
Valley Home Improvements.

Continued on page 62
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Many people are finding they don’t need an entire 
secondary apartment, just a little more living space for 
their own home. This was exactly the case for one young, 
growing Markdale family who converted their attached 
garage into a living room and playroom for their kids. 
This family was outgrowing their space, so they started to 
rethink it. They realized they wanted a living space more 
than they wanted a garage. 

Jennifer points out the “family might have had to 
consider buying a bigger home, but now they don’t have 
to.” She also emphasizes the simplicity of this conversion. 
Their garage already had electricity, so all that was needed 
was flooring, drywall and paint. 

MORE living 
        SPACE

ABOVE: This 
conversion added 
about 550 square 
feet of living space. 
Only one window 
was added over 
the children’s play 
area, matching the 
existing windows. 
LEFT: The sliding 
barn door was built 
by the team at Valley 
Home Improvements. 
The distressed paint 
finish was applied 
by Jennifer Johnson. 
Walls are Balboa Mist 
by Benjamin Moore.

Continued on page 64

519-924-0025

519.924.0025
valleyhomeimprovements.ca

Over the many years, of building decks to building homes,  
we’ve acquired the knowledge and skills to tackle  

any home renovation. Big or small.

Planning to renovate? Feeling overwhelmed?  
Aging and want to stay in your home?

Give us a call.  
We’ll be happy to sit down with you and discuss your options.

Residential Construction  •  Project Management
Kitchen & Bathrooms  •  Additions & Garages

Siding, Soffit & Fascia  •  Renovations & More  •  Aging at Home

All the expertise 
you need,

under one roof.

Valley_F19.indd   1 2019-07-30   12:52 PM

62  |  ourhomes   F A L L  2 0 1 9

home & builder



Jennifer points out that the main difficulty with converting an existing 
garage is “fitting what you want into an existing space if you don’t want 
to change the footprint.” This is what led another Markdale couple to 
build an entirely new space. 

This garage is two storeys, with parking, storage and a gym on the 
bottom floor and an apartment on the top. In-floor heating makes the 
space, especially the gym, comfortable in all four seasons. The upper 
apartment is used as a guest suite for family and friends, which offers 
space and independence while keeping loved ones nearby.

BUILD WHAT      you want

This space on the upper floor of the 
detached garage is approximately 1,000 
square feet. The view through the large 
windows of the farm fields is peaceful and 
relaxing. BELOW: The antique desk and 
map of Canada have found a new home in 
this space.

LEFT & BELOW: Tucked under the 
soaring pine ceiling is a bar area with 
pine cabinets. The red lacquered 
Chinese cupboard adds a pop of 
colour. A poured concrete counter 
was requested by the homeowner. 
The print is by Nathalie Vachon. 
BOTTOM LEFT: The glass entrance 
doors lead to stairs taking you down 
to ground level. There is enough 
room on the porch landing for 
table and chairs to sit and enjoy the 
far-reaching view. BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Red floor tiles in the bathroom 
were picked out by the homeowner. 
Pendant lights match the tile.

Continued on page 66
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LEFT: Natural pine barn doors close the bedroom 
off from the living area. The bedroom wall 
stops below the ceiling to keep the space open. 
BOTTOM LEFT: A king-size bed hardly takes 
up any space in the large bright room. Water 
radiant heat keeps the unit warm and toasty in 
cooler weather. BELOW: The white pedestal 
sink in the bathroom makes the floor stand out. 
Extra storage was captured under the eaves with 
access from the bathroom and bedroom.

“I DON’T SEE 
CHALLENGES, I SEE 
POSSIBILITIES.”

– Jennifer Johnson

RESIDENTIAL -  COMMERCIAL - AGRICULTURE - FREE ESTIMATES & PLANNING

Ball Diamonds • Tennis Courts • Swimming Pools • Vinyl
Farm Fence • Chain Link • Wrought Iron • Wood Privacy

519.387.5022
builtwrightfencing.ca

“Changing the look of your property.” Follow us on Facebook for more details.
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This project was particularly near and dear 
to Jennifer’s heart as a Certified Aging-in-
Place Specialist. This certification designates 
her as an expert in ensuring a space is secure 
for older generations and extending the 
years they are able to spend at home. The 
homeowner emphasizes the pivotal role 
Jennifer played, “She was very determined to 
get it done and I really appreciated that from 
her. She was invested.”

Jennifer echoes these sentiments, 
emphasizing “These projects mean the world 
to us.” When asked about the challenges 
associated with garage conversions and 
secondary units, she appears deep in 
thought. Finally, she says “I love converting 
those spaces. I don’t see challenges, I see 
possibilities.”

in-law 
SUITE
The desire to have loved ones nearby 
also inspired a Eugenia homeowner to 
complete a garage conversion she has 
been considering for years. A fall that 
left her father-in-law in hospital was the 
catalyst for creating a suite in her garage 
for her own 91-year-old mother, who had 
been living alone.

The garage itself is 40 by 20 feet, and 
half is allotted to the apartment. The space 
is simple, with a living space, bedroom and 
bathroom, all connected to the main house 
by a beamed breezeway. This conversion 
now provides peace of mind for the 
homeowner, as well as a happy and safe 
home for her mother.

TOP: Nestled under old willow trees, this 372 sq. ft. apartment 
has a comfortable seating area at one end of the main room. 
ABOVE: The homeowner’s mother has the choice of eating 
on her own or walking along the breezeway to eat with her 
daughter’s family. LEFT: The L-shaped kitchen (Plumbing by 
Cook’s) is compact, open and functional. The stove has burners 
with a safety feature; when a pot is moved off the burner, it  
automatically turns off.

RIGHT & FAR RIGHT: 
You can easily turn on 
the water taps before 
entering the barrier-free 
shower. The dark tile 
floors and lighter walls 
make the space easier to 
navigate with reduced 
eyesight. Pocket doors 
were used for interior 
doors, keeping the 
space unobstructed 
and open. BELOW: The 
bedroom comfortably 
fits a queen size bed. 
The closet has large 
sliding doors for easy 
access. The wall colour 
is Wind’s Breath with 
Cloud White trim, both 
from Benjamin Moore. 
All painting was done 
by Jeff Lockwood 
Painting Services.

Continued on page 70
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Jen's Tips 
FOR CREATING A 
SECONDARY UNIT
YOUR LOCAL MUNICIPALITY IS 
WILLING TO WORK WITH YOU.
Bylaws regarding secondary units are 
governed by municipalities, not by 
provincial code. Each municipality 
has different rules when it comes 
to development fees, lot coverage 
and zoning, but they tend to be both 
supportive and forward-thinking about 
garage conversions.

REGULATIONS ARE EVOLVING. 
The municipality’s hands are tied by 
bylaws, but these are under review, 
improving and becoming inclusive of 
secondary units. For example, current 
regulations centre around creating 
an apartment in either a basement or 
attached garage, but bylaws are also 
becoming inclusive of detached garages. 

BE AWARE OF POTENTIAL 
SEPTIC UPGRADES.
Adding a secondary unit may require a 
septic system review with the potential 
of a required upgrade. Make sure to 
check if an increase in living space means 
a bigger system is needed.

DON’T BE AFRAID TO THINK 
OUTSIDE THE BOX. 
T h e  s k y  i s  t h e  l i m i t  o n  g a r a g e 
conversions. These spaces can be 
used as multi-generational units (for 
parents or kids), guests’ quarters or 
rental units, but also as increased living 
space – perhaps a kids’ playroom, gym 
or new master suite. Whether you are 
reconfiguring an existing space or 
building a new one, your garage could 
have countless possibilities.  OH

ABOVE: A covered 
breezeway by the 
entrance to the apartment 
offers a spot to enjoy 
the nice weather. Mac 
Taylor Septic added the 
additional system needed 
for this project. RIGHT: 
The renovation reserved 
space for vehicle parking, 
storage and a mechanical 
room, including the 
in-floor heat for living 
space. Ash Park Electrical 
did all of the electrical.

Custom Home Builder
Excavating | Foundations

Septic Installations | Insulated Concrete Forms Specialist

519-377-7217 | 519-377-7331
www.HighR.ca

The most energy efficient  
homes on the market.

 684063 Sideroad 30, Holland Centre, ON
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CALL FOR QUOTE

moggievalley@gmail.com
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WHITE PINE FLOORING   T&G SIDING

BUYER OF STANDING TIMBER

BUY DIRECT FROM THE SAWMILL!

OUR best work  
is out of sight

and that’s the way  
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www.mactaylor.com   519-794-2380
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