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Q1

Does a ladder in a window well meet Ontario egress requirements for a Toronto
basement bedroom?

No, a ladder does not meet Ontario Building Code egress requirements for a basement bedroom. The

egress window itself must provide an unobstructed opening large enough for emergency escape without requiring

any additional equipment or tools.

The Ontario Building Code requires every basement bedroom to have an egress window with a minimum

unobstructed opening of 3.77 square feet (0.35 square metres), minimum width of 15 inches, and maximum

sill height of 44 inches from the floor. The key word here is "unobstructed" — the opening must allow immediate

escape without relying on ladders, steps, or any removable equipment that could be damaged, blocked, or

unavailable during an emergency.

Window wells must be designed for direct escape access. The well itself needs to be large enough in plan area

(minimum 760mm x 760mm or about 30" x 30") and the bottom of the well cannot be more than 1.5 metres (about 5

feet) below the window sill. If the well is deeper than 1.5 metres, permanent steps or a sloped ramp must be built

into the well structure — but a removable ladder does not satisfy this requirement.

This is fundamentally a life-safety issue, not just a code technicality. In a house fire, basement bedrooms fill

with smoke first as heat and toxic gases rise through the house. Occupants may have only minutes to escape,

potentially in complete darkness, and could be dealing with smoke inhalation that impairs coordination and

decision-making. Requiring someone to locate, position, and climb a ladder in these conditions is not considered a

viable escape route.

For existing Toronto homes with deep window wells, the typical solutions are either installing permanent

concrete or steel steps built into the well structure, or creating a sloped ramp approach that allows someone to walk

directly out of the well. Some contractors also install permanent steel grate platforms at the appropriate height,

though these must be engineered to support the required loads and cannot obstruct the window opening.

If your basement bedroom window well is too deep for code-compliant egress, you have three options:

modify the well with permanent steps or ramps, install a larger egress window at a higher level in the foundation

wall (requiring structural work), or don't use that room as a bedroom. The City of Toronto Building Division takes

egress requirements seriously — unpermitted basement bedrooms without proper egress can result in orders to

cease occupancy.

Need help finding a basement contractor experienced with egress window installations? Toronto Basement

Remodeling can match you with professionals who understand Ontario Building Code requirements for basement

bedrooms.
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Q2

What size window well does Ontario Building Code require for an egress
window?

Ontario Building Code requires egress window wells to provide adequate space for emergency escape and

firefighter access, with specific minimum dimensions that ensure the window can be safely used during an

emergency.

The minimum window well dimensions under the Ontario Building Code are:

Minimum width: 760 mm (30 inches) measured perpendicular to the foundation wall

Minimum projection: 600 mm (24 inches) extending out from the foundation wall

Maximum depth: 1.5 metres (5 feet) from grade to the window sill without requiring a ladder or steps

For window wells deeper than 1.5 metres, permanent steps or a ladder must be provided. The steps must be at

least 300 mm (12 inches) wide with maximum 200 mm (8 inch) rise between steps.

Additional critical requirements for GTA egress window wells include proper drainage to prevent water

accumulation. The window well must have a drain connected to the foundation drainage system or weeping tiles, as

standing water in the well can freeze during Toronto's harsh winters and create ice dams that block emergency

egress. Many contractors install a layer of clear gravel at the bottom of the well for drainage, covered with

landscape fabric to prevent soil infiltration.

Window well covers are highly recommended in the GTA to keep out snow, leaves, and debris, but they must be

easily removable from the inside without tools or keys. Hinged covers that can be pushed open from below are

ideal. Some homeowners install clear polycarbonate covers that allow natural light while protecting the well.

Structural considerations are crucial when cutting foundation walls for egress windows in existing GTA homes.

The opening typically requires a concrete lintel or steel beam to carry the load above, and the work must be

designed by a structural engineer. Many older Toronto homes have stone or concrete block foundations that require

specialized cutting techniques.

Cost expectations for a complete egress window installation in the GTA range from $3,000-$8,000 per window,

including cutting the foundation wall, installing the window, building the well with proper drainage, waterproofing,

and backfilling. The wide cost range reflects variables like foundation type, soil conditions, depth of excavation, and

window quality.

Seasonal timing matters significantly in Toronto - egress window installation requires exterior excavation that's

much more difficult and expensive during frozen ground conditions from December through March. Plan these

projects for spring through fall when soil conditions allow efficient excavation and proper compaction of backfill
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around the new window well.

Need help finding a basement contractor experienced with egress window installation? Toronto Basement

Remodeling can match you with professionals who understand both the building code requirements and the specific

challenges of working with GTA foundation types and soil conditions.

Q3

What happens if my Toronto basement bedroom window meets the size
requirement but the sill is too high?

If your basement bedroom window meets the size requirement but the sill is too high (above 44 inches from

the floor), it does not meet Ontario Building Code egress requirements and cannot legally be considered a

bedroom window. The room cannot be called a bedroom until this is corrected, and more importantly, occupants

cannot safely escape in an emergency.

The Ontario Building Code is very specific about egress windows in basement bedrooms: the window must have a

minimum unobstructed opening of 3.77 square feet, minimum width of 15 inches, AND the sill height cannot exceed

44 inches from the floor. All three requirements must be met simultaneously — meeting just one or two isn't

sufficient for life safety.

Your options to correct a high sill depend on your foundation type and current window configuration. If you

have a standard basement window that's simply mounted too high in the foundation wall, the most common solution

is cutting the foundation wall lower to install a larger egress window with proper sill height. This involves saw-cutting

the concrete or block foundation, installing a new window buck, and waterproofing the enlarged opening. Cost

typically ranges $3,000-$6,000 per window in the GTA.

For homes with very high foundations or challenging layouts, lowering the basement floor around the window

area might be necessary. This creates a small recessed area (essentially a mini window well inside the basement)

that brings the effective sill height down to code compliance. This is more complex work requiring careful

waterproofing and proper drainage to prevent water collection in the lowered area.

Window wells are critical for below-grade egress windows. The exterior window well must be large enough for

a person to climb out and for firefighters to access — minimum 9 square feet of horizontal area. The well needs

proper drainage (connected to weeping tile or separate drain) and a ladder or steps if the well is deeper than 24

inches. Many GTA homes have undersized window wells that need enlargement when upgrading to egress

windows.
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This work requires both a building permit and structural consideration. Cutting foundation walls affects the

structural integrity of your home, especially in older Toronto houses with stone or block foundations. A structural

engineer may need to specify reinforcement around the new opening. The electrical rough-in for the bedroom also

needs ESA inspection, and any plumbing work requires a licensed plumber.

Timing matters significantly in the GTA. Exterior excavation for window well work is best done between May and

October when ground conditions are favorable. Interior work can proceed year-round, but coordinating the interior

finishing with exterior window well construction requires careful planning to maintain weatherproofing.

The high sill issue is extremely common in older GTA homes, particularly pre-1970s houses in Toronto,

Scarborough, and North York where basement windows were installed primarily for light and ventilation, not

emergency egress. Modern building codes prioritize life safety, making egress window upgrades one of the most

frequent basement renovation requirements.

Never compromise on egress window requirements — this is life safety, not just a code technicality. A bedroom

without proper egress puts occupants at serious risk and creates liability issues for homeowners. Most basement

renovation contractors in the GTA have extensive experience with egress window installations and can provide

accurate assessments of your specific situation.

Need help finding a basement contractor experienced with egress window installations? Toronto Basement

Remodeling can match you with local professionals who specialize in bringing basement bedrooms up to current

Ontario Building Code requirements.
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Q4

Can I install a hopper-style egress window in a Toronto basement or must it be
casement?

Both hopper and casement windows can meet Ontario Building Code egress requirements for Toronto

basements, but the window well design and overall opening dimensions are what determine code

compliance, not the window operating style.

The Ontario Building Code specifies that basement bedroom egress windows must provide a minimum

unobstructed opening of 3.77 square feet (0.35 square metres) with a minimum width of 15 inches and

maximum sill height of 44 inches from the basement floor. Both hopper windows (hinged at bottom, opening

inward) and casement windows (hinged at side, opening outward) can achieve these dimensions when properly

sized.

Hopper windows are actually quite popular for basement egress in Toronto because they open inward, which

means they don't interfere with landscaping, snow accumulation, or window well drainage systems. However, when

a hopper window opens inward, the window sash reduces the effective opening size. You'll need to ensure the

window is large enough that even with the sash angled inward at maximum opening, you still meet the 3.77 square

foot minimum opening area.

Casement windows open outward into the window well, providing the full window opening for egress without

obstruction from the sash. This makes it easier to meet code requirements with a smaller overall window size.

However, the window well must be deep enough to accommodate the fully opened sash, and you need to ensure

snow, leaves, or debris won't prevent the window from opening fully.

Window well requirements are identical regardless of window type. The well must extend at least 6 inches

beyond the window frame on all sides, be at least 36 inches deep from grade level, and have proper drainage to

prevent water accumulation. Many Toronto contractors prefer window wells that are 42-48 inches deep to provide

better access for emergency egress and firefighter entry.

Installation considerations for Toronto's climate include ensuring the window well has a proper drainage

system connecting to your weeping tiles or foundation drainage, a window well cover to prevent debris

accumulation and reduce heat loss, and adequate gravel backfill for drainage. The freeze-thaw cycles in the GTA

can cause window wells to shift or crack if not properly constructed with compacted granular backfill.

When to hire a professional: Cutting the foundation wall opening for any egress window requires a structural

assessment to ensure you're not compromising foundation integrity, especially in older Toronto homes with stone or

block foundations. The excavation, waterproofing around the new opening, and window well construction should be
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done by experienced basement contractors familiar with Toronto's clay soil conditions and groundwater

management requirements.

Need help finding a basement contractor experienced with egress window installation? Toronto Basement

Remodeling can match you with local professionals who understand Ontario Building Code requirements and

Toronto's unique foundation conditions.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

Youbility Inc.

Leveloff.LTD

LMP Scaffolding Services

Norseman Construction & Development

View all contractors ?

Q5

What are the egress window requirements for a basement bedroom under
Ontario Building Code?

Every basement bedroom in Ontario must have an egress window that provides a minimum unobstructed

opening of 3.77 square feet (0.35 square metres), with a minimum width of 15 inches (380 mm) and a

maximum sill height of 44 inches (1,100 mm) from the finished floor. These are non-negotiable life-safety

requirements under the Ontario Building Code — without a compliant egress window, the room cannot legally be

designated as a bedroom, and more critically, occupants cannot escape during a fire or emergency when interior

routes may be blocked by smoke and flames.

The 3.77 square foot minimum opening refers to the clear, unobstructed area when the window is fully open —

not the overall window frame size or the glass area. This is an important distinction because many window styles

have frames, hardware, and opening mechanisms that reduce the usable opening significantly below the overall

window dimensions. When shopping for egress windows, always verify the clear opening specification in the

manufacturer's data, not just the rough opening or frame dimensions. A window that looks large enough when

closed may not provide the required 3.77 square feet when opened.
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The maximum sill height of 44 inches from the finished floor ensures that occupants — including children, elderly

family members, and people with limited mobility — can reach and climb through the window during an emergency.

If your basement has a low ceiling and you're mounting the window high on the wall to maximize its position above

grade, measure carefully from the finished floor (including whatever flooring you're installing) to the top of the sill. If

the sill exceeds 44 inches, the window must be lowered in the foundation wall, which may require cutting more

concrete.

Installing an egress window in an existing GTA basement is a significant construction project because it involves

cutting a large opening in the foundation wall — typically a poured concrete or concrete block wall that is 8 to

12 inches thick. This requires specialized concrete cutting equipment, careful attention to any reinforcement steel in

the wall, and a structural assessment to ensure the opening doesn't compromise the foundation's load-bearing

capacity. A structural lintel (typically a steel angle or reinforced concrete beam) must be installed above the

opening to transfer the load around the window. The cost for a single egress window installation in the GTA,

including cutting the foundation, installing the window, constructing the window well, and backfilling, ranges from

$3,000 to $8,000 depending on the wall thickness, window size, and site access conditions.

Window wells are required for below-grade egress windows to provide the clear space needed for escape and

firefighter access. The window well must be large enough to allow the window to open fully and for a person to

climb out. If the window well is deeper than 24 inches below grade, a permanently attached ladder or steps must

be provided to allow occupants to climb out of the well. Window well covers are permitted but must be operable

from inside without tools or special knowledge — a cover that requires removing screws or clips from the outside

defeats the purpose of the egress window.

The City of Toronto building inspector will verify egress window compliance during the permit inspection process,

measuring the clear opening, sill height, and window well dimensions. This is one inspection item where there is

zero tolerance for non-compliance — if the window doesn't meet the minimums, the room cannot be approved as a

bedroom until it's corrected.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

Vista Builders Ltd

Youbility Inc.

Leveloff.LTD

Olkron Developments
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View all contractors ?

Q6

What is the minimum egress window size required for a basement bedroom in
Ontario?

The Ontario Building Code requires a minimum unobstructed opening of 3.77 square feet (0.35 square

metres) for basement bedroom egress windows, with a minimum opening dimension of 15 inches (380 mm)

in any direction. This means the window must provide at least 3.77 square feet of clear, usable space when fully

opened — large enough for an adult to climb through and for a firefighter in full gear to enter. These dimensions

apply to the actual clear opening, not the frame size or glass area, which is a critical distinction when selecting your

egress window.

To put these numbers into practical terms, an egress-compliant window opening must be at least 15 inches wide

and approximately 36 inches tall (or any combination that equals 3.77 square feet with no dimension less than 15

inches). Common egress window configurations in GTA basements include a 36-inch wide by 24-inch tall

casement that swings fully open to provide the required clear area, or a 48-inch wide by 24-inch tall horizontal

slider where the sliding panel provides at least 3.77 square feet of unobstructed opening. The key is measuring the

actual opening once the window is in the fully open position — not the rough opening in the wall, not the frame

dimensions, and not the glass size.

Casement windows (which swing outward on hinges) are generally the best choice for basement egress because

the entire sash opens, providing maximum clear area relative to the frame size. A casement window with a 36-by-

24-inch sash provides approximately 6 square feet of clear opening — well above the 3.77 minimum. Horizontal

slider windows can also meet egress requirements, but only the sliding panel provides the opening, so the window

needs to be larger overall to compensate. A slider where only half the window opens needs to be roughly twice as

wide as a casement to provide the same clear opening.

Awning windows (which hinge at the top and swing outward from the bottom) are generally NOT suitable for

egress because the opening mechanism restricts the clear area, and the open sash creates a barrier that makes

climbing through difficult. Similarly, small hopper windows that tilt inward at the top are almost never large enough

for egress compliance.

Beyond the window dimensions, remember the sill height requirement: the bottom of the egress window opening

cannot be more than 44 inches above the finished floor. In basements with low ceilings, this can create a conflict

— the window needs to be positioned low enough on the wall for the sill height requirement, but high enough to be
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above grade or within a window well on the exterior. Your contractor and window installer will need to balance these

requirements when planning the window placement.

The cost of egress-compliant basement windows themselves ranges from $400 to $1,200 per window

depending on the size, type (casement vs. slider), frame material (vinyl, fibreglass, or wood), and energy efficiency

rating. The installation cost — cutting the foundation wall, installing the lintel, setting the window, constructing the

window well, waterproofing, and restoring the exterior grade — adds $2,500 to $7,000 per window in the GTA.

When budgeting for a basement with two bedrooms, plan for two egress windows plus installation, totalling $6,000

to $16,000 for this component alone.

Always verify egress compliance with your contractor before the foundation is cut, and confirm the window

manufacturer's clear opening specifications match Ontario Building Code requirements. The City of Toronto

inspector will measure the actual opening during inspection — there's no room for approximation.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

Olkron Developments

Norseman Construction & Development

Metro Rent-All

Vista Builders Ltd

View all contractors ?
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Q7

Can I use an egress window well instead of a walkout for a legal basement
bedroom in Toronto?

Yes, an egress window well is a fully code-compliant alternative to a walkout for a legal basement bedroom

in Toronto — the Ontario Building Code does not require a walkout entrance, only that each bedroom has

an egress window meeting the minimum opening requirements. Window wells are by far the most common

egress solution in GTA basements because walkout basements require specific lot grading that most properties

simply don't have, while window wells can be installed on virtually any home.

A properly constructed egress window well creates an excavated area outside the foundation wall, lined with a

rigid structure (corrugated galvanized steel, precast concrete, or pressure-treated timber), that provides the

clearance needed for the egress window to open fully and for a person to climb out. The window well must be large

enough to allow the window to reach its fully open position without obstruction, and the well itself must provide

enough space for a person to stand and climb out. For basement windows where the bottom of the well is more

than 24 inches below finished grade, the Ontario Building Code requires a permanently attached ladder, steps,

or foot holds to allow occupants to climb from the bottom of the well to grade level.

The dimensions of the window well depend on the window type and the depth below grade. For a casement

egress window that swings outward into the well, the well must be deep enough (measured perpendicular to the

wall) to allow the sash to open fully — typically at least 36 to 42 inches from the foundation wall. The well's width

should match or exceed the window width to avoid restricting the clear opening. A common egress well

configuration in GTA basements is a semicircular corrugated steel well that is 44 to 60 inches wide and 36 to 42

inches deep from the foundation wall, providing ample space for the window to open and for a person to

manoeuvre.

Window well covers are popular in the GTA to keep out rain, snow, leaves, and debris, but they must comply with

a critical safety requirement: the cover must be operable from inside the window well without any tools, keys,

or special knowledge. This means the cover cannot be screwed, bolted, or locked in a way that would prevent an

occupant from pushing it open during an emergency escape. Spring-loaded covers that lift open with a push, or

covers that simply rest on the well rim by gravity, are compliant. A cover that requires removing clips from the

outside is not compliant and will fail inspection.

Drainage within the window well is essential in the GTA's wet climate. The well must have a gravel base at least 6

inches deep, and ideally a drain connected to the weeping tile system or a separate dry well to prevent water from

pooling in the well and leaking through the window. During spring thaw and heavy rainstorms, poorly drained

window wells can fill with water and create serious basement flooding through the window opening. In areas with
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high water tables — particularly near Lake Ontario in the Beaches, Mimico, and Port Credit — a dedicated window

well drain is critical.

The installed cost of an egress window with window well in the GTA runs $3,000 to $8,000 per window, which

includes cutting the foundation wall, installing the structural lintel, setting the window, excavating for the well,

installing the well liner, gravel drainage base, and backfilling. This is substantially less than constructing a walkout

(which requires major excavation, retaining walls, a door installation, and exterior stairway), making window wells

the practical and cost-effective choice for most GTA basements.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

The Deck Store Inc

Bhogal Metal

Leveloff.LTD

Norseman Construction & Development

View all contractors ?

Q8

How do I choose between a slider and a casement egress window for my
Toronto basement?

Casement windows are generally the better choice for basement egress in the GTA because they provide

the maximum clear opening relative to their frame size, meaning you can meet egress requirements with a

smaller foundation cut — but slider windows have advantages in specific situations, particularly when

horizontal space is limited or when a window well isn't deep enough for an outward-swinging sash.

Understanding the trade-offs helps you choose the right window for your specific basement layout and foundation

conditions.

Casement egress windows swing outward on hinges (like a door), and when fully open, the entire sash clears the

frame to provide maximum unobstructed opening. A casement window with a 36-inch wide by 24-inch tall sash

provides approximately 6 square feet of clear opening — well above the Ontario Building Code minimum of 3.77

square feet. This efficiency means you can cut a smaller opening in your foundation wall while still comfortably
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exceeding the egress requirement. Casements also provide excellent ventilation because the entire sash opens,

and when open, the sash acts as a scoop that directs air into the basement. In the GTA, where basement

ventilation is important for managing humidity during hot, humid summers, this is a meaningful benefit.

The primary drawback of casement windows for basements is that the sash swings outward into the window

well, which means the well must be deep enough (measured perpendicular to the foundation wall) to accommodate

the fully open sash. For a 24-inch deep sash, the window well needs to be at least 36 to 42 inches deep from the

wall to allow the sash to open without hitting the well liner. In tight spaces or where the property line is close to the

foundation, this well depth may not be achievable. The outward-swinging sash can also be obstructed by snow and

debris accumulation in the well during GTA winters, though a proper window well cover mitigates this concern.

Horizontal slider egress windows have one fixed panel and one sliding panel that moves laterally to create the

opening. The advantage is that no part of the window protrudes into the window well, so the well can be shallower

(as little as 18 to 24 inches deep from the wall). This is a significant benefit when exterior space is limited. Sliders

are also easier to operate in tight spaces and don't require the physical effort of pushing a heavy casement sash

outward and upward against gravity.

The disadvantage of slider windows is that only the sliding panel provides the egress opening — typically half the

total window width. To achieve the required 3.77 square feet of clear opening from a half-width slider panel, the

overall window needs to be significantly larger than a casement. For example, where a 36-by-24-inch casement

provides 6 square feet of opening, a slider would need to be roughly 48 to 60 inches wide so that the sliding half

provides the minimum 3.77 square feet. This means a larger foundation cut, more structural lintel support, and a

wider window well — all of which increase cost.

Cost comparison in the GTA: casement egress windows typically run $500 to $1,000 per window for quality vinyl

or fibreglass units, while egress-rated slider windows cost $400 to $900. However, the slider's larger foundation cut

and wider window well can offset any savings on the window itself. Total installed cost including the foundation cut,

lintel, window, and well construction is generally comparable at $3,000 to $8,000 per window regardless of type.

For most GTA basements, a casement window is the recommended choice because it provides the most

efficient egress opening and allows for a smaller, more manageable foundation cut. Choose a slider when your

window well depth is constrained by property lines, adjacent structures, or underground utilities that prevent the

deeper well a casement requires. Your contractor can assess the exterior conditions at each bedroom window

location and recommend the best type for your specific situation.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:
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Kitchen Land

Olkron Developments

Focus on Flooring and General Contracting

A Renovation Company Toronto Corporation

Bhogal Metal

View all contractors ?

Q9

Does every basement bedroom in Ontario need its own egress window or can
rooms share one?

Every basement bedroom in Ontario must have its own dedicated egress window — rooms cannot share an

egress window, and there is no provision in the Ontario Building Code for a single egress window to serve

multiple bedrooms. This is a fundamental life-safety requirement based on the principle that each bedroom

occupant must have an independent escape route that doesn't require passing through another room or relying on

another occupant's cooperation to access.

The logic behind this requirement is straightforward when you consider fire safety. If two bedrooms shared a single

egress window accessed through a hallway, and fire blocked that hallway, occupants in the bedroom without the

window would have no escape route. Each bedroom must provide its occupant with a direct, independent path to

safety — the egress window in that specific room. This is the same principle that requires separate exits in

commercial buildings and is taken very seriously by the Ontario Building Code and by City of Toronto building

inspectors.

For GTA homeowners planning a basement with multiple bedrooms, this requirement has significant implications

for both budget and layout design. Each bedroom requires its own egress window with a minimum clear opening of

3.77 square feet, minimum width of 15 inches, and maximum sill height of 44 inches from the finished floor. Each

window requires its own foundation wall cut, structural lintel, and exterior window well with proper drainage. At

$3,000 to $8,000 per egress window installed, a basement with three bedrooms needs three separate egress

windows, adding $9,000 to $24,000 to the project cost.

This requirement also affects room layout planning. Each bedroom must be positioned along an exterior

foundation wall where an egress window can be installed. Interior rooms without exterior wall access cannot be

designated as bedrooms. In narrow Toronto row houses and semi-detached homes, the limited exterior wall length
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can constrain how many bedrooms are feasible — you need enough wall space for each window plus the structural

requirements for spacing between openings. Your contractor and structural engineer must coordinate the window

placement to ensure that multiple large openings don't compromise the foundation wall's structural integrity.

There are some common misconceptions worth addressing. A basement family room or home office does not

require an egress window — the requirement applies specifically to rooms designated as bedrooms (sleeping

areas). However, the City of Toronto inspector will assess whether a room is functionally a bedroom based on its

size, layout, and features regardless of what you call it on the permit drawings. A 10-by-12-foot room with a closet

that you label "den" on the drawings will likely be treated as a bedroom and require an egress window if it could

reasonably be used for sleeping.

For secondary suites, the egress requirements combine with additional exit requirements. The suite must have a

second means of egress (typically a separate exterior entrance or, in some configurations, egress windows serving

as the second exit), and every bedroom within the suite needs its own egress window. A two-bedroom basement

secondary suite therefore needs at minimum two egress windows for the bedrooms plus a separate entrance to the

suite — this is a significant scope of work on the foundation wall and exterior.

When planning your basement layout, work with your contractor to position bedrooms along exterior walls with the

best access for window well construction. Consider the exterior grade, landscaping, walkways, and neighbouring

structures that might affect where window wells can be placed. Starting the layout planning from the egress window

locations and working inward is often more effective than designing the interior first and then trying to fit egress

windows into the plan.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

Metro Rent-All

Focus on Flooring and General Contracting

Leveloff.LTD

A Renovation Company Toronto Corporation

View all contractors ?
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Q10

What is the maximum sill height for an egress window in an Ontario basement
bedroom?

The Ontario Building Code sets the maximum egress window sill height at 44 inches (1,100 millimetres)

measured from the finished floor to the bottom of the window opening. This measurement is taken from the

floor surface directly below the window, not from the concrete slab before flooring is installed — so you need to

account for any subfloor system or flooring thickness you plan to install when planning your egress window

placement.

This 44-inch maximum exists for a critical life-safety reason: in a fire or emergency, a person — including a child —

must be able to reach and climb through the window to escape. If the sill is any higher, escape becomes

significantly more difficult, especially in a smoke-filled room where visibility is zero and panic sets in. The City of

Toronto Building Division enforces this requirement strictly during inspections, and your basement bedroom will not

pass final inspection if the sill height exceeds this maximum.

Beyond the sill height, the egress window must also meet minimum opening size requirements under the Ontario

Building Code. The unobstructed opening must be at least 3.77 square feet (0.35 square metres) with a minimum

width of 15 inches (380 millimetres). The window must open without tools or special knowledge — casement and

slider styles are the most common choices for basement egress windows in GTA homes. Awning-style windows,

which are common in older Toronto basements, almost never meet egress requirements because their opening

geometry is too restrictive.

For many older GTA homes — particularly the post-war bungalows across Scarborough, North York, and Etobicoke

built between 1945 and 1975 — the existing basement windows are far too small to meet egress requirements.

These homes typically have narrow, horizontal slider windows set high in the foundation wall. Converting a

basement room into a legal bedroom in these homes means cutting a larger opening in the foundation wall, which is

structural work requiring an engineer's involvement and a building permit. In pre-war homes across established

neighbourhoods like Cabbagetown, Riverdale, or the Annex, low ceiling heights can make the sill height

measurement even more challenging, since the window may need to be positioned lower in the wall to stay under

44 inches from a raised finished floor.

The window well on the exterior is equally important. It must be large enough to allow a person to escape and

for firefighters to access the window. If the window well is deeper than 24 inches below grade, a permanently

attached ladder or steps are required. The window well must also have proper drainage to prevent water from

pooling against the window — a common issue in GTA clay soils where water drains slowly.

Toronto Basement Remodeling — torontobasementremodeling.com — Generated May 31, 2026



Expect to pay $3,000 to $8,000 per egress window installed in a GTA home, including cutting the foundation wall,

installing the window and frame, building the window well, and restoring the exterior. If you are finishing a basement

bedroom, this is a non-negotiable expense. A room without a compliant egress window cannot legally be marketed

or used as a bedroom, and more importantly, it puts occupants at genuine risk in a fire.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

yourCloset.ca

Focus on Flooring and General Contracting

Olkron Developments

Leveloff.LTD

View all contractors ?

Q11

Can I enlarge an existing basement window opening to meet egress
requirements in a Toronto home?

Yes, enlarging an existing basement window opening to meet egress requirements is one of the most

common approaches in GTA basement renovations, and it is often more practical and cost-effective than

cutting an entirely new opening in the foundation wall. The existing opening provides a starting point, reducing

the amount of concrete that needs to be cut and removed, and the exterior grading has already been disturbed for

the original window.

The process begins with a structural assessment of the foundation wall. In a poured concrete foundation — the

most common type in GTA homes built after 1950 — the contractor will need to determine the wall thickness, the

location of any reinforcing steel, and whether there are any utilities running through the area above or beside the

existing window. A structural engineer should review the plan, particularly if the new opening will be significantly

wider than the original, because the foundation wall supports the weight of the house above it. The engineer will

typically specify a steel or concrete lintel above the enlarged opening to carry the load that the removed concrete

was supporting. This engineering review typically costs $1,500 to $3,000 in the GTA.
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The actual cutting is done with a concrete wall saw, which uses a diamond-blade to make precise cuts without the

vibration and damage that a jackhammer would cause. This is specialized equipment operated by experienced

concrete cutting contractors — not a general renovation crew. Once the opening is cut to size, the new egress

window frame is installed, the lintel is set, and the gap between the frame and concrete is sealed and waterproofed.

On the exterior, the window well is either enlarged or rebuilt to accommodate the bigger window and to meet

Ontario Building Code requirements for emergency escape clearance.

For homes across Scarborough, North York, Etobicoke, and the inner suburbs, the typical existing basement

window is a 32-inch wide by 16-inch tall slider — far too small for egress. Enlarging this to a code-compliant

egress window usually means expanding to approximately 44 inches wide by 36 inches tall or similar dimensions

that achieve the required 3.77 square feet of unobstructed opening area. The sill height must remain at or below 44

inches from the finished floor.

Concrete block foundations, common in homes built between 1945 and 1970, require a slightly different

approach. Block walls are less structurally monolithic than poured concrete, so the cutting and lintel installation

must account for the mortar joints and hollow cores. An experienced contractor will remove blocks carefully and

install a proper lintel before removing support below it.

Budget $3,000 to $7,000 for enlarging an existing window opening to meet egress requirements in a GTA home,

including the structural engineering, concrete cutting, new window, window well modification, and exterior

restoration. This is less than cutting a brand-new opening, which typically runs $5,000 to $8,000 because of the

additional concrete removal and exterior excavation required. You will need a building permit from the City of

Toronto Building Division or your local municipality, and the work will be inspected to confirm compliance with the

Ontario Building Code.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

Olkron Developments

The Deck Store Inc

Metro Rent-All

Focus on Flooring and General Contracting

View all contractors ?
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Q12

What structural considerations apply when cutting a new egress window in a
poured concrete foundation?

Cutting a new egress window opening in a poured concrete foundation is structural work that directly

affects the load-bearing capacity of your foundation wall, and it requires a structural engineer's design and

a building permit before any saw touches the concrete. This is not a project where you can simply mark out a

rectangle and start cutting — the consequences of getting it wrong range from cracking that spreads across the

foundation to catastrophic wall failure.

The most important structural consideration is load path continuity. Your foundation wall carries the weight of the

house above it — the floor joists, the walls, the roof, and everything inside — down to the footings and into the soil.

When you remove a section of concrete to create a window opening, you interrupt that load path. A steel lintel

(typically a structural steel angle or channel) must be installed above the opening to pick up the load and transfer it

to the concrete on either side. The engineer will size this lintel based on the width of the opening, the weight being

carried above, and the condition of the existing concrete. For a typical egress window opening in a GTA home,

expect a steel angle of at least 4 inches by 4 inches by 3/8 inch thick, though larger openings or heavier loads

may require a more substantial beam.

Reinforcing steel (rebar) within the wall is the second major consideration. Poured concrete foundations in GTA

homes typically contain horizontal and vertical rebar, and cutting through this reinforcement weakens the wall

beyond just the opening itself. The structural engineer will specify additional reinforcement around the opening —

typically new rebar dowelled into the existing concrete above, below, and on both sides of the opening. This creates

a reinforced frame within the wall that maintains structural integrity.

Proximity to corners and other openings matters significantly. The Ontario Building Code and good engineering

practice require minimum distances between openings and between an opening and the corner of the foundation.

Cutting an egress window too close to a corner can compromise the wall's ability to resist lateral soil pressure,

particularly in the clay-heavy soils found across much of the GTA — Scarborough, North York, Mississauga, and

Brampton all sit on expansive clay that exerts significant lateral force on foundation walls during wet seasons.

Soil and groundwater conditions on the exterior also factor into the structural design. The contractor must

excavate outside the foundation to below the new window sill level, and in many GTA neighbourhoods, particularly

those near Lake Ontario, the Don River valley, or the Humber River watershed, high water tables mean the

excavation may encounter groundwater. The window well must be designed with proper drainage — typically a

gravel bed connected to the weeping tile system — to prevent hydrostatic pressure from building up against the

new window.
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The cutting sequence matters for safety. Professional concrete cutting contractors use a specific sequence: the

lintel support is installed first (often temporarily supported by shoring), then the concrete is cut with a diamond wall

saw in a controlled pattern, and only then is the cut section removed. Attempting to cut from the outside with a

concrete saw without interior support risks an uncontrolled collapse of the cut section.

Expect the full process — engineering, permits, cutting, lintel installation, window, window well, waterproofing, and

exterior restoration — to cost $5,000 to $8,000 per opening in the GTA market. The structural engineering alone

runs $1,500 to $3,000. This is specialized work that should be done by a contractor with specific experience cutting

foundation walls, not a general basement finishing crew. Ask any contractor you are considering for photos or

references from previous egress window installations in poured concrete foundations.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

Norseman Construction & Development

Bhogal Metal

The Deck Store Inc

LMP Scaffolding Services

View all contractors ?
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Q13

Can I install a walkout door in a basement that currently has no exterior access
in the GTA?

Yes, it is possible to create a walkout door in a basement that currently has no exterior access, but it is a

major structural project that requires a structural engineer's design, significant excavation, cutting through

the foundation wall, and building permits from the City of Toronto or your local municipality. The feasibility

depends heavily on your lot's topography, the foundation type, soil conditions, and how much grading change exists

between the basement floor level and the exterior grade.

The ideal candidate for a walkout conversion is a home on a sloping lot where one side of the basement is

partially above grade. Many homes across the GTA — particularly in hilly neighbourhoods like Don Mills, the Bridle

Path area, parts of Scarborough's Highland Creek, Mississauga's Credit River valley, and Oakville's ravine lots —

have grade changes of 4-8 feet from front to back, meaning the rear basement wall may already be at or near

grade level. In these cases, cutting a door opening in the foundation wall and building steps or a small landing to

grade is a substantial but straightforward project. When the basement floor is 6-8 feet below the exterior grade on

all sides (a fully buried basement on a flat lot, common in Brampton, north Mississauga, and much of Markham),

creating a walkout requires excavating a large area outside the foundation, building a retaining wall system to hold

back the surrounding soil, and installing a stairwell from grade down to the new door — this is a much larger and

more expensive undertaking.

The structural engineering is critical and non-negotiable. Cutting a 36-inch or wider opening in a concrete

foundation wall removes a section of the structure that is currently supporting the weight of the house above and

resisting lateral soil pressure from outside. A structural engineer ($3,000-$6,000 for the design) will specify a steel

lintel or header beam above the opening, reinforcement at the sides of the opening, and any temporary shoring

needed during construction. The engineer's design must be stamped and submitted with your building permit

application. Never allow a contractor to cut a foundation wall opening without an engineer's design — the

consequences of improper structural modification to a foundation can be catastrophic.

The excavation and waterproofing outside the new door opening must be done properly. The excavated area

needs a retaining wall (pressure-treated timber, concrete block, or poured concrete) if the grade change is

significant, proper drainage at the bottom of the stairwell (a drain connected to the weeping tile system or a

dedicated sump), and waterproofing membrane applied to the newly exposed foundation wall. The stairwell needs

to be wide enough for comfortable passage and should have handrails meeting Ontario Building Code

requirements. A landing at the bottom of the exterior stairs must be large enough for the door to swing open without

obstruction.
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Cost estimates for adding a walkout door in the GTA vary widely based on the scope. For a partially above-

grade wall where minimal excavation is needed, expect $8,000-$20,000 including engineering, permits, foundation

cutting, door installation, waterproofing, and exterior finishing. For a fully below-grade wall requiring significant

excavation, a retaining wall system, an exterior stairwell, and drainage, costs typically run $20,000-$50,000 or

more. These costs do not include finishing the interior around the new door, which adds another $1,000-$3,000 for

framing, insulation, and drywall.

Building permits are required from the City of Toronto Building Division or your local municipal building

department. The permit application will need the structural engineer's stamped drawings, a site plan showing the

proposed excavation and retaining walls, and drainage details. Expect permit fees of $1,000-$3,000 for this scope

of work. The project will also require inspections at key stages — open excavation, structural framing and lintel

installation, waterproofing, and final.

A basement walkout significantly increases the usability and value of the space, particularly for a secondary suite

where a separate entrance is highly desirable, or for a recreation room that opens to a backyard patio. If your lot

topography supports it, it is one of the highest-value improvements you can make to a GTA basement.

---

Looking for experienced contractors? The Toronto Construction Network connects homeowners with qualified

professionals:

Kitchen Land

LMP Scaffolding Services

The Deck Store Inc

Olkron Developments

yourCloset.ca

View all contractors ?

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by Toronto Basement Remodeling. It does not constitute

professional advice. Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any basement

renovation project. Information is current as of May 31, 2026 and may change. Visit torontobasementremodeling.com for the

latest answers.
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