
After the Second World War, Canada faced a massive housing shortage. Returning soldiers needed homes, families were

growing, and both labour and materials were scarce. To respond, the federal government turned to prefabrication. Wartime

Housing Limited — later replaced by the Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) in 1946 — developed

Victory Homes and other prefabricated models using panelized construction. These were designed for speed and volume,

not cultural or regional fit.

By the 1960s, the approach evolved into manufactured homes built to CSA Z-240 standards. These were produced in

factories as transportable products. Because they were regulated like a product (similar to a vehicle) rather than as a

building, they did not need to follow the BC Building Code. Governments relied on them because they were inexpensive,

easy to ship, and could be delivered in large numbers to communities facing shortages.
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For generations, people built strong, healthy homes from wood. Think of log and timber-frame houses that still feel solid a

century later. Wood helps hold a steady temperature and balances indoor moisture, and many people say wood interiors

simply feel better to live with. This long track record created deep trust in wood as a building material.

In the mid-20th century, housing took a very different turn. Instead of homes built by hand on site with local wood and

knowledge, governments began turning to factory-produced housing. Manufactured homes became widespread from the

1960s through the 1990s, especially in Indigenous and rural communities. They were chosen not because they were the

best solution, but because they fit within federal funding limits.

Historical Drivers: Why Manufactured Homes Emerged

From Trusted Wood to Trusted Prefab Homes
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What they are: Factory-built, transportable units regulated under CSA Z-240. Commonly called

mobile homes or trailers. Built with lightweight steel frames and thin-wall assemblies.

Why they mattered: They were cheap, easy to ship, and could be delivered quickly under strict

federal funding caps. They met immediate housing needs but sacrificed long-term durability and

energy performance.

How they were built: Produced as products in factories, not as buildings. They bypassed provincial

building codes. Quality depended on factory processes and cost constraints, not municipal

inspection or full code compliance.
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For many Indigenous and rural communities, federal housing funding was tied to the lowest possible capital cost.

Manufactured homes — sometimes called mobile homes or trailers — fit the budget but come with trade-offs. Walls were

thinner, insulation was weaker, and the structures were not designed for long-term durability or for northern climates. Over

time, many proved cold, damp, and expensive to heat.

This era left a complicated legacy: factory-built homes became associated with low quality, even though the real issue was

how policy and funding drove what was delivered.

Manufactured Homes (CSA Z-240)

Modular Homes (CSA A-277)

Today, prefabrication has been redefined. Modern modular homes are not products but permanent buildings. They are

built in sections in a factory, shipped to a site, and placed on a permanent foundation. Every modular unit must meet the BC

Building Code through CSA A-277 certification — the same standard as any site-built home, school, or health clinic. 

What they are: Permanent buildings built in modules, then assembled on

site. In BC and Alberta, modular factories use wood framing. Steel modular

exists (often imported from overseas, commonly China) but is mainly used

for schools or commercial projects where non-combustible fire ratings are

required.

Why they matter: Modular homes offer precision construction, better

insulation (R-24 or higher), and faster delivery. They can serve as single-

family homes, townhouses, or multi-unit apartments up to six storeys.

Unlike manufactured homes, they are designed to last generations.

How they’re built:

Built as 3D “boxes” (modules) in a factory, shipped and assembled on a

foundation.

Already insulated, wired, and drywalled when they leave the factory.

Must meet the BC Building Code.

Architects and engineers design to the BC Building Code.

Code consultants confirm fire, accessibility, and energy compliance.

Factories build the modules under CSA A-277, audited by independent agencies.

General contractors prepare foundations, crane the modules into place, and

connect services.

Local inspectors sign off on site work and occupancy.

This shared responsibility ensures modular buildings are every bit as safe and durable as site-built homes.

Figure 1&2. Estitkw Place, modular 55 unit building



What it is: Engineered wood products such as cross-laminated timber

(CLT) panels and glulam beams. CLT is made by gluing layers of lumber

in alternating directions; glulam bonds strips into strong beams and

columns.

Why it matters: Mass timber can rival steel or concrete in strength

while being lighter and more sustainable. It enables mid-rise and high-

rise buildings — now up to 12 storeys under BC’s Encapsulated Mass

Timber Construction pathway. Exposed wood interiors improve comfort

and health, while thick panels provide thermal mass that stabilizes indoor

temperatures.

How it’s built: Logs are milled, engineered into large panels and beams

in specialized plants, and shipped to site. CNC precision ensures exact

cuts. Cranes lift the panels into place, and crews assemble them quickly

following detailed shop drawings. Architects, engineers, fabricators, and

contractors work together to deliver structures that are strong, efficient,

and warm to live in.
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Mass Timber

Panelized Construction

What it is: Walls, floors, and roof sections are built flat in a

factory and shipped to site like a kit of parts. Unlike modular,

these are not finished 3D boxes — they are pre-framed

panels assembled on site.

Figure 3. The Hive mass timber building

Why it matters: Faster than stick-building everything on

site, while still giving design flexibility. It can also create

training and employment opportunities for local trades who

do the on-site assembly and finishing.

How it’s built: Factories pre-frame and sometimes pre-

insulate panels. General contractors then crane or set them

on foundations, and local trades complete wiring, plumbing,

and interior finishes, similar to a site-built home.

For larger community projects — multi-story apartments, health centres, cultural facilities — another innovation has taken

root: mass timber. 

Figure 4. Prefabricated panel system

What About Sea Cans and Camp Housing?

Another type of “factory housing” that often gets confused with modular is camp housing or homes built from shipping

containers (“sea cans”).

What it is: Shipping containers (steel boxes designed for transport) or camp-style dormitories designed for temporary

worker accommodation. These are usually imported or re-purposed units, not designed from the ground up as permanent

housing.



Why they’re used: Camp housing and container units are fast

to set up, easy to move, and often meet the needs of industries

like oil, gas, or mining for temporary workforce accommodation.

Because they can be stacked, shipped, and reused, they solve

short-term housing shortages in remote job sites.

How they’re built: Containers are modified with doors,

windows, and insulation, but they are still steel boxes that were

never intended for permanent human habitation. Camp housing

may be prefabricated in sections, but it is built to temporary

accommodation standards rather than to the full BC Building

Code for permanent dwellings.
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The Path Forward

If housing is funded only on the basis of the lowest upfront cost, the mistakes of the manufactured housing era risk being

repeated. Manufactured homes were chosen because they were cheap and easy to transport — but the long-term costs to

families and communities were high.

Modern modular and mass timber homes cost more upfront, but they are investments in durability, health, and energy

savings. Federal initiatives like Build Canada Homes and Green Construction through Wood are now directing billions into

scaling modular and mass timber capacity, with the goal of building faster and more sustainably across the country.

For Indigenous Nations, this also connects to the vision of Nation Trees to Nation Homes: forests managed sustainably by

Nations, engineered into wood products in Nation-owned or partnered facilities, and returned to communities as housing

and infrastructure. This model keeps jobs, training, and value within Indigenous economies.

Key difference from modular: Unlike modular homes certified under CSA A-277, sea cans and camp housing are not

permanent housing solutions. They are generally classified as temporary structures. They may meet basic health and safety

requirements, but they are not designed for long-term family living, cultural use, or decades of durability.

In short: modular homes are permanent, code-compliant buildings; sea cans and camp housing are temporary, industrial

solutions. The two should not be confused.
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Conclusion: Returning to Wood, Building for the Future

The story of housing in Canada has come full circle. Communities once trusted wood because it created homes that were

durable, warm, and healthy to live in. That wisdom still holds true today. Modern modular and mass timber bring us back to

those same qualities — durability, comfort, and connection to the land — but with the added benefits of precision factory

construction, stronger codes, and new opportunities for Indigenous economies.

But the change is not automatic. Funding structures still create barriers. Most federal and provincial housing programs are

calculated on unit counts, meaning dollars are spread as thinly as possible across the maximum number of homes. This

makes it difficult to support modular or mass timber for single-family homes, even when they are the healthier, more resilient

choice. Without changes in funding policy, communities are pushed toward cheaper options that may not serve them well

over the long term.

To build the housing legacy that Indigenous and rural communities deserve, funding must recognize not just how many units

are built, but how well those homes will perform over decades. That means supporting single-family modular as a viable

option, investing in community-scale mass timber, and valuing long-term savings in health, energy, and maintenance.

We began with trusted wood homes that stood for generations. We now have the technology and knowledge to do the

same — only better. By aligning funding with quality, communities can return to the strength of wood, building homes that

once again feel solid, safe, and worthy of the generations who will live in them.



Manufactured Home (CSA Z-240): A factory-built, transportable product (mobile home). Built with lightweight steel

frames and thin assemblies. Regulated under CSA Z-240, not the BC Building Code.

Modular Home (CSA A-277): A permanent building made in sections in a factory. In BC, almost always wood-based.

Must meet the BC Building Code. Can be single homes, townhouses, or apartments up to six storeys.

Panelized Construction: Walls, floors, and roofs built flat in a factory and assembled on site. Faster than site-built; still

uses local trades.

Mass Timber: Engineered wood products are strong enough for larger buildings. Includes:

CLT (Cross-Laminated Timber): Lumber layers glued in alternating directions to form thick panels.

Glulam (Glue-Laminated Timber): Strips of wood glued into beams or columns.

BC Building Code (BCBC): Provincial rulebook for structure, fire, accessibility, and energy efficiency. Modular and site-

built homes must meet BCBC; manufactured homes follow CSA Z-240.

Encapsulated Mass Timber Construction (EMTC): A code pathway allowing tall wood buildings by protecting mass

timber with fire-resistant layers.

Authority Having Jurisdiction (AHJ): The local authority — municipality, regional district, or First Nation — issues permits

and inspects site work.

Certification Agency (CSA A-277): Independent organizations that audit modular factories, review drawings, and certify

modules.

Shop Drawings: Detailed factory drawings showing exactly how modules or panels will be built and assembled.

Thermal Mass / R-value: Thermal mass = the ability of a material to store and release heat. R-value = measure of

insulation; higher means better.

Liability in Construction:

Architects/engineers: responsible for design, covered by professional liability insurance.

Factories: responsible for building modules or panels to standard.

General contractors: responsible for foundations, craning, and connections.

Code consultants: support compliance during design.

AHJs: ensure site inspections and permitting.

Nation Trees to Nation Homes: An Indigenous-led vision where Nations steward their forests, mill and engineer wood

locally, and use those products to build housing and community buildings — keeping economic value in the community.
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Glossary of Important Terms


