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Homeowner’s Guide 

The Portland and Vancouver Homeowner’s Guide to 
Residential Metal Buildings 
How to Plan Barndominiums, Shops, Garages, RV Storage Buildings, and 
Residential Accessory Structures Without Costly Surprises 
A Practical Guide for Homeowners Planning Residential Steel Buildings in Oregon and Southwest 
Washington 

Introduction 
If you’re planning a barndominium, detached shop, garage, RV storage building, hobby workspace, or 
residential accessory structure in the Portland-Vancouver area, the best time to avoid expensive 
surprises is before you buy a kit, finalize a design, or request quotes. 

A residential steel building can create durable, flexible space for vehicles, tools, RVs, equipment, 
hobbies, home businesses, and future living space. But the right plan needs to address zoning, permits, 
engineering, foundations, insulation, utilities, setbacks, and neighborhood restrictions before the 
project is priced. 

The lowest kit price is rarely the safest starting point. A package that looks affordable online can 
become costly if it does not fit the property, meet local requirements, support the intended use, or 
include the details needed for permitting and construction. 
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How to Use This Guide 
Use this guide as a homeowner’s roadmap before you buy land, order a kit, request quotes, or begin the 
design process. Start by confirming what your property allows, then evaluate use, budget, engineering, 
site conditions, comfort, utilities, and supplier support. 

Chapter 1: Start With Zoning, Setbacks, and Allowed Use 
Before choosing a building size, roofline, or door layout, confirm whether the property allows the 
structure you want. The same steel building may be reviewed differently depending on whether it will be 
used as a dwelling, garage, shop, barn, RV storage building, accessory structure, or mixed-use 
barndominium. 

Key questions to answer early include: 

• Is residential use allowed on the parcel? 

• Are detached accessory structures allowed? 

• What are the front, side, and rear setbacks? 

• Are there height limits, lot coverage limits, or design standards? 

• Does an HOA, deed restriction, or neighborhood covenant limit metal buildings, RV storage, 
shops, or exterior finishes? 

• Can the building include living space, plumbing, a bathroom, sleeping area, or kitchen? 

That classification can change the project. A barndominium or shop with living space may trigger 
dwelling requirements, while a storage-only garage or RV building may be treated as an accessory 
structure. The difference can affect design, energy code, fire separation, utilities, inspections, and 
permitting timelines. 

Chapter 2: Understand the Real Cost Before Comparing 
Kits 
The building package is only one part of the total project cost. Homeowners often compare kit prices 
first, but the final budget depends on the site, foundation, permits, utilities, insulation, doors, finishes, 
labor, and how the building will be used. 

A realistic residential steel building budget may include engineered drawings, permit fees, grading, 
drainage, concrete, foundation design, anchor bolts, erection labor, insulation, windows, overhead 
doors, man doors, gutters, electrical, plumbing, septic or sewer connections, HVAC, interior framing, 
drywall, and finish work. 



For RV storage, shop, and garage projects, major cost drivers often include slab thickness, door size, 
building height, driveway access, electrical service, insulation, and site work. For barndominiums, the 
biggest variables are usually energy code compliance, plumbing, mechanical systems, interior buildout, 
fire separation, and the balance between living space and shop space. 

Chapter 3: The Five Most Expensive Mistakes 
Homeowners Make 
Once the full budget is clear, the next step is avoiding the decisions that lead to permit delays, 
redesigns, change orders, and costly compromises. 

Mistake #1: Buying a Kit Before Confirming Permits 

A building that looks right online may not meet local zoning, setback, engineering, or residential code 
requirements. Confirm the permitting path before ordering materials, especially if the building includes 
living space, plumbing, large doors, or site-specific challenges. 

Mistake #2: Underestimating Site Work 

Slope, drainage, soil conditions, tree removal, driveway access, retaining walls, and utility trenches can 
affect the budget as much as the building package itself. Site planning should happen before the 
footprint is finalized. 

Mistake #3: Choosing The Wrong Height, Door Size, or Layout 

RVs, boats, lifts, trailers, tractors, and tall storage racks require more clearance than many 
homeowners expect. Plan door height, door width, eave height, turning radius, and interior layout 
around the largest item you need to move, store, or service. 

Mistake #4: Treating Comfort as an Afterthought 

Insulation, ventilation, condensation control, heating, cooling, and daylighting should be planned early. 
Comfort matters for workshops, hobby spaces, year-round garages, and any building that may later 
include finished or conditioned space. 

Mistake #5: Forgetting Future Use 

A garage may become a workshop. A shop may need a bathroom. An RV building may later need more 
power, heat, water, storage, or finished space. Planning for likely future uses now is usually far less 
expensive than retrofitting later. 



Chapter 4: What Residential Engineering Really Means 
Residential steel buildings still need to meet structural requirements for wind, snow, seismic loads, 
foundation support, and complete load path. If the building includes living space, unusual spans, large 
openings, or site-specific challenges, engineering becomes even more important. 

A properly planned residential steel building may require: 

• Site-specific structural drawings 

• Foundation reactions or anchor bolt plans 

• Wind, snow, and seismic design information 

• Foundation design coordinated with soil and slab requirements 

• Energy code planning for conditioned or residential space 

• Fire separation details for attached garages, mixed-use layouts, or living areas 

Good engineering gives the building department, the contractor, the concrete provider, and the installer 
a clearer path forward. It also helps you avoid redesigns after you have already spent time or money on 
plans, materials, or site work. 

Chapter 5: Planning Around the Way You’ll Use the Space 
The best residential steel buildings are designed around real use, not just square footage. A shop, 
garage, barndominium, and RV storage building may look similar from the outside, but each one needs 
a different plan to work well every day. 

For Barndominiums 

Plan the relationship between living space, shop or garage space, entries, privacy, natural light, noise 
control, HVAC, plumbing, storage, and fire separation. A barndominium should feel like a comfortable 
home—not a living area squeezed into a metal shell. 

For Shops and Workshops 

Plan equipment layout, electrical needs, ventilation, dust collection, tool storage, workbench 
placement, lighting, heating, and future expansion. A clear-span design can be especially valuable 
when you want open space that can adapt over time. 

For Garages and RV Storage 

Measure the vehicle, trailer, boat, or RV with mirrors, roof equipment, hitches, awnings, and future 
upgrades in mind. Plan door width, door height, backup space, slab slope, battery charging, lighting, 
security, and storage before the final size is chosen. 



Chapter 6: Questions Every Homeowner Should Ask 
Before Buying 
Use these questions to compare suppliers, contractors, and building packages before committing. The 
goal is to uncover what is included, what is missing, and whether the proposal truly fits your property 
and intended use. 

• Is this building allowed on my property for the use I have in mind? 

• Will the drawings support permitting in my city or county? 

• What wind, snow, and seismic design criteria are being used? 

• Are foundation reactions, anchor bolt plans, and slab requirements included? 

• What is excluded from the quote? 

• Can the building support insulation, heat, plumbing, electrical, and future living space? 

• What door sizes, eave height, and clearances do I need for my vehicles, equipment, or RV? 

• Who helps coordinate permits, engineering, concrete, utilities, and installation? 

The best answers are specific to your property, your intended use, and your local permitting 
requirements. If a proposal cannot explain those details clearly, the price may not tell the whole story. 

Turn-Key Full Construction Options 
For homeowners who prefer a single coordinated path rather than managing each step separately, a 
turnkey full-construction option can streamline the process by bringing the building package, permitting 
support, site work, foundation planning, erection, insulation, door coordination, and finish planning into 
a more organized process. 

This approach may be useful for barndominiums, shops, garages, RV storage buildings, and residential 
accessory structures where zoning, setbacks, engineering, utilities, comfort, and future use all need to 
work together. It can also help reduce confusion about who is responsible for each phase of the project. 

Before choosing a turnkey option, confirm exactly what is included and what is excluded, which permits 
or approvals are the owner's responsibility, how site conditions will be handled, and how the project 
timeline will be managed from initial planning through completion. 

Final Thoughts 
A residential metal building can be a practical, long-lasting investment when it is planned correctly. 
Whether you are building a barndominium, garage, shop, RV storage structure, or hobby building, the 



right plan should fit your property, meet code requirements, protect your budget, and support how you 
want to use the space. 

The goal is not simply to buy a building package. The goal is to create useful space that works now, 
adapts later, and avoids expensive surprises during permitting and construction. 

Complimentary Residential Project Review 
If you’re considering a barndominium, shop, garage, RV storage building, or residential metal structure 
in Portland, Gresham, Beaverton, Hillsboro, Tigard, Vancouver, or surrounding communities, a 
complimentary residential project review can help you clarify key requirements before you order a 
building package, finalize a design, or commit to a contractor. 

During the review, we’ll help you think through building size, intended use, zoning questions, setbacks, 
site conditions, door and clearance requirements, insulation, utilities, budget expectations, and next 
steps for permitting. 

There is no cost and no obligation, just a practical conversation to help you avoid common mistakes, 
reduce uncertainty, and move forward with clearer expectations. 

Request Your Complimentary Residential Project Review Today 

A successful residential steel building starts with the right questions. Request your complimentary 
residential project review today and take the next step with more confidence. 

CALL  Rick Safko 
503-901-5923 Cell/Text 

 
 

 

 

 


