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B U I L D I N G  C O D E S  T O O L K I T


 Building Codes Fact Sheet
Although you have little control over the occurrence of hazards in your community, 
mitigation efforts such as building code adoption and enforcement is one of the 
strongest strategies jurisdictions can take to protect a community against the 
effects of natural hazards. Mitigation increases occupant health and safety during 
a disaster, protects the local tax base, ensures continuity of essential services, and 
supports more rapid recovery from disasters. 


What are Building Codes? 
Building regulation in the United States began in the late 1800s when major cities 
began to adopt and enforce building codes in response to large fires in densely 
populated urban areas. The primary intent of early building codes was to reduce the 
fire risk, but over time, their scope has broadened. Today, building codes are sets 
of regulations that address structural integrity, fire resistance, safe exits, lighting, 
ventilation, and construction materials. They specify the minimum requirements to 
safeguard the health, safety, and general welfare of building occupants.


The International Code Council (ICC) (www.iccsafe.org) family of codes covers 
all aspects of construction and includes (but is not limited to): 


1. �International Building Code (IBC): Applies to new and existing buildings, 
except those residential buildings covered under the International 
Residential code.


2. ��International Residential Code (IRC): Applies to new and existing one- and 
two-family dwellings and townhouses of not more than three stories in 
height. 


3. �International Property Maintenance Code (IPMC): Applies to all existing 
buildings and addresses maintenance issues for continued safe use of 
buildings.


4. �International Existing Building Code (IEBC): Applies to the alteration, 
repair, addition, or change in occupancy of existing structures. 


The International Code Council (ICC) (www.iccsafe.org) publishes updated codes 
every three years. In partnership with the ICC, FEMA supports the development 
of building codes by continuously monitoring, strengthening, and championing 
disaster-resistant provisions of national building codes and standards. Over the past 
30 years, FEMA has worked with national building codes and standards groups as 
well as engineering and construction industry groups to propose and gain adoption 
of numerous disaster-resistant provisions for earthquake, wind, and flood hazards 
in the Nation’s model building codes and standards. FEMA also participates in 
various codes and standards committees to share lessons learned from previous 
disasters and lend insight to code-related studies.


The development and widespread adoption of building codes is beneficial in that 
it has created a uniform regulatory environment in which design professionals 
and contractors are held to a set of standards adopted by and applicable to the 
jurisdiction in which they work. More importantly, building codes provide you, 
your family, and your community protection in the event of a natural disaster. 


The Justine Plantation goes undamaged after 
Hurricane Katrina because of owner’s adherence to 
Mandeville, Louisiana’s building codes requiring that 
a house sit above the Base Flood Elevation. 
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To purchase these and all other ICC products, 
please visit www.iccsafe.org.


Only one wall remained standing at this nursing home 
in Joplin, MO.
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http://www.iccsafe.org

www.iccsafe.org

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ipmcr-code-and-commentary-download.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ircr-code-and-commentary-combo-vol-1.html





2FEMA Building Science Branch:  Building Disaster Resilient Communities


Adoption and Enforcement
It is the responsibility of State and local jurisdictions to adopt and enforce building 
codes. Today, most U.S. communities formally adopt a building code and have a 
system in place for building regulation. However, some rural areas in America still 
have not adopted a building code – and in these areas – it is legal to design and 
construct structures using any standards deemed appropriate by the designers and 
builders. 


Many communities, depending on their geographic location, are at significant risk 
of experiencing severe damage from earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, tornados, 
wildland fires and other natural events. Adoption and effective enforcement of up 
to date building codes is the best line of defense against such severe events. Owners 
and local communities can also take effective steps in protecting themselves by 
strengthening or building tornado safe rooms and storm shelters, and taking other 
effective steps to protect lives, property and community.


To determine the level of building code enforcement in your community, contact 
your local building official and request a customized report of building code 
enforcement from the Insurances Service Office (ISO). It is critical that property 
owners, planners, designers, contractors, elected officials, emergency managers, 
and other decision makers understand the building code and its value as well as 
support the adoption, use and enforcement of codes, incorporating codes into local 
resilience efforts and allowing builders to construct structures to higher standards 
are important steps to becoming more disaster-resilient.


Permitting Process
Having an understanding of local building code requirements is critical prior to 
executing any construction projects. Locally adopted building codes define the 
details necessary for permitting, inspection, and rebuilding techniques. Most 
remodeling projects and all new construction require one or more building permits 
before work can begin. 


Building permits are generally required for any alteration that changes the 
structure, size, safety, or use of living space. They are usually not required for 
projects considered to be normal maintenance such as painting or wallpapering. 


Visit your local building department before you start construction to find out the 
type of permits that are necessary for your project. Ask if inspections are necessary 
and at what stage of construction. Once the work begins, an inspector should visit 
the site to be sure that the project is code compliant. If a building permit is not 
obtained for a project that requires one, the property owner may be subject to legal 
action. If the project is completed without a building permit and does not meet 
building code standards, the building department may require that additional work 
be done at the owner’s expense. After construction is completed, any additional 
work to bring a building up to code will in most cases be much more expensive 
than if the building was originally designed and built code compliant. Designing 
and building to the code not only help save lives and property; in many cases it can 
save time, money and potential legal action.


Tools Available 
Introduction to Building Codes (PowerPoint Presentation)
Building Codes Toolkit: Glossary
Basic Project Planning Template
Checklist of Questions to Ask Your General Contractor
Basic Checklist to Acquire a Building Permit
Building Codes Toolkit: Frequently Asked Questions
Building Codes Toolkit: Instructional and Testimonial Videos
Building Codes Toolkit: Other Useful Resources


A Tornado Safe Room was not required by local 
building code but Tom Cook of Joplin, MO built one 
anyway. It probably saved his and his daughter’s life. 
Click here to see Safe Room Testimonial Video - Tom 
Cook in the FEMA.gov Video Library.
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Did You Know?
The regulation of building construction is not 
a recent phenomenon. It can be traced through 
recorded history for more than 4,000 years. 
Through time, people have become increasingly 
aware of ways to avoid the catastrophic 
consequences of building-construction failures.


[Excerpted from ICCsafe.org “Building 
Codes-How They Can Help You”] 


To purchase these and all other ICC products, 
please visit www.iccsafe.org.



www.iccsafe.org

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-wildland-urban-interface-code-soft-cover.html

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6868

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6861

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6856

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6858

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6859

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6860

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6866

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6862

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10611

http://www.Fema.gov

www.iccsafe.org

http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-codes-how-do-they-help-you-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-codes-how-do-they-help-you-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/icc-500-2008-icc-nssa-standard-for-the-design-and-construction-of-storm-shelters-2.html
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B U I L D I N G  C O D E S  T  O O L K I T  


Glossary 
The terms in this glossary were defined using FEMA publications and are meant as a means of clarifying definitions as they 
are used throughout this toolkit. 


Addition: An increase in the aggregate floor area, height, or number of stories of a structure. 


Alteration: Any construction or renovation to an existing structure other than an addition. 


Architect: An architect initiates the building design and determines a number of issues relating to a building’s size and 
three-dimensional shape, the form and location of the structural elements, and the nature and location of nonstructural
components that may affect a structure’s performance. 


Building Code: Officially adopted comprehensive specifications regulating building construction, materials, and performance
to protect the public health, safety, and welfare. 


Building Inspector: The building inspector verifies whether construction is proceeding according to the approved plans and 
the conditions of the permit. 


For more detailed information, please see the Basic Checklist to Acquire a Building Permit. 


Building Official / Code Official: Officer or other designated authority charged with the administration and enforcement of 
the code, or a duly authorized representative, such as a building, zoning, planning, or floodplain management official. 


Building Permit: A building permit gives you legal permission to start construction of a building project in accordance with 
approved drawings and specifications. 


Certificate of Completion: A document issued by the local building department verifying that a construction project was 
completed in accordance with building codes, rules, and regulations. 


Certificate of Occupancy: A document issued by the local building department certifying a building or structure’s compliance 
with applicable building codes and other laws, and indicates it to be in a condition suitable for occupancy. 


Certificate of Zoning Compliance: A document issued by the Administrator certifying compliance with all terms of an 
approved Zoning Compliance Permit, and authorizing occupancy of a building, structure or land. 


Community: A political entity that has the authority to adopt and enforce laws and ordinances for the area under its 
jurisdiction. In most cases, the community is an incorporated town, city, township, village, or unincorporated area of a county; 
however, each State defines its own political subdivisions and forms of government. 


Demolition: Demolition is the tearing-down of buildings and other structures. 


Design Professional: A State-licensed architect or engineer. 


Engineer: An engineer is a person trained and experienced in the profession of engineering; a person licensed to practice the 
profession by the authority in the area. Among other duties, engineers are often tasked with calculating the loads of a proposed 
structure (e.g. wind and earthquake forces), fitting the structure to the architecture, and determining the structural systems that
will be used. 


Civil Engineer: An engineer trained in the design of static structures such as buildings, roads, tunnels, and bridges and the 
control of water and its contaminants. 
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Engineering: Engineering is the application of science and mathematics by which the properties of matter and the sources of
energy in nature are made useful to people. 


Structural Engineering: Civil engineering sub-discipline responsible for the selection, design calculations, drawing, and
specifications of a building frame. 


Geotechnical Engineering: Civil engineering sub-discipline that applies knowledge of soil and rick mechanics to
engineering problems. 


Floodplain Manager: A floodplain manager is the principal community administrator in the daily implementation of a 
community’s flood loss reduction activities including enforcing the community’s flood damage prevention ordinance, updating 
flood maps, plans, and policies of the community, and any of the activities related to administration of the National Flood 
Insurance Program (NFIP). 


General Contractor: A general contractor is one who undertakes responsibility for the performance of construction work, 
including the provision of labor and materials, in accordance with plans and specifications and under a contract specifying cost 
and schedule for the completion of work; the person or organization responsible for performing the work, and identified as 
such in the owner – contractor agreement. When planning a remodel or rebuild, it is strongly recommended that you seek the 
assistance of a licensed professional contractor rather than attempting to complete the project on your own. 


For more detailed information, please see the Checklist of Questions to Ask Your General Contractor. 


Green Project: A green construction project is the practice of creating structures and using processes that are environmentally 
responsible and resource-efficient throughout a structure’s life cycle. 


Mitigation: Techniques that form the foundation for a community’s long-term strategy to reduce disaster losses and break the 
cycle of disaster damage, reconstruction, and repeated damage. 


Modular Home: A structure, transportable in one or more sections, built on a permanent chassis and designed for use with or 
without a permanent foundation when attached to the required utilities. Does not include recreational vehicles. 


New Construction: New construction is the building of a new structure or structures. 


Property: Any asset, real or personal; an ownership interest. 


Property Owner: A property owner is one who has the legal right or title to a piece of property. Property owners have the 
legal right to rent, sell, or alter their property. 


Rehabilitation of Historic Properties: Work on a building that is on the National Register of Historic Places or that has been 
designated as historic by federally certified state or local historic preservation offices (or that is eligible for such designation)
may be excluded from calculations of value of work used to determine substantial damage and substantial improvement
requirements, provided such work does not cause the building to lose its historic designation. 


Relocation: The moving of a structure to a location that is less prone to flooding and flood-related hazards such as erosion. 


Retrofit: Any change or combination of adjustments made to an existing structure intended to reduce or eliminate damage to 
that structure from flooding, erosion, high winds, earthquakes, or other hazards. 


Resilience: The Presidential Policy Directive/PPD-8: National Preparedness defines the term “resilience” as the ability to 
adapt to changing conditions and withstand and rapidly recover from disruption due to emergencies. 


Risk: Potential losses associated with a hazard, defined in terms of expected probability and frequency, exposure, and 
consequences. Risk is associated with three factors: threat, vulnerability, and consequence. 


Threat: The probability that an even of a given recurrence interval will affect the building within a specified period. See Risk. 


Utility Certificate: Depending on the level of construction, there is often a separate certification granted to allow utility
hookups. The Utility Certificate allows a property owner to connect to local utility sources and is usually issued just prior to a 
certificate of occupancy. 
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Other Useful Resources
Websites 
FEMA: http://www.fema.gov 
International Code Council: http://www.iccsafe.org; http://www.icc-foundation.org 
Federal Alliance For Safe Homes: http://www.flash.org
Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety: http://disastersafety.org 
Earthquake Engineering Research Institute: http://eeri.org
National Association of Home Builders: http://www.nahb.org/


FEMA Publications 
FEMA P-90: An Action Plan for Reducing Earthquake Hazards of Existing Buildings 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1800


FEMA P-213: Answers to Questions about Substantially Damaged Buildings
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1636


Avoiding Hurricane Damage: A Checklist for Homeowners 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3340


FEMA P-320: Taking Shelter from the Storm, Building a Safe Room for Your Home or Small Business 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1536


Building Your Safe Room Poster 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1732


FEMA P-711: Earthquake Construction Publications for Individuals and Homeowners
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3551


FEMA P-499: Home Builder’s Guide to Coastal Construction 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=2138


FEMA P-55: Coastal Construction Manual 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1671


FEMA P-737: Home Builder’s Guide to Construction in Wildfire Zones 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3646


FEMA P-232: Home Builder’s Guide to Earthquake-Resistant Design and Construction 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=2103


FEMA P-312: Homeowner’s Guide to Retrofitting Second Edition 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1420
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The Importance of Building Codes in Earthquake-Prone Communities 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4810


Protect Your Business from All Natural Hazards 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3259


FEMA P-787 Catalog of FEMA Wind, Flood, and Wildfire Publications, Training Courses, and Workshop; Third Edition 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3184


FEMA P-85 Protecting Manufactured Homes from Floods and Other Hazards
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1577


FEMA P-550 Recommended Residential Construction for the Gulf Coast
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1853


FEMA P-804 Wind Retrofit Guide for Residential Buildings 
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4569


To order these and other FEMA publications, please call 1-800-480-2520.


The FEMA Library is a searchable web-based collection of all publicly accessible FEMA information resources, including: 
CDs, DVDs, VHS tapes, audio tapes, disability resources, posters and display items, brochures, publications, guidance and 
policy papers, program regulations and guidelines, forms, slide presentations, and some documents. 


Other Valuable Publications
Benefits of Building Permits
http://shop.iccsafe.org/benefits-of-building-permits-brochure-set-of-25.html


Building Codes: How They Help You
http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-codes-how-do-they-help-you-brochure-set-of-25.html


Building Code Basics: Residential, Based on the 2012 IRC® 
http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-code-basics-residential-based-on-the-2012-international-residential-code.html


Building Code Basics-Green®
http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-code-basics-green-based-on-the-2012-international-green-construction-code-1.html


First Preventers’ Safety Checklists 
http://shop.iccsafe.org/first-preventers-safety-checklists.html


International Building Code
http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-building-code-1.html


International Residential Code
http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ircr-code-and-commentary-combo-vol-1-3.html


International Existing Residential Building Code
http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-existing-building-code-1.html


Journey to Storm-Resistant Building 
http://www.flash.org/resources/files/FinalSpring06BFSNews.pdf 


Safety First-Disaster Preparedness: Tips for your Home and Family Brochure 
http://shop.iccsafe.org/safety-first-disaster-preparedness-tips-for-your-home-and-family-brochure-set-of-25.html



http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4810

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3259

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=3184

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1577

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1853

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4569

http://shop.iccsafe.org/benefits-of-building-permits-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-codes-how-do-they-help-you-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://www.iccsafe.org/Store/Pages/Product.aspx?category=15068&cat=ICCSafe&id=4181S12

http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-code-basics-green-based-on-the-2012-international-green-construction-code-1.html

http://www.iccsafe.org/Store/Pages/Product.aspx?category=0&cat=ICCSafe&id=7327S

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-building-code-1.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ircr-code-and-commentary-combo-vol-1-3.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-existing-building-code-1.html

http://www.flash.org/resources/files/FinalSpring06BFSNews.pdf

http://www.iccsafe.org/Store/Pages/Product.aspx?category=0&cat=ICCSafe&id=7307S12
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Training 
2009 IECC Fundamentals Residential Provisions for Builders (2012 will be released soon) 
http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/course.aspx?courseID=1000


2012 IECC Fundamentals
http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/course.aspx?courseID=1162&source=http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/
Courses/Pages/catalog.aspx


Introduction to Building Codes (PowerPoint Presentation)
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6868


Contacts 
FEMA Building Science Helpline 
Phone: (866) 927-2104 or email FEMA-Buildingsciencehelp@fema.dhs.gov 


International Code Council Call Center 
Phone: (888) 422-7233 and press 0 or email CareCenter@iccsafe.org 


Call your Local &State Building Departments 



http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/course.aspx?courseID=1000

http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/course.aspx?courseID=1162&source=http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/catalog.aspx

http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/course.aspx?courseID=1162&source=http://www.iccsafe.org/Education/Courses/Pages/catalog.aspx

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6868
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Steven Bibby, Board of Directors, Cascadia Region Earthquake Workgroup 
David Bonowitz, Chair Existing Buildings Committee, National Council of Structural Engineers Association 
Ed Fratto, Executive Director, The Northeast States Emergency Consortium 
Stephanie Moreno, Program Manager, Western States Seismic Policy Council 
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Jim Wilkinson, Executive Director, Central United States Earthquake Consortium 
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Sources
FEMA: 


Earthquake Fast Facts
http://www.fema.gov/earthquake/earthquake-fast-facts


Earthquake: Building Codes
http://www.fema.gov/earthquake-site-index/building-codes


FEMA P-312 Homeowner’s Guide to Retrofitting Second Edition
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?fromSearch=fromsearch&id=1420


FEMA 313 Promoting the Adoption and Enforcement of Seismic Building Codes: A Guidebook for State Earthquake and 
Mitigation Managers
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=1421


FEMA 55 Coastal Construction Manual (4th ed.)
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?fromSearch=fromsearch&id=1671


FEMA P-550 Recommended Residential Construction for Coastal Areas
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?fromSearch=fromsearch&id=1853


FEMA 232 Homebuilders’ Guide to Earthquake-Resistant Design and Construction
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?fromSearch=fromsearch&id=2103


FEMA P-499 Home Builder’s Guide to Coastal Construction
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=2138


FEMA 454 Designing for Earthquakes: A Manual for Architects
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=2418


FEMA P-749 Earthquake-Resistant Design Concepts
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4711


News-Release: Rebuilding After the Disaster: Tips for Hiring Contractors
http://www.fema.gov/news-release/rebuilding-after-disaster-tips-hiring-contractors


EL361 Multihazard Emergency Planning for Schools
http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/emischool/EL361Toolkit/SiteIndex.htm


International Code Council:
Adoption Toolkit
http://www.iccsafe.org/gr/Documents/AdoptionToolkit/toolkit.pdf
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http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=2418

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4711

http://www.fema.gov/news-release/rebuilding-after-disaster-tips-hiring-contractors

http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/emischool/EL361Toolkit/SiteIndex.htm

http://www.iccsafe.org/gr/Documents/AdoptionToolkit/toolkit.pdf
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Benefits of Building Permits
http://shop.iccsafe.org/benefits-of-building-permits-brochure-set-of-25.html


Building Codes 101, Part I: Introduction to Building Codes
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kk358ZZa8pk


Building Codes 101, Part II: ICC and Building Codes
https://iccsafe.adobeconnect.com/_a739800700/p61108341/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal


Building Codes: How They Help You
http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-codes-how-do-they-help-you-brochure-set-of-25.html


Building Code Basics: Residential, Based on the 2012 IRC® 
http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-code-basics-residential-based-on-the-2012-international-residential-code-download.html


First Preventers’ Safety Checklists 
http://shop.iccsafe.org/first-preventers-safety-checklists.html


ICC Code Development Process: People Helping People Build a Safer World™
http://www.iccsafe.org/cs/codes/Documents/misc/CodeDevelopmentProcess.pdf


International Building Code
http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-building-code-1.html


International Residential Code
http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ircr-code-and-commentary-combo-vol-1-3.html


International Existing Residential Building Code
http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-existing-building-code-1.html


Safety First-Disaster Preparedness: Tips for your Home and Family Brochure 
http://shop.iccsafe.org/safety-first-disaster-preparedness-tips-for-your-home-and-family-brochure-set-of-25.html


California Architects Board: Consumer’s Guide to Hiring an Architect: 
http://www.cab.ca.gov/pdf/publications/consumers_guide.pdf


California General contractors State License Board: 
http://www.cslb.ca.gov/GeneralInformation/Library/LicensingClassifications/
http://www.cslb.ca.gov/Resources/GuidesAndPamphlets/TenTips.pdfsloplanning.org


City of Alexandria Virginia Permitting Department: 
http://alexandriava.gov/permitcenter/default.aspx?id=55420


City of Berkeley California Permit Service Center: 
http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/uploadedFiles/Planning_(new_site_map_walk-through)/Level_3_-_General/DetailedChecklist.
PDF


City of Centralia Washington Building Permit Department: 
http://www.cityofcentralia.com/files/residential_checklist.pdf


City of Kyle Texas Building Department: 
http://www.cityofkyle.com/building/building-permit-process



http://shop.iccsafe.org/benefits-of-building-permits-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kk358ZZa8pk

https://iccsafe.adobeconnect.com/_a739800700/p61108341/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal

http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-codes-how-do-they-help-you-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/building-code-basics-residential-based-on-the-2012-international-residential-code-download.html

http://www.iccsafe.org/Store/Pages/Product.aspx?category=15068&cat=ICCSafe&id=4181S12

http://shop.iccsafe.org/first-preventers-safety-checklists.html

http://www.iccsafe.org/Store/Pages/Product.aspx?category=0&cat=ICCSafe&id=7327S

http://www.iccsafe.org/cs/codes/Documents/misc/CodeDevelopmentProcess.pdf

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-building-code-1.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ircr-code-and-commentary-combo-vol-1-3.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-existing-building-code-1.html

http://shop.iccsafe.org/safety-first-disaster-preparedness-tips-for-your-home-and-family-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://www.iccsafe.org/Store/Pages/Product.aspx?category=0&cat=ICCSafe&id=7307S12

http://www.cab.ca.gov/pdf/publications/consumers_guide.pdf

http://www.cslb.ca.gov/GeneralInformation/Library/LicensingClassifications/

http://www.cslb.ca.gov/Resources/GuidesAndPamphlets/TenTips.pdfsloplanning.org

http://alexandriava.gov/permitcenter/default.aspx?id=55420http://www.ci.milford.ct.us/public_documents/MilfordCT_Permitting/ S0151A97E-0189AF9D

http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/uploadedFiles/Planning_(new_site_map_walk-through)/Level_3_-_General/DetailedChecklist.PDF

http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/uploadedFiles/Planning_(new_site_map_walk-through)/Level_3_-_General/DetailedChecklist.PDF

http://www.cityofcentralia.com/files/residential_checklist.pdf

http://www.cityofkyle.com/building/building-permit-process
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Department of Homeland Security: 
http://dhs.gov/presidential-policy-directive-8-national-preparedness


DWELL: 
http://www.dwell.com/articles/an-introduction-to-building-codes.html


Federal Trade Commission: 
http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/products/pro20.shtm


Home Builders Association of Georgia 
http://www.hbag.org/page.asp?pg=Reg-Builder%20Licensing%20General


MyPermitNow.org: 
https://www.mypermitnow.org/faq.aspx


National Association of The Remodeling Industry: 
http://www.nari.org/homeowners/most/


San Luis Obispo County California Planning and Building Department: 
http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/planning/Permits/permitproc.htm


Sonoma County Permit and Resource Management Department: 
http://sonoma-county.org/prmd/docs/handouts/bpc-003.pdf


Structural Engineers Association of Ohio: 
http://seaoo.org/content.php?page=What_Does_a_Structural_Engineer_Do_



http://dhs.gov/presidential-policy-directive-8-national-preparedness

http://www.dwell.com/articles/an-introduction-to-building-codes.html

http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/products/pro20.shtm

http://www.hbag.org/page.asp?pg=Reg-Builder%20Licensing%20General

https://www.mypermitnow.org/faq.aspx

http://www.nari.org/homeowners/most/

http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/planning/Permits/permitproc.htm

http://sonoma-county.org/prmd/docs/handouts/bpc-003.pdf

http://seaoo.org/content.php?page=What_Does_a_Structural_Engineer_Do_






Instructional and Testimonial Videos
FEMA
Safe Room Testimonial Video: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10611
Safe Room Technical Video: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10628
QuakeSmart Earthquake Mitigation Saves Lives: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/3566
QuakeSmart Mitigation Training Video for Employees: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/5047
QuakeSmart Mitigation Works for Business: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/6867
Tsunami Vertical Evacuation Video: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/8086
Coastal Animation – Buoyant Forces: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10511
Coastal Animation – Hydrostatic Forces: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10515
Coastal Animation – Debris Impact Forces: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10513
Coastal Animation – Disaster Resistant Systems: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10512
Coastal Animation – Hydrodynamic Forces/Debris Dams: http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10514
Earthquake Animation – Seven Design and Construction Features Important to Seismic Performance: 
    http://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/videos/89781


International Code Council (ICC)
Building Codes 101, Part I: Introduction to Building Codes: 
https://iccsafe.adobeconnect.com/_a739800700/p8w4ik70316/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal
Building Codes 101, Part II: ICC and Building Codes: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BeU64RHW7A
Building Green: Introducing the IgCC Public Version 2.0: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Emw2M13oao
2009 Wildland – Urban Protection Video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vphK6aeHMhw
ICCMEDIA’s Channel: http://www.youtube.com/user/ICCMEDIA


Institute for Business and Home Safety (IBHS)
IBHS Research Center Videos: http://disastersafety.org/video/videos-research-center/
IBHS Training Videos: http://disastersafety.org/video/videos-training/
IBHS How-To Videos: http://disastersafety.org/video/videos-how-to/


Federal Alliance for Safe Homes (FLASH)
FLASH Animated How-To Video Library: http://www.flash.org/video.php


B U I L D I N G  C O D E S  T O O L K I T
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http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10611

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10628

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10628

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/5047 

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/5047 

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/8086

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10511

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10515

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10513

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10513

http://www.fema.gov/medialibrary/media_records/10514

http://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/videos/89781

https://iccsafe.adobeconnect.com/_a739800700/p8w4ik70316/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BeU64RHW7A

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Emw2M13oao

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vphK6aeHMhw

 http://www.youtube.com/user/ICCMEDIA

http://disastersafety.org/video/videos-research-center/

http://disastersafety.org/video/videos-research-center/

http://disastersafety.org/video/videos-how-to/ 

http://www.flash.org/video.php










1


B U I L D I N G  C O D E S  T O O L K I T


Frequently Asked Questions
Purpose: These frequently asked questions are meant to address common concerns 
of property owners related to building codes, compliance, process, and available 
tools for supporting proper construction decisions. 


Target User: Property owners. 


1. What are building codes? 
Building codes are sets of regulations governing the design, construction, 
alteration, and maintenance of structures. They specify the minimum 
requirements to adequately safeguard the health, safety, and welfare of building 
occupants. 


2. Why are building codes important and why should I care? 
The adoption and enforcement of up-to-date building codes in new construction 
practices mitigates the risk of life and property loss from natural hazards 
and their effects. Evaluating older buildings and retrofitting structural and 
non-structural components will further reduce property loss and overall 
community risk. An understanding of local building code requirements is 
critical prior to executing any construction project. 


3. Who develops the building codes and what are the different types? 
Rather than create and maintain their own codes, most states and local 
jurisdictions adopt the model building codes maintained by the International 
Code Council (ICC) and amend them where needed prior to adoption. The 
ICC’s family of International Codes includes: 


• �International Building Code (IBC): Applies to almost all types of new 
buildings and some existing buildings.


• �International Residential Code (IRC): Applies to new one- and two-family 
dwellings and townhouses of not more than three stories in height.


• �International Existing Building Code (IEBC): Applies to the alteration, 
repair, addition, or change in occupancy of existing structures. 


The ICC publishes new editions of the International Codes every three years, 
and many states and localities have adopted them since the first editions were 
issued in 2000. In 2000, the three regionally-based model code organizations 
(BOCA National Code, SBCCI Standard Code, and ICBO Uniform Code) 
combined together to form the ICC. 


4. How are building codes adopted? 
Adoption of building codes is a local responsibility. This is generally initiated 
and accomplished by the State and/or local jurisdiction through a legislative and 
public policy process. Today, adoption of the building codes is uneven across 
and within States, even in areas with high levels of hazard (i.e. earthquake, 
flooding, hurricanes, tornado, etc.). For instance, some States in the New 
Madrid Seismic Zone (NMSZ) located in Central U.S. and local jurisdictions at 
risk of earthquakes have adopted the building codes but have made amendments 
or exclusions relating to the seismic provisions. Other jurisdictions have also 
been slow to adopt the latest code editions. 


5. Who is responsible for enforcing building codes? 
Local building officials are responsible for adopting and enforcing the latest 
building codes within a jurisdiction. Building code enforcement is achieved 
through the review of design plans, inspecting construction work, and issuing 
building and occupancy permits. 


Did You Know?
According to the National Flood Insurance 
Program (NFIP) floods are the #1 most 
common natural disaster in the United States 
and people outside of high-risk areas file over 
20% of NFIP claims and receive one-third of 
disaster assistance for flooding.  For flood 
insurance and building code requirements, 
please visit FEMA Building Science Branch’s 
Building Codes Resources on FEMA.gov. 
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Shenendehowa High School teacher discusses 
mitigation ideas with students at model home site. 


For tips to protect yourself and your home, 
refer to “Safety First-Disaster Preparedness” 
a brochure published by ICC. To purchase this 
and all other ICC products, please visit www.
iccsafe.org.
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http://www.fema.gov/building-science/building-code-resources

http://www.fema.gov/building-science/building-code-resources

http://www.fema.gov

http://shop.iccsafe.org/safety-first-disaster-preparedness-tips-for-your-home-and-family-brochure-set-of-25.html

http://www.iccsafe.org

http://www.iccsafe.org
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6. Who is responsible for carrying out the building codes? 
The adoption and enforcement of building codes by local building officials is 
not enough to create disaster resilient communities. It is the responsibility of the 
designer and/or general contractor to ensure they incorporate the latest building 
codes in their plans and do not cut corners. Ultimately, it is the responsibility 
of the designer and/or general contractor to ensure that buildings and their 
occupants benefit from the positive effects of building to code and decreasing 
the impact of natural disaster. 


7. What codes are enforced by my jurisdiction? 
Building codes are dependent upon the jurisdiction in which you live. Please 
contact your local building and/or planning department in order to find out what 
building codes are enforced by your local jurisdiction. 


8.  How can I properly start a construction or retrofit project (i.e. new 
building, rehabilitation, expansion, etc.) compliant with my local building 
code requirements? 
Please see the Basic Checklist to Acquire a Building Permit and Checklist of 
Questions to Ask Your General Contractor for more detailed information. 


9. I have an old property; does this mean my property is not building code 
    compliant? 


Except in certain circumstances, such as when a building is significantly 
renovated or altered or there is a change in its use that triggers an upgrade 
by IBC or IEBC, the code requirements for existing buildings are those that 
were in effect when the structure was designed and constructed. Most existing 
buildings do not meet the current standards for new construction, just by virtue 
of their age. Nevertheless, they are not necessarily legally out of compliance 
because the code and the law do not require obsolete buildings to be improved 
whenever the code evolves. 


10. I have an old property; how can I make my property safer and stronger? 
The first step to making an old property safer and stronger is to consult your 
local emergency management agency or permitting official to gain insight 
and understanding of the local hazards and risks, site characteristics, and the 
proposed improvements. Additionally, your local building department may 
be able to provide you basic information about the items that are typically 
included in a retrofit for a building of a certain era; however, a general 
contractor, architect, and/or engineer will need to inspect the property in order 
to make specific recommendations. Please note that the recommendations you 
receive can vary depending on the year in which your property was built, the 
jurisdiction that you live in, and the hazards/risks in your community. 


For more information, please: 
•  Refer to the FEMA Guidance catalogued in our Other Useful Resources 


section of the Building Codes Toolkit 
•  Visit the FEMA Building Science Publication website where you will find 


links to publications and resources as they relate by hazard type
•  Call FEMA Building Science Helpline: (866) 927-2104 or email 


FEMA-Buildingsciencehelp@fema.dhs.gov 
•  Call International Code Council Call Center: (888) 422-7233 and press 0 


or email CareCenter@iccsafe.org 


11.  Are there available grants or financial assistance in making my property 
code compliant? 
Consult your local building, grants department, or housing authorities for 
financial assistance. Also, check the following websites for other potential 
assistance: 
• http://www.fema.gov/grants 
• http://www.disasterassistance.gov/ 
• http://www.benefits.gov
• http://www.sba.gov/content/disaster-loan-program 


Select an architect or general contractor that 
knows these codes, your local jurisdictions, 
and can appropriately safeguard you and your 
property. Visit www.iccsafe.org to purchase all 
International Code Council products and www.
nfpa.org to purchase the latest National Fire 
Protection products.


CodeMasters are handy reference tools 
that contain everything your design profes-
sional needs to know about the determination 
of seismic, wind, and flood resistant design 
criteria.  Visit www.iccsafe.org to purchase the 
latest CodeMasters.


Did You Know? 
FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Assistance (HMA) 
grant programs provide funding for eligible 
mitigation activities that reduce disaster losses 
and protect life and property from future disaster 
damages. Visit FEMA Hazard Mitigation grant 
page for more information. 
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http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6859

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6858

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6858

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6862

http://www.fema.gov/grants

http://www.disasterassistance.gov/

http://www.benefits.gov

http://www.sba.gov/content/disaster-loan-program

http://www.iccsafe.org

http://www.nfpa.org

http://www.nfpa.org

http://www.iccsafe.org

http://www.fema.gov/hazard-mitigation-assistance





12.  Where can I find more information about building codes and proper construction standards? 
• Consult your local code official or building/planning department.


• FEMA 
-  FEMA Building Codes & Technical Publications: http://www.fema.gov/building-science-publications 
-  FEMA Building Science Protecting Homes: http://www.fema.gov/protecting-homes
-  FEMA Earthquake Publications: http://www.fema.gov/earthquake-publications 
-  FEMA Earthquake-Building Codes: http://www.fema.gov/earthquake-site-index/building-codes
-  FEMA Helpline: BuildingScienceHelp@fema.dhs.gov 
-  FEMA Publications Warehouse: To order hard copies of FEMA Publications, call 1-800-480-2520 or email 


fema-publication-warehouse@fema.dhs.gov. You must know the specific document number of the publication you are 
inquiring about and always request the most recent version of the publication when ordering from the warehouse. 


-  FEMA Ready.gov: http://www.ready.gov


• International Code Council: http://www.iccsafe.org
-  International Building Code: http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-building-code-1.html
-  International Residential Code: http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-ircr-code-and-commentary-combo-vol-1-3.html
-  International Existing Residential Building Code: http://shop.iccsafe.org/2012-international-existing-building-code-1.


html


• American Society of Civil Engineers: http://www.asce.org/codes-standards/ 


• Earthquake Engineering Research Institute: http://eeri.org 


• Federal Alliance For Safe Homes: http://www.flash.org


• Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety: http://www.disastersafety.org 


• National Association of Home Builders: http://www.nahb.org/


Notes:
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Basic Project Planning Template
Purpose: This document equips property owners with a template that they can use to understand the basic planning elements 
of a construction project that local building department and design professionals usually require and/or consider.  


NOTE: FEMA recommends seeking advice and assistance from local building department and design professionals as part of 
the planning process.


Target User: Property owners. 


Address of Property or Assessor’s Parcel Number (APN): 


Owner’s Name: 


Owner’s Address: 


Owner’s Phone Number: 


Type of Construction:
  New construction/modular
  Mitigation or retrofit work
  Alteration, repairs or additions to existing buildings or structures
  Rehabilitation of historic property
  Demolition
  Foundation only
  Relocation
  Plumbing, mechanical, electrical systems
  Green project


Description of Work:


 Funding:


Architect/Engineer:


Design Plan:


General Contractor:
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Timeline:


Drawings and Plots (i.e. property dimensions, streets, underground utilities and easements, etc.):


Building Permit:


Does the construction project require a building permit?       
  Yes       
  No


*A separate permit may be required for each individual structure outlined in a project (e.g. house, swimming pool, detached 
garage). A separate permit may be required if your project entails major upgrading or if multiple disciplines are involved such 
as electrical, cooling/heating (HVAC) and plumbing. 


If yes, at what times during your project is it recommended that you schedule inspections?


Inspection Schedule 


You may have a number of inspection requirements during your construction project depending upon the type of project and 
the permits it requires.  Please consult your local building department for requirements that pertain to your project. Permit 
requirements, details, and inspections will vary depending on the type of project you are planning. 


Type of Inspection: 


Date:  Time:  
Pass/Fail: 


Type of Inspection: 


Date:  Time:  
Pass/Fail: 


Type of Inspection: 


Date:  Time:  
Pass/Fail: 


Type of Inspection: 


Date:  Time:  
Pass/Fail: 


Type of Inspection: 


Date:  Time:  
Pass/Fail: 


Project Completed
 
 Date: 


  
Pass/Fail: 





		Address of Property or Assessors Parcel Number APN: 

		Owners Name: 

		Owners Address: 

		Owners Phone Number: 

		New constructionmodular: Off

		Mitigation or retrofit work: Off

		Alteration repairs or additions to existing buildings or structures: Off

		Rehabilitation of historic property: Off

		Demolition: Off

		Foundation only: Off

		Relocation: Off

		Plumbing mechanical electrical systems: Off

		Green project: Off

		ArchitectEngineer 2: 

		Design Plan 2: 

		General Contractor 2: 

		Timeline 2: 

		Drawings and Plots ie property dimensions streets underground utilities and easements etc 2: 

		Does the construction project require a building permit: Off

		If yes at what times during your project is it recommended that you schedule inspections 1: 

		If yes at what times during your project is it recommended that you schedule inspections 2: 

		Date: 

		Time: 

		PassFail: 

		Date_2: 

		Time_2: 

		PassFail_2: 

		Date_3: 

		Time_3: 

		PassFail_3: 

		Date_4: 

		Time_4: 

		PassFail_4: 

		Date_5: 

		Time_5: 

		PassFail_5: 

		Date_6: 

		PassFail_6: 

		Design Plan 1: 

		Design Plan: 

		General Contractor 1: 

		General Contractor: 

		Description of Work: 

		Description of Work 1: 

		Description of Work 2: 

		Funding: 

		Funding 1: 

		Funding 2: 

		ArchitectEngineer: 

		ArchitectEngineer 1: 

		Timeline 1: 

		Drawings and Plots ie property dimensions streets underground utilities and easements etc 1: 

		Drawings and Plots ie property dimensions streets underground utilities and easements: 

		Timeline: 

		Type2: 

		Type3: 

		Type4: 

		Type1: 

		Type5: 
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Checklist to Acquire a Building Permit
Purpose: This document equips and helps property owners understand the 
“general” process for acquiring a building permit prior to performing new 
construction, rebuilding, or mitigation work. It should not be used as a substitute 
for understanding the codes and regulations that govern your community. 
Alterations, additions and remodeling projects may not require all drawings and 
submittals listed. However, in certain circumstances, a design professional may be 
needed to create a signed and sealed set of plans before submitting for a building 
permit. The details of every project should be reviewed for specific compliance 
with your respective local codes and regulations. 


Target User: Property owners. The services of a licensed architect, engineer and/ 
or general contractor are strongly recommended. However, by understanding the 
requirements, you may be able to assist in gathering the required information to 
help streamline the process. 


1. Create Project Plan 
As the property owner, you must decide the scope of your project and the expertise 
that is required in order to complete it successfully. Complex projects, such as new 
construction, will require the assistance of an architect and/or engineer to plan and 
create the designs. The design planning process is also a good opportunity for you 
to inquire about mitigation techniques that could be integrated as part of the project 
to reduce any future risks from natural hazards and their effects. Most mitigation 
techniques are a lot less expensive to apply to structures if they are integrated as 
part of the property’s scheduled maintenance and upgrade. 


You also need to decide whether to employ the services of a general contractor to 
carry out the construction process of your project. It is strongly recommended that 
you hire a general contractor for new construction, rebuilding, or mitigation work. 
Consult your local code official if you have any questions when planning the scope 
of your project and determining whether you should hire a design professional or 
general contractor. 


  Project plan (See Basic Project Planning Template)
  Checklist of Questions to Ask Your General Contractor


2. Pre-Application Meeting with Local Code Official 
Local code officials can provide advice on how to make your project a success 
and avoid potential problems that could cost you time and money. Discussing 
plans with a code official will help determine whether you need a permit for 
your project, if there are other local requirements that need to be met, and what 
documents are required for your application. 


Permits are “generally” required for the following: 
  New construction of buildings or structures 
  Mitigation or retrofit work 
  Alterations, repairs or addition to existing buildings or structures 
  Rehabilitation of historic properties 
  Electrical, mechanical and plumbing systems 


Note: The above list of construction projects is not all inclusive; please consult 
your local code official to determine specific requirements for your project. 


When their home, built largely to FEMA mitigation 
recommendations, had already withstood the onslaught 
of Hurricane Katrina. Raymond J. Sheehy felt 
confident that mitigation measures would help keep his 
home safe when Hurricane Katrina hammered the Gulf 
Coast with 135-mile per hour (mph) winds on August 
29, 2005. He was right.
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See the Basic Project Planning Template for 
information about the basic planning elements of 
a construction project.


Ph
ot


o 
So


ur
ce


 A
m


an
da


 B
ic


kn
el


l/F
EM


A
.


A county official inspects the wiring in a FEMA  
supplied mobile home in California.


FEMA Building Science Branch:  Building Disaster Resilient Communities



http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6856

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6858

http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=6856





2FEMA Building Science Branch:  Building Disaster Resilient Communities


3. Complete and Submit Building Permit Application 
After consulting with a local code official on requirements, ensure that you have 
all the necessary forms, documents, and plans needed for submitting your building 
permit request. The materials should be detailed enough so that the staff reviewing 
them would be able to construct the project by easily visualizing every detail. 
Generally, the following documents are required: 


  Local application form and fee 
  Project plan (See Basic Project Planning Template)
  �Other potential local requirements: maps; photographs; architectural/ 
engineering designs; construction plans; energy calculations; and/or post 
disaster damage inspection (i.e. substantial damage estimation for flood)


4. Permit Review Process 
Once the necessary application documents and fees are submitted, the local code 
official will review the proposed project and determine if it is in compliance 
with local building code, zoning, environmental, and construction requirements. 
For new or complex projects, the building department will evaluate your project 
designs during the permit review process.  Due to the detail involved in such 
construction designs, the review process can be quite lengthy depending upon 
the community.  To avoid permit and construction delays, work closely with your 
design professional to ensure all required documents are complete and submitted as 
part of the permitting application; leaving ample time for review.


If your plan meets these requirements, a permit is issued. If not, the local code 
official will identify items that need to be addressed and may recommend solutions 
to help correct the issues found in your application. Once you meet all of the 
conditions and/or make the necessary corrections, your building permit will be 
approved. Generally, you will need the following during the review process: 


  Application submission confirmation (i.e. receipts, etc.) 
  Copies of application submitted 
  Local code official contact information 


5. Obtain Building Permit 
When your permit is issued, you have legal permission to start construction in 
accordance with the approved plans, local building code requirements, and other 
applicable laws and regulations. Based on the size of the project, a fee may be 
collected to cover the cost of the application, the review, and the inspection 
process. Separate permits may be required for electrical, plumbing, heating, and 
air-conditioning work, or other locally required speciaties. Generally, the building 
department provides the following documents once a permit is approved: 


  Building permit 
  Job/Inspection card 
  Set of stamped/approved construction documents 


6. On-site Inspections 
Inspections are conducted to ensure the work being completed conforms to the 
parameters outlined in the permit, local codes, city/county approved plans, etc. 
You will be advised by the local code official as to (approximately) how many 
inspections may be needed for your project. Throughout this process, maintain 
a strong coordination with your local code official to ensure proper compliance 
with local requirements and to minimize any costly mistakes. If you have hired a 
contractor, this will be the responsibility of the contractor, but you should review 
to make sure inspection approvals are secured. Generally, the following documents 
are needed as part of the on-site inspections: 


  Building permit 
  Job/Inspection card issued by Permitting 
  Set of construction documents stamped/approved by Permitting 


Building Inspection/Permitting Division of the City  
of Casper, WY.
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This building has been declared unsafe by the  
Department of Code Enforcement after the flooding. 
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Dan Warren (left) and Robert Lord fix a roof on a home 
that had been damaged in Crisfield, Md. as cleanup 
continues after Hurricane Sandy came through the 
area.
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7. Final Approval 
Once construction is complete and code compliance is determined, the local code official will provide you with documentation 
of final approval. You will have the personal satisfaction of knowing your project was done correctly and meets the minimum 
standards of compliance. In regard to safety, you can always do more, but you cannot afford to do less. Safe building practices 
help to protect not only you, your family, and your home, but also your entire community. 


  Certificate of Zoning Compliance 
  Certificate of Completion 
  Utility Certificate 
  Certificate of Occupancy 


Notes:
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B U I L D I N G  C O D E S  T O O L K I T


Checklist of Questions to Ask Your General Contractor
Purpose: This document equips property owners with basic knowledge, consumer protection, and questions to ask when 
hiring a professional general contractor to perform new construction, remodeling, rebuilding, or mitigation work. 


Target User: Property owners. 


	 	 Are you licensed for the type of work proposed? 
It is important that you verify that any individual or company you are considering is properly licensed. To verify they 
are licensed, ask for a copy, check the expiration dates, and contact the issuing authority to verify their license is in 
good standing. In some states, there is no state-wide licensing for certain trades such as general contractors; rather it is 
done on a local level either by the county or the city. Some counties do not have licensing requirements; however, for 
your safety it is recommended that you work with a verified licensed professional. In some jurisdictions, in addition 
to being licensed, general contractors are also required to be bonded. Being bonded means a bonding company has 
secured money that is available to anyone who files and wins a claim against the general contractor. 


		 How many building permits have you obtained in this jurisdiction in the last two years? 
This question is important because some general contractors are based outside of the property owner’s jurisdiction.1 
Make sure that your general contractor is familiar with your local building code requirements and permitting process, 
is credible, and has worked with municipal jurisdictions in the past. 


 		 Can you help incorporate mitigation techniques as part of the construction project? 
This question is important because most mitigation techniques are a lot cheaper to apply to structures if planned as 
part of the property’s scheduled maintenance and upgrade. Applying mitigation techniques would help reduce future 
risks to the property from natural hazards and their effects. For example, in order to reduce or eliminate the damage to 
exterior elements caused by earthquake forces, you could brace chimneys, secure wall panel anchors, and brace large 
windows. 


 �		 Have you performed any other repairs or rebuilds of properties damaged in a natural disaster such as this? 
It is essential that your general contractor check with your local code official regarding permits before repairing 
or rebuilding a structure damaged by natural disaster. There are often strict local requirements on how and where 
structures can be renovated. Consulting your local code official will ensure your repairs or rebuild is compliant with 
local standards. If you are in a federally designated disaster county, you can also visit Disaster Recovery Centers to 
talk with FEMA Hazard Mitigation specialists about rebuilding advice. To find the Disaster Recovery Center nearest 
you, see the Disaster Recovery Center Locator on FEMA.gov. 


 		� Have you used FEMA to get technical guidance on a project? If not, would you be willing to do so? Are you aware of 
FEMA technical guidance? 
It is essential that your general contractor be mindful of mitigation techniques to provide a means of protecting your 
family and property from future devastating natural disasters. As the property owner, it is your responsibility to set the 
scope of the project and if the scope includes mitigation, it is valuable for your general contractor to understand the 
FEMA guidance pertaining to your project. 


FEMA offers an array of technical guidance materials all focused on minimizing the damages that can occur as a 
result of a natural disaster. To order FEMA technical guidance publications, please call 1-800-480-2520 or visit the 
Protect Your Property or Business from Disaster: How-to Tips on various hazards section of FEMA.gov. 


 �		� Can you provide proof of your general liability insurance before I sign a contract with you? 
General liability insurance protects your home from damage or negligence of the general contractor, his employees, 


 1. This is particularly true following a disaster, when local resources are overwhelmed and out of State general contractors are needed to support rapid recovery.
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and any sub-general contractors brought onto your property. For your 
protection, verify that anyone you are considering has a general liability 
insurance policy by asking for a copy of their insurance certificate, 
checking the expiration dates, and calling the issuing authority to verify 
their insurance is valid. 


 


 


�		 Do you carry workers’ compensation insurance? 
Workers’ compensation insurance protects you from liability if a worker 
is injured while on your property. It is always recommended to hire a fully 
insured general contractor. Please note: if the general contractor does not 
have any employees, he may not need or have workers’ compensation 
insurance. 


�		� Will you provide me with a list of your past clients for whom you 
performed a similar job? 
A credible general contractor should have no problem providing multiple 
references. It is important to contact between three to five previous clients 
for whom the general contractor performed a similar job. Only then will 
you know the type of work they are capable of and the level of service you 
can expect. 


Questions to ask the general contractor’s references: 
 
 


 


�  Were you satisfied with the results of the project? 
�  Did the project come in according to budget and was it completed on a 


timely basis?  If not, what types of problems or delays affected the                                                                                                                                            
overall cost? 


  Would you hire the general contractor again? If not, ask why? 


 �		 Will you be hiring sub-contractors on this project? 
If so, ask for the name of everyone who will be hired and the type of work 
they will be doing so that you can verify their credentials and ensure they 
have the necessary insurance requirements (if applicable). A sub-contractor 
is an individual or business that signs a contract to perform part or all of 
the obligations of another’s contract. 


 �		 What kind of written warranty will you give me? 
A credible general contractor should guarantee his or her work and provide 
a written warranty agreement. The warranty should clearly spell out 
what is covered, what is not and for how long. At a minimum, a general 
contractor should guarantee a one year warranty; although, two years is 
preferred. 


 


 


		� How will my project be supervised? 
The general contractor or another lead individual should be assigned to 
oversee your project from start to finish. It is extremely important that the 
project manager is not only experienced, but very familiar with the details 
of your plans and manages the daily operations of your project to ensure 
the work is done correctly and is compliant with the local building code. 
You should be given the contact information for this individual so you can 
ask questions and resolve any issues that arise through the project. 


�		 What will the payment schedule be? 
It is not unusual that a down payment is required for a contract; however, 
you should never pay a general contractor in full before the project is 
completed. If the project will extend over several months, ensure that the 
payment schedule is determined and outlined in a written contract before 
the work begins. Make payment in a way that they are traceable or get 
receipts for each of your payments.


 �		 Will you obtain all of the required building permits? 
Although there is some cost and additional time required for obtaining 


It is critical for general contractors to know 
how to mitigate risk as part of the construction 
process. To order FEMA guidance publications, 
please call 1-800-480-2520 or visit http://www.
fema.gov/protecting-homes.


Joe Barry, a volunteer from the United Methodist 
Committee on Relief, helps a homeowner clean after 
Hurricane Sandy washed away exterior walls and 
completely filled the basement. 
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House in Bay St. Louis, MS, was built to code and 
survived Katrina; their neighbor’s house was destroyed 
by Katrina.
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building permits, it is recommended that this be done by your general contractor because it is your only assurance that 
your project will be done to code. By having your general contractor handle the permitting process/inspections, you 
gain an independent third party in your corner who offers you protection that the job will be done in full compliance 
with local building codes. If a general contractor requests that you obtain the permit yourself, it is likely that they are 
unlicensed or unqualified for the job. See Basic Checklist to Acquire a Building Permit in the FEMA Building Codes 
Toolkit. 


 


 


�		 Who will coordinate the required inspections as part of the building permit process? 
The general contractor should be willing to handle all aspects of the building permit process to include the required 
and/or recommended inspections that will take place during the construction process. It is strongly recommended 
that you are present for the inspection to ensure it takes place, you hear the feedback from the building department 
regarding the work being done, and you are aware of any corrections notices issued to the general contractor. 


�		 Will you provide me with a written lien waiver at the end of the project? 
At the end of your project, your general contractor should have no problem providing you with a written lien waiver 
for both your original contract and any sub-general contractors that worked on your project. A lien waiver is a legal 
document from the general contractor/sub-contractor that verifies you have paid the general contractor in full for the
services rendered. The lien waiver also ensures that the general contractor and/or any sub- contractors waive 
their right to place a lien on your property. 


Notes:
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Customer Survey 
To submit the completed comment form, please click the button at the bottom of this document. Additional questions and/or 
comments can be emailed to fema-nehrp@fema.dhs.gov. 


1. Please tell us about yourself (your name, title, business, type and place of business, optional contact information). 


2. How did you hear about the Building Codes Toolkit?


  FEMA website 
At a local building codes event 


  Employees/Co-Workers 
 Other (list below) 


News coverage (list outlets below) 
Other business leaders
Through Chamber of Commerce


3. Please rate how familiar you were with the concept of building codes (5 being the most familiar). 


1     2 3 4 5 


4. Which document(s) did you find most useful/helpful? 


5. Please provide us with any comments or recommendations on how to improve the Building Codes Toolkit, or if you 
have any questions about the toolkit contents. 
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