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INSIDE AND OUT

A rallying call to change California’s code adoption process

JOHN R. SCHNEIDER

“ By not adopting current codes, California potentially loses
millions of dollars in federal funds, exposes Californians to

increased insurance and housing costs, and deprives them of
advances in materials and safety for housing.”

hy does California, one of the most influential

and progressive statesin our country, continue
to adopt and enforce building codes that are out of
date, and do not reflect new advancementsin safety
and technology? Thisisaquestion that everyonein
the construction and real estate industries should be
askingtheir legidators, city councils, county supervi-
sors, and building officials, and demanding an an-
swer to. By not adopting the most current codes,
Cdliforniapotentialy loses millionsof dollarsin fed-
eral funds, exposes Caifornians to increased insur-
ance and housing costs, and deprives them of ad-
vancesin materialsand safety for housing.

It's hard to believe that California has come to this
point, but it istrue. For the past severa years, poli-
ticsand special interests have been stifling the code
adoption process in the state, influencing how the
Building Standards Commission determines which
codes the state will adopt and enforce to govern
constructionin California.

In 1979, Cdliforniaestablished the Building Standards
Commission (BSC) to adopt nationally recognized
codesand standardize them for the various state agen-
cies, and the construction industry. After ahaving a
turbulent beginning, it wasn't until 1983 that theBSC
had finally adopted a uniform set of codes. They
werethe Uniform Building, Plumbing, and Mechani-
cal Codes, and the National Electrical Code. How-
ever, since that time, the BSC's ability to adopt the
most current codes has been slowly eroding, due to
the palitics of dealing with various state agenciesand
specia interest groups. Asan example, the currently
adopted codes in California are the 1997 Uniform
Building, Plumbing, and Mechanical Codes, and the
1996 National Electrical Code.

Thebiggest setback for the BSC occurred several years
ago when the three primary model code organizations
inthe United States joi ned together and began devel-
oping a uniform set of codes that could be used
nationally and internationally. They are calledtheln-
ternational Codes, coordinated to work together, and
were first published in the year 2000. The Interna
tional Codes represent the most advanced and inte-
grated set of codes ever devel oped, afamily of codes
designed to alow conformity in construction across
the country. This means builders, architects, engi-
neers, and home ownerswould be working with only
one set of codes no matter which state or country
they werein.

These codes are intended to work together, and com-
pliment each other, making their implementation and
enforcement easier to achieve. They have been de-
veloped by a cooperative effort of industry and gov-
ernmental agencies, to assurethat the codesreflected
true safety and the latest technological advances in
the construction industry, without biasto aparticular
interest.

The political forces hampering the BSC's ability to
adopt these codes are certain industry groups and
unionswith different agendas. Most notably, the Na-
tional Fire Protection Association, and the International
Association of Plumbing and Mechanical Officidshave
fought the battle against adopting these
new codes

The reason, they say, has to do with how the code
processis conducted. Inthe International Code adop-
tion process, anyone can submit a code change, but
the final code approval is up to the people who
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enforcethe code (building officials), whileinthe NFPA

and IAPMO process, thefinal approval isup toindus-
try and organizations.

An example of what happens when industry has the
final vote on the code can be seen in the Uniform
Plumbing Code. The plumber’sunion has been fight-

ing the inclusion of new materials and technology in
the code sincethemid 1970’s.

If youlook at the currently adopted edition of IAMPO’s
Uniform Plumbing Code, you would seetheir code has
not recognized new piping materia sfor gas, water, and
sewage installations that have been coming onto the
market since 1979. Many of these new materials are

faster and easier toinstall, and often do not requirethe
the skill of aunion plumber.

While not alowing these materialsinto the code may
benefit aparticular trade, it doesnot serve the commu-

nity.

Inthe next couple of months, the BSC will bedeciding
on which codes they will be adopting for the next two
to threeyears. Unfortunately, the BSC will not adopt
the International Codes, but rather re-adopt basically
the same codeswe are currently using, with the excep-
tion of updating to the 1999 Edition of the National
Electrical Code. By thisaction, the BSC compromises
theright of Californiansto collect federal disaster funds
and from obtaining substantial discounts from insur-
ance companies.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
isagood example of this situation. FEMA provides
emergency relief money to communitiesand states suf-
fering from disasters such as earthquakes and floods.
However, inorder to quaify for FEMA funds, the state
or community must have adopted themost current code,
to ensure that reconstruction meets these standards.

Californianswill a so take an economic hit because of
how insurance companies rate different communities
to determine premiums. The Insurance Services Or-
ganization (1SO), rates building departments on the
quality and enforcement of the codesto reflect thequal-
ity of the construction for homes that particular area.
I nsurance compani esthen basetheir premiumson this
rate.

Thel SO will automatically lower theratingsit givesto
individual building departments if the current codes

are not adopted. The higher the numerical rating, the
moretheinsurancewill cost.

Finally, by not adopting current codes, the BSC indi-
rectly increases the cost of housing by not taking ad-
vantage of labor saving and technological advances
designed to enhance the safety and quality of our
homes.

AsCalifornians, we can no longer allow the Building
Standards Commission to be delinquent in their re-
sponsibilities to ensure the quality and uniformity of
thebuilding codes used throughout thiswonderful state.
They need to stand up to political pressure from spe-
cia interest groups, and do what isright for California
They can do thisby adopting acoordinated set of codes
such astheInternational Codes, codesdevel oped over
anumber of years by Building Officials representing
local, state, and federal government, with full coop-
eration from the construction industry. Unfortunately,
thiswill not happen without some sort of apublic out-
cry from consumer and industry groups.

John R. Schneider isalicensed general building con-
tractor and an ICBO certified residential code spe-
cialist. He is president of All About Homes, a resi-
dential inspection company, and has been perform-
ing code and construction consultations since 1985.
Readers may address their comments to John
Schneider, 24326 Mission Blvd., Suite 7, Hayward,
CA 94544. Fax number: 510-537-8666 or visit his
company’s web site at www.allabouthomes.com.
Schneider will answer questions of general interest
in the paper. He reserves the right to edit the letter
for brevity and clarity. Readers are encouraged to
contact a competent contractor or code consultant
for specificinformation regarding questionsthey may
have about their home.
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