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Resumen

Este articulo abordara los componentes del International
Code Council (ICC), una de las organizaciones mas impor-
tantes en el desarrollo de los codigos de construccion de
los EE.UU.: los codigos internacionales. Esta organizacion
tiene la tarea de proporcionar a la industria de la construc-
cién y a todos sus grupos de interés los documentos nor-
mativos, la formacion, la certificacion, la verificacion y el
plan de evaluacién de los productos y de acreditacion de
servicios necesarios para lograr la construccion de edifi-
cios mas seguros y sostenibles. Este articulo dara una mi-
rada a los codigos de construccion en Estados Unidos, a la
ICC y sus empresas subsidiarias y al sistema disefiado en
el ICC para apoyar los codigos y la industria regulatoria de
los mismos.

Building Codes, International Code Council, regulatory
documents, standards, United States.

Abstract

This paper will address the components of the International
Code Council (ICC) as one of the most important organiza-
tions in terms of developing the model building codes for
the US: the international codes. This membership-driven
organization has the task of providing the building industry
and all its stakeholders with the necessary regulatory docu-
ments, training, certification, plan check, product evalua-
tion, and accreditation services to achieve safer and more
sustainable building construction. This article provides an
overview of the building codes in the U.S., the ICC and
its subsidiaries, and ICC’s systems designed to support the
codes and the regulatory industry.

INTRODUCTION

First of all, it is important to note that
building codes in the US were first de-
veloped by the insurance industry. Such
codes are important to the insurance in-
dustry because its payout in the event

of fires, earthquakes and damage in ge-
neral tends to be substantial.

Threebuilding codes, established by the
Code Enforcement Officials, were used
throughout the United States—BOCA,
covered the northeast of the United Sta-
tes; ICBO covered everything on west

of the United States including Alas-
ka and Hawaii; and SBCCI covered
the Southern part of the United Sta-
tes—until 1994, when these three or-
ganizations established the Internatio-
nal Code Council. The process began
in 1994 and it took until 2002 for the

1 This article is based on a lecture by David Walls presented in the forum “Building Codes in Colombia: Approximations and implementation” held at Universidad de los Andes
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three organizations to consolidate into
the ICC as a single unit.

THE INTERNATIONAL CODE
COUNCIL

The ICC’s Mission and Vision are 1)
to provide the highest quality codes,
standards, products and services for
all those concerned with the safety and
performance of the built environment;
and 2) to protect people’s health, safety
and welfare by creating better buildings
and safer communities.

The ICC is a 52000-member asso-
ciation dedicated to enforcing build-
ing safety and developing codes used
to construct residential and commer-
cial buildings throughout the U.S. and
other countries around the world. It is
a nonprofit organization headquartered
in Washington D.C. with three region-
al offices: California, Alabama and Illi-
nois. There are also a number of satel-
lite offices in the state of Washington,
in Utah and in Kansas. The organi-
zation has an annual budget of more
than 70 million dollars, which fluctu-
ates with the economy. It is self-fund-
ed so it doesn’t receive any funds from
any state or federal government or local
government agencies. The body of staff
is made up of approximately 300 engi-
neers, architects and support staff. The
ICC’s subsidiaries are the Internation-
al Code Council Foundation (ICCF),
the ICC Evaluation Service (ICC ES),
which are US leaders in the evaluation
of building products for code compli-
ance, and the International Accredita-
tion Service (IAS) with their accredi-
tation programs: building department,
fabricator inspection, inspection agen-
cies, product certification, agencies and
testing labs and, more recently, an ac-
creditation for commissioning agents.

DEVELOPMENT OF ICC MODEL
CODES

A new edition of codes is published
every three years. Changes are made
during an open public hearing followed
by a voting process known as the

governmental consensus process. This
process establishes that, despite the fact
that everyone is invited to participate
by proposing changes and commenting
on subjects, in the end, it is only gover-
nment personnel, who have no vested
interest in the outcome of the code that
can vote on its final version.

Building construction in the US is
governed by coordinated codes and
standards adopted as construction reg-
ulations, which cover building, plumb-
ing, mechanical, fire, electrical, ener-
gy and, more recently, the international
green construction code. There are a to-
tal of about 15 codes currently used.

Codes and Standards are developed
by the private sector. In the US, the
government does not actually devel-
op the code. Rather, we have what are
known as model codes, which are mod-
ified by local governments to design
the regulations for their local govern-
ment. As mentioned above, the Codes
and Standards development process is
dynamic and it includes the public and
private sectors, which can be involved
by proposing changes, but it is ulti-
mately the public sector that votes.

The adoption of building construc-
tion regulations is primarily the rule of
local and state government. One of my
roles, when I worked for the state of
California was to adapt the codes that
are developed as a model code by the
model code agencies—primarily In-
ternational Green Construction Code
(IGCC)—to make them specific to the
State of California. Indeed, each state
within the US draws up its own codes.
To do this, some modify the model
code, whereas others use the codes as
they are without any modification.

The codes are designed to help en-
sure public safety, health and welfare in
the built environment for which there
are a number of minimum requirements
such as the safety of life and property
from fire and other hazards. The codes
are concerned with a) the structural
strength of a building, b) emergency
exits, c) sanitation, d) light and venti-
lation, e) energy conservation, insofar
as which the US has a particular energy

code known as the green construction
code, which goes beyond the energy
conservation code to cover much more.

There is a family of 15 coordinated
and correlated codes (Figure 1), which
are the primary codes adapted throug-
hout the United States and a number of
other countries. These are: the Interna-
tional Building Code®, International
Fire Code®, International Mechanical
Code®, International Plumbing Code®,
International Residential Code®, Inter-
national Energy Conservation Code®,
International Existing Building Code®,
International Fuel Gas Code®, Interna-
tional Property Maintenance Code®,
International Private Sewage Disposal
Code®, International Zoning Code®,
International Wildland-Urban Inter-
face Code®, ICC Performance Code
for Buildings and Facilities®, Inter-
national Green Construction Code®,
International Swimming Pool and Spa
Code®.
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Figure 1. 2015 Codes Complete Collection.
Source. ICC website.

ICC offers custom code services avail-
able to countries, states and local mu-
nicipalities and it includes a complete
publishing and distribution service. For
example, the California Code is really
the International Building Code modi-
fied by the State of California in all its
areas: Building, Architectural, Struc-
tural, Fire, Health and Safety, to include
everything that is specific to Califor-
nia including its specific laws. Anoth-
er service the ICC offers is that of li-
censing intellectual property to third



parties. While we have a lot of intellec-
tual property or copyrighted property,
we license it out for others to use parts
of, should they wish to do so. ICC cur-
rently produces customized codes for
more than 30 states and major jurisdic-
tions. For example, if we go back to the
state of California, it has its own state-
wide code, but the City of Los Ange-
les makes its own local amendments to
the code to then publish it as its own
Los Angeles City Code. The ICC also
provides some custom support services
such as training and technical publica-
tions. We’ve been able to work specifi-
cally with the different states to include
whatever significant changes they have
made to the model code to then publish
their own technical document. As for
training, we provide very specifically
customized training for states and large
local agencies.

STANDARDS

Codes reference more than 1000 stan-
dards, including American Society of
Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Condi-
tioning Engineers (ASHRAE), Ameri-
can Society for Testing and Materials
(ASTM) and a variety of other stan-
dards created by different organizations
for materials specifications, for design
standards and testing standards. ASTM
standards are the most widely used.

ICC Standards are developed through
the American National Standards Insti-
tute (ANSI) process. The ICC ANSI
A117.1, 2009 version includes: Acces-
sible and Useable Buildings and Facil-
ities, ensures that throughout the Unit-
ed States, there are facilities for persons
with disabilities; and a Standard on the
Design and Construction of Log Struc-
tures ICC 400 (2007) version, ICC 300
(2007) Bleachers, Folding and Tele-
scoping Seating and Grandstands. In
2008, we developed an ICC Standard
for the Design and Construction of
Storm Shelters. So ICC is a standard de-
veloper organization along with ASTM
and ASC and a number of the others;
however, we don't focus on standards,
but rather primarily on codes.

CODES AND STANDARDS
SUPPORT SERVICES

As mentioned above, we have techni-
cal publications that facilitate an un-
derstanding of the codes and enhance
their application. Some of the informa-
tion in these publications may be con-
fusing for someone that is, for example,
a designer and is perhaps much more
knowledgeable in a certain technical
area than another. In such cases, these
publications really help. They are also
useful when it comes to enforcement,
whereby local jurisdiction wants to un-
dertake a plan review or they have to
provide inspection services; in such ca-
ses, the publications provide some ex-
planation as to what the code was. The-
re are comparisons of various editions
of the code and the historical informa-
tion on the genesis of the requirements.
Sometimes, it is very difficult to know
why a specific provision within the
code is there, it might not make sense,
so the ICC provides that comparison,
detailing what has changed, when it
changed, and the genesis of that chan-
ge; i.e., why it was required initially.
ICC also offers professional interpreta-
tion of code requirements; that is, if the
books or technical publications do not
explain the issue, one can call ICC and

there will be someone, whether it is an
engineer, a fire services engineer, a me-
chanical engineer, or anyone who may
have a specialty in an area, to help in-
terpret the code. Finally, ICC provides
plan review services, whereby if a local
jurisdiction is overwhelmed, as many
of them are, they can send ICC to un-
dertake the plan review for any particu-
lar building.

ICC has communication tools such
as a website with detailed informa-
tion about all ICC functions, and fu-
ture and past events; a building safety
newsletter with a mailing distribution
of 44000; and ICC eNews, which is
an electronic newsletter with 220,000
subscribers.

CODE COMMENTARIES

A Code Commentary actually includes
the code and comments right behind
each section so that the full code and
the commentary are provided all in one.
As part of that commentary, it gives ap-
plications, examples of what one may
need to apply, explanatory material, the
code development history, it may also
have illustrations for when the written
instruction on how a connection is sup-
posed to be made, an illustration may
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help. A large bibliography of additional
references is also provided to point rea-
ders to other sources if they cannot find
the information they are looking for in
the Code Commentary.

Information can be given over the
telephone at any time; an average of
100,000 phone calls are attended an-
nually. Over 5,000 informal written
opinions are given by staff annually
through internal peer review. A formal
published position of the ICC is provid-
ed through a review committee, which,
often, when an interpretation is a gray
area, reviews and actually prints and
publishes a formal position on that in-
terpretation.

Standard support services and plan
reviews are comprehensive reviews
for designers and code officials. ICC
provides a plan review worksheet and
a conference professional report out-
lining code deficiencies, and, as men-
tioned above, assists local jurisdictions
throughout the country in undertaking
their plan review and inspection, which
is required in all states of the United
States.

CERTIFICATION AND LICENSING
SERVICES

The certification of personnel ensures
that competent individuals are involved
in the building and regulatory process,
and are familiar with the adopted codes.
The ICC handles a number of certifica-
tions; however, they are considering
condensing some of those. Being cer-
tified is a real advantage when one is
working, looking for a job or show-
ing one’s proficiency. This certifica-
tion eliminates the need for individual
states and local agencies to design, im-
plement, and maintain their own test-
ing programs. So within the State of
California, for example, there is a law
that requires certification for building
officials, building inspectors and plan
checkers as well as fire officials. How-
ever, engineers, fire officials and some
of the other architects also have to have

their own professional license issued
by the State of California.

Our training and education services
ensure everyone involved in the build-
ing design, construction and code en-
forcement process is familiar with the
adapted codes. This eliminates the need
for individual states and local agen-
cies to design, implement and maintain
their own training programs and can be
easily tailored to meet the needs of state
and local agencies. We have even trav-
eled to other countries, providing very
specialized technical training and ed-
ucation services and we continue to
do so. Training and education servic-
es conduct more than 300 seminars per
year. Instructors are technical experts,
with experience in code enforcement,
so when somebody undertakes a train-
ing course with us, whether it is on fire,
or on structural issues, she or he will be
taught by individuals with solid tech-
nical expertise in all areas, in the code
and also in its implementation.

There is an extensive curriculum di-
rected toward professional growth,
which offers services designed to assist
State and local agencies. This is very
important in terms of ensuring that the
codes are implemented correctly, that
they are applied correctly leading to the
construction of safe buildings—includ-
ing life safety, health safety, fire safe-
ty—and that are in line with sustain-
ability regulations.

ICC MEMBERSHIP SERVICES

ICC provides a wide range of services
all involved in the design, construction,
operations and maintenance of build-
ings and enforcement of codes affect-
ing buildings. Our primary members
are governmental agencies but we do
have many more that are in the profes-
sional industry such as architects, en-
gineers, etc. Anyone in the building in-
dustry as a whole can become a member
and benefits include toll free numbers
and services, access, complimentary
publications and unlimited use of all
ICC support services.

Global consultation services are glob-
al programs that include assistance to
countries in enhancing and improving
their building regulatory systems, and
to administer and enforce codes and
standards effectively. We assist differ-
ent countries with the creation of train-
ing, certification, and testing programs
for code administrators, plan review-
ers and inspectors. So a code admin-
istrator may be a building official, for
example, who may oversee the over-
all process. In a small city, that may be
the person that undertakes the inspec-
tion. In a large city, that person is def-
initely an administrator, who does not
actually undertake plan review or in-
spections. As mentioned above, we as-
sist in the development of customized
building codes and standards, and also
do that for the Global community. We
also have laboratory accreditation pro-
grams.

ICC global services programs have
been undertaken in Abu Dhabi, Saudi,
Egypt, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Mexico,
Caribbean and New Zealand.

SCOPE OF THE INTERNATIONAL
BUILDING CODE

The International Building Code (IBC)
provides minimal requirements to safe-
guard the public health, safety and ge-
neral welfare of the occupants of new
and existing buildings and structures.
The IBC applies to all occupancies in-
cluding 1 and 2 family dwellings and
townhouses that are not part of the sco-
pe of the residential code mentioned
earlier.
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