
When you’re eager to start a remodeling project, or even just 
make some home improvements, the associated permits and 
building codes can feel like a major hassle. There’s all that 
confusing industry jargon. The solutions often seem like overkill. 
The permits are expensive. And dealing with city inspectors 
requires diplomacy and patience.

There is an element of truth in many of those criticisms, of course. However, 
what many homeowners overlook is the important safety double-check these 
regulations provide. Building codes force your contractor (and you) to perform 
the work in a way that guarantees your safety, as well as that of your family 
members, any visitors, and even the neighbors.

Plus, having a city inspector overseeing the work helps ensure your contractor 
doesn’t secretly substitute low-quality materials, cut any corners, hide mistakes 
or otherwise compromise the safety and integrity of your home.

You may never grow to like building codes, but the information included here 
at least will help you better appreciate and understand them.

continued on page 2

Building Codes: Safeguard 
Your Home, Family and Friends

To ensure your permitted remodeling/home-improvement project 
complies with the latest building codes, a city inspector will visit 
your property at key points. Here are five tips that will help smooth 
those interactions.

1.   After you obtain your permit, ask for specifics regarding the key 
points when an inspector will want to visit and inspect.

2.   Rely on guidebooks and other city staff for help understanding 
codes. Most inspectors are very busy and therefore bristle when  
asked to educate the layperson. 

3.   Don’t schedule an inspection time until you really are 
inspection-ready. 

4.   Be ready for the inspector to find minor faults. 

5.   Don’t argue with an inspector. If you have a different 
understanding, provide the source of your information, but make  
it clear you’re willing to do whatever is right.

If you manage this relationship well, you’ll find many inspectors  
are really quite friendly and helpful. u
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When it comes to building codes,  
I’ve found there’s much confusion 
and misunderstanding among 
homeowners and prospective 
homeowners. This month’s issue  
of Home Update is dedicated to 
setting the record straight. As usual, 
I’m happy to answer any questions 
you may have—whether building-
code related or not.
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There are financial benefits associated 
with building codes, as well:
u Home improvements performed  
to approved building standards usually 
last longer and require less maintenance 
and repair.
u Building codes that dictate energy-
saving features could save the 
homeowner big money in the form  
of lower utility bills.
u Remodeling projects can dramatically 
increase the value of your home—  
but often only if the work complies  
with the latest regulations.
u Most insurance companies are 
willing to lower your property insurance 
premiums when you make your home 
more resistant to expensive claims: fires, 
floods, high winds and earthquakes.  
But you are required to get a permit and 
follow all the applicable building codes. 

Also, consider all the money you could 
lose if a non-compliant home 
improvement leaked, started a fire, 
injured a guest, angered a neighbor 
and/or resulted in a costly lawsuit.  u

Building Codes: Safeguard  
Your Home, Family and Friends
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Why the codes are so restrictive
Building codes are based on worst-
case scenarios. Your home may never 
become engulfed in a fire, hit by a 
falling tree, shaken by a major earth-
quake, or even filled to capacity with 
party guests, but the building codes 
are written to protect you and your 
home in case any of that (and much 
more) should occur.

Where to find the latest 
building codes
If you’re doing the remodeling work 
yourself, double-checking the work of 
your contractor, or acting as your own 
general contractor (overseeing a bevy 
of sub-contractors), purchase a copy of 
the “2012 International Residential 
Code for One- and Two-family Dwellings” 
published by the International Code 
Council (ICC) and available at online 
book retailers in both print and CD 
formats. In addition, you’ll also want:

u One of the many supplemental 
books that make all the ICC technical 
code jargon easier for a non-contractor 
to understand.

u Any supplementary regulations 
published by the city. Most every city 
relies on the ICC building codes but 
also supplements those with 
regulations of their own.

Why do the codes change?
Because home-building plans, 
processes, materials and technologies 
are always changing and improving, 
the codes designed to regulate those 
things need to change and improve,  
as well. That’s why the solutions that 
worked on your past remodeling 
projects may no longer be legal when 
it’s time to do something similar again.

The International Code Council (ICC) 
updates its codes every three years. 
The last update took place in 2012;  
the next update is scheduled for later 
this year. Cities usually update their 
local codes more frequently than that.

Getting a permit
If you obtain a permit from the city for 
your project, you need to follow all the 
applicable national and local building 
codes. A city inspector will review your 
work to ensure it complies.

tips 
Codes Save 
Money
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If you choose to do the work without  
a permit, you run the risk of being 
fined. The city could also require you  
to disassemble all or part of your 
project and start over. 

Something else to consider:  
When you go to sell your home, it’s not 
uncommon today for a potential buyer 
to ask for proof that all the remodeling 
work was performed to code and 
properly permitted. 

The “grandfather” clause
Some homeowners are under the 
mistaken impression that any 
un-permitted remodeling work will  
be “grandfathered” into legality if it 
isn’t discovered until later. In reality, 
the grandfather clause only applies  
to past work that was performed 
legally (with a permit and according  
to the codes in affect at that time).  
And, the city is only willing to grant 
grandfather clauses on a case-by-case 
basis. It’s certainly not something  
you should count on.

For more information
Asking friends and neighbors about 
building codes may only confuse the 
issue. The city planning department  
is by far your best source for more 
information and guidance.  u

ALASKA 
Anchorage $322,000

ARIZONA 
Phoenix $202,000
Prescott $345,000
Scottsdale $477,000

CALIFORNIA 
Palm Springs $539,000
San Diego $470,000

COLORADO 
Fort Collins $313,000 
Denver $352,000

HAWAII 
Hilo $299,000
Kahului/Wailuku $469,000
Kihei $652,000
Kona $463,000
Wailea/Makena $2,529,000

IDAHO 
Boise $205,000
Caldwell $135,000
Coeur d’Alene $237,000
Eagle $345,000
Hayden $271,000
Lewiston $181,000
Meridian $242,000
Moscow $210,000
Nampa $140,000
Post Falls $220,000
Sun Valley 
     Hailey $294,000
     Ketchum $806,000

MONTANA 
Bozeman $297,000
Hamilton $159,000
Helena $219,000
Missoula $255,000
Ronan $193,000

NEVADA 
Las Vegas $198,000

OREGON
Ashland $582,000
Astoria $213,000
Beaverton/ 
Sunset Corridor $295,000
Bend $291,000
Canby $279,000
Cannon Beach $782,000
Clatskanie $173,000
Coos Bay $178,000
Corvallis $324,000
Creswell $227,000
Dallas $191,000
Eagle Point $129,000
Eugene $255,000
Florence $236,000
Gearhart $431,000
Grants Pass $243,000
Hillsboro $280,000
Hood River $386,000
Jacksonville $431,000
Klamath Falls $167,000
Lake Oswego $413,000
Lincoln City $260,000
McMinnville $225,000

OREGON,  continued 
Medford $190,000
Milton-Freewater $145,000
Molalla $241,000
Monmouth $213,000
Newport/Seal Rock $234,000
Portland 
     North $307,000
     Northeast $339,000
     Southeast $304,000
     West $399,000
Prineville $195,000
Redmond $259,000
St. Helens $206,000
Salem $210,000
Salishan/ 
Gleneden Beach $385,000
Sandy $252,000
Scappoose $261,000
The Dalles $216,000
West Linn $392,000
Wilsonville $367,000

UTAH 
Coalville $342,000
Orem $225,000
Park City $830,000
Provo $202,000
Salt Lake City $219,000

WASHINGTON 
Aberdeen $104,000
Allyn $217,000
Anacortes $385,000
Arlington $277,000
Auburn $273,000
Bainbridge Island $720,000
Belfair $180,000
Bellevue $711,000
Bellingham $296,000
Bingen/ 
White Salmon $303,000
Birch Bay/Blaine $267,000
Bonney Lake $244,000
Bothell $387,000
Bremerton $210,000
Brinnon $120,000
Burien $348,000
Camano Island $336,000
Camas $342,000
Cathlamet $299,000
Centralia $167,000
Chelan $435,000
Chewelah $138,000
Clarkston $159,000
Cle Elum $362,000
Colville $120,000
Deer Park $226,000
DuPont $266,000
Edmonds $436,000
Ellensburg $142,000
Entiat $215,000
Enumclaw $297,000
Ephrata $158,000
Everett $288,000
Federal Way $250,000
Gig Harbor $351,000
Goldendale $162,000
Granite Falls $231,000
Issaquah $530,000
Kent $266,000
Kettle Falls $185,000
Kingston $301,000
Kirkland $544,000

WASHINGTON,  continued
Lake Forest Park $464,000
Lake Stevens $281,000
Lake Tapps $342,000
Lakewood $202,000
Leavenworth $327,000
Liberty Lake $261,000
Long Beach $182,000
Longview $191,000
Lopez Island $501,000
Lynden $273,000
Lynnwood $320,000
Maple Valley $313,000
Marysville $251,000
Mazama $354,000
Mercer Island $1,173,000
Mill Creek $385,000
Monroe $293,000
Moses Lake $182,000
Mount Vernon $260,000
Mukilteo $477,000
Newcastle $505,000
Ocean Shores $176,000
Olympia $270,000
Omak/Okanogan $148,000
Orcas Island $539,000
Oroville $181,000
Packwood $141,000
Port Angeles $211,000
Port Hadlock $144,000
Port Ludlow $353,000
Port Orchard $228,000
Port Townsend $314,000
Poulsbo $303,000
Pullman $209,000
Puyallup $231,000
Quincy $164,000
Redmond $515,000
Renton $341,000
Republic $163,000
Sammamish $607,000
Seattle 
     Mid-City $558,000
     Northeast $572,000
     Northwest $796,000
     Southeast $418,000
     West $466,000
Sequim $299,000
Shelton $172,000
Shoreline $380,000
Silverdale $281,000
Snohomish $359,000
Spokane $181,000
Stanwood $314,000
Stevenson $218,000
Sumner $197,000
Tacoma $191,000
Tri-Cities $204,000
Twisp $333,000
Vancouver $258,000
Vashon Island $448,000
Walla Walla $202,000
Wenatchee $252,000
Westport $151,000
Whidbey Island $307,000
Woodinville $501,000
Yakima $149,000
Yelm $177,000

MEXICO
Cabo San Lucas $323,000
La Paz $129,000
San José del Cabo $510,000


