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adopted edition of the IBC used as the basis for its construction, the 
certificate of occupancy documents:

• The use and occupancy of the building,
• The building’s construction type,
• The design occupant load,
• If an automatic sprinkler system is provided, whether the system 

is required,
• The permitted design live load if a floor is designed to support a 

live load greater than 50 pounds/square foot and,
• Any special conditions or stipulations issued by the building  official.

Fire code officials commonly use the certificate of occupancy dur-
ing building inspections to verify the building’s occupancy or use has 
not changed. If a building changes occupancy, for example, if a grocery 
store [mercantile (Group M occupancy)] is converted to a church with an 
occupant load of 550 [assembly (Group A-3 occupancy)] without a review 
and approval of the jurisdiction, such an act can result in the fire code 
official issuing a stop use order. This occupancy change could require the 
building construction to be upgraded to increase its fire-resistance, pro-
viding additional means of egress components, installation of automatic 
sprinkler manual fire alarm systems, or an upgrade of the building’s 
plumbing system. If the building is not designed for a particular use, it 
can potentially place the occupants in danger.

The IFC generally prohibits a change of occupancy or building use 
unless the change is done in conformance with the requirements of IBC. 
The IFC allows changes in the use of a building provided it does not 
change the overall use or character of a building. When approved by the 
fire code official, a building’s use can change without conforming to all 
the requirements of the IBC, provided the new or proposed use is a less 
hazardous fire risk or life risk. For example, consider a Group S-1 stor-
age occupancy storing rolled carpet. Rolled carpet has a very high heat 
release rate and requires a specialized automatic sprinkler system design. 
If the rolled carpet were removed and the warehouse were used for the 
storing pallet loads of bottled water, the building could be reclassified as 
a Group S-2 occupancy, because the stored commodity has a much lower 
heat release rate. [Ref. 102.3]

Historic buildings
In 1966, the U.S. Department of the Interior was assigned the responsibility 
of ensuring historic buildings were preserved under the National Historic 
Preservation Act. The legislation required each state to establish a histori-
cal building preservation office. As a result of this act, many communities 
also enacted their own local historic building preservation laws.

Historic buildings generally must be maintained in their original 
condition. Historic buildings may lack fire safety features normally 
required for new buildings having the same occupancy classification. (See 
Figure 1-12) These buildings also may not comply with means of egress 
 requirements because they were constructed prior to the development of 
fire and life safety design regulations in model codes and standards.

FIGURE 1-12 Historic 
buildings must comply with a 
fire protection plan approved 
by the fire code official
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Unless the building is a distinct hazard, the IFC requires that historic 
structures be provided with fire protection and life safety features based 
on an approved fire protection plan. The criteria for developing a fire pro-
tection plan is contained in NFPA Standard 914, Code for Fire Protection 
in Historic Structures. In some cases the fire protection plan may need 
to be prepared as a performance based design. In these instances, the 
design should be prepared based on the requirements in ICC Performance 
Code® for Buildings and Facilities. [Ref. 102.6]

Referenced codes and standards
The design, construction, testing, and maintenance of a variety of 
systems or components is required by the IFC to comply with various 
technical standards. The IFC adopts over 300 different standards by ref-
erence in Chapter 47. Standards are formal documents that establishes 
consistent and uniform technical or engineering criteria, methods, and 
practices. When designing an automatic sprinkler system for the pro-
tection of a building, the IFC requires that it be designed in accordance 
with one of the three NFPA standards that govern the design of these 
systems.

The IFC also requires the evaluation of certain materials or compo-
nents to be performed using standard test methods, which are definitive 
procedures for evaluating a product or component. The classification of 
a liquid as being either flammable or combustible is required by the IFC 
to be tested in conformance with one of four American Society of Testing 
and Materials (ASTM) standard tests to measure its boiling point and 
closed cup flash point temperatures. Compliance with the adopted tech-
nical standards or test methods is a requirement of complying with the 
IFC. (See Figure 1-13) [Ref. 102.7]

FIGURE 1-13 The design of these petroleum storage 
tanks was required by the fire code official to comply 
with one of the atmospheric storage tank design and 
construction standards developed by the American 
Petroleum Institute

Code Basics
The IFC contains certain 
requirements that are retro-
active to certain buildings 
or hazards. Its requirements 
are also applicable when a 
building changes its use or 
occupancy or if the build-
ing is designated as a his-
torical structure. ●
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