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 Basement walls
In conditioned basements, walls (see definitions of basement wall and 
above-grade wall) [Ref. R202] must be insulated from the top of the base-
ment wall to at least 10 feet below grade or to the basement floor, which-
ever is less (Figure 15-9). It is very important for the designer and builder 
to clearly indicate the final grade on the plans. This will speed building 
department review for compliance and permit issuance. If the basement 
is designed as  unconditioned space, the thermal envelope boundary must 
be shifted to the underside of the floor above (Figure  15-10). In this 
condition, the rim joist is considered to be part of the thermal envelope, 
and care must be taken to insulate it to the same requirements as for the 
floors. [Ref. R402.2.9]

 Crawlspace walls
Conditioned space must be surrounded by a contigu-
ous building thermal envelope. The code allows for the 
thermal envelope with respect to the  crawlspace to be 
horizontal in the floor above or vertical down the walls 
to create a conditioned crawlspace. Unvented or verti-
cally insulated crawlspaces are allowed in IRC R408.3 
and IBC 1203.4.2 exception 4. Unvented crawlspaces 
are popular in colder climates to prevent the freezing of 
pipes. In all climates, a Class I  vapor retarder, typically 
sheet polyethylene, must cover the exposed dirt in the 
crawlspace. The horizontal overlap joints in the vapor 
retarder membrane must be taped or sealed and the re-
tarder must extend vertically 6 inches up and be sealed 
and attached to the stem wall (Figure 15-11).
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FIGURE 15-9 Basement wall insulation
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FIGURE 15-10 Basement ceiling insulation




