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POSITION PAPER 22 

 
Subject:   Washington State Building Codes Council within the Community 

Trade and Economic Development Department 

Date:    September 12, 2007 

Amended: 

 

Purpose Statement 

 

The State Building Code Council (SBCC) was formed by the legislature in 1974 to advise 

the legislature on matters regarding building and fire codes. The SBCC has rule making 

authority and their recommendations must go through one legislative session before they 

become law. At the time of the SBCC formation the legislature felt that issues regarding 

building and fire codes were better suited with a more technical committee who would 

advise the legislature over the normal legislative hearing process. The SBCC charge is to 

provide a minimum building and fire code for the state and to provide consistency for 

builders and code officials. The purpose of the SBCC as stated in RCW 19.27.020 is to 

promote the health, safety and welfare of the occupants or users of buildings and 

structures and the general public by the provision of building codes throughout the state. 

The SBCC is to require minimum performance standards and requirements for 

construction and construction materials, consistent with accepted standards of 

engineering, fire and life safety, require standards and requirements in terms of 

performance and nationally accepted standards, permit the use of modern technical 

methods, devices and improvements, eliminate restrictive, obsolete, conflicting, 

duplicating and unnecessary regulations and requirements which could unnecessarily 

increase construction costs or retard the use of new materials and methods of installation 

or provide unwarranted preferential treatment to types or classes of materials or products 

or methods of construction, provide for standards and specifications for making buildings 

and facilities accessible to and usable by physically disabled persons and to consolidate 

within each authorized enforcement jurisdiction, the administration and enforcement of 

building codes. 

 

Organization and Process: 

 

The SBCC has 15 members from various groups appointed by the governor. RCW 

19.27.070 specially defines the representation; terms of office and appointment process 

for the SBCC which includes technical groups: the construction industry, specialists in 

commercial and residential buildings, construction trades, local government officials, 
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general public and people with disabilities. The SBCC is charged with updating the 

minimum state building, fire, energy, accessibility, mechanical, plumbing, residential, 

historical codes every three years. They meet approximately six times a year, with phone 

conferences, committee meetings and special meetings scheduled as needed.  

 

The SBCC is funded through local fees on construction permit. RCW 19.27.085 requires 

that local cities and counties impose a $4.50 fee on each building permit and an 

additional surcharge of $2.50 for each residential unit with some minor exceptions. The 

Community Trade and Economic Development budget to fund the SBCC for 2005-2006 

was $980,000. This funds the five full time equivalents that serve as staff to the SBCC, 

staff operating expenses and travel expenses for SBCC members.  

 

The SBCC can not pass a motion without a majority of the members voting affirmative 

on a legal motion. RCW 19.27.074 requires the all council decisions relating to the codes 

require approval by at least a majority of the members of the council, not a majority of 

those present at the meeting. Therefore if eight of the members attend a SBCC meeting, a 

unanimous vote of approval is required for a motion to pass. 

The cities and counties are authorized by RCW 19.27.040 to amend the state building 

code as it applies within their jurisdiction as long as the minimum performance standards 

of the codes and the objectives enumerated in RCW 19.27.020 are not diminished by the 

county or city amendments. However, the SBCC process for adopting minimum state 

codes includes a prohibition on local cities and counties in RCW 19.27.074 from enacting 

any rule more stringent than the minimum state code that affects single family or multi-

family residential occupancies. As such the SBCC, an appointed board, has the authority 

to over ride the decision that local elected officials desire to enact for the jurisdiction they 

represent.  

Multi-family residential occupancies as defined in RCW 19.27.015 means common wall 

residential buildings that consist of four or fewer units, that do not exceed two stories in 

height, that are less than five thousand square feet in area, and that have a one-hour fire-

resistive occupancy separation between units.  

The SBCC criteria for approving or denying local amendments that effect single family 

and multi-family residential occupancies is defined in WAC 51-04-030 which states that 

the SBCC decision should be based on conditions unique to the local  jurisdiction that 

concern climatic, geologic or seismic, environmental impacts, life, health or safety or other 

special conditions. 

 

Local Control: 
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The SBCC in some cases recognizes that local control is an important element of a 

democratic government that is firmly rooted in the Constitution. There exist various 

Firefighter and citizen safety provisions within the model codes of the International Fire 

Code that require minimum fire vehicle access roadway standards and minimum fire flow 

requirements to provide water for Firefighting purposes.  The SBCC has historically not 

adopted these provisions and left them to the local elected officials. This has caused a 

wide variation of these important safety provisions throughout the state. In many cases 

the lack of leadership at the state level on these issues has resulted in little or no 

requirements at the local level which creates unreasonable community and Firefighter 

risk.  

 

Most recently the cities of Redmond and Olympia passed ordinances to require 

residential sprinklers in some single family/muti-family residential occupancies. The 

Olympia ordinance was considered at the SBCC meeting of January 5, 2007 and was 

denied by a vote of 4 in favor and 8 against. At the next SBCC meeting on March 9, 2007 

Redmond presented it ordinance and failed with a vote of 5 in favor, 3 against and 1 

abstention. At this same meeting Olympia asked for reconsideration of its ordinance and 

the SBCC tabled the issue by a vote of 5 in favor and 3 against. Then the SBCC passed a 

motion to hold a special meeting on April 13th to hear this issue and that motion passed 7 

in favor and 1 against.  

 

At the April 13th meeting, the SBCC went into an executive session for reasons not noted 

in the minutes. After the executive session, the SBCC approved both the Redmond and 

Olympia ordinance without any new information being presented.  

 

Recommendation 

 

It is the position of the WFC that the SBCC should not have authority to over-rule local 

elected officials in providing stricter building and fire code requirements in their 

jurisdiction and that the SBCC should be directed to explore a more balanced consensus 

process that ensures openness and due process. The American National Standards 

Institute for code and standards developing organizations (SDO’s) offers a model for 

consideration. ANSI could provide an accredited process of fair and impartial voting 

relating to all technical advice and rule making the SBCC would offer the legislature. 

 

Developed by Fire Chief Wayne Senter and Deputy Chief Jeff Jensen 


