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SUBJECT OF INTERPRETATION 

This Bulletin addresses the evaluation of the occupancy of an uncertified building under the 

International Existing Building Code (IEBC) work area method of compliance.  Please note that 

italicized text in this Bulletin identifies a regulation, code, or term defined by a referenced regulation or 

code.  Please refer to PLI’s related Code Bulletin for “Occupancy of Uncertified Buildings”. 

 

APPLICABILITY 

This interpretation shall apply to all permits within the City of Pittsburgh for uncertified buildings.  The 

Bulletin shall apply to this topic, including under subsequent versions of the referenced code and/or 

standard until the current PLI Building Code Official (BCO) modifies and/or rescinds the interpretation.   

 

INTERPRETATION  

Under the UCC an uncertified building is an existing building that does not have a valid Certificate of 

Occupancy.  The IEBC is applicable only to a building that was legally occupied prior to the adoption of 

the code.  The UCC, however, allows for the IEBC to be utilized for an uncertified building to 

demonstrate compliance to obtain a Certificate of Occupancy.  This modification of the applicability of 

the IEBC creates a conflict if the work area method is selected as this method requires comparing the 

previously approved occupancy to the new occupancy.  An uncertified building, however, has not been 

approved for occupancy.  This conflict can only be resolved by interpreting the intent of the UCC as it 

relates to the evaluation of an uncertified building.   
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The intent of the UCC is to evaluate the occupancy of an uncertified building under the work area 

method as a “change of occupancy classification or group” to a “higher hazard”.  Further, PLI deems an 

uncertified building using the work area method that fails to meet this standard as an unsafe building and 

shall accordingly deny the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy. 

 

BASIS FOR INTERPRETATION  

The UCC defines an uncertified building1 as a building “…which was not approved for use and 

occupancy by the Department or a municipality…”  PLI’s approval of use and occupancy is documented 

by issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy.2  Therefore, an uncertified building is a building without a 

valid Certificate of Occupancy.   

The IEBC is applicable to existing buildings legally occupied prior to the adoption of the code and 

requires other buildings to comply with the International Building Code (IBC).3  As noted above, the 

issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy documents the legal occupancy of a building.  The UCC 

identifies that: 

“A construction code official shall issue a certificate of occupancy to an uncertified building if it 

meets the requirements of the latest version of the ‘International Existing Building Code of 

[2018]’ or Chapter 34 of the ‘International Building Code of [2018].” 4 

This modification of the applicability of the IEBC creates a conflict if the work area method is selected 

as this method requires comparing the new occupancy to the previously approved occupancy.  An 

uncertified building, however, has not been approved for occupancy.  This conflict can only be resolved 

by interpreting the intent of the UCC as it relates to the evaluation of an uncertified building. 

To determine the intent of the UCC, it is appropriate to consider differences in compliance standards 

between the IEBC versus the IBC.  The IEBC identifies three potential methods for compliance: 5 

1. Prescriptive compliance method. 

2. Work area method. 

3. Performance compliance method. 

                                                           
1 UCC Section 401 
2 UCC Section 403.46 
3 2018 IEBC Section 101.4 
4 UCC Section 403.28(c) subsection (1) 
5 2018 IEBC Section 301.3 
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There is, however, no similar option of compliance methods under the IBC.  Based on this difference, it 

is reasonable to assume that the general intent of the UCC in modifying the applicability of the IEBC 

was to offer flexibility for demonstrating compliance of an uncertified building and that the UCC deems 

compliance under the IBC and IEBC as equivalent standards. 

Next, it is appropriate to compare the general requirements for evaluating the occupancy of an 

uncertified building under each compliance method of the IEBC.  Under the prescriptive compliance 

method, the occupancy of an uncertified building is required to be evaluated under the International 

Building Code (IBC), including, but not limited to, allowable height and area, means of egress, and 

required life safety systems (automatic sprinkler systems and fire alarm systems).6  Under the 

performance compliance method, the occupancy of an uncertified building is evaluated under twenty-

one (21) “safety parameters” including, but not limited to, the IBC allowable height and area, means of 

egress requirements, and required life safety systems (automatic sprinkler systems and fire alarm 

systems).7  Given the characteristics noted, both methods apply a similar standard for evaluation.   

Next, it is appropriate to consider the options for evaluation under the work area method, which are as 

follows: 

1. “Change in use”. 

2. “Change of Occupancy Classification or Group” based on an “equal or lesser hazard”. 

3. “Change of Occupancy Classification or Group” based on a “higher hazard”. 

Each option shall be compared to interpret which is intended to be used by the UCC for an uncertified 

building. 

If evaluated as a “change in use” per item 1, compliance is limited to select special use or occupancy 

requirements of the IBC and electrical requirements for select special occupancies.8  Evaluation of the 

existing building area and height, means of egress, or life safety systems are not required.9  If evaluated 

as a “change of occupancy classification or group” based on an “equal or lesser hazard” per item 2, no 

life safety systems are required, means of egress compliance is limited to capacity, and the existing 

building area and height are accepted without evaluation.10  Conversely, if evaluated as a “change of 

                                                           
6 2018 IEBC Section 506.1 
7 2018 IEBC Sections 1301, 1301.6.1, 1301.6.2, 1301.6.8, and 1301.6.9 
8 2018 IEBC Sections 1001.2.1, 1002, and 1007 
9 2018 IEBC Sections 1004 and 1005 
10 2018 IEBC Sections 1011.2, 1011.4.2, and 1011.5.2 
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occupancy classification or group” based on a “higher hazard” the existing building height and area, 

means of egress, and life safety systems are evaluated and required to comply with IBC requirements.11   

As noted above, part of the UCC’s intent is to apply equivalent standards for the evaluation of 

compliance.  Extending this intent to the selection of options under the work area method, it is clear that 

the option to evaluate as a “change of occupancy classification or group” based on a “higher hazard” 

results in a similar standard to that of the prescriptive and performance methods.  The other options 

result in a greatly reduced standard from that of the prescriptive and performance compliance methods.  

This interpretation is further supported by the standard that when the code has conflicting requirements, 

the most stringent shall be applicable.12 

Lastly, the UCC grants PLI the following authority: 

“A construction code official may deny the issuance of a certificate of occupancy if the official 

deems that a building is unsafe because of inadequate means of egress, inadequate lighting and 

ventilation, fire hazards or other dangers to human life or to public welfare.” 13 

Based on this authority, PLI deems an uncertified building using the work area method that fails to 

comply with the “change of occupancy classification or group” requirements based on a “higher hazard” 

as an “unsafe” building due to “inadequate means of egress” and “fire hazards” posing a “danger to 

human life” and “public welfare”.  Accordingly, PLI shall deny the issuance of a Certificate of 

Occupancy for such an uncertified building. 

                                                           
11 2018 IEBC Sections 1011.2, 1011.4.1, and 1011.5.1 
12 2018 IEBC Section 102.1 
13 UCC Section 403.28(c) subsection (2) 


