
International Building Code Chapter 34 Change of Occupancy 
 

This sheet is intended as an overall guide to the building code issues 
governing a change of occupancy in a building or tenant space. 

 
In all buildings, each space is classified by use, or occupancy category found in the 
building code.   Buildings are then provided with structural and life-safety elements for 
that particular use (or uses).   When the occupancy of a space changes, the building 
design must be re-evaluated for that use.  Examples of a change of occupancy would be 
changing an office to a retail store or a restaurant.  The following is a general outline of 
that process (found in chapter 34 of the International Building Code), but it is not 
intended to be a design guide.  A licensed architect or other design professional is 
normally required for a change of occupancy.  If you are unsure if your project is a 
change of occupancy, please contact the Building Department or your designer.  
 
The three basic components of a change of occupancy evaluation are: 1) structural 
evaluation, 2) life safety evaluation and 3) ADA accessibility.   
 
Structural evaluation (3408.4) 
The owner or applicant must have a structural analysis of the existing building made to 
determine adequacy of structural systems for proposed change of occupancy. The 
existing building shall be capable of supporting the minimum load requirements specified 
in this section.  
 
Life safety evaluation (3412) 
An architect or other qualified professional must provide an evaluation of the general 
safety, means of egress and life safety elements in the building and determine any 
upgrades that are required.  The code is quite flexible as to the exact upgrades and so 
the designer normally works with the owner to determine the best changes for the 
business or building owner.  
 
ADA accessibility (3411) for a change of occupancy* 
 
Existing buildings, or portions thereof, that undergo a change of group or occupancy 
must have all of the following accessible features: 
1. At least one accessible building entrance (ramp, door width, etc…). 
2. At least one accessible route from an accessible building entrance to primary 

function areas.  (For example in an office space, all offices must be accessible.) 
3. Signage complying with Section 1110. (Parking signs, exits, directional signs, etc…) 
4. Accessible parking, where parking is being provided. 
5. At least one accessible passenger loading zone, when loading zones are provided. 
6. At least one accessible route connecting accessible parking and accessible 

passenger loading zones to an accessible entrance. 
 
*Please note these are only requirements for a change of use with no other work being 
done.  If any remodeling or alterations will be done, additional upgrades to bathrooms and 
other spaces may be required under 3411.5 thru 3411.9.4 of the International Building 
Code. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Procedures for Change of 
Occupancy or Use 
 
1. Hire a person or firm familiar with the building and land use codes to inspect the 

building and prepare plans which show compliance with current codes for the 
proposed new use. These plans may need to be prepared by a licensed architect or 
engineer, and must clearly show existing conditions and proposed alterations.  
Submittal Requirements are available through the Permit Center on line or in the 
Permit Center. 

 
2. Schedule a Pre-application meeting.  At this informal meeting, you can present the 

project to city staff and receive information concerning land use and building permit 
requirements as well as the forms and documents that will be needed at the time of 
application.  

 
3. Submit applications for approval of the proposed change of use as determined in the 

pre-application meeting. (Building and concurrency permits are required in nearly all 
cases.) The request must describe in detail both the current/previous use and the 
proposed new use. Include complete sets of construction drawings and site plans for 
each request/application. You must pay a plan review deposit at the time of 
application.  

 
4. City staff in the building and land use departments will then review the plans. When 

they have verified compliance with the various codes and appropriate fees have 
been paid, the building permit will be issued, authorizing the work to commence. 

 
5. Call for inspections. After final approval inspections have verified code compliance, 

the City will issue a new Certificate of Occupancy for its new use. The building may 
not be occupied before the Certificate of Occupancy is issued, approving the building 
for occupancy with its new use. 
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