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WHY THIS TOPIC

Addressing the 
housing crisis 

with urgency is 
essential to 
improving 

shared well-
being for the 

public. 

Understanding 
& being aware 

of how building 
codes impact 

housing goals is 
new knowledge 

planners will 
have to pick up.

New State 
legislation provides 
great opportunities 

to build more 
housing. We 

should make sure 
codes don’t conflict 
and cause barriers.



Zoning History

• Euclidean zoning starts spreading across the U.S. during 
the 1920s

• Zoning designates and segregates land uses, and 
regulates development

• A first wave of major downzones in cities happens in 
the 1950s

• By the mid-1980s, most cities have designated 
75-85% of their residential land as single-family



Building Code History

• Two sets of building codes: 
• International Residential Code (IRC)
• International Building Code (IBC)

• The International Code Council (ICC), a fully American 
membership nonprofit, has been writing the building code for 
states and cities since 2000

• Before the ICC, cities themselves or regional organizations 
wrote the building codes

• Similar to zoning, the advent of two building codes can be 
traced back to racist and exclusionary ideas

Kenneth Baar (1992) The National Movement to Halt 
the Spread of Multifamily Housing, 1890-
1926, Journal of the American Planning 
Association, 58:1, 39-
48, DOI: 10.1080/01944369208975533

https://doi.org/10.1080/01944369208975533


Lawrence Veiller of the National Housing 
Association shared his strategy to restrict the 
spread of multifamily housing in 1913: 

“

”



HB 1110

Building Codes For Middle Housing

• Cities will have to allow at least six of the nine middle housing types defined 
in the bill:

       - Duplex - Townhomes
       - Triplex - Courtyard Apartments
       - Fourplex - Cottage Housing
       - Fiveplex - Stacked Flats
       - Sixplex 

• A majority of residential land in Washington cities will have to allow at least 
two to six units per lot 



Current Building Code Restricts Middle Housing Development

• IRC regulates 1-2 units; IBC regulates 3+ units

• This negatively impacts six of the nine middle housing types: 
• Triplex, fourplex, fiveplex, sixplex, and stacked flats

• IBC requires fire sprinklers, other fire safety features, and more expensive 
inspections & permitting

• 3-6 units under one roof is more expensive and not worth the jump for most 
small developers



• There are resources and examples of other cities 
and states that have made this change 
(Memphis, TN and North Carolina)

• State advocacy for a housing bill that addresses 
this statewide (e.g. Washington HB 1167)

• Fire safety professionals COULD pushback 
against potential changes

• Having staff with the knowledge and time to take 
on such a project

• Knowing what the appropiate language and code 
changes are

OPPORTUNITIES 
TO CHANGING
BUILDING CODE

CHALLENGES TO 
CHANGING 

BUILDING CODE

https://opticosdesign.com/blog/memphis-tn-amends-local-building-code-to-allow-up-to-six-units-under-residential-building-code-irc-to-enable-missing-middle-housing/
https://www.ncleg.gov/Sessions/2023/Bills/House/PDF/H488v7.pdf
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/House%20Bills/1167-S2.E.pdf?q=20230627155246


Recommendations

• Change IRC to include 3-6 unit 
buildings (3-4 unit buildings 
minimum)

• Allow for flexible fire safety measures 
if need be



SB 5491

ZONING FOR TALLER SINGLE-STAIR APARTMENTS

• A single stairwell can serve up to 5 stories for residential buildings 
and up to 6 stories for mixed-use buildings

• A maximum of four dwelling units per floor

• No more than two such single-stair buildings can be on any such 
lot

• Bill requires building code changes to be ready for state adoption 
in 2026 

• Cities can adopt standards in bill before 2026 if they choose

• Single-stair buildings; Point Access Blocks; Vertical Shared Access 
(VSAs) Buildings are all terms you may hear to describe this 
housing type

Source: Matt Campbell

https://sites.uw.edu/udtoolkit/housing/vertical-shared-access-buildings/


Source: Larch Lab & Michael Eliason

Point Access Block – Single-stair

Double-loaded corridor
Single-loaded corridor

Multifamily circulation options

https://www.larchlab.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Larch-Lab-PAB_Policy-Brief.pdf
https://www.larchlab.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Eliason_CoV-Point-Access-Blocks-report_v1.2.pdf


Single-stair building heights 
allowed by other countries:

• Japan allows up to 10 stories with a base 
of 5-6 floors

• Australia and New Zealand – 8 floors

• Sweden, France, China – 16-18 floors
• Germany base of 6 stories but up to 20 

stories
• Switzerland and South Korea have no 

code limit

Typical Fire Truck 
Ladder (75 – 85 ft)

SB 5491 (6 stories)

Most of USA 
(3 stories)
Canada (2 stories)

Seattle, New York, 
Hawaii (6 stories)

Australia & New 
Zealand (8 stories)

Spain (9 stories)

Sweden (16 stories)
France (17 stories)
China (18 stories)

Germany & Singapore 
(20 stories)

Italy (27 stories)

Switzerland & South 
Korea (No Maximum)

Adapted from Second Egress & Conrad Speckert

https://secondegress.ca/Jurisdictions


Benefits of the Single Stair:

• Diversity of unit sizes & more family size units

• Cross ventilation, sun & air both sides

• Unlocks small lot development

• Unlocks irregular shaped lot development

• Lower cost

• No decrease in fire safety

• Generally, comes with comfy balcony

• Lower embodied and operational carbon

• Increase livability

Seattle Capitol Hill:
Affordable Housing –
Habitat for Humanity
13 condos
487 – 949 sq ft
~$1,050 - $2,500

Seattle U-District:
12 units + 3 commercial spaces
Park Modern – Build LLC

https://buyhabitat.org/capitol-hill/
https://www.buildllc.com/park-modern


Source: Larch Lab

Source: Second Egress



Source: Buchner 
Brundler 
Architekten Seattle Central District:

30 homes
King Street Flats – Build LLC

https://afasiaarchzine.com/2022/05/buchner-brundler-barkow-leibinger-kcap-and-kh-hafencity-wasserhauser-residential-tower/
https://www.buildllc.com/king-street-apartments


Source: Stephen Smith & 
Michael Eliason

https://www.centerforbuilding.org/blog/we-we-cant-build-family-sized-apartments-in-north-america
https://www.centerforbuilding.org/blog/we-we-cant-build-family-sized-apartments-in-north-america


Zoning Challenges

• Not enough parcels zoned for this level of density 

• There is often a mismatch between height, setbacks, and FAR/lot 
coverage. Low heights and high FAR incentivizes large floor plates & 
double loaded corridor buildings

• Large front and side setbacks lead to deep buildings and thin strips of 
outdoor space

• High minimum parking standards negatively impact feasibility

• Stepbacks and articulation standards reduce livable space and increase 
cost of construction 

Source: The Coalition for More Homes

https://img.scoop.co.nz/media/pdfs/2111/12_11_2021_The_Coalition_for_More_Homes__Alternative_Medium_Density_Residential_Standards.pdf


• Remove restriction in code that says only two 
single-stair buildings on any lot

• Increase max height of single-stair buildings to 8 
stories for residential and mixed-use

• Increase zoned capacity for 4-6 story single-stair 
buildings

• Allow for maximum heights of 55 – 65 feet to 
fully take advantage of SB 5491

• Remove parking minimums

• For typical sized lots, at 5 or 6 stories, set
FAR at 1.8 – 2.3 or lot coverage at 35% - 45%

• Relax side setbacks:
0’ = best, 3’ = good, no more than 5’

Building Code 
Recommendations

Zoning Code 
Recommendations

* Above & Beyond
   SB 5491



2024 IBC Update

ZONING FOR MASS TIMBER HOUSING

• The current building code has four mass timber 
construction types: 
• Type 4A – up to 18 stories of mass timber
• Type 4B – up to 12 stories of mass timber
• Type 4C – up to 9 stories of mass timber
• Type 4 HT – up to 6 stories of mass timber

• Currently, the façade of type 4A must be 100% covered 
and type 4B must be 80% covered 

• Covering mass timber with other materials instead of 
having it exposed adds cost & reduces marketability

• The major code change is Type 4B will be allowed to be 
100% exposed wood instead of 20-30% University of British Columbia’s

Brock Commons (18 story mass timber)



Source: Autodesk University

100%

Mass timber regulation diagram
2024 IBC Update 

https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/article/Collaborative-Modular-Design-Decarbonization-and-Mass-Timber-Sustainable-Building-2022


Zoning Barriers - Height

• Maximum heights set too low to take 
advantage of mass timber buildings

• In the past we’ve set height limits based on 
vibes and aesthetic preferences

• Recent research shows the cost of adding an 
additional floor is non-linear 

• The average cost of taller buildings jumps at 
certain heights. Otherwise the cost of 
additional floors decreases per floor Adapted by Scott Bonjukian from Eriksen & Orlando, 2021

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1540-6229.12357


Zoning Barriers – Modulation & Articulation Standards

• Modulation and articulation standards make 
mass timber construction near impossible

• Modulation leads to more expensive 
buildings, more heat loss, and more embodied 
& operational carbon

• Simplicity is climate action; Simplicity is 
advantageous for mass timber

Source: 1916 New York 
Zoning Code

Source: Perkins&Will

https://perkinswill.com/report-thermally-broken-balconies/


Zoning Code Recommendations

• Set maximum height at 85 feet for 9 story mass timber

• Set maximum height at least between 130-155 feet for 12 story 
mass timber

• Use a code incentive to eliminate or reduce modulation and 
articulation standards for mass timber buildings

• Changing single-stair code to allow eight stories + changing 
zoning standards above 
= 8 story mass timber single-stair buildings



• SB 5491
• Halting the spread of multifamily
• Memphis, TN middle housing building code update
• North Carolina middle housing building code update
• Washington HB 1167
• Second Egress – Single stair research
• Urbanist single stair
• Slate single stair
• Larch Lab single stair Report
• Larch Lab single stair Policy Brief
• Center for Building – Why we can't build family size MF
• Seattle Single-stair building tracker
• Fire Death Rate Trends (2011)
• 2021 Fire Death Rate & Fire Safety Trends (pg. 118)

• Fire safety chart with notes
• Europe fire sprinkler summary
• Climate Friendly Builidngs
• IBC 2024 Mass Timber Update
• The Marginal Impact of Building Height

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Bills/5491-S.pdf?q=20230609235804
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944369208975533
https://opticosdesign.com/blog/memphis-tn-amends-local-building-code-to-allow-up-to-six-units-under-residential-building-code-irc-to-enable-missing-middle-housing/
https://www.ncleg.gov/Sessions/2023/Bills/House/PDF/H488v7.pdf
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/House%20Bills/1167-S2.E.pdf?q=20230627155246
https://secondegress.ca/Jurisdictions
https://www.theurbanist.org/2021/12/20/seattles-lead-on-single-stair-buildings/
https://slate.com/business/2021/12/staircases-floor-plan-twitter-housing-apartments.html
https://www.larchlab.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Eliason_CoV-Point-Access-Blocks-report_v1.2.pdf
https://www.larchlab.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Larch-Lab-PAB_Policy-Brief.pdf
https://www.centerforbuilding.org/blog/we-we-cant-build-family-sized-apartments-in-north-america
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=19ujqtKlA-b3Ew1Qbna3TJIUrDbY8_yk&ll=47.624870596271826%2C-122.33447294999999&z=11
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/statistics/v12i8.pdf
https://www.ctif.org/sites/default/files/2023-06/CTIF_Report28-ESG.pdf
https://twitter.com/PatrickSiegman/status/1711868874751422938?t=I8orOG3sUuKC9djdDZhiQQ&s=19
https://www.eurosprinkler.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Summary-Legislation.pdf
https://perkinswill.com/report-thermally-broken-balconies/
https://www.woodworks.org/resources/status-of-building-code-allowances-for-tall-mass-timber-in-the-ibc/
https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-6229.12357


CREDITS: This presentation template was created by Slidesgo, 
including icons by Flaticon, and infographics & images by Freepik. 

Please keep this slide for attribution.

THANKS

http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
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