
FEMA Leverages Building Codes and 
Standards to Advance Resiliency

“The goal of emergency management policy should be not just to respond but also to 
change the outcomes of natural hazards, and to do that, the private sector and 
communities must be involved. That includes changing building codes and standards, 
as well as the language used in mitigating hazards.”  - Who said that? 
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MAT Reports
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http://www.fema.gov/fema-mitigation-
assessment-team-reports

http://www.fema.gov/fema-mitigation-assessment-team-reports
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Turning Research Into Practice

Observations, recommendations, and lessons 
learned from MATs

Recovery Advisories

Mitigation manuals and reports

NFIP Technical Bulletins

Wide distribution

Available online 

Training courses

Code and 
Policy 

changes

Technology 
transfer
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Implementation of MAT Recommendations 

 Additional elevation (freeboard)
• In ASCE 24 since first edition in 1998
• New ASCE 24 and 2015 I-Codes have increased freeboard

 Coastal A Zone boundary and construction requirements

• Contributed to ASCE 7 Wind Standard
 Wind-borne debris requirements

 Glazing Protection

 Improve Shingle, Tile Roofing, and Edge Flashing

• ICC500 Storm Shelter Standard (updated 2014)
 IBC 2015 requires ICC500 tornado shelters for 
schools and first responder facilities located where
tornado design wind speed is 250 mph
 Over 70% of Sandy MAT recommendations have
Been Implemented!
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MAT Program’s Effects on Policy

 In addition to incorporating hazard-resistance into building codes and 
standards, MAT findings have impacted FIMA programs and policies 
including:
• Use Coastal A Zone 
• Safe Room Program
• HMA use of Building Science recommendations supported by MATs

 Residential Wind Retrofit Policy
 Mitigation Reconstruction IBC/IRC requirement
 ASCE 24 requirement for flood projects
 ICC 500 requirement for safe rooms
 HMA eligible activities supporting building codes
 Sandy repair and retrofit projects following ASCE 24

I-6
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Codes Integrated in FIMA Programs
 Community Rating System

• CRS class depends on BCEGS score 
• Credits given for “higher standards”

 Hazard Mitigation Assistance 
• ASCE 24 as minimum criteria  for elevation, dry 

floodproofing, and mitigation reconstruction projects
• 5% initiative to adopt disaster-resistant building code or 

improve BCEGS score
• Post-disaster code enforcement

 Map LiMWA on FIRM to delineates Coastal A Zone

 FEMA Floodproofing Certificate for Non-Residential 
Structures, certifies structure designed and 
constructed in accordance with ASCE 24 and any 
alterations also meet those standards and provisions.

 FEMA Building Codes Directive



Hazard Resistant Building Code Adoption
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NFIP and Building Code Brochure

▸ Comparison brochure

▸ Review the code excerpts and 
compare to NFIP minimums 

▸ FEMA checklist comparing I-
Code provisions to the NFIP 
regulations demonstrates 
consistency

▸ Available online from the 
FEMA website

HOMEWORK: How many times have the minimum ICC International Codes been updated?

HOMEWORK: How many times have the minimum NFIP building standards been updated?
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Codes Proven Effective

 In 2013, Congress requested a study on the 
impact, effectiveness and feasibility of including 
building codes in the NFIP.

 Conclusion: including building codes in the NFIP 
would have an overall positive impact in reducing 
physical flood losses and other hazard losses
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Federal Disaster Assistance  

Sec. 323. Minimum Standards for Public and Private Structures (42 U.S.C. 5165a)

(a) In General - As a condition of receipt of a disaster loan or grant under this Act -
(1) the recipient shall carry out any repair or construction to be financed with the loan or 

grant in accordance with applicable standards of safety, decency, and sanitation and 
in conformity with applicable codes, specifications, and standards; and

(2) the President may require safe land use and construction practices, after adequate 
consultation with appropriate State and local government officials.

(b) Evidence of Compliance - A recipient of a disaster loan or 

grant under this Act shall provide such evidence of compliance 

with this section as the President may require by regulation.

“Minimizing the impacts of natural hazards should be the goal. Disasters occur from 
natural hazards because of the way people live and build in communities. Floods 
and hurricanes happen. The hazard itself is not the disaster - it's our habits, it's how 
we build and live in those areas, that's the disaster.” – Who said that?



New FEMA Policies 
and Directives



Disaster Risk Reduction 
Minimum Codes and Standards



Requirement A: Use the Latest Codes

• The latest code edition from the International Code Council 
(or its equivalent) must be used.

• Regulations, policies, grants, etc. must require the use of 
hazard-resistant standards from the most recent ICC codes.

• Adopt policies to ensure adherence to:
• The Federal Earthquake Risk Management Standard 

(FERMS)
• Wildland-Urban Interface Federal Risk Mitigation 

(WUIFRM)



Which Codes and Standards?

• National Model Building Codes 
from the International Code 
Council (ICC) or equivalents for 
other disciplines

• Nationally recognized 
consensus standards



What Kinds of Work are Covered?

• Design
• Relocation
• Addition
• Construction Practices

• Demolition
• Replacement
• Repair
• Removal

• Construction
• Alteration
• Retrofit
• Addition
• Equipment 

(HVAC, etc.)



Requirement B: Encourage Local Adoption of  
Latest Codes

• IBC, IRC, and IEBC

• ASCE 7 (structural), ASCE 24 (flood), and ASCE 41 (seismic 
retrofit)

• ASHRAE (HVAC), IWUIC, National Green Building Standard

• Future disaster-resistance upgrades to above codes

• Integrating flood-resistant elements of codes into floodplain 
management ordinances

• Any other disaster-resistant codes



Requirement C: Codes Engagement

• Building Science Branch will inform code 
updates based upon FEMA analysis, 
research, and post-disaster investigations

• FEMA programs and offices 
will provide technical 
support for code updates

FEMA post disaster 
investigations include the 

FEMA Mitigation Assessment 
Team (MAT) program
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Policy Implementation and Examples 

▸ Public Assistance will evaluate going beyond 
current Minimum Standards 

▸ FEMA-owned facilities will continue to be in 
compliance

▸ Federal Earthquake Risk Management Standards 
are incorporated as a requirement in the design of 
all new structures as well as renovations to 
existing facilities.

▸ Wildland-Urban Interface Federal Risk Mitigation 
compliance will be required for all applicable new 
construction and renovations. 

Agency-wide Holistic Policy - Programs and Offices that have activities directly or indirectly 
related to buildings and structures will use, integrate and/or promote disaster-resistant 
codes and standards. Implementation Plans completed for Agency components
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Examples of Implementation   

▸ Preparedness Grants will incorporate codes and standards as term of condition for 
awards into any NOFO for construction projects. 

▸ Hazard Mitigation Assistance will evaluate additional codes and standards 
requirements

▸ CRS will consider the latest codes/standards in the next update to the CRS Program

▸ Floodplain Management will integrate information on codes and standards into 
guidance and outreach to help educate and encourage jurisdictions to adopt codes and 
standards. 

▸ MT disaster workforce will be educated and trained on the latest codes and standards.



21

Examples of Implementation   

▸ Federal Insurance Directorate will consider the increased cost of compliance for hazard 
resistant provisions of codes and standards, and integrate codes and standards education 
into outreach.

▸ Risk Management Directorate will work to advance codes and standards across the agency 
and the Building Sciences Branch will continue to provide technical assistance across the 
agency to integrate codes and standards into guidance, programs, and the implementation 
of this Policy. 

▸ Building Sciences Branch will also continue to inform the development of the Codes and 
Standards within the International Codes Council consensus process. 

▸ Codes and standards education and outreach will be further integrated into the work of 
Hazard Mitigation Planning and the RiskMAP program. 



Public Assistance Required 
Minimum Standards Policy



PA Required Minimum Standards Policy 
(PAPPG FP 104-009-2)

• Covers wind, seismic, and flood-prone areas

• Replacement/retrofit design and construction 
must account for any of the above hazards 
that may be relevant, regardless of which 
hazard caused the damage.

• Example: A school replacement project 
caused by Matthew flood damage in 
Charleston would need to be designed for 
flood, wind, and seismic.

• Job Aids/Fact Sheets on policy
• SD & SSD Job Aids
• Building Code resources 
• Wind/Flood/Seismic Excerpts from the 

Codes
PA Required Minimum Standards 

Policy found in the Public 
Assistance Program and Policy 

Guide



PA Required Minimum Standards Policy

• Required to use latest codes even if local jurisdiction has older, 
or no, building codes in effect

• Highest flood elevation governs design
• 44 CFR § 9.11(d) or IBC/IRC/IEBC

• Failure to meet these expectations “may result in denial or 
de-obligation of FEMA funding”.

• “Costs of policy implementation are broken down under 
disaster cost share”



Potential Assistance 
For Adopting and Enforcing

Disaster Resistant Codes



Potential Funding - Adopting Disaster 
Resistant Codes

HMGP Additional 5 Percent Initiative
• What is it?
• Who is eligible?
• Potential eligible activities?

• Adopting and enforcing the latest or previous edition of IBC/IRC
• Improving the BCEGS score
• Upgrading existing code to incorporate disaster resistant code 

provisions
• Certifying/training community code officials in the latest codes
• Licensing contractors and builders
• Increasing public awareness of disaster resistant building 

techniques



Post-Disaster Building Code Enforcement Using 
Mutual Aid – EMAC

• EMAC is an all hazards - all disciplines mutual aid compact that 
serves as the cornerstone of the nation's mutual aid system.

• Offers assistance during governor-declared states of 
emergency or disaster through a responsive, straightforward 
system that allows states to send personnel, equipment, and 
commodities to assist with response and recovery efforts in 
other states.

• Implemented within the State Emergency Management Agency 
on behalf of the Governor of the State, providing consistent and 
coordinated response across the nation. 

What is your post-disaster code 
enforcement plan?



Know Your Codes

“Mitigation is not bold enough -- emergency managers are taking a nickel-and dime 
approach to it and real change will come when building codes and the way people 
live in communities are changed. We look at rebuilding, rather than changing the 
impact of a hazard, as a measure of getting things done.” – Who said that?



Know Your Codes

• What codes and standards are used for new and existing construction in your 
jurisdiction/state?

• Do you have a statewide, mandatorily adopted and enforced building code?
• Are there any amendments in your code that weaken the disaster-resistant 

provisions?
• Is your state or jurisdiction in the process of adopting new codes and standards?
• Is the public involved in making 

the codes?
• In your State?
• In your Jurisdiction?

72
%

70
%Seismic

82%
Flood
72%

Wind
70%
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www.fema.gov/building-science/
FEMA-BuildingScienceHelp@fema.dhs.gov
(866) 927-2104 

Subscribe to email alerts: 
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USDHSFEMA/subscriber/new
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http://www.fema.gov/building-science/
mailto:FEMA-BuildingScienceHelp@dhs.gov
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USDHSFEMA/subscriber/new
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