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Ordinances, Codes & Standards
As with most products that affect the health and safety of the user, heating equipment and
heating installations are governed by various ordinances, codes and standards. Let’s
define these terms by starting with an ordinance.
An ordinance is a law or regulation enacted by local, state or federal government bodies
to protect public safety and health. An ordinance against smoking in elevators is a classic
example.
Another fairly common ordinance for heating installers is a licensing ordinance. This
would mean no person or perhaps no firm in a community can install, erect, alter or repair
heating systems unless that person or employee of a firm is a license holder. Many times
an examination is required before a license is issued. (See Notable Note on Licensing.)
A code is a system of principles and rules that relate to one subject with the objective to
control quality and performance. Size, illumination and placement of exit signs is an
example of a code --- probably part of the larger building code.
Codes can be mandatory --- incorporated into government ordinances, or simply a
voluntary industry code for which participation is not a requirement. However, if
someone states conformance to a voluntary code, the code authority may be able to
demand proof of conformance to the published code.
A standard is a level of competence established by a recognized group against which a
given design, quality or performance can be measured. Duct fabrication materials,
assembly and erection details established by the Sheet Metal and Air-Conditioning
Contractors Association is one example. This standard as well as others may be
incorporated into a particular model mechanical code. A model code is simply a code
prepared by a knowledgeable group which is presented as a useful example for others to
adopt.

History
Fire has always been the most common form of disaster. Fire safety, together with
structural reliability and the protection of human health are the three fundamental
objectives behind the origin of building codes and the institution of fire ordinances.
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Perhaps the simplest code governing structural reliability was the Hammurabi Code in
Babylonia more than 2000 years before the birth of Christ. It simply stated that the
builder would be put to death if any of his buildings fell down due to faulty construction.
One of the first efforts to achieve fire safety was the set of ordinances to prevent the
spread of fire between buildings laid down by England’s King John after the great
London fire in 1212.
In the United States, the Common Council was formed in the New York port area in 1675
to take up the already developing health problem regarding sewage and refuse disposal
which led eventually into the plumbing codes.
In the specific area of fire safety, little in truly scientific terms was accomplished until
modern times. The Cleveland City code of 1834 simply stated each building owner must
provide at least one leather fire bucket -- a form of fire fighting preparedness but surely
not fire prevention.
But after the disastrous Chicago fire in 1871 and later the Baltimore (1904) and San
Francisco (1906) fires, more emphasis began to be placed on fire prevention rather than
just fire fighting. Both fire testing, research and code development accelerated.
About halfway through the 19th century, insurance companies --- interested in both fire
prevention and in minimizing financial loss from fires -- began forming service
organizations. Factory Mutual (FM) formed in 1835 and the Board of Fire Underwriters
started in 1866 (later the American Insurance Association) are two examples. Their job:
to gather and disseminate fire statistics and engineering data for policy holders. Much of
what these groups learn and suggest becomes helpful to the public at large.
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Underwriters Laboratories (UL), one of several important safety and testing laboratories
in the United States, came into being when insurance underwriters in Chicago asked a
young electrical expert to stay on after he had been helpful in stopping the many fires
started by the Palace of Electricity display at the 1898 Columbian Exposition.
By 1896, the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) was organized to promote the
science and improve the methods of fire protection and prevention. Organizations such
as insurance groups, engineering societies and trade associations plus individuals such as
consulting engineers, fire chiefs, arson inspectors and really anyone interested in fire
safety make up NFPA’s membership.

NFPA publishes material for public education and a professional Journal for its members.
NFPA is best known for its National Fire Codes including the National Electrical Code.
The multi-volume codes cover fire safety, standards on subjects ranging from the
handling of flammable liquids to marinas and commercial and residential heating
installations. Building Construction and Facilities is of particular interest to HVAC
contractors.
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A number of laboratories conduct fire testing research to provide the various fire
protection interest groups --- such as model code groups, associations and consultants --with the necessary engineering data on fires. UL and FM, mentioned previously, are two
well known examples, and there are government laboratories and universities engaged in
fire testing and research as well.

Who’s The Boss
Most states have a state fire marshal
operating out of either a district
department, or as a division of the state’s
department of public safety, police or
insurance.
The state fire marshal enforces the state’s
fire protection code --- covering the
prevention of fires, storage and sale of
explosives, alarm system, fire escapes
and conducts arson investigations. The
state fire marshal is the primary fire law
enforcement officer. He is usually
assisted by regional deputy marshals, as
well as any local fire prevention bureaus
that are established. The state fire
marshal’s office of California even has its
own research laboratory.
On the local level, a municipality’s
building department and fire department
share the responsibility of enforcing fire
safety to the extent delegated by the
state’s fire marshal. Areas of
responsibility very often overlap with
final jurisdiction being established by
convenience.
Generally a building department will be
concerned with such things as lighting
and ventilation, establishing fire zones,
types of construction, loads and stress,
chimneys and heating appliances, fire
resistance requirements, plumbing and
the selection of fire extinguishing
equipment.
A fire department will normally be
concerned with the transportation of
flammables, fireworks safety in lumber
yards, dry cleaning establishments and
the maintenance of fire extinguishing
equipment and exits.
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As a general rule, building code changes are seldom made retroactive, whereas a new fire
protection code can be made to apply to existing as well as new facilities. Smoke alarms, for
example could be made a requirement for all buildings.

Model Codes
Become One
Most existing building
codes have been
adaptations of one of
three model codes.
Model building codes
include the Basic
Building Code,
prepared by the
Building Officials
Conference of
America and widely
adopted in the west;
Uniform Building
Code, prepared by the
International
Conference of
Building Officials for
the mid-west and east;
and the Standard Building Code prepared by Southern Standard Building Code Congress
International.
These model code groups are made up of governmental officials, such as fire marshals,
building department staff, etc. --- all with voting rights, plus non voting members,
including architects, engineers, trade associations and manufacturers of code affected
products.
In 1994, these building code organizations responded to a changing construction industry
environment and formed the International Code Council (ICC) to write a unified set of
regulatory documents for the U.S. and North America -- a building code, mechanical
code, plumbing code, and several others.
The jointly developed CABO One and Two Family Dwelling Code and Model Energy
Code prepared by the Council of American Building Officials in 1986 is also included in
the ICC effort.
Individuals involved in the heating and cooling industry should have access to their local
building, mechanical and energy codes. “Install according to local code requirements” is
an all too familiar statement in manufacturer installation instructions. It is up to the
designer to be sure it is!
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