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Issue

In June of 2003 the Governor’s Fire Service Policy Council (GFSPC) created the Fire Code Application Task Force for the purpose of determining if the concerns brought forward by the building industry related to inconsistent fire code application and administration had merit.  The task force determined, and reported in April 2004, that fire code application and administration is often inconsistent and sometimes arbitrary throughout the state; it also found that the issue is inextricably correlated with building code application and administration.

Upon analysis of the report the GFSPC determined that the problems identified by the task force were significant, and accordingly, created a solutions task force. The mandate for the task force was to find appropriate solutions for the following problems:

· Lack of communication between building and fire officials

· Lack of understanding related to scope of authority

· Code competency/interpretation

· End user not understanding building/fire official relationship

· Code administration

Overview

In this state the Oregon Structural Specialty Code (OSSC) codifies the prescriptive requirements for constructing a new building.  In jurisdictions that are large enough to support their own building departments the local building official is responsible for administration and application of the OSSC.  In small towns and rural areas that don’t have a building code official the Oregon Department of Consumer and Business Services is responsible for administration and application of the OSSC.  State statute provides the building official, local or state, with sole authority for administering the 

OSSC.

Oregon is what is commonly referred to as a “mini-maxi” state related to building codes. This means that no jurisdiction can adopt less restrictive or more restrictive requirements than those put forth in the OSSC.  This is good for the building industry in that they can reasonably expect building code requirements to be the same throughout the state. 

The Oregon Fire Code (OFC) is adopted by the Office of State Fire Marshal.  It is also adopted locally by jurisdictions that are large enough to support a fire prevention division.  A local jurisdiction may adopt more restrictive requirements than those found in the OFC.  The fire code is administered at the local level by the fire chief or his designee; or, in small towns or rural areas by the Office of State Fire Marshal.

Discussion 

The current building and fire codes are companion documents promulgated by the International Code Council.  The building code builds and the fire code maintains a building over the life of the structure.  The building code also references the fire code for guidance in many areas such as hazardous materials storage.  The fact that the codes are companion documents helps eliminate conflict between code requirements and the officials that administer them.  They are, however, highly technical documents and often require interpretation. 

A set of plans goes through many hands between conception and the finished product.  Levels of competency and training vary between jurisdictions and individuals.  Often building officials are not certified in fire and life safety plan review and, except in the larger jurisdictions, fire officials aren’t certified in building code plan review or fire and life safety plan review. 

Three areas that seem to consistently cause problems for contractors relate to alarm systems, sprinkler systems, and water supply.  While the building and fire code require these systems under certain circumstances, both refer to the National Fire Protection Association for installation and maintenance standards.  These disciplines are technical in nature and require the attention of architects/designers, plan reviewers, inspectors, and installers.  While alarm system designs do require a signature from a supervising electrician, there is no certification or demonstration of competency required for anybody involved. 

Jurisdictional process as well as building and fire official interaction contribute substantially to either a desirable or less than desirable outcome.  The most frustrating and expensive problem arises when a fire official shows up at a final inspection, or after a final inspection, and calls out code deficiencies that were overlooked or not addressed earlier in the process.

Another area of concern related to fire code enforcement is the practice of fire departments writing standard operating guidelines, policy intent guidelines, or standard operating procedures related to fire code enforcement.  These, in effect, create code requirements outside of the legitimate code adoption process, and end users are often unaware of their existence until a fire official shows up on a job site. 

The task force discussed the identified problems at length and provided solutions for each.  The solution matrix is attached to this document.

Conclusion

The task force did not identify any glaring deficiencies, which if resolved, would eliminate the problems.  Rather, the task force determined that a series of mostly minor modifications to existing processes, policies and training requirements will eventually resolve most of the problems.  It is, however, imperative that these minor modifications receive major buy in from the state agencies and local jurisdictions involved in building and fire code administration. 

