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PREFACE 
 

The Division of Codes and Standards in the Department of Housing and 
Community Development is pleased to provide this handbook as a guide to 
California housing construction codes.  Improved awareness of the state laws, 
regulations, and building standards will improve compliance and reduce housing 
construction costs and delays.  
 
The Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) encourages 
homeowners, design and industry professionals and building department 
personnel involved in construction, maintenance and use of residential buildings 
to read this handbook.  Further, HCD encourages each enforcing agency to issue 
appropriate personnel a copy of the California Building Standards Code 
discussed in this handbook, and a copy of any enacted local ordinances making 
modifications.  These steps will help to ensure uniform application of statewide 
standards that are adopted to benefit both builders and residents, as well as local 
standards adopted to ensure health and safety in specific geographic areas.  
 
Readers of this handbook may find it beneficial to begin with the Glossary 
provided in Chapter 8, especially those new to the study of building codes. 
 
At the time of this publication, additional guides are being developed by HCD to 
supplement this core publication.  The guides will be subject matter specific, 
provide additional guidance and further enhance user awareness and 
understanding in the following subject areas: 
 

• California Green Building Standards (CALGreen) 
• Water Re-use and Conservation 
• Accessibility for Covered Multifamily Dwellings  

  
Note:  The photographs provided in this handbook depict completed and  
under-construction single-family homes, multifamily dwellings, and hotels. 
 



CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION TO CALIFORNIA LAWS, REGULATIONS, 
AND CODES FOR HOUSING CONSTRUCTION 

 
The purpose of this handbook is to 
provide an introduction to state laws, 
regulations, and construction codes 
applicable to housing construction in 
California.  Housing construction 
includes hotels, motels, lodging houses, 
apartments, one- and two-family 
dwellings and townhouses, and 
accessory buildings and structures.  Too 
often, past practice has been to focus on 
commonly known model codes, 
overlooking requirements in state laws, including regulatory adoptions by the California 
Building Standards Commission (CBSC), State Historical Building Safety Board, California 
Energy Commission (CEC), Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) 
and other state agencies, as well as legally enacted local ordinances. 
 
Residential building construction codes in California are specified in: 
 
• California state laws 
 

 State Housing Law 
 

 Building Standards Law  
 
• State regulations (California Code of Regulations (CCR)) 
 

 CCR, Title 24, Parts 1-12, including building, plumbing, mechanical, electrical, 
etc., commonly called the California Building Standards Code. 

 

 CCR, Title 25, Housing and Community Development regulations for 
implementation of State Housing Law 

 
• Local code adoptions  
 

 Legally adopted local ordinances 
 
Local governments are required by the State Housing Law to enforce statutes, rules and 
regulations related to housing construction.  Local governments may adopt modifications 
to the California Building Standards Code to address local conditions within limitations 
established by the Legislature.  These subjects are discussed in more detail in this 
handbook. 
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California State Laws 
 
California state laws are enacted through the legislative process.  There are 29 separate 
codes organizing California’s state laws:   
 
 

Business and Professions Code Civil Code
Code of Civil Procedures Commercial Code 
Corporations Code Education Code 
Elections Code Evidence Code 
Family Code Financial Code 
Fish and Game Code Food and Agricultural Code
Government Code Harbors and Navigation Code
Health and Safety Code Insurance Code 
Labor Code Military and Veterans Code
Penal Code Probate Code 
Public Contract Code Public Resources Code
Public Utilities Code Revenue and Taxation Code
Streets and Highways Code Unemployment Insurance Code
Vehicle Code Water Code 
Welfare and Institutions Code

 
 
The Health and Safety Code is a state law that establishes the authority for several state 
agencies, including HCD, to regulate building design and construction.  However, the 
Health and Safety Code is not the only state law establishing building code requirements 
or the authority for state agencies to adopt regulations for the design and construction of 
buildings.   
 
Three other examples are: 
 

• The authority for the Division of the State Architect to regulate construction of public 
school buildings is in the Education Code and the Health and Safety Code. 

 
• The authority for the Division of the State Architect to establish accessibility 

requirements for publicly owned buildings is in the Government Code. 
 
• The authority for the Department of Housing and Community Development to adopt 

accessibility regulations for covered multifamily dwellings is in Government Code 
Section 12955.1. 

 
Building code enforcement personnel must be aware of the requirements in state laws, 
state regulations and referenced codes because there are several specific requirements in 
law that may not be adopted into state regulations and may be more restrictive than the 
adopted building codes.  Additionally, the Legislature may make requirements retroactive.  
Others involved in housing construction should also be aware of state laws, regulations 
and local requirements.  A better understanding of code requirements will ease confusion 
and minimize costly delays during the construction process.   (See Chapter 6 for a brief 
listing of examples of specific requirements established by the California Legislature.)   
 



Incorporation of new provisions of state law into state regulations, such as Title 24 of the 
California Code of Regulations, requires a regulatory action by an appropriate state 
agency. Implementation dates of legislation do not always coincide with the rulemaking 
process for regulations. Therefore, state agency regulations may not always be up-to-date.  
Without awareness of the 
legislative enactments, 
requirements of law may be 
overlooked.  These 
circumstances can result in 
the lack of statewide 
uniformity in the application 
of design and construction 
requirements, thereby 
contributing to increased 
housing costs.  
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State laws may be found in 
law libraries, public and 
private law offices, and 
many public buildings.  They 
may also be accessed through the Internet at website www.leginfo.ca.gov, or through the 
California Homepage for state government available at www.ca.gov.  Look for headings 
and icons like “California Laws” or “California’s 29 Codes”.  From the California 
Homepage, you may also access the websites for all state agencies.  The Department of 
Housing and Community Development’s website is at www.hcd.ca.gov.   From the 
California Homepage, you may also access approved or pending legislation at 
www.leginfo.ca.gov.   
 
In summary, good reasons for being aware of the state laws are: 
 

• State law establishes the basis for building codes in California. 
 

• State law establishes the authority and mandates for state adopting agencies, 
including HCD. 

 

• State law establishes the authority and mandates of local government in the area of 
housing construction. 

 

• State law establishes some requirements for the design and construction of 
buildings and accessories to buildings that are more restrictive than the model 
codes. 

 

• State law may impose requirements that are retroactive, which is not otherwise 
done with the model codes.  

 

• The mandates of state law may not be incorporated into the state regulations and/or 
or building standard codes until a regulatory action is completed by an appropriate 
state agency.  This means there may be a difference in requirements, with the state 
law always prevailing over state regulations, until the regulations are updated.  

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/
http://www.ca.gov/
http://www.hcd.ca.gov/
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/
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Generally, the regulatory process requires at least one-year to complete and cannot 
begin until the authorizing law is enacted. 

 

• State law establishes the requirement for local government to enforce the California 
Building Standards Code (California Code of Regulations, Title 24), and authority to 
adopt local requirements more restrictive than Title 24 for local topographic, 
geological or climatic conditions.  

 
California Building Standards Law 
 
The “California Building Standards Law” is the name given to the segment of the Health 
and Safety Code, in Division 13, Part 2.5, commencing with Section 18901.  It establishes 
the existence, authority and mandates for the CBSC, the process and criteria for adopting 
building standards to be contained in Title 24 of the California Code of Regulations, 
requirements for local enforcement of Title 24, and more.   
 
The California Building Standards Law is available through the Internet at 
www.leginfo.ca.gov.   Select the Health and Safety Code from the index of “California Law” 
and navigate to Section 18901.   
 
State Regulations 
 
The California Code of Regulations (CCR), formerly known as the California Administrative 
Code, is the accumulation of regulations adopted by state agencies to implement, 
interpret, clarify, and carry out state law.  To adopt a state regulation, a state agency must 
have authority in law to do so.  The California Code of Regulations is divided into 28 
separate titles (Title 6 is vacant).  Some titles are reserved for the regulations of a single 
state agency, or for one subject.  The CCR title numbers and names are:  

 
Title  1. General Provisions 
Title  2. Administration 
Title  3. Food and Agriculture 
Title  4. Business Regulations 
Title  5. Education 
Title  6. Vacant 
Title  7. Harbors and Navigation 
Title  8. Industrial Relations 
Title  9. Rehabilitative and 

Developmental Services 
Title  10. Investment 
Title  11. Law 
Title  12. Military and Veterans 

Affairs 
Title  13. Motor Vehicles 
Title  14. Natural Resources 
Title  15. Crime Prevention and 

Corrections 

Title  16. Professional and 
Vocational Regulations 

Title  17. Public Health 
Title  18. Public Revenues 
Title  19. Public Safety 
Title  20. Public Utilities and 

Energy 
Title  21. Public Works 
Title  22. Social Security 
Title  23. Waters 
Title  24. Building Standards Code 
Title  25. Housing and Community 

Development 
Title  26. Toxics 
Title  27. Environmental Protection 
Title  28.  Managed Health Care 
 

 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/

