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The Existing Building Code Monthly Newsletter provides practical guidance for
Design Professionals, Property Owners, and Building Managers.

UNDERSTANDING THE COMPLIANCE
PATHWAYS

When NYC's new Existing Building Code (EBC) becomes effective, one of the most important early
project decisions will be choosing a compliance pathway. For alterations, additions, and changes
of occupancy, the EBC generally uses the Work Area Method. For buildings constructed prior to
July 1, 2008, Chapter 13 also provides a Building Safety Performance and Scoring Method as an
alternative for compliance with specified fire- and life-safety requirements.

Each is legally valid when applicable, but can lead project teams down very different roads in
tferms of documentation, design flexibility, review strategy, and cost control. The smartest choice
will be the one that best fits the intended scope of work and the project’s risk profile. The new
framework is meant to give teams clearer options for bringing older buildings into compliance
while matching the Code path to the nature of the work. What Changed and Why It Matters.

Why the Choice Matters IN THIS ISSUE...
Under the new framework, the compliance pathway is not just .

an administrative label. It affects what gets triggered, how much Case Study: Vertical
of the building must be evaluated, what analyses may be Enlargements
required, and how much flexibility a design team has in FAQs You Can Use
preserving existing conditions. In practical terms, the selected

pathway can reshape a project’s scope before construction Code Spotlight
documents are even complete. The Work Area Method is a Codewords

major conceptual shift because it ties obligations to the defined
work area and alteration level, replacing the older cost-based

alteration triggers that practitioners are accustomed to in the EBC RESOURCES
pre-EBC regulatory regime. TRAINING & FAQRs

The Work Area Method: Scope-Sensitive and
Often the Most Practical

The Work Area Method is likely to become the most discussed
pathway in day-to-day practice because it aligns Code
obligations with the portion of the building actually affected by

the work. Work area, described in EBC Chapter 6, is a key Learn more about the
NYC Existing Building Code.
For questions, contact us at

CONTINUED ON PAGE 2 ebc@buildings.nyc.gov
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concept in the Code and largely replaces alteration cost criteria as the primary driver for determining
alteration levels and related compliance obligations. That is a major change for project planning:
instead of focusing first on how expensive the work is, teams must focus on how much of the building
is being touched and how the work is defined on the drawings and in the filing narrative.

This method is often appropriate for interior renovations, tenant fit-outs, phased reconfigurations, and
projects where careful definition of the work area can help keep compliance targeted to the
affected portions of the building. It is especially useful when the design team wants a framework that
recognizes the difference between a limited intervention and a broad reworking of the premises. But
that advantage cuts both ways. If the work area is defined too broadly — or grows during design
development or construction — additional requirements can cascade in. The Work Area Method
rewards disciplined scoping and close coordination between design, filing, and construction teams.

This pathway can be the best way to avoid unnecessary building-wide upgrades, but only if the
project boundaries are carefully managed. A poorly controlled work area can trigger more extensive
life-safety, accessibility, structural, or systems-related obligations than the owner originally expected.
The lesson is simple: define the scope early, defend it consistently, and revisit it whenever the project
changes.

The Performance Method: Flexible but Analysis-Heavy

The Performance Method is generally the more flexible — and often the less familiar option. Rather
than relying solely on area-based friggers, it evaluates the building or proposed work against
performance criteria infended to achieve an acceptable level of safety and Code compliance. That
flexibility can make it highly valuable in complex existing buildings, challenging renovations, and
projects where more prescriptive compliance might be disproportionately disruptive. The Code
framework identifies the Performance Method, alongside the Work Area method, as a second
pathway governing the fire — and life-safety compliance of alterations, additions, and changes of
occupancy for buildings constructed prior to July 1, 2008. However, other EBC provisions outside the
Performance Method, governing structural, accessibility, plumbing, mechanical, electrical, fuel-gas,
energy, and related requirements continue to apply.

The smartest use of the Performance Method is usually in buildings with unusual conditions, historic
constraints, inherited non-conformities, or design goals that do not fit neatly info a more rigid,
chapter-based approach. It may also be attractive when a project team believes a tailored analysis
can preserve more of the existing building while sfill demonstrating comparable safety. The obvious
frade off is that flexibility requires more analysis, stronger documentation, and often more
coordination. In many projects, that means more up-front, intfensive Code strategy work. But that can
still be worthwhile if they might be offset by fewer disruptions to existing usable space. In short, the
Performance Method can require more time to prove, while taking less time to build.

When Each Is Allowed & What Allowed Really Means

At a high level, the EBC structure treats these two pathways as alternative methods for compliance
with alterations, additions, and changes of occupancy. Both may be viable opfions, where the
building is eligible to use Chapter 13. That being said, allowed does not mean equally advantageous.
A method may be legally available yet strategically poor for a partficular project. The real question is
not only whether a pathway is permitted, but whether it fits the building, the filing strategy, and the



owner’s folerance for design revision, review
complexity, and future scope expansion.

Cost and Scope: The Real-World Impact

Owners might focus on the cost implications of
the compliance paths. The greater priority
might be the method that gives the project the
best control over scope. The Work Area Method
can be effective when the scope is tight and
well managed. The Performance Method can
demand more effort at the design and
approval stage, yet it may unlock efficiencies
by preserving existing conditions that would
otherwise need major reconstruction. In
practice, the best pathway might be the one
that minimizes downstream surprises.

A Practical Rule of Thumb

For many ordinary renovation projects, the Work
Area Method may become the default
strategic choice because it is calibrated to the
actual area and level of intervention. For
technically difficult or highly constrained eligible
buildings, the Performance Method may offer a
better chance to balance safety, feasibility, and
preservation. The right decision should be made
early — ideally before the filing narrative,
feasibility assumptions, and consultant scopes
are locked in — because changing pathways
later can affect schedule, fees, and design
coordination.

Limited Alterations: A Separate Path for
Small-Scale Work

While most discussion of the new Existing
Building Code focuses on the Work Area
Method and the Performance Method, building
owners should not overlook a third option for
certain narrowly defined scopes of work:
Limited Alterations (LAAs). Governed by
chapter 5, these provisions create a streamlined
compliance framework for specific categories
of work that are limited in scope.
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Rather than requiring project teams to analyze
alteration levels or pursue a performance
based safety evaluation, Chapter 5 identifies
particular types of work that may proceed
under their own dedicated requirements.
Examples include certain plumbing, fuel gas,
sprinkler, standpipe, oil-burning equipment,
elevator, window replacement, re-roofing, and
home improvement projects. Many of these
categories contain explicit limits on quantities,
locations, or dollar value, while others are
restricted to replacement, repair, or relocation
of existing systems.

For owners, the practical significance is that a
qualifying project may avoid the complexity of
the larger compliance pathways altogether.
However, Chapter 5 is not a blanket exemption
from Code requirements. Inspections, testing,
firestopping, energy code provisions, and other
applicable regulations may still apply. The key
question is whether the scope fits within the
specific limits established for the applicable
limited alteration category. If it does not, the
project must generally proceed under one of
the broader compliance pathways.

Bottom Line

The new NYC Existing Building Code gives
project teams more than one route to
compliance, but it also places greater
responsibility on owners, architects, engineers,
and filing professionals to choose that route
wisely. With the code’s effective date set for
July 17,2027, now is the right time for
practitioners to get comfortable with these
distinctions and begin freating pathway
selection as a core early-stage project decision,
not a late filing formality.

REGISTER FOR TRAINING!
TRAINING Limited Alterations

FOCUS EBC Chapter 5 review, including expanded

limited alteration work and the new LAA Category 3
for plumbing, oil-burning appliances, sprinklers, and

standpipes.

DATE Thursday, August 27, 2026 - 11:30am to 1pm
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FAQ®s YOU CAN USE...

Q: Will Buildings Bulletin 2016-012 be discussed in detail on how alterations are determined as to
when they shall meet new Building Code requirements?

A: Buildings Bulletin 2016-012 addresses when alterations must meet new Building Code requirements,
particularly regarding the 110% surface floor area threshold. Once the EBC becomes effective,
the provisions of BB 2016-012 would be superseded by the EBC framework. However, the concept
is outlined in EBC Section 302.7, made applicable where there is an increase in the floor surface
area of an existing building by more than 110 percent.

Q: Can a building constructed under the 2008 Code be renovated under the Existing Building
Code?

A: Yes, beginning July 17, 2027, alterations to a building constructed under the 2008 Code will be
governed by the EBC. Per EBC Section 101.2 and the definition of existing building in AC 28-101.5,
the EBC applies to the repair, alteration, change of occupancy, addition, and relocation of
existing buildings regardless of when they were constructed. The EBC provisions will apply to
alterations of any existing building, whether built under the 1938 Code, 1968 Code, 2008 Code,
2014 Code, or current NYC Building Code.

Q: How does EBC 101.4.1 work with core and shell buildings; is the fit-out of a tenant space
considered an alteration?

A: Core and shell construction is subject to EBC Section 101.4.1; buildings or portions that have not
been previously occupied or used would be subject to the provisions of law in existence on the
date of permit issuance. So the tenant fit-out of a building constructed under the 2022 Code is
subject to the 2022 Codes.

CASE STUDY: VERTICAL ENLARGEMENT

Scope of Work

Two-story vertical addition for office use to an
existing 3-story + cellar Prior Code department
store.

The project also includes an Alteration Level 1
in the existing building to accommodate the
addition.

Relevant Building Information
Unsprinklered, non-high-rise building

Building classified as Occupancy Group M
(Mercantile)

Originally constructed in 1925
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EBC General Provisions EBC Addition Requirements
305.5  Special provisions for Prior Code 11011 Scope
buildings 1101.2  Creation or extension of noncompliance
305.5.11 Stairs 1102.1 Height limitations
308.4 Emergency power requirements for 11022 Area limitations
fire pumps 1104.2  Sprinkler system

1104.3  Standpipe systems
1104.4  Fire alarm requirements for additions

Potentially EBC Level 1 Requirements made to buidlings
801.3 New and replacement materials, 1105.1 General (Means of Egress)
assemblies and details 11052  Addition does not increase the existing
803.10  Architectural condition assessment floor surface area >110%
804.2 Automatic sprinkler systems 1106.2  Additions requiring accessibility

throughout a building

806.3 Alterations affecting an area of 1108 Other building systems

primary function

Key Takeaways

For a vertical office addition to a Prior Code mercantile building, EBC Chapter 11 treats the new floors
as an addition while related work in the existing structure is classified separately. In this case, a
two-story Group B office addition above a 1925 Group M building remains below the EBC’s 110%
floor-surface-area threshold. While the addition itself must comply with current Code requirements for
accessibility, energy conservation, fire profection, means of egress, and building systems, the Code
does not require the entire building to be upgraded. Existing vertical exits may be extended to serve
the addition, maintaining their width, provided the occupant load of the addition does not exceed
the capacity of the existing stairs. The addition is subject to the applicable Chapter 11 requirements
for sprinkler, standpipe and fire alarm systems, as well as any emergency-power reguirements
triggered by the proposed fire-protection systems. Particular attention is required for coordination
between existing and new systems.

@ CODE SPOTLIGHT
i_')—
>N

302.8 Applicability of previous Codes. Codes in effect prior to November 7, 2022, shall not apply to
work on an existing building filed after the effective date of this Code. EXCEPTIONS:

1. Existing conditions. The provisions of Codes in effect prior to November 7, 2022, remain applicable
to the extent they establish the lawful existing conditions of a building, such provisions remain
enforceable by the Department. Any alteration to change such existing conditions shall be in
accordance with a lawful permit issued by the Department to alter the building in accordance
with this Code.

2. Retroactive provisions of the 1968 Code. Retroactive provisions of the 1968 Code remain
applicable to existing Prior Code Buildings and enforceable by the Department,

For applications filed before July 17, 2027, building owners of Prior Code buildings can choose to comply
with Prior Codes. This section indicates that Prior Codes will no longer be applicable to the alterations,
repairs, change of occupancy, additions, and relocation of Prior Code buildings that are filed after the
effective date of this Code. However, Exception 1 maintains the applicability of Prior Codes to establish

the lawful existing conditions of a building.
Relevant provisions of other Codes: AC 28-101.4.3
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CODEWORDS

Using the clues, unscramble the following words to answer the bonus question:
What is the primary objective when performing work under the NYC Existing Building Code?

JomMmBLED WORD CLUES
1. DRRIO O CPE:if built before the
2008 Code
2. TIRLAAOTEN: work performed
on an existing building

3. SIRTME P: required before most
construction work

4. YCCNAPUCO: what the use of
a building is called

5. NODITD A l: expansion of an
existing building

6. OENTLARCOI:same old
building. new site

7. OINMSSOCREMI: head of the
Department of Buildings

8. RSEPIAR:some types may be
exempt from permits

9. RELNPKRSI: afire-protection
system

Codes and regulations

10. DRSATS AD N: referenced I I

1. CIESYITLIS CB A: requirement
that allows access for all

12. FDIERISTCRTSI: areas
governed by BC Appendix D

STAY TUNED FOR NEXT MONTH'’S ISSUE:

Buildings WORK AREA CALCULATIONS & THRESHOLD TRIGGERS
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