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WORK AREA CALCULATIONS 
& THRESHOLD TRIGGERS                                                   
One of the most signific ant c hanges introduc ed  by 
the New York City Existing Build ing Code (EBC) is the 
c onc ept of Work Area . Chapter 6 eleva tes work 
a rea  from a  filing  deta il to a  c entra l c omp lianc e 
metric . The perc entage of a  build ing  inc luded  
within the work a rea  determines whether a  p rojec t is 
c lassified  as a  Level 1 Altera tion or a  Level 2 
Altera tion, whic h in turn determines whic h Code 
req uirements app ly. 

For owners, a rc hitec ts, and  eng ineers, 
understand ing how work a rea  is measured  may be 
just as important as understand ing the tec hnic a l 
req uirements of Chapters 8 and  9.

What is Work Area?
The EBC defines a  work a rea  as the portion or 
portions of a  build ing  c onsisting  of a ll rec onfigured  
spac es shown on the c onstruc tion doc uments. Work 
a rea  is the key measuring  tool used  to determine 
a ltera tion level. 
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The c a lc ula tion itself is stra ightforward :

Work Area ÷ Build ing Area = Work Area Perc entage

For this purpose, build ing  a rea  inc ludes the floor a rea  of the entire build ing , both above and  below 
g rade, exc lud ing vent sha fts and  c ourts. Exterior wa ll thic kness is inc luded  in the measurement. 

The c ha llenge is not the math; it is determining exac tly wha t should  be c ounted  as work a rea .

What Counts Toward Work Area?

Chapter 6 genera lly trea ts the rec onfigura tion of interior spac e as work a rea . Suc h rec onfigura tions 
might a ffec t pa rtitions, wa lls, c eilings, sta irs, ramps, mezzanines, sha ft openings, and  c eiling-height 
mod ific a tions.  Therefore, those a re examp les of work tha t c ontribute to the c a lc ula tion of work a rea .

By c ontrast, some work does not automatic a lly inc rease the work a rea . While stand-a lone 
mec hanic a l, p lumb ing, fire-p rotec tion, eleva tor, or boiler work is governed  by Chapter 8 as a  Level 1 
Altera tion, it is genera lly not c ounted  as work a rea , unless it c hanges the layout of the spac e. For 
instanc e, mec hanic a l eq uipment work might not be inc luded  in work a rea , but the c onstruc tion or 
a ltera tion of a  mec hanic a l room would  be inc luded  in the c a lc ula tion. Simila rly, many 
exterior-envelope mod ific a tions do not c ontribute to work a rea  c a lc ula tions. The rep lac ement of 
windows, inc lud ing c hanges in window sizes, might not be inc luded  in the work a rea  c a lc ula tion.  
However, the c rea tion or sea ling  of windows or skylights tha t a re req uired  for ventila tion must be.

This d istinc tion is important bec ause two p rojec ts with simila r c onstruc tion c osts may p roduc e very 
d ifferent work a rea  perc entages depend ing on how muc h spac e is ac tua lly being rec onfigured .

The Critic a l Threshold: 50%

The most important trigger in Chapter 6 is the 50% threshold . Where the work a rea  is 50% or less of the 
build ing  a rea , the p rojec t is c lassified  as a  Level 1 Altera tion under Sec tion 602. Where the work a rea  is 
g rea ter than 50%, the p rojec t bec omes a  Level 2 Altera tion under Sec tion 603. 

This d istinc tion matters bec ause Level 2 p rojec ts must c omp ly with both the app lic ab le Level 1 
req uirements in Chapter 8 and  Level 2 req uirements in Chapter 9. In p rac tic a l terms, c rossing the 
threshold  expands the p rojec t's c omp lianc e ob liga tions.

For tha t reason, p rojec t teams should  understand  the work a rea  perc entage early in design, and  
revise their c a lc ula tion through design evolutions, ra ther than wa iting  until fina l filing  p repara tion.

Open Applic ations: When They Matter...

Another new c onc ept tha t p rac titioners and  owners need  to be aware of is c umula tive work a rea .

Under Sec tion 601.2.1.1, work a reas from multip le app lic a tions filed  a fter the EBC's effec tive da te must 
be inc luded  in the a ltera tion level determina tion when those app lic a tions rema in open. By c ontrast, 
work a reas of other app lic a tions a re not inc luded  in the c umula tive c a lc ula tion onc e those 
app lic a tions a re signed-off.
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The p rac tic a l imp lic a tion may be signific ant in 
sma ller build ings and  those with la rge anc hor 
tenants. A p rojec t tha t appears to involve 
severa l sma ll filings may still trigger Level 2 
req uirements if the c omb ined  open 
app lic a tions push the work a rea  beyond  50% of 
the build ing  a rea . Owners and  app lic ants 
should  avoid  unnec essary c umula tive impac ts 
by ensuring  tha t app lic a tions a re signed-off as 
work is c omp leted . 

...and When They Don't

The EBC text does offer some relief in the 
c umula tive work a rea  c a lc ula tion. Sec tion 
601.2.1.2 p rovides a  ta rgeted  limita tion on the 
c umula tive work a rea  c a lc ula tion for 
determining whether a  Level 2 a ltera tion 
exc eeds 75% of the build ing  a rea . Unlike 
Sec tion 601.2.1.1, whic h req uires a ll open 
a ltera tion app lic a tions to be agg rega ted  when 
c lassifying  the level of a ltera tion, this p rovision 
c onsiders only those open app lic a tions tha t a re 
rela ted  to the same p rojec t sc ope. As a  result, 
unrela ted  pend ing app lic a tions a re exc luded  
from the 75% c a lc ula tion, p rovid ing  relief from 
some of the Code?s highest c omp lianc e 
ob liga tions (inc lud ing suc h c omponents as 
add itiona l sta irs, smokeproof exit enc losures, 
and  emergenc y/ standby power) when those 
separa te p rojec ts might otherwise a rtific ia lly 
inc rease the tota l work a rea .

Real-World Examples

Consider a  tenant fit-out involving  
rec onfigura tion of offic es, c onferenc e rooms, 
and  c irc ula tion pa ths ac ross one floor of a  
build ing . If the rec onfigured  a rea  rema ins a t or 
below 50% of the build ing  a rea , the p rojec t 
would  genera lly be trea ted  as a  Level 1 
a ltera tion.

Now c onsider a  phased  renova tion in whic h 
multip le app lic a tions c ollec tively a ffec t most of 
the build ing . Even if eac h filing  appears modest 

when viewed  independently, the c umula tive 
work a rea  may exc eed  the threshold  and  
trigger Level 2 c lassific a tion. Depend ing on the 
sc ope of work, the inc reased  c omp lianc e 
ob liga tions might inc lude the performanc e of 
a  struc tura l c ond ition assessment; ac c essib ility 
improvements to other a reas of the build ing ; or 
c omp lianc e with c urrent exhaust and  
ventila tion req uirements.

Simila rly, ma jor p rojec ts involving  more than 
75% of a  build ing  may req uire c onsidera tion of 
a ll phased  work within the same p rojec t sc ope 
when determining work a rea .

A Prac tic al Takeaway

The new EBC shifts the c omp lianc e foc us from 
c onstruc tion c ost to the extent of spa tia l 
rec onfigura tion. As a  result, p rojec t stra tegy, 
filing  stra tegy, and  Code stra tegy a re now 
c losely linked . A seeming ly simp le dec ision 
about where to d raw a  work a rea  boundary 
c an influenc e whether a  p rojec t rema ins a  
Level 1 a ltera tion or bec omes a  Level 2 
a ltera tion with b roader c omp lianc e 
ob liga tions. 

The c a lc ula tion of work a rea  is intended  to be 
stra ightforward .  But design teams will need  to 
eva lua te work a rea  perc entages early, trac k 
c umula tive filings c a refully, and  revisit 
c a lc ula tions whenever the p rojec t sc ope 
c hanges.
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EXISTING BUILDING CODE 
RESOURCES &TRAINING

Scan to learn more about NYC's Existing 
Building Code!

Register for the Wednesday, 
October 7 training session

Questions...
ebc@buildings.nyc.gov 
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Q:  Is it permissib le to add two floors to an existing 5-story residentia l build ing Group R-2 of 
c onstruc tion c lass IIIB?

A:  No, as per EBC 1101.2, it is p rohib ited  to make an add ition to a  build ing  tha t would  c rea te, extend  or 
inc rease any existing  nonc omplianc e.  So, as this build ing  is c onsidered  nonc ompliant as to permissib le 
number of stories for IIIB c onstruc tion c lassific a tion in ac c ordanc e with BC Tab le 504.4, this add ition will 
not be permissib le.

To c onstruc t this add ition, the RDP may advise the build ing  owner to c onsider upg rad ing the 
c onstruc tion c lassific a tion to IIIA and  p rotec ting  the build ing  with an automatic  sp rinkler system in 
ac c ordanc e with BC Chapter 9.  These c hanges will make the add ition permissib le

Q:  What d istinguishes the EBC from the NYCBC?

A:  Until July 17, 2027, both the c onstruc tion of new build ings and  the a ltera tion, ma intenanc e, and  repa ir 
of existing  build ings will c ontinue to be governed  by the 2022 NYC Construc tion Codes.  Within those 
regula tions is the limited  a llowanc e to c omp ly with a  Prior Code, as app lic ab le.  Beg inning July 2027, 
the a ltera tion, repa ir, and   ma intenanc e of existing  build ings will be governed  by the EBC, the la test 
add ition to the suite of NYC Construc tion Codes.  Both the BC and  the EBC a re the p roduc t of 
NYC-spec ific  review and  amendment of model Codes pub lished  by the Interna tiona l Code Counc il.  
However, the EBC is organized  by type of a ltera tion (Chapters 5-14), while the NYC BC is organized  by 
build ing  systems. (Refer to EBC 101.1; EBC 101.2.)

Q:  Are dwelling and sleeping units undergoing Level 1 a lterations required to c omply with the 
ac c essib ility requirements of BC Chapter 11?

A:  Yes, with limita tions. Dwelling  or sleep ing units in Oc c upanc y Groups I-1, I-2, I-3 or R-1: the req uirements 
of BC Sec tion 1107 only app ly to the spac es being a ltered  exc ept where the units in the Work Area  
exc eed  more than 50% of the units in the build ing  under sing le ownership , the req uirements of BC 
Sec tion 1107 app ly to a ll the units under tha t sing le ownership .

Altera tions to dwelling  or sleep ing units in Oc c upanc y Group  R-2: where dwelling  or sleep ing units a re 
sub jec t to Level 1 Altera tion in Oc c upanc y Group  R-2, the req uirements of BC Sec tion 1107 app ly only 
to the spac es being a ltered . (see EBC Sections 806.2.8.1 and 806.8.2) 

FAQs YOU CAN USE . . .
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CASE STUDY: ADDITION & 
ALTERATION OF A SINGLE 
FAMILY HOME

Sc ope of Work

One-story horizonta l add ition a t the first floor of 
sing le family home.  

The p rojec t a lso inc ludes an Altera tion Level 1 
to ac c ommodate a  rec onfigured  kitc hen, 
to ilet room, and  c loset.



EBC General Provisions

302.4     New and  rep lac ement materia ls, 
assemb lies and  deta ils

302.6        Existing  build ings in fire d istric ts

302.6.2    Changes to build ings

302.7.2    Ca lc ula tion of inc rease in floor 
surfac e a rea

303.2       Fire resistive elements

303.6     Interior environment

Key Takeaways
For a  one-story horizonta l add ition and  first-floor interior a ltera tion to a  Prior Code sing le-family 
dwelling , EBC Chapter 11 trea ts the new rear add ition as an add ition while rela ted  work in the existing  
house is c lassified  separa tely as an Altera tion Level 1. In this c ase, the Group  R-3 add ition to a  1925 
wood-frame dwelling  inc reases floor surfac e a rea  by 12.41%, rema ining below the EBC?s 110% 
threshold  and  below the 25% build ing-floor-a rea  limit app lic ab le to the add ition. While the add ition 
itself must c omp ly with c urrent Code req uirements for new c onstruc tion, inc lud ing struc tura l, energy 
c onserva tion, fire p rotec tion, means of eg ress, and  build ing  systems, the Code does not req uire the 
entire build ing  to be upg raded . The Altera tion Level 1 work a rea  is less than 50% of the tota l build ing  
a rea , a lthough Chapter 8 supp lementa l req uirements app ly to the first floor where relevant. 
Ac c essib ility and  a rc hitec tura l c ond ition assessment req uirements a re not triggered  for this R-3 
dwelling .
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502.3 New and replac ement materia ls, assemblies and details. New and  rep lac ement materia ls, 
assemb lies and  deta ils permitted  by the app lic ab le Code for new c onstruc tion sha ll be used  in 
ac c ordanc e with Sec tion 302.4. 

EXCEPTION: Provided  no unsa fe c ond ition is c rea ted , like materia ls, assemb lies and  deta ils sha ll be 
permitted  for limited  a ltera tions.

CODE SPOTLIGHT

Relevant Build ing Information

Unsprinklered , non-high-rise build ing

Build ing  c lassified  as Oc c upanc y Group  R-3

Orig ina lly c onstruc ted  in 1925

EBC Level 1 Requirements

801.3      New and  rep lac ement materia ls, 
assemb lies and  deta ils

803.2.1     Existing  sha fts & vertic a l openings in 
Prior Code build ings

803.7.1      Light & a ir req uirements for rep lac ement 
windows

803.9.1     Construc tion type
803.9.2     Roof c overings

EBC Addition Requirements
1101.1      Sc ope

1101.2      Crea tion or extension of nonc omplianc e

1101.3      Other Work

1102.2      Area  limita tions

1102.5      Existing  build ings within the fire d istric t

1107.1      Minimum req uirements

1108      Other build ing  systems
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This section clarifies the Department?s position on the use of new and replacement materia ls as part of an LAA. Materia ls, 
assemblies and deta ils in an existing system or insta lla tions  which occurred under Prior Codes are not required to  comply 
with the standards for new construction. However, any new and replacement materia ls would be subject to compliance 
with the current Construction Codes. 

This section provides clarity as to whether existing conditions can continue and how new construction within existing 
buildings must be addressed. The exception provides flexibility by a llowing  the use of like materia ls, assemblies and deta ils 
as part of an LAA  if it  does not compromise safety. For example, replacing a  window in a  historic building with another 
in-kind that may not comply with the requirements for new construction may be appropria te if a  new window would 
otherwise disrupt the historic character of the building.

CODE SPOTLIGHT (CONTINUED)

C O D E S E A R C H

Start by solving eac h c lue. Then searc h for key Code terms.

1. mod ific a tion of an existing  build ing  beyond  ord ina ry ma intenanc e (10 letters)

2. c onstruc tion tha t inc reases the build ing  size or floor a rea  (8 letters)

3. the lega l c a tegory desc rib ing  how a  build ing  or spac e is used  (9 letters)

4. a  sa fe route lead ing oc c upants out of a  build ing  (4 letters)

5. work performed  to restore a  c omponent to p roper c ond ition (6 letters)

6. a  floor level loc a ted  partly or entirely below g round  (8 letters)

7. a  floor inserted  between the floor and  c eiling  of  a  story (9 letters)

8. a  room or a rea  oc c up ied  by a  sing le tenant as a  d istinc t unit (11 letters)

9. a  spac e suitab le for living , sleep ing, ea ting , or c ooking (9 letters)

10. a  vertic a l opening used  for movement between floors (5 letters) 

11. the person responsib le for submitting  an app lic a tion for approva l (9 letters)

12. the portion of a  build ing  c onsisting  of a ll rec onfigured  spac es shown on the c onstruc tion 
doc uments (8 letters)

13. a  build ing  rec ognized  for historic a l signific anc e under app lic ab le regula tions (16 letters)

14. the measured  a rea  of a  struc ture used  in determining work-a rea  perc entages (12 letters)

15. the ac t of c hang ing the a rrangement or layout of   spac e within a  build ing  (15 letters)

BONUS CHALLENGE: Which key term is most important in determining project classification & requirements?



STAY TUNED FOR NEXT MONTH?S ISSUE:
LIMITED ALTERATIONS & LIMITED HOME IMPROVEMENTS 
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Q M W H I S T O R I C B U I L D I N G

P C O C C U P A N C Y L T R A E X V P

M Z R N P A T N E T W I N O Q D N O B

E X K E X I T V O T E A U A S O T G U

L M A R E A K N H D C P I L I A O G I

B A S E M E N T D T H P L T C P N U L

A R E P A I R Q W I A W A D A P N R D

T M G L U F M N C O N R O I N L O A I

I O E T A E E H U L U A B R E I I T N

B I E Z B P Z Z P G E N N C K C F I G

A H Z N Z M Z A I I O T A O A A A O A

H L Z Y E A N F N C F P I N H N R N R

K A A M B H N G G C S H O S P T U E E

M B N Z Z O B I E T C N O I T I D D A

U I Z O C N U O N T A H U G C P O O M

F T M E R G I A C E G C N R A T C N O

D A R W H E N N C I U O O E N I C H K

P N J R T E A A S O R F C I T O A C E

C T A L T E R A T I O N N R G N N Y V

A H P O F O C C U P A N C Y H U T S Q
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