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Regulations Shaping Every U.S. Developments 
In the USA, zoning codes set what can be built and where, while construction codes set how it's built safely; a project must comply with both before 
occupancy.

JURISDICTION  OVERVIEW

• Building regulation in the USA is primarily a 

state and local responsibility.

• As the U.S. Constitution does not assign land-use 

planning and building regulation to the federal 

government, these powers are exercised by state 

governments and delegated to local authorities 

for implementation.

BUILDING  PERMISSION  REQUISITES

A development project typically requires compliance with both zoning code and the 
Construction Code before occupancy is permitted.

Construction 
Codes Compliance

Zoning 
Codes Compliance

• Structural safety
• Fire protection
• Accessibility
• Building systems (MEP)
• Energy Efficiency

• Permitted land uses
• Building height
• Density
• Setbacks
• Parking requirements

“What can be built and where?” “How it must be built safely?”

➢ Controls: ➢ Regulates:

+

Source: Aranca Research 
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Governance Hierarchy for the U.S. Compliance Codes
Zoning is managed locally, while construction codes move from international standards to state rules and local enforcement.

Zoning Code

Local  Government

Prepares and administers 
development plans and 
policies and zoning

Zoning Board 
(Part of Local Government)

Reviews variances, 
appeals and special 
exceptions

International Code 
Council (ICC)

International association that 
develops model codes such 
as the International Building 
Code (IBC), International Fire 
Code (IFC) etc

State Government

Adopts and administers 
the Construction Codes, 
based on the ICC codes 
and state-specific 
amendments

Local Government

Formulates and enforces 
local amendments to the 
state-specific codes 
through plan reviews and 
inspections

As the ICC-formulated codes are non-binding on any government, state governments may choose to adopt them (with or without 
amendments). Most of them do so to adhere to international standards.

Construction Codes

Source: Aranca Research  
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U.S. Project Approval Process - From Planning to Occupancy
Each project stage follows specific zoning & construction requirements, with the relevant authorities reviewing compliance from pre-construction 
through occupancy.

Source: Philadelphia Home Rule Charter, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Official Website, City of Philadelphia Atlas, Pennsylvania Building Codes

❖ Illustrative Approval Process

Land Use & Zoning Review Building Permit Review Construction & Inspections Occupancy Approval

• Permissible land use
• Height restrictions
• Density regulations
• Open space and building setbacks
• Parking requirements

• Structural design
• Fire protection systems
• Means of egress
• Accessibility requirements
• Mechanical, electrical & plumbing 

systems
• Energy efficiency standards

• Foundation
• Structural framing
• Electrical installations
• Plumbing systems
• Fire protection systems

• Compliance with approved plans
• Compliance with Pennsylvania 

UCC requirements

• Philadelphia Department of Planning & 
Development

• Philadelphia Department of Licenses & 
Inspections (L&I)

• Philadelphia Department of 
Licenses & Inspections (L&I)

• Philadelphia Department of 
Licenses & Inspections (L&I)

• Philadelphia Comprehensive Plan & 
Zoning Code

• Pennsylvania Uniform Construction Code 
(UCC)

• Approved plans and permits based 
on the UCC • Approved plans and UCC

• Zoning Approval • Building Permit • Construction Compliance 
Verification • Certificate of Occupancy

Pre - Construction During Construction
Stage 01 Stage 02 Stage 03

Post - Construction

Key Checks

Reviewing 
Authorities *

Governing 
Documents *

Output

*  Reviewing authorities and Governing Documents are specific to the illustrated project and will vary with project type and location

For a project involving the construction of a 10-story residential apartment building in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the approval process will be as follows:
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Pennsylvania Construction Codes Cover a Wide Range of Building Requirements
Construction codes establish the minimum standards to ensure buildings are sage, functional, and fit for occupancy while protecting public health, 
safety, and welfare.

❖ Uniform Construction Codes - Pennsylvania
Some of the various types of codes adopted by Pennsylvania are depicted below to understand the concerns addressed by these codes.
• “Amended” codes are adopted after necessary state-specific changes to the codes.
• Some codes have been “not amended” and adopted by the state as formulated by ICC without any state-specific changes.

Source: https://up.codes/codes/pennsylvania?year=2025 
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