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BACKGROUND 

The Department recognizes that significant risk to the public is inherent to the difficult operation of demolishing a 
building. While the International Building Code and the Philadelphia Code authorize the issuance of permits for 
demolition and require demolition processes to be performed in a workmanlike manner and protect the public and 
adjacent properties, it is the Department’s responsibility to institute procedures which lead to confirmation of 
compliance. 
 

DISCUSSION 

On June 7, 2013 the Mayor issued an executive order establishing emergency regulations and policies regarding 
the demolition of buildings. Significant changes to the processing of demolition permits and the inspections of work 
approved by those permits were directed by this order.  
 
Subsequently legislation was enacted in February and March 2014 incorporating provisions related to demolition 
operations into the Philadelphia Code; however, some of these provisions are not effective until September 2015. 
This Code Bulletin will continue to serve as a guideline for relevant code and regulation until such time that all new 
demolition code provisions have been implemented. Responsible parties should review pertinent sections of Title 4 
of the Philadelphia Code, including modifications to Chapters 17 and 33 of the International Building Code at 
(www.phila.gov). 
 

ISSUE 

The purpose of enforcing Building Codes is to reduce risks of building failures. Codes cannot eliminate risk 
completely. The model codes require that work be performed in a workmanlike manner, and protection of the public 
and adjoining properties is required. The International Codes do not dictate the means and methods by which 
contractors build and demolish buildings and do not define what constitutes workmanlike manner and public 
protection.  
 
Our model codes, the International Codes, adopted for use in Pennsylvania are focused on new construction and 
alterations and require buildings to have safety elements and systems prior to occupancy. These codes do not 
always address the uniqueness of older cities and the operations of demolitions necessary before new construction 
may begin. 
 
The model codes do not provide strict guidance on how demolition practices must occur. A demolition plan which 
analyzes the conditions of the building, the surrounding area and the appropriate methods of demolition is 
recognized by the industry as being extremely important, particularly in Philadelphia, given the density of our city and 
the age of its existing structures. 
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The Philadelphia Code provisions for contractor license do not address the qualifications and experience levels of 
general contractors in Philadelphia.  
 
To ensure that demolitions occur safely, it is incumbent on the owner to hire a contractor with the knowledge and 
skills needed to demolish buildings. The contractor needs to implement a demolition plan which addresses the 
safety issues particular to the building and surrounding area. The contractor needs to ensure his/her employees are 
qualified to perform the assigned tasks, adhere to the plan, and understand when conditions warrant a change to 
that plan.  
 
The Department instituted additional controls which ensure that the owner has selected a contractor with the 
knowledge, skill and staff necessary to complete the demolition safely, and that the selected contractor has 
developed and implemented a plan to address the safety of the operation and its impact on the public and adjoining 
structures. Such controls shall remain in place until demolition contractor licensing becomes effective. 
 

DIRECTION 

A. Qualifications 

Contractors selected to perform demolition must have prior experience planning and conducting demolition 
operations and developing and employing site safety measures. 
 
The minimum requirements include: 
1. A current insurance policy listing required coverage for general liability, automobile and workman’s 

compensation insurance, naming the city of Philadelphia as an additional insured. The minimum levels 
of insurance established by the City of Philadelphia’s Risk Management Office shall be submitted.  

2. Documentation regarding the experience of the contractor and his/her employees in performing 
demolitions. At a minimum, this shall include executed contracts for three previous contracts which 
included demolition activities, proof of employment in the past three years in the field of demolition or 
construction, and identification of at least two employees who will be performing demolition at the site 
and details on their work history. 

3. A copy of the contract between the demolition contractor and the owner, developer, or general 
contractor for the proposed demolition indicating the cost of the demolition work. 

4. Tax Clearance from the Revenue Department, including all sub-contractors. 
5. No current violations related to other construction or demolition projects. 
 
Be advised that changes to Title 9 of the Philadelphia Code related to Demolition Contractors are scheduled 
to take effect in September 2015. 

B. Demolition Planning and Operations 

1. Site Safety Plan 

A site safety demolition plan shall be developed by a competent person. In cases where the structure 
to be demolished exceeds three (3) stories, the plan must be developed by a Professional Engineer 
licensed in Pennsylvania. A site safety demolition plan is critical for projects in which the removal of 
materials poses risks to the safety of people or adjacent properties. 

 
The plan must address the methods used to carry out the demolition, as well as the proposed 
measures for protecting adjoining structures and property and pedestrian/vehicle traffic, and the 
restoration of the remaining structures and the site.  

 
The plan must clearly identify the competent person who developed the site safety demolition plan and 
his/her contact information. A copy of the site safety demolition plan shall remain on site during all 
demolition activities. 

 
At a minimum, the plan shall include the following:     

a. Details on the type of construction and condition of the structure to be demolished. 
b. Photographs of the structure and the site accurately depicting its present condition. 
c. Inspection details on the structural conditions of the adjoining properties.  
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d. Description of the means and methods for protection of the adjacent structures.  
e. Description of the method of demolition to be applied.  
f. Details on potential hazards (i.e. collapse, structural failure).  
g. Underground utility confirmation number.  
h. Description of any safety exposures and environmental issues.  
i. Designation of a safety zone as required by Title 4, Subcode B, Section 3303.8.1 of the 

Philadelphia Code.  
 

A schedule of the demolition activities shall be developed as part of the demolition planning. 

2. Demolition Operations 

Unless approval to the contrary has been obtained from the Department based upon a site safety 
demolition plan sealed by the Professional Engineer, demolition operations shall include the following: 

 
a. Demolition shall be performed by hand methods and shall be restricted to horizontal operations . 

The demolition shall proceed from top to bottom, one floor at a time. Demolition materials shall 
not be permitted on sidewalks or curbs overnight. 

b. Masonry shall not be permitted to fall upon the floors of the building in such mass as to exceed 
the load capacity of the floors. 

c. No wall section more than twelve feet in height shall be permitted to stand alone without lateral 
bracing, unless such wall was originally designed and constructed to stand without such support 
and exists in a stable condition. 

d. Masonry walls shall be demolished in small sections. Walls above the elevation of the first floor 
shall not be “thrown,” but shall be barred loose and demolished piecemeal. All walls shall be left 
in a stable condition at the end of the work day. 

e. Structural members on any floor shall not be cut or removed until all stories above the floor have 
been demolished and removed. Exceptions may be made for provisions to remove debris or 
install equipment necessary for safe demolition. 

f. A masonry saw cut will be required at the intersection of any adjacent building along a common 
front wall.  The cut is to be smooth and uniform, done in a workmanlike manner without 
disturbance of the remaining adjacent wall.  If there is a viable reason why the walls should not 
be saw cut, the contractor is to submit his reasons, in writing to the Department.   

g. Demolitions that involve tunnel alley walls require investigation and support details from a 
Professional Engineer. If left in place, the covering over the tunnel alley shall consist of a 
minimum of ½” exterior grade plywood covered by two (2) layers of 90-lb. mineral felt roll roofing 
paper. 

h. Prior to the commencement of demolition operations, all pipes, tanks, boilers, or similar devices 
containing fuel and located in the area authorized to be demolished by the permit shall be 
purged of such fuel followed by submittal of any required closure report to the PA Department of 
Environmental Protection. 

i. The contractor shall maintain the integrity of the party walls and shall provide any and all shoring 
and bracing required for their support. All shoring and bracing shall be done by mechanics 
experienced in this type of work, and shall be installed based upon a Professional Engineer’s 
design and direction. 

j. In removing the demolition materials, the debris shall be sprinkled with water to control any dust 
and dirt that may result from the use of chutes or any other demolition operation.  

k. Applications for demolition of a building exceeding six (6) stories in height above grade shall be 
accompanied by a written plan for dust control approved by the Air Management Services 
Division of the Health Department. The plan shall give consideration to such items as the height 
of the building, the feasibility of use of mechanical appurtenances such as standpipes, worker 
safety and the use and proximity of adjacent buildings.  

l. The use of power-operated wrecking equipment may be approved where a building or group of 
buildings is being demolished, and is detached from other structures not to be demolished and 
there are no occupied structures within the safety zone. Where a group of buildings is scheduled 
for demolition and is attached to a structure not scheduled for demolition, power methods may 
be permitted for the group except for the building immediately adjoining the structure to remain. 
This building shall be demolished in accordance with the provisions stated above and in 
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compliance with the safety zone requirements established in Title 4, Subcode B, Section 
3303.8.1 of the Philadelphia Code.  

3. Protection of Adjacent Properties 

The site safety plan must include detailed information on the protection of adjacent private and public 

property.  

 At a minimum, the report shall include the following:    
a. Inspection details on the structural conditions of the adjoining properties. 
b. Description of the means and methods for protection of the adjacent structures. Where 

demolition occurs at a height of 48 inches or more above the level of the adjoining roof, that 
roof must be protected in accordance with Section 3307 of the Philadelphia Building Code 

c. Description of the method of demolition to be applied. Where demolition of a structure 
results in cutting a beam supporting sections of an adjacent structure, permanent adequate 
support shall be installed at the direction of a Professional Engineer. 

d. Sealed plans regarding any required shoring.  
e. Reference to safety zone as required by Section 3303.8.1 of the Philadelphia Code.  
f. Identification of sidewalk protection. Where the Streets Department authorizes the sidewalk 

to be fenced or closed, the fence shall be a minimum of 6 feet in height. The fence shall be 
installed to the extent necessary to effectively close off the site. 

 
It is the responsibility of the person causing demolition to obtain approval to enter adjoining property 
from the owner of such property prior to the start of work. Written notice must be provided to the 
adjacent property owner 10 days in advance with full details on the demolition and protections required. 
A physical examination of the adjacent property is to be conducted and recorded by the person causing 
the demolition. 

4. Post-Demolition Restoration 

The following specific provisions shall apply to the restoration of remaining structures and the site: 

a. Where a structure is demolished or removed and no new construction is contemplated, 
before backfilling, basement floors constructed of concrete, brick or stone shall be broken 
up to within 3 feet of the foundation of any adjoining building to permit drainage of the cellar 
cavity into the soil below.  Pieces shall be no more than one (1) square foot.   

b. The contractor shall close all breaches in the party walls with like materials. Breaches shall 
include but are not limited to door openings, passageways, open gables, etc. 

c. When demolition of a structure exposes or creates an exposure between a porch roof and 
ceiling of an adjoining structure, the contractor shall close the void with minimum ½” exterior 
grade plywood and cover the void with 90-lb. mineral surface roll roofing paper. Studding 
shall be required where butting occurs. 

d. The exterior of foundation walls that enclose interior space of a structure adjoining a 
structure that has been demolished shall be damp-proofed in accordance with Chapter 18 of 
the Building Code prior to backfilling. 

e. Interior walls that become exterior walls as the result of a demolition shall comply with 
Chapter 14 of the Building Code.  Such walls shall have wall coverings installed that comply 
with the applicable provisions of Chapter 14 of the Building Code.  Wall covering to be 
installed on a wall shall not be more than the wall is capable of safely supporting.  Where the 
Department determines that a wall is incapable of supporting any acceptable wall covering 
and has issued a related violation, such wall shall not be required to be covered until the 
violation is corrected.  The person responsible for the demolition shall be responsible for 
compliance with this regulation. 

f. All masonry piers and walls in the basements shall be removed to the level of the sidewalk. 
Non-masonry basement partitions, stairways, entire first floor construction, heating, 
plumbing and electrical equipment, piping and miscellaneous fixtures, fuel tanks, etc., shall 
be removed, and all cellar spaces from existing cellar floor to sidewalk level shall be filled 
solidly with earth, or other approved material unless approval to the contrary is authorized by 
a permit. 
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g. Demolition site areas shall be graded and leveled off to the adjacent grade away from any 
adjoining party wall to prevent the accumulation of water or damage to any foundations on 
the premises or the adjoining property.  The demolition area shall be covered with clean 
earth covering, which shall be free of bricks, concrete, stone, wood, branches, twigs and all 
other foreign material. 

h. The contractor shall, at completion of the work, remove from the site all rubbish and 
accumulated materials and leave the site in a clean, orderly and acceptable condition and 
ensure that the site is free from hazard to the public. 

C. Demolition Permit Applications 

All demolition permit applications shall identify the licensed contractor who will perform the demolition 
activity. (Demolition contractors are required to provide details on all subcontractors prior to the 
subcontractor working on the site.) 

 
The application shall include the following: 
1. Site Safety Demolition Plan as described in the “Demolition Planning” section above. 
2. Photographs of the structure and the site accurately depicting its present condition.  
3.  Protection of pedestrians. Fencing or sidewalk shelter platforms in compliance with Section B-3303 of 

the Building Code. 
4. Demolition schedule. 

The contractor shall submit a schedule of the proposed demolition which shall include the following: 
a.  The start date shall be consistent with code requirements for public notice and unsafe/imminent 

danger conditions. Demolition must begin within 45 days of public issuance. Public notification 
period is required in accordance with Section 303.2 of the Philadelphia Administrative Code. 

b.  The schedule shall be consistent with the protection methods for pedestrians and adjacent 
properties. 

c.  Identification of demolition milestones and projected dates of completion. 
d.  The proposed start and stop times for daily activity. 
e.  Confirmation that the work will not begin before site safety measures are in place and those 

measures are inspected and approved by the building inspector. 
5. Additional Submittal Items  

a. Discontinuance permit from Philadelphia Water Department (PWD) for water service. 
b. PWD storm water management approval for disturbance of parcels greater than 15,000 sq. ft. 
c. Asbestos inspection report for buildings constructed prior to 1981 (except residential buildings with 

3 dwelling units or less). 
d. Dust control plan approved by the Health Department for buildings in excess of 6 stories. 

e. Plumbing permit to seal the existing lateral. 

D. Required Demolition Permit Inspections 

The Contractor is responsible for scheduling all required inspections a minimum of 48 hours prior to each 
inspection. 

 
A copy of the street closure permit from the Department of Streets or a building permit for the sidewalk 
shelter platform must be furnished prior to the start of work. 

 
The building permit for the demolition establishes the following required inspections for each demolition 
permit: 

 

 INITIAL INSPECTION: The contractor is required to notify the Department a minimum of 48 hours 
prior to the start of work to schedule the initial inspection. The contractor shall review the site safety 
demolition plan with the inspector on site prior to the start of demolition. The contractor shall provide 
the inspector with proof of all utility disconnections. Pedestrian protection required by the code must 

be in place before the start of work. If not in place and work has started, the Department will issue 
a Stop Work order which shall remain in place until the pedestrian protection is approved.  

 

Note: Failure to schedule the initial inspection and associated site safety review will result in a Stop 

Work Order, to remain in place for a minimum of three (3) business days. The order will not be lifted 
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until an administrative hearing is held to discuss the failure to notify and the site safety review is 

completed with the inspector. 
 

 UNDER-SLAB/FLOOR INSPECTION: This inspection is required to ensure that the contractor is 

maintaining the safety measures detailed in the site safety demolition plan and applying means and 

methods detailed in the plan in a safe and workmanlike manner. A review of the submitted schedule 

is performed. An under-slab-floor inspection shall be required for each floor of the building being 

demolished. An additional under-slab/floor inspection may be required to ensure proper drainage of 

the cellar cavity is achieved by breaking up the cellar floor.  

 

 FRAMING/CLOSE-IN INSPECTION: This inspection is required to ensure that an application of 
parging and waterproofing is applied to adjacent foundation walls prior to backfilling of the cellar 
cavity. Additionally, the contractor shall complete the closing of all openings in exposed party walls 
prior to covering. 

 PREFINAL/WALLBOARD: The pre-final inspection is required to ensure the contractor has 
removed all improper fill from the site prior to the backfilling of the cellar cavity. 

 FINAL BUILDING INSPECTION: This inspection determines final compliance of the permitted 
demolition and is also required to confirm proper grading of the site upon completion of the 
demolition. 

 
Note: Failure to provide for required demolition inspections will result in the issuance of a code 

violation notice with an associated fee of $500. 
 

The contractor is required to maintain on site documentation of all inspections and a copy of the site safety 
plan. 

 
The contractor is required to submit a revised demolition schedule if the demolition does not start in the time 
frame established by the schedule submitted with the permit application. Failure to do so may result in 
revocation of the permit. 

  
The contractor is required to notify the inspector of any subcontractors employed on the demolition project 
and provide information regarding their license, insurance and tax clearance. 

 

E. Abandoned and Discontinued Operations 

1. Barrier. If any construction or demolition operation is abandoned,  discontinued or interrupted, a 
barrier meeting the requirements of Section 3306 of the Building Code shall be provided to protect 
the public from potential hazards on the site. 

 

2. Filling and grading. When permits have expired and when no permits have been issued within 3 
months of the cessation of excavation operations, the lot shall be filled and graded to eliminate all 
steep slopes, holes, obstructions or similar sources of hazard. Fill shall be free of organic material 
and construction debris. The final surface shall be graded in such a manner as to drain the lot, 
eliminate pockets in the fill, and prevent the accumulation of water without damaging any 
foundations on the premises or on adjoining property. 

 


