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FAQ: 
What are the significant changes between the 2015 and 

2018 International Residential Code (IRC)? 
 

 

This document includes a summary of significant changes to the 2018 International 
Residential Code (IRC) and includes the PA Uniform Construction Code Review and 
Advisory Council (RAC) Report amendments. This document also provides further 
information for the identified code changes.  
 
Disclaimer: This document shall be utilized as guidance only. The design professional 
is responsible to review the provisions of the International Codes, associated 
referenced Standards, and the directives of the PA Department of Labor and Industry. 
The Department of Licenses and Inspections may only render a decision in response to 
a formal application for a construction permit or preliminary review.  
 
Summary of changes between the 2015 and 2018 International Residential Code (IRC):  
(Items marked with an asterisk (*) are identified as major code changes)  

Chapter 2 (Definitions) 

• Definition – Carbon monoxide alarm and detector 
• Definition – Crawlspace 
• Definition – Repair 

 
Chapter 3 (Building Blocks) 

• Section R301.2.2.5 – Concrete construction 
• Section R302.1 – Exterior walls  
• Section R302.2 – Townhouse double wall fire separation 
• Section R302.5.1 – Opening protection 
• Section R302.13 – Fire protection of floors 
• Section R308.4.4 – Structural glass baluster panels 
• Section R310.1 – Emergency escape and rescue openings* 
• Section R310.3 – Area wells* 
• Section R311.7.4 – Walkline measurements  
• Section R311.7.5.3 – Nosings 
• Section R311.7.8.1 – Handrails 
• Section R311.7.11 / R311.7.12 – Alternating tread devices 
• Section R314.2.2 – Alterations, repairs and additions - smoke alarms* 
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• Section R314.4 – Smoke alarm interconnection* 
• Section R315.2.2 – Alterations, repairs and additions - carbon monoxide alarms* 
• Section R315.5 – Carbon monoxide interconnection* 
• Section R322.2.1 – Elevation requirements in non-Coastal A Zones* 
• Section R322.3.2 – Elevation requirements in Coastal High-Hazard Zones* 
• Section R322.3.4 – Concrete slabs in Coastal A Zones* 
• Section R322.3.7 / R322.3.8 – Stairway and ramps / decks and porches in Coastal A Zones* 
• Section R324 – Rooftop mounted solar PV systems* 
• Section R325 – Mezzanine aggregate area limitation* 
• Section R325.5 – Mezzanine wall height* 
• Section R325.6 – Habitable attic definition 
• Section R327 – Stationary storage battery systems 

 
Chapter 4 (Foundations) 

• Section R405 – Foundation drainage 
• Section R408.3 – Unvented crawl spaces 

 
Chapter 5 (Floors) 

• Section R507 – Exterior decks* 
 
Chapter 6 (Wall Construction) 

• Section R602.3 / Table R602.3(6) – Stud size, height and spacing 
• Table R602.7(1) / 602.7(2) – Girder spans 
• Table R603.3.1 – Cold formed steel anchorage  
• Table R603.7(2) / R603.8 – Cold formed steel jack stud and span requirements 
• Section R609.2 – Performance rating 

 
Chapter 7 (Wall Covering) 

• Section R703.1 – Exterior covering water resistance barrier 
• Section R703.3.1 – Soffit installation 
• Section R703.7.1 – Lath requirements  
• Section R703.7.2 – ASTM performance standards for plaster 
• Section R703.7.3 – Water resistive barriers 
• Table R703.7.4(2) – Masonry veneer anchorage 
• Section R703.11.2 – Installation over foam plastic sheathing 

 
Chapter 8 (Roof-Ceiling Construction) 

• Section R802.2 / R802.3 / R802.4 – Design and construction / ridge / rafters* 
• Section R806.1 – Ventilation openings in roof assemblies 
• Section R806.2 – Minimum vent area* 
• Section R806.3 – Vent and insulation clearance 

Return Home 
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• Section R806.5 – Unvented attic and unvented enclosed rafter assemblies 
 
Chapter 9 (Roof Assemblies) 

• Section R902.4 – Rooftop-mounted PV panel systems* 
• Section R905.12 – Thermoset single-ply roofing material standards 
• Section R905.17 – Building-integrated PV roof panels on roof deck* 

 
Chapter 10 (Chimneys and Fireplaces) 

• Section R1005.8 – Insulation shield subsection exclusion 
 

Chapter 11 (Energy Efficiency) 

• Definition – Opaque door 
• Section N1101.4 – Compliance for above code programs 
• Table N1102.1.2 – Fenestration U-Factor for Zone 3 
• Section N1102.4.1.2  – RESNET/ICC 380 standard* 
• Section N1103.3.3  – Duct testing 
• Section N1103.3.5  – Building cavities* 
• Section N1103.3.6  – Ducts buried within ceiling insulation 
• Section N1103.3.7  – Ducts located in conditioned space* 
• Section N1103.5.2 – Demand recirculation water systems 
• Section N1103.10.3 – Pool covers 
• Section N1104.1  – Lighting equipment* 
• Section N1105.1 – Simulated performance alternative 
• Section N1105.2 – Mandatory provisions for performance alternative compliance path 
• Section N1105.4.2 – Compliance report for performance alternative compliance path 
• Table N1105.5.2(1) – Mechanical ventilation energy use calculation 
• Table N1105.5.2(1) – Thermal distribution system efficiency 
• Section N1106.3 – Energy rating index* 
• Section N1106.4  – ERI-based compliance* 
• Section N1106.6.4 / N1106.6.5 – Section removed 
• Section N1106.7 – ERI compliance software requirements* 
• Section N1109.1.2 – Heating and cooling systems 

 
Chapter 13 (General Mechanical System Requirements) 

• Section M1305.1.3.2 – Excavations for appliance installations 
 
Chapter 15 (Exhaust Systems) 

• Section M1502.3.1 – Exhaust termination 
• Section M1503 – Domestic cooking exhaust* 
• Section M1505.4.3 – Mechanical ventilation rate 

 

Return Home 
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Summary of changes between the 2015 and 2018 International Residential Code (IRC):  
 
Chapter 2 (Definitions) 
 

• NEW definitions for “carbon monoxide alarm” and “carbon monoxide detector” are added. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• NEW definition for “crawlspace” is added to clarify that underfloor spaces that do not have a “floor” are not a 
basement, and therefore not a story. 

 
 
 

• Definition of “repair” amended to include “replacement,” allowing for in-kind replacement to be regulated as a 
repair. 

 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 (Building Blocks) 

 
• Section R301.2.2.5 amended to include an exception to allow prescriptive concrete design per IRC provisions for 

detached one- and two-family dwellings in seismic design class (SDC) ‘C.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R302.1 Exception 2 amended to restrict the exemption from fire rating between a wall of the accessory 
structure to the exterior walls that enclose only a single dwelling unit. 
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• Section R302.2 amended to clarify double wall fire separation in townhouses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R302.5.1 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to remove the 2018 IRC requirement for self- or automatic-closing 
devices on dwelling/garage separation doors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R302.13 Exception 2 amended to ensure that floors above areas with electric-powered heating devices are 
protected. 
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• Section R308.4.4 amended to add edge support requirements for glass balusters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R310.1 Exception amended to ADD EXCEPTION 2, allowing basement bedrooms to be permitted without 
emergency openings if the basement meets certain additional conditions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

• Section R310.3 amended to replace requirements for “bulkhead enclosures” with “area wells” which function the 
same as “bulkhead enclosures” BUT provides a minimum “width” of no less than 36”.  Also, the inclusion of 
subsection R310.3.2.1 effectively PROHIBITS the reduced headroom typically associated with bulkhead enclosures. 
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Section R311.7.4 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to include image related to walkline measurements. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Section R311.7.5.3 amended to effectively mandate a radius or bevel “nosing” for treads. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R311.7.8.1 amended to clarify handrail design requirements. 
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• Section R311.7.11 AND R311.7.12 Exceptions added to allow for alternating tread devices to serve as the means of 
egress from small spaces. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R314.2.2 amended, regarding smoke alarms, to only require smoke alarms in existing buildings when such 
work REQUIRES A PERMIT.  The removal of the text “or where one or more sleeping rooms are added or created” 
means that conversion of a living space into a sleeping space no longer requires a smoke alarm UNLESS such 
conversion “requires a permit” within the jurisdiction. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Section R314.4 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain the 2015 IRC exception for smoke alarm interconnection 
for existing buildings undergoing alterations. 
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• Section R315.2.2 amended regarding carbon monoxide alarms, to set applicability to the same as the previous smoke 
alarm amendment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Section R315.5 added to now required carbon monoxide alarms to be interconnected, similar to smoke alarms, 

within an individual dwelling unit. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Section R322.2.1 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to remove the 2018 IRC 1-ft freeboard for the minimum lowest 

floor elevation in non-Coastal A Zones and retain the existing 2015 IRC text.  This is overridden by City of Philadelphia 
Zoning Code requirements for minimum 1-½ ft freeboard above base flood elevation. 
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• Section R322.3.2 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain 2015 IRC text instead of the 2018 IRC relating to 
elevation requirements for building within a Coastal High-Hazard Zone of floodplain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Section R322.3.4 added regarding concrete slabs for IRC buildings within Coastal A Zones of the floodplain (i.e. 
seaward of any LiMWA line).  This requires slabs to generally be independent structures. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Section R322.3.7 and R322.3.8 added to regulate stairways/ramps and decks/porches within Coastal A Zones of the 
floodplain. 
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• Section R324 amended to add several provisions for rooftop-mounted solar photovoltaic systems, including: 
(a) Directly referencing NFPA 70 for installation requirements 
(b) Clarifying roof live load rating for rooftop solar roofs 
(c) ADDED Section R324.6 for requirements for roof access ways unless exempted by the code official 
(d) ADDED requirements for solar panel SETBACK AT RIDGE of roof 
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• Section R325 amended to allow larger mezzanines in fully sprinklered buildings. 
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• Section R325.5 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to reduce the wall height allowed for mezzanines and remove the 
sprinkler exception that would have allowed for an unenclosed mezzanine. 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• NEW Section R325.6 added and amended by PA UCC RAC Report to relocate the limits for a “habitable attic” from 
the DEFINITION section to Chapter 3.  PA UCC RAC Report amendment removes 4th condition from the requirement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• NEW Section R327 added to regulate battery systems, such as those used to store PV solar generated electricity for 
future use.  These new provisions require listing of equipment and adequate ventilation. 
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Chapter 4 (Foundations) 
 
 

• Section R405 amended to clarify that foundation drainage must be placed at or below the top of the footing or below 
the bottom of the slab to ensure adequate drainage away from the structure or habitable space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• Section R408.3 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to add dehumidification system requirements for unvented crawl 

spaces.  PA UCC RAC amendment changes performance requirement for such system. 
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Chapter 5 (Floors) 
 

• Section R507 amended regarding decks to include: 
(a) Fastener and connector standards listing and bolt grades (i.e. A307 lag bolts, etc.) with associated table 
(b) NEW Table R507.3.1 added to provide prescriptive footing sizes for deck posts based on ground snow load and 

tributary area of post. 
(c) Deck footing frost depth embedment required with additional exemptions if applicable 
(d) Prescriptive deck joist span Table R507.6 (previously Table R507.5) separated into SPAN and CANTILEVER 
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Chapter 6 (Wall Construction) 
 

• NEW Section R602.3 Exception 3 and Table 602.3(6) added to add alternative stud sizing table based on 
predetermined building height, wind exposure, roof live load, and ground snow load per Exception 3 description. 
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• Tables R602.7(1) and 602.7(2) amended regarding GIRDER SPANS for EXTERIOR/ INTERIOR BEARING WALLS with 
updates in allowable spaces and other table edits. 
   

 
*** Tables NOT copied into this document due to size limits. *** 

 
 

• Table R603.3.1 amended to update cold formed steel wall plate to foundation anchorage requirements. 
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• Tables R603.7(2) and 603.8 amended to organize table for cold formed steel jack stud and track span requirements 
based on wind Exposure Category and Wind Speed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Section R609.2 amended regarding window wind speed performance rating to require windows reflect the new wind 
speed designations found within the IRC Chapter 3 design table. 
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Chapter 7 (Wall Covering) 
 
 

• Section R703.1 amended to add performance requirement for required “water-resistant barrier” for water that 
enters through the cladding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• NEW Section R703.3.1 added to regulate the minimum support and attachment requirements for exterior coverings 
of soffits. Specifically, vinyl soffit attachments require maximum spacing of nailers for support. 
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• Section R703.7.1 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to clarify lath requirement to allow for use of stucco furring strips 
and provide minimum installation requirements for such furring strips. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

• Section R703.7.2 amended to provide minimum ASTM performance standards for the stucco. 
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• Section R703.7.3 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to separate water-resistive barrier requirements into Dry, Moist, 
and Marine environments and list minimum ASTM performance standards for barrier products. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• NEW Table R703.7.4(2) added to regulate anchored masonry veneer tie attachment to sheathing when passing 
through insulated sheathing not exceeding 2 inches in thickness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*** Table not copied due to page size limits.*** 
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• Section R703.11.2 amended to reorganize and tabulate the minimum pressure rating requirements of vinyl siding 
installed over foam plastic sheathing.  Not common in the City of Philadelphia as construction per Exception 1 is most 
pursued. 
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Chapter 8 (Roof-Ceiling Construction) 
 

• Sections R802.2 / R802.3 / R802.4 amended to clarify applicability of the framing details regarding rafter ties or high-
slope related roofing methods, including: 
(a) General performance requirement for roof and ceiling assembly to be a plane that restrains kick-out of the rafters. 
(b) Section R802.3 renamed from “framing details” to “ridge” which clarifies scoping  - if the roof framing does not 
employ a “ridge”,  as in typical in-fill flat roof construction, then provisions are not applicable 
(c) Section R802.4 repurposed to apply to “rafters” and R802.5 repurposed to “ceiling joists”. 
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*** Tables R802.5.1(1) and (2) for ’Ceiling Joist Spans for Common Lumber Species‘ not copied due to  

page size limits - please review tables directly for necessary changes in values *** 
 

      *** Table R802.5.2 for ’Rafter/Ceiling Joist Heel Joint Connections‘ not copied due to page size limits –  

please review tables directly for necessary changes in values *** 

 

 

• Section R806.1 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to clarify ventilation openings into roof assemblies.  PA UCC RAC 
Report removes requirement for screening of such opening. 
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• Section R806.2 / R806.3 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain 2015 IRC text regarding minimum ventilation 
area for vented roofs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 

• Section R806.3 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to prohibit obstructions of roof ventilation air. 

 

 

 
 

• Section R806.5 Item 5 amended to clarify the necessary conditions that must be met for attic and enclosed rafter 
spans to be allowed to be unvented. 
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Chapter 9 (Roof Assemblies) 
 

• Section R902.4 amended to add an additional UL listing requirement for rooftop mounted PV panels. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Section R905.12 amended to remove one of the listing options for THERMOSET SINGLE-PLY ROOFING. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• NEW Section R905.17 added to regulate “Building-integrated Photovoltaic (BIPV) roof panels” to add reinforce basic 
requirements.  In addition, these types of roofing are STILL REQUIRED to maintain the new minimum clearance 
requirements for all rooftop-mounted solar panels even though the PV panels are integrated into other surfaces. 
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Chapter 10 (Chimneys and Fireplaces) 
 

• NEW Section R1005.8 added BUT PA RAC Report removes such subsection. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 11 (Energy Efficiency) 
 

• NEW Chapter 11 definition added for OPAQUE DOOR to clarify which insulating material requirements apply. 
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• Section N1101.4 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain 2015 PA UCC text.  This removes the last sentence of 
the 2018 IRC which directly referenced “mandatory” section compliance for above code programs. 

 

 

 

 

• Table N1102.1.2 [R402.1.2] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to change fenestration U-Factor for Zone 3. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

• Section N1102.4.1.2 [R402.4.1.2] amended to add RESNET/ICC 380 standard as an acceptable testing air leakage 
method. 
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• Section N1103.3.3 [R403.3.3] amended to add exception that duct testing for ducts serving heat or energy recovery 
ventilators. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Section N1103.3.5 [R403.3.5] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain previous IRC language which effectively 
allows building framing to be used as return air plenums but not supply air ducts. 

 

 

 

 

• NEW Section N1103.3.6 [R403.3.6] added to regulate ducts buried within ceiling insulation to ensure minimum 
ratings above such ducts. 
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• NEW Section N1103.3.7 [R403.3.7] added to clarify the conditions under which a duct can be considered “inside a 
conditioned space.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Section N1103.5.2 amended to clarify/simplify the requirements for demand recirculation water systems. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Section N1103.10.3 [R403.10.3] amended to increase the threshold for pool cover requirements from 70% to 75%. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Section N1104.1 [R404.1] amended to increase minimum threshold from 75% to 90% of permanently installed lighting 
fixtures to be high-efficacy lamps. 
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• Section N1105.1 [R405.1] amended to clarify that “mechanical ventilation” is to be included within the 
“Performance” Compliance Path energy usage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Section N1105.2 [R405.2] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain 2015 IRC text regarding “mandatory 
provisions” requirement for “Performance Alternative” compliance path. 

 

 

 

 

 
• Section N1105.4.2 [R405.4.2] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain 2015 IRC text.  The amendments made 

under the 2018 IRC effectively allowed for batch sampling of building types for compliance.  However, due to this PA 
UCC RAC Report amendment, EVERY BUILDING within a project must have its own “Compliance Report” if the 
“Performance Alternative” Compliance path was selected. 
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• Table N1105.5.2(1) [R405.5.2(1)] amended to revise the calculation of energy usage related mechanical ventilation 
within the “Standard Reference Design” of the Performance compliance method. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Table N1105.5.2(1) [R405.5.2(1)] amended to add an exception to the thermal Distribution System Efficiency (DSE) 
associated with the “Standard Reference Design” of the Performance compliance method. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Section N1106.3 [R406.3] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to retain 2015 IRC text regarding ERI Compliance Path 
Method.  This allows the 2006 IRC to be used as the basis of compliance.  However, due to the fact that the maximum 
ERI scores allowed per Section N1106.4 (R406.4) have been increased per 2018 IRC Section N1106.4 (R406.4), this 
effectively makes the PA UCC RAC Report allow for less efficient ERI buildings under the 2018 IRC than the 2015 IRC. 
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• Section N1106.4 [R406.4] amended to INCREASE the amount of energy the final design can use by allowing for a 
higher ERI.  This effectively makes the 2018 IRC energy requirements, WHEN USING ERI METHOD, less stringent than 
the 2015 IRC.  Additionally, new footnote added to ensure that if on-site renewable energy is used to calculate ERI 
(I.e. on-site solar), then the envelope requirements are still required to meet minimum 2015 IRC requirements for 
minimum compliance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Sections N1106.6.4 / 1106.6.5 [R406.6.4 / 406.6.5] removed by PA UCC RAC Report due to redundant regulations with 
the PA UCC RAC Report adoption of the below Section N1106.7. 

 

 

 

 

 

• Section N1106.7 [R406.7] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to maintain 2015 IRC text regarding ERI compliance 
software requirements.  This effectively stops the 2018 IRC’s adoption of the RESNET/ICC 301 Standard.  However, as 
a jurisdiction, if use of RESNET/ICC 301 is employed, then it can be approved per Section N1106.7.2 (R406.7.2) 
“Special Approval”. 
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• Section N1109.1.2 [R503.1.2] amended by PA UCC RAC Report to adopt the existing 2015 IRC code language.  This 
effectively mandates selective compliance for new heating, cooling and duct systems when such new work is part of 
an alterations project as opposed to the 2018 IRC provisions which requires full compliance. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 13 (General Mechanical System Requirements) 
 

• Section M1305.1.3.2 amended by PA UCC RAC Report to effectively retain the 2015 IRC requirements regarding   
equipment under floors in excavated (pit) areas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 15 (Exhaust Systems) 
 

• Section M1502.3.1 not adopted as part of the 2018 IRC per PA UCC RAC Report. 
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• Section M1503 amended to provide additional listing requirements.  In addition, makeup-air requirements are 
clarified with additional parameters added to effectively reduce the number of locations that would be required to 
provide makeup-air. 
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• Section M1505.4.3 amended to introduce an equation, in addition to tabulated values, to calculate ventilation rate. 
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