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o What is a CO and when is it required?

o Existing Buildings

o Permitting

o Licensing

o Future Initiatives

o Contact Us



Webinar

o Use the Q&A feature to ask questions.

o Please keep questions general - no address-specific questions. 

o The slide deck will be posted on the website. 

o A poll must be completed at the end of the presentation to receive CEUs.



What is a 
Certificate of Occupancy?



Certificate of Occupancy
o A Certificate of Occupancy (CO) confirms that a space is safe and legal to occupy at the time of issuance. 

o In Philadelphia, a CO is generally required when:

• a new building or addition is constructed

• a building has undergone a major alteration, impacting egress, fire protection, or construction type

• a building built for one use is to be used for another (e.g., an industrial building converted for residential 
use)

o A CO is issued after plans are submitted and reviewed for compliance with the Building Code, and an inspection 
of the building or space is completed.



Certificate of Occupancy (cont’d)

o A CO is issued to a building. 

o A separate CO is required for each building on a property. 

o A building must meet the provisions of the Code under which it was constructed. The CO remains valid for the 
life of the building, as long as the occupancy does not change. 

• The Fire and Property Maintenance Codes may include some retroactive provisions that would require a 
building upgrade (i.e. alarms, sprinklers).

• If the building is undergoing alteration, the Existing Building Code identifies any required upgrades based on 
the scope of work.
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Use this box for additional detail or restrictions 
critical to CO. 

Contents required as per A-701.4:
1. The address of the building

2. The location within the building if for part of a building

3. The edition of the code under which the permit was issued. 

4. The Occupancy Classification Group(s) in accordance with the 
Building Code. 

5. The type of construction as defined by the building code. 

6. If and where an automatic sprinkler system is provided and 
whether it is required. 

7. Any variance or special conditions. 

8. The permit number. 

9. The date of final inspection. 

10. The name and address of the permit holder. 

11. The printed name of the building code official. 

Occupancy Class, Construction Type, and Sprinkler 
Condition dictate code requirements.
If the No of Units is not displayed, it does not invalidate 
the CO.
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Occupancy Class (Ch 3) Construction Type (Ch 6) 

Class Group

Assembly A-1, A-2, A-3, A-4, A-5

Business B

Educational E

Factory & Industrial F-I, F-2

High Hazard H-1, H-2, H-3, H-4,H-5

Institutional I-1, I-2, I-3, I-4

Mercantile M

Residential R-1, R-2, R-3, R-4

Storage S-1, S-2

Utility & Misc U

Primary function of building, categorized according 
to nature of hazards and risks to building occupants

Classified by relative fire safety, according to 
combustibility and fire resistiveness. Dictates allowable 
height / area.
Type Description

Type I Non-combustible materials and high-fire-
resistance ratings 

Type II Non-combustible materials with lower fire-
resistance ratings

Type III Non-combustible (or approved fire-
retardant wood) for exterior; combustible 
interior

Type IV Heavy timber

Type V Non-combustible exterior and interior

A and B designations within type indicate if there are 
additional fire-resistant coatings or covers.
A=Protected; B=Unprotected.



One- and Two-Family Dwelling (Residential Code)



One- and Two-Family Dwelling (Building Code)



One- and Two-Family Dwelling

o Analysis of a change to a one- and two-family dwelling is complex for several reasons:

• After the adoption of the UCC in 2004, one- and two-family dwellings may be regulated by the Residential 
Code or the Building Code, depending on the use, number of stories and configuration.

• While we identify buildings constructed under the Residential Code as ‘R-3’, they are really townhouses and 
one- and two-family dwellings. A change to an R-3 permitted under the Residential Code that would kick it 
into the Building/Existing Building Codes requires a new CO.

• Before the adoption of the UCC in 2004 (and the introduction of a separate Residential Code), all one- or 
two-family dwellings were classified as an R-3, regardless of use and number of stories. 



One- and Two-Family Dwelling (cont’d)

o What this means:

• If the building was constructed under the Residential Code after January 2004, and the change removes it 
from the scope of the Residential Code, a new CO is required to reflect the new Building Code R-3 use. This 
includes an increase in stories (above 3) or conversion from a one-family to a two-family dwelling.  

• If the building was constructed under the Philadelphia Building Code prior to January 2004, it is viewed as 
an existing R-3 and no CO is required; however, if the building falls outside of the scope of the Residential 
Code, then it is reviewed under the Existing Building Code. This includes the addition of stories (above 3) or 
conversion from a one-family to a two-family dwelling.



When a CO is Required
o In accordance with A-701.1, a certificate of occupancy, indicating compliance with permits and construction 

documents, shall be obtained prior to occupancy of a building or portion thereof in the following cases:

1. Erection of a new building, compliant with the Residential or Building Code

2. Erection of an addition to a building, compliant with the Existing Building Code. This includes additions to 
residential buildings resulting in 4 or more stories 

3. Change from one Occupancy Classification to another, compliant with the Existing Building Code. This 
includes: 

• changes within a class (i.e., A-3 (art gallery) to an A-2 (restaurant))

• conversion of a one-family to a two-family in a building constructed after 2004. 

4. Relocation of a building, compliant with the specific provisions of the Existing Building Code 



When a CO is Required (cont’d)

o A certificate of occupancy, shall be obtained… (cont’d):

5. Interior alteration of an existing building or space, impacting minimum egress or fire protection 
requirements.

6. A change of occupancy as defined in A-106.1, compliant with the specific provisions of  Existing Building 
Code. This definition includes the change of activity level within an existing group, also referred to as a 
change in occupancy without a change in occupancy classification. Examples are the addition of dwelling 
units in an existing   R-2 (multifamily dwelling) or a significant increase in occupant load of an existing A-2 
(e.g. a restaurant or nightclub).



When is a CO NOT Required

o In accordance with A701.1, a  certificate of occupancy shall not be required under the following conditions:

1. Additions or alterations to a one- or two-family dwelling. This only applies where there is no change in 
occupancy classification.

2. The work is limited to minor alterations of any existing occupancy that do not impact the egress or fire 
protection of the building or space. Most alterations to a legally occupied space with no change in 
classification meet this exception. 

3. Where a Family Child Day Care facility is operated in a one- or two-family dwelling.



When is a CO NOT Required (cont’d)

o A new CO is NOT required under these additional conditions:

• Change in ownership

• Change in address. The CO stays with the building; however, it is recommended that a duplicate CO be 
obtained under new address. 

• Resuming activity in a building after a period of discontinuance, provided it has not been repurposed. 

• Conversion of a one-family to a two-family in a building constructed before 2004

• Conversion of a one-family dwelling to an owner-occupied lodging houses with five or fewer guestrooms.

• Inclusion of a care facility with five or fewer persons receiving care within a dwelling unit (in a one- or two-
family), including custodial or medical care.



Existing Buildings
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o The City of Philadelphia has been enforcing building regulations since at least 1855. Furthermore, we maintain 
zoning records documenting the specific usage of buildings back to 1933. However, the issuance of Certificates 
of Occupancy (COs) did not commence until 1969.

o The PA Fire and Panic Act was passed in 1927, establishing minimum safety requirements for commercial 
buildings in Pennsylvania. 

• Philadelphia was exempt from these regulations, as we enforced our own Building Code.

• One- and two-family dwellings were excluded from the Act

• By 1937, PA DLI was issuing COs for regulated buildings.

Existing Buildings



o The Pennsylvania Uniform Construction Code (UCC) took effect in 2004, establishing uniform construction 
standards throughout the state and replacing previous municipal and state codes, including the Philadelphia 
Building Code. 

o The PA Uncertified Building Act was passed in 2005, requiring a CO for existing, commercial buildings 
constructed after April 1927 with modified requirements designed to ensure reasonable safety. The Act was 
intended to provide an alternative pathway for older buildings (that were legally occupied prior to 2004 
without a formal CO) to occupy or reoccupy.  

Existing Buildings (cont’d)



o Conformance with the PA Uncertified Building Act presents challenges. While Philadelphia enforced a Building 
Code long before the Fire and Panic Act and has comprehensive records of building use dating back to the 
1930s, our COs only date back to 1969. Furthermore, many building owners have lost track of their COs, and 
L&I records prior to 1999 are incomplete or inaccessible at this time. 

Existing Buildings (cont’d)



• Code Bulletin A-1301 outlines policy on uncertified buildings:

• An uncertified building is a building that is legally occupied under 
the Building Code without a CO. This includes 1) building pre-
dating building code regulation 2) buildings permitted prior to 
1969 and 3) buildings permitted after 1969 where records indicate 
a CO was issued but the certificate cannot be located.

• This excludes any building that was not legally occupied. These 
buildings must meet current provisions for new construction or 
change in occupancy, regardless of when the building was erected, 
or a change occurred. 

• These provisions are applied to permit applications received by the 
Department. Violations are not issued for lack of CO if records 
confirm that a building is legally occupied. 

Existing Buildings – CONR Policy

https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/code-bulletins/#/


Existing Buildings – CONR Policy

o Code Bulletin A-1301 includes the following:

• No CO is required for existing one-and-two-family dwellings. Note: this excludes those undergoing change 
in occupancy classification.

• A building that was built before April 27, 1927, is deemed to be legally occupied until the owner proposes 
to renovate, add an addition, alter or change the occupancy of the building. The renovation, addition, 
alteration or change in occupancy must comply with the Existing Building Code.



Existing Buildings – CONR Policy

o Code Bulletin A-1301 includes the following (Cont'd):

• For all other existing structures built on or after April 27, 1927, the code official is authorized to issue a 
certificate of occupancy if the building meets the requirements of the Existing Building Code, and no CO 
exists. This primarily involves verification of compliance with relevant Fire and Property Maintenance Code 
provisions.

 Note: In addition to retroactive provisions, the Fire and PM Codes require that a building comply 
with the code under which it was constructed or a change in occupancy occurred. The examiner may 
flag a condition based on date of construction.

• The code official may deny the issuance of a certificate of occupancy if the building is unsafe because of 
inadequate means of egress, inadequate lighting and ventilation, fire hazards or other dangers to human 
life or to public welfare.

• No CO is required for a change in ownership.



Existing Buildings – CONR Policy

o The Department relies on several sources to determine if a building is legally occupied:

• Any building permitted after 2006 has a CO on file. 

• Any building permitted 2000-2006 has an internal, electronic record of a CO. A new or duplicate CO must 
be issued. 

• Any building permitted 1969-2000 is likely recorded in internal building permit ledgers; however, the 
Department does not rely on solely on these records. Zoning records and other forms of proof provided by 
the applicant may be used to establish legal occupancy, provided that the Department does not possess 
records to the contrary (i.e. violations, identification of non-compliant conditions).

• The Department may rely on zoning records or other forms of proof for buildings erected prior to 1969.



Existing Buildings – CONR Policy

o The Department will issue a new CO for the existing use of a building or a space within a building:

• No work performed - If no CO exists and proof of legal occupancy has been established. 

• Work performed - If no CO exists, proof of legal occupancy has been established, AND the area of alteration 
exceeds 2,000 sq ft.

• Note: If the area of alteration is 2000 sq ft or less and the applicant seeks a CO, the request must be noted 
in the permit application. Additional detail may be required.



Existing Buildings – CONR Policy

o The Department will NOT typically issue a new CO under the following conditions:

• Alterations or additions to a one-or-two family dwelling, unless a change in occupancy is triggered.

• Change in ownership, unless extenuating circumstances

• Alterations less than 2,000 sq ft where no change in occupancy occurs, unless explicitly requested in permit 
application.



Researching 
Prospective Buildings



Is Existing Occupancy Legal?

o Determining if the current occupancy of a building is legal can be complicated

• Check Zoning Archives and Building Permit Records for indication of COs

• Research Zoning History

• Research other L&I records (permits, licenses, violations)

• Be aware of existing building issues that likely indicate an illegal use

• Understand Property Certification

• Commercial Spaces – Refer to the Commercial Leasing Notice

https://www.phila.gov/documents/commercial-leasing-notice-guide/


Copies of COs
Any COs issued prior to 2006 on file may be found on Atlas in the Zoning Archives. 

https://atlas.phila.gov/


Copies of COs

The Department has electronic copies of COs issued after 2006; however, you must research permit records and 
request by permit number. 

Visit website for instructions. A charge of $15 applies if you are not the property owner. 

https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/get-a-copy-of-a-license-permit-or-violation/


Zoning

o Zoning records may be used to demonstrate legal occupancy for uses established before 2000; however, 
exercise caution in evaluating records.

• Zoning dictates how land may be used. A Zoning Permit is different from a CO, which addresses building 
safety.

• Obtaining a zoning permit to establish or legalize a use is typically the first step in compliance. The zoning 
permit does not supersede or waive any life safety requirements in the Building Code.

• Similar use of alpha-numeric classification system tends to create confusion for unfamiliar owners. 

• A use change under the Zoning Code does not necessarily correlate to a use change under the Building 
Code, and vice versa.



Zoning



• Approved Zoning stays with a 
property. 

• Is active use consistent with 
zoning permit? If not, use may 
never have been established or 
may be subject to discontinued 
use provisions. 

Zoning - Identify Existing Use



• Be sure to find the most recent zoning permit on 
record. 

• On older zoning permits, look for an L&I stamp on 
the 1st page and the approved use on the last 
page. 



Zoning

o A use change under the Zoning Code does not necessarily correlate to a use change under the Building Code, 
and vice versa.
• Zoning Permit Required / Building Permit NOT Required:

 Change from Retail Sales of Groceries to Retail Sales of Pet Supplies. 
 Different Zoning Use Categories.  Same Building Code Occupancy (M)

• Zoning Permit NOT Required / Building Permit Required:
 Restaurant changes from 40 occupants to 60 occupants
 Same Zoning Use Category. Different Building Code Occupancies (B to A-2)

• Both building and zoning 
 Change from two dwelling units to three dwelling units 
 Two Family Household Living to Three Family Household Living, R-3 to and R-2



• View other permits, licenses, and violations at Atlas.Phila.gov.

• If a Zoning permit was issued after 2006, are there associated 
building permits?

• Are there recent business licenses (i.e., rental, food, special 
assembly)?

• Are there open violations?

Other Considerations



Code Analysis

o Code requirements are based upon level of alteration and change of occupancy as per the Existing Building Code. 

• Even if a property has a zoning permit and the use was established, it may be illegal if a Certificate of 
Occupancy was never obtained. 

• If legalizing a use and occupancy, must meet current Code requirements.

o Major areas of concern:

• Fire Protection - Sprinklers and Alarms

• Exits

• Accessibility

• Plumbing Fixtures

o Consult with your design professional - make sure that the design professional is a PA-licensed architect or 
engineer and be wary of expediters acting as design professionals. 



Code Flags

o Residential
• Basement apartment, more than 2 dwellings or storefront conversion with no fire suppression system
• Only one exit (and no fire escape) from the 3rd floor of a building with 3 or more apartments. 
• No fire alarm system in a mixed-use building.

o Assembly
• More than 50 occupants should have an existing LO. 
• Expansion to 2nd floor - two exits, fire suppression system, structural analysis may be required
• Plumbing Fixture Counts



Code Flags (cont’d)

o Daycare
• Two exits
• Plumbing Fixture Counts

o Accessibility
• Accessible entrance/ Adequate sidewalk width to install a ramp and provide a passable sidewalk.
• Accessibility variance requests must be submitted to the State.



Under PA Law, the seller is required to provide a property cert 
at settlement. A Property Cert DOES:

• Identify latest use registered with Zoning Record.

• List open violations on the property.

A Property Cert DOES NOT:

• Affirm that use was established or retained;

• Affirm compliance with other sections of the Phila Code.

Warning! A Property Cert does not establish legal use and 
occupancy under the Building Code and does not waive any life 
safety requirements

Property Sales Certification



• Commercial Leasing Notice is required to be given by 
the property owner to the potential lessee no less than 
seven (7) days before a lease can be signed. 

• Outlines in detail much of the information outlined in 
the last few slides, however, the target audience is 
commercial renters. 

Commercial Leasing Notice

https://www.phila.gov/documents/commercial-leasing-notice-guide/


Permitting



Permitting

o A permit is required for all Certificates of Occupancy.

• If the project involves a new building, addition, or renovation, a CO will automatically be issued with the 
Building Permit for new construction or addition, when there is a change in occupancy, and when 
interior alterations exceed 2,000 sq ft (and there is no record on file).

• If there is no work being performed, a separate CO permit application is required. The same application 
is used for a change in use, a CO for an uncertified building, and the legalization of a use. A plan review 
and inspection to confirm compliance with Building Code are required.



Permitting (cont’d)

• If a Lawful Occupancy (LO) sign is required, it will automatically be issued with a building permit for new 
construction, addition, or renovation. 

o If no work is proposed, a separate application for LO is required.

• Some occupancies have unique requirements or exemptions, including schools, two-family conversions 
and personal care homes.

• There are rare circumstances that may warrant a Duplicate CO, which utilizes existing building 
information and does not require further inspection.

• Temporary occupancies for phased construction and special events have unique requirements. 



• Refer to Get a Building Permit Service Page and prepare 
documentation relevant to your project scope.

• Apply using the standard Residential or Commercial Building 
Permit Application.

• A CO/ LO will automatically be issued, if required.

• If you are seeking a CO for an existing space less than 2,000 
sq ft or an LO for an existing assembly space, it must be 
noted in application description.

• If work involves multiple buildings, a separate permit 
application is required for each building. 

Permitting – Including Construction

https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/apply-for-a-permit/building-and-repair-permits/get-a-building-permit/


Permitting – No Construction

• Refer to Get a Certificate of Occupancy Page and prepare 
documentation relevant to your project scope.

• Apply using the Certificate of Occupancy permit application. 
This same application is used for a change in use, a CO for an 
uncertified building, or legalization of a use; however, be sure 
to include the reason for the application in the description as 
this will impact code requirements. 

• An LO will automatically be issued, if required. If you are 
seeking an LO for an existing assembly space, it must be noted 
in application description.

https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/get-a-certificate/get-a-certificate-of-occupancy/


Permitting – No Construction (cont’d)

o Plans meeting minimum standards with code analysis are required for a CO application. They need not be 
prepared by a design professional; however, it strongly recommended that you consult a design professional on 
any potential upgrades. 

o If the examiner determines that a Building Permit is required for required upgrades or legalization of work, you 
will need:

• New plans denoting work (that may require a design professional)

• A licensed contractor

• To restart the application process under a Building Permit application.



Code Review
o New construction is reviewed under the Building or Residential Code.

o Alterations/Additions to single-family dwellings are reviewed under the Residential Code.

o Other existing buildings are reviewed under the Existing Building Code.

• Uncertified buildings are reviewed in accordance with Change of Use provisions  (Section 1001.2.1) and 
Code Bulletin A-1301.

• Three methods of compliance for alterations and change in occupancy classification may be utilized by the 
designer:

 Prescriptive (requires the building to comply with prescriptive requirements, including fire 
protection, means of egress, and structural).

 Work Area (requirements based on scope of work and change in hazard category)  default

 Performance (utilizes a scoring matrix related to safety)



Work Area Hazard Tables

TABLE 1011.4 – MEANS OF EGRESS HAZARD CATEGORIES
RELATIVE HAZARD OCCUPANCY CLASSIFICATIONS

1 (Highest Hazard) H

2 I-2, I-3, I-4

3 A, E, I-1, M, R-1, R-2, R-4, Condition 2

4 B, F-1, R-3, R-4, Condition 1, S-1

5 (Lowest Hazard) F-2, S-2, U

TABLE 1011.5 – HEIGHT AND AREAS HAZARD CATEGORIES
RELATIVE HAZARD OCCUPANCY CLASSIFICATIONS

1 (Highest Hazard) H

2 A-1, A-2, A-3, A-4, I, R-1, R-2, R-4, Condition 2

3 E, F-1, S-1, M

4 (Lowest Hazard) B, F-2, S-2, A-5, R-3, R-4, Condition 1, U

TABLE 1011.6 – EXPOSURE OF EXTERIOR WALLS HAZARD 
CATEGORIES
RELATIVE HAZARD OCCUPANCY CLASSIFICATIONS

1 (Highest Hazard) H

2 F-1, M, S-1

3 A, B, E, I, R

4 (Lowest Hazard) F-2, S-2, U



o The following shall be ready, presented and completed prior to the issuance of the Certificate of Occupancy: 

• All work has been completed in accordance with the approved permits and plans

• All trade permits have had final inspections, and the work authorized has been approved

• Required certifications, such as, but not limited to, sprinkler, standpipe, fire alarm, floodplain, and special 
inspections have been filed. See website for complete list

• Holds imposed by other Departments (i.e. PWD for Stormwater, Streets for private paving) have been resolved

• If project is subject to Development Impact Tax, final payment has been remitted

• All violations relating to the property have been complied

Inspection Procedure

https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/inspections/construction-inspections/#required-certifications


Required Certifications



Common Issues
o Some common issues encountered during a review involving a change in occupancy:

• Invalid zoning 

• Unanticipated and costly upgrades involving sprinklers, egress, and/or accessibility

• If no work was anticipated and a CO only app filed, unforeseen requirements to upgrade or legalize renovations 
require applicant to start application process over. Thorough code analysis prior to submission is critical. 



Common Issues (cont’d)

o Some common issues (cont’d):

• Extension of residential units can be complicated and increase requirements. For example:

• If the residential occupancy is extended, sprinklers are required throughout the entire fire area (not just 
the extended space)

• Breaching a wall may result in a change in occupancy classification. For example, if there is a breach 
between an existing 1 family building and 2 family building, it becomes a 3-family building and most meet 
new requirements for R-2. 

• Plans submitted and approved do not match existing conditions, resulting in required amendments and potential 
violation, stop work order, or revocation. 



Lawful Occupancy Signs

If you only require a Lawful Occupancy Sign:

• Refer to Get a Lawful Occupancy page and prepare 
documentation relevant to your project scope.

• Apply using the Lawful Occupancy certificate permit 
application.

• Plans meeting minimum standards; however, there may be an 
exception if you are requesting a duplicate of an existing sign.

https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/get-a-lawful-occupancy-sign/


Reissuing a Lawful Occupancy Signs

• The Department has copies of all Lawful Occupancy signs issued after 2006. 
Visit the Get a Copy page for instructions on researching and requesting a 
copy of an L&I sign.

• All other available certificates may be found in the Zoning Archive folder. If 
there is an existing certificate and you require a duplicate sign, schedule an 
appointment with Permit Services to initiate an application for a duplicate 
LO sign.

• All other replacement signs require the submission of plans and an LO 
application. 

• The reviewer will confirm that occupancy is legal and calculate the occupant 
load based upon the plans and Fire Code, as per the Code Solution on the 
Reissue of Lawful Occupancy Signs.

• An inspection will be conducted to confirm conformance with the approved 
plan.

https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/get-a-copy-of-a-license-permit-or-violation/
https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/code-bulletins/#/?table=Bulletins&q=Code%20Solution:%20Reissue%20of%20Lawful%20Occupancy%20Signs
https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/code-bulletins/#/?table=Bulletins&q=Code%20Solution:%20Reissue%20of%20Lawful%20Occupancy%20Signs


Two Family Conversions

o While a CO is not required for the conversion of a one-family to a two-family in a building constructed prior to 2004, 
a building permit is required for the alterations.

o Proof of legal occupancy is required for a rental license. 

o Under certain conditions, it can be infeasible for an owner to identify the alterations that were performed. 



Two- Family Conversions (cont’d)
o In place of a building permit, the Department may affirm legal occupancy through a design professional’s 

certification of the estimated age of repair, required egress, and required fire separation. 

• Such an exception is at the discretion of the Department and is not an entitlement. The Department will 
consider this exception if it is determined that documentation of alterations is technically infeasible, which 
may include following conditions:

• Alterations were not recent

• Current owner did not have possession when alterations were made

• There was no record of violation when the current owner purchased the property

• Schedule an appointment for Permit Services if there is a need to discuss such a conversion.



Temporary Certificates of Occupancy (TCOs)

• For buildings under construction, the Department will not issue a CO for 
an individual space until the CO for the building has been issued.

• However, an owner may obtain a Temporary Certificate of Occupancy if 
certain criteria is met.

• The TCO request is submitted through the active construction permit 
application. The building inspector will evaluate the request and issue a 
TCO for 180 days if all criteria are satisfied. 

• Visit the Get a Temporary Certificate of Occupancy page for complete 
information on approval criteria and submission process. 

• Discuss your intentions, schedule, & requirements with your inspector if 
you plan to request a TCO for a specific space or area.

https://www.phila.gov/media/20250212134615/PB_001_INF_Temporary-Certificate-of-Occupancy-TCO-guidelines-Rev-2.12.2025.pdf
https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/get-a-certificate/get-a-temporary-certificate-of-occupancy/


Individual Unit COs
o COs are issued to the building. While a permit and new CO can be issued to reflect a partial change of occupancy for 

an existing building, partial COs are not issued for buildings under construction. 

o In an order to accommodate needs of the development community, the Department will issue a separate CO (or 
unit CO) after the building has been completed.  Unit COs are NOT required; however, one may be needed to satisfy 
a lender or prospective buyer. 



Individual Unit COs (cont’d)
o Example: A project involves a new building with 20 dwelling units and condominium ownership structure. The 

developer would like to obtain a separate CO for each condo unit. Once the building is completed and a CO issued 
for all 20 dwelling units, the developer can apply for a separate unit CO for each condo unit. 

o An application for a Unit CO should be initiated by appointment to avoid confusion. Alternatively, an applicant can 
submit a Certificate of Occupancy permit application and clearly described intent; however, an appointment is 
strongly recommended to minimize confusion on this uncommon application type.

• Note: This should not be confused with a new mixed-use building with vacant commercial. These spaces are 
evaluated as the applicant’s worst case (frequently M or A-2) and a separate initial tenant fit-out permit can 
be independently filed when the use has been identified. 



• A Temporary Occupancy permit does not change the occupancy 
classification of a building; however, it does allow the building or 
space to be used for an alternate occupancy for a limited time (up to 
15 days).

• The most common example is an assembly event (i.e. concert, 
banquet) in a business or mercantile occupancy OR the temporary 
increase in occupant load for an existing assembly space.

• The conditions of approval are not expressly addressed in the 
Building Code and are defined by a long-standing Variance of 
General Application and outlined in Code Bulletin A-1501, 
Temporary Uses and Structures. This bulletin also addresses 
temporary construction. 

• Visit the Get a Temporary Occupancy Permit for a special event 
service page for more information. 

Special Events

https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/code-bulletins/#/?table=Bulletins&q=Code%20Bulletin:%20Temporary%20Uses%20and%20Structures
https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/code-bulletins/#/?table=Bulletins&q=Code%20Bulletin:%20Temporary%20Uses%20and%20Structures
https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/apply-for-a-permit/event-permits/large-scale-special-events/get-a-temporary-occupancy-permit-for-a-special-event/
https://www.phila.gov/services/permits-violations-licenses/apply-for-a-permit/event-permits/large-scale-special-events/get-a-temporary-occupancy-permit-for-a-special-event/


o If an error is identified on a CO, Permit Services should be contacted immediately through the online help form, 
using the code and processing question option.

o L&I will determine if there was an error and appropriate actions. Examples:

o The subsequent action will depend upon the length of time that has passed. We may:

• Modify the original permit / CO if the error is immediately identified.

• Issue a Duplicate CO or require a new CO application, depending on the amount of time that has lapsed, type 
of error and source of error. 

• Revoke or suspend a CO issued in error or on the basis of incorrect information and issue a violation. 

Error Not An Error Not An Error (but Duplicate CO may be 
appropriate)

Occupancy or Construction Type Incorrect No of Dwelling Units Missing Address Change

Identification of Sprinklers/ Standpipes/ Fire Alarm 
Incorrect

Change in Owner 

No of Dwelling Units Incorrect

CO Errors

https://form.jotform.com/202434637485055


Licenses



o Certain L&I licenses require proof of legal occupancy. The 
application requirements will indicate if a CO is required or 
if/when a zoning permit is acceptable. 

o When a CO is required, an active TCO is accepted for the initial 
application.

• For rental licenses, be sure to include the # of units on your 
TCO request.

• If the TCO is issued without the # of units, submit your 
license application by appointment to discuss directly with 
the service agent. 

Philadelphia License Requirements



o Each PA Licensing Agency has unique application requirements.

o Many agencies, such as PA DHS, work with the Department to align CO requirements with our local 
regulations. We have agreements around childcare centers and residential care facilities.

o A license applicant must ultimately adhere to the licensing requirements of the licensing agency. If the agency 
requires a CO for an unregistered building, the owner must submit a CO application with plans to L&I.

PA License Requirements



Future Initiatives



o L&I is working to digitize historic records and publish to Atlas. This includes:

• Publishing COs that we have on file (2006 to present) for reference only 

• Publishing CO information that we have on file (2000-2006)

• Publishing permit book ledgers that include pertinent building data (1968- 2006)

• Publishing summary of Code history, including occupancy classification, construction type, and life safety 
reqs. 

• Publishing Building and Fire Code variances, through 2020.

o By digitizing and indexing information, L&I and all of our stakeholders can more definitively identify legal 
occupancy and required life safety systems for Philadelphia’s building stock.

o The end-goal is to streamline CO issuance for unregistered buildings. 

Future Initiative



Year Bldg Code
1969-1983 1969 Phila Building Code

1984-1987
1981 BOCA (all incorporating local 
amendment)

1988-1996 1987, 1990, 1993 BOCA

1997-2003
1997 Phila Bldg Code (Incorporating 1996 
BOCA)

2004- 2007 2003 I-Codes
2007-2010 2006 I-Codes
2010-2019 2009 I-Codes
2019-2022 2018 Commercial/ 2015 Res I-Codes
2002-2025 2018 I-Codes
2025-onward 2021 I-Codes

Current Use and 
Occupancy 

Classification
Description 1969 Phila Building 

Code 1981 BOCA 1987 BOCA 1990,1993, 1996 BOCA

A Assembly F A A A

A-1
A w/ fixed seating, intended 
for production and viewing 
of performing art or motion 

picture

F-1A, F-1B A-1A, A-1B A-1 A-1

• Will publish ledgers with key to 
equivalencies in current Code.

• Will begin pushing out 
information later this year.

Example of Permit Ledgers/Code History 
(for illustrative purposes only)



Contact Us



Visit our website for 
application information 
and self-help material

www.phila.gov/li



Contacting L&I

o L&I’s website has multiple resources for 
contacting the department. 

o Hover over “About” then click “Contact 
Us”.

o You can submit questions of schedule 
appointments.



L&I Newsletter
o Stay up to date with L&I related updates by signing up for our newsletter.  
o Go to L&I’s website and scroll down to “Sign up for our newsletter”

https://www.phila.gov/departments/department-of-licenses-and-inspections/


Continuing Education Credits

o Poll must be completed to receive CEU’s.
o CEU’s will be sent via e-mail within a week.



To build and sustain a safer Philadelphia, L&I embraces best practices in technology and customer service. We 
enable the public to access information, secure required approvals, and comply with building safety requirements 
in a convenient, reliable, and transparent manner.

L&I achieves code compliance through collaboration, education, and effective enforcement measures that hold 
businesses, contractors, and property owners accountable.

Thank You! 
Questions?
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