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Questions 
 

1.   What changes to a building are considered structural alterations for the purposes of determining the extent 
of alteration regulated by the Ordinance Sections listed below? 

 
2.   When a supporting member of a wall is structurally altered, how do we determine what portion of the wall 
has been altered?  

 
3.   What is the definition of “length of exterior walls”?  
 

Applicable Ordinance Section(s)  
§13.10.700-S -- definition of “structural alteration” 

§13.10.260, 13,10,261, 13.10.262 -- structural alteration – limitations on non-conforming uses  
§13.10.265 (b), (d), (g), (j) -- length of exterior walls as trigger for allowed alterations;  

rebuilding non-conforming structure after natural disaster  
§16.10.040 (s) – alteration of >50% of exterior wall length is considered “development”  

as it pertains to geologic hazard regulations 
§12.10.215(c) -- alteration of >50% of the exterior wall length meets definition of  

“Structure” as trigger for a soils report 
§17.10.020 “New dwelling unit”-- what is considered a replacement dwelling (also  

see Policy Interpretation AH-01) 
 

 
INTERPRETATION: 

 
1. Structural alteration, as defined in 13.10.700-S, includes any of the following (see graphics for 
illustrations of terms):  

a) Removal, replacement or addition of studs, headers, king studs, top plates, sill plates and trimmers;  
b) Wall furring (including sistering); 
c) The addition of framing above an existing top plate; or  
d) Elevation of the structure except for temporary elevation necessary to replace the foundation.  

 
The following will not be considered structural alterations:  

a) The partial or complete replacement or reconstruction of foundations or roofs (including 
roof framing members); 

b) Tie-downs for existing posts for seismic purposes; 
c) Structural sheathing for seismic purposes (other seismic framing/bracing such as the 

addition of studs counts);  
d) The replacement of window sills and cripple studs under an existing or altered window (so 

long as the alteration does not make the window larger);  
e) The framing in of existing windows and/or garage doors;  
f) Adding backing for sheetrock and channel framing for interior perpendicular walls; or 
g) The removal of exterior or interior wall finishes.  
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2. When a vertical supporting member of a wall (such as a stud) is structurally altered, 16” of lineal wall 
length of a structure with standard framing is considered to have been altered, or half of the tributary load 
for structures utilizing other framing methods (such as 24” on center).  When a horizontal supporting 
member of a wall (such a top plate) is structurally altered, the actual lineal length of the altered supporting 
member is considered to have been altered. 
 
3.  Definition for “length of exterior walls”: The perimeter of the lineal length of the first story walls plus 
the perimeter of the lineal length of the second and third stories (if applicable) is added together to be the 
sum of the total length of exterior walls.  For understories with cripple wall studs that are more than 4’ in 
height, the portion of the studs that are greater than 4’ in height will be included in the linear wall length 
measurement. The lineal length of attics that meet the definition of “story” in Policy Interpretation ATTIC-
02 will also be added to the total length of exterior walls. 
 

Reason 
 
1. There is a need to have more specific criteria applied to the existing definition of “structural alteration” 
in 13.10.700–S to clarify what is considered a structural alteration for the several areas of the County Code 
that limit the amount of structural alteration allowed for existing structures. Certain alterations that do not 
affect the structural integrity of the structure—such as the framing in of existing windows or garage 
doors—should be allowed and not counted as they do not contribute to the lifespan of the structure.  In 
addition, it is appropriate to exempt certain alterations from the definition, as is already the case for 
foundations, to foster certain seismic upgrades.  
 
Structural alterations that increase the size or height of a structure—such as raising studs to increase 
height—always count as structural alterations (see Policy Interpretation NCS-01 regarding when a variance 
is required for a structural alteration to the roof of a nonconforming structure.) 
 
This definition for structural alteration will apply for both building and zoning purposes to allow for 
consistency in application. 
 
2. This is a feasible method for determining what portion of a wall has been altered, and relates logically to 
the portion of wall that is affected structurally by the alteration.  
 
This method will apply for both building and zoning purposes to allow for consistency in application. 
 
3. Several areas of the County Code impose restrictions or trigger requirements based on the length of the 
exterior walls being altered.  This is fairly straightforward to determine for a one-story structure but 
becomes more complicated for multi-storied or multi-level structures.  It could be interpreted that altering a 
stud on the first story of a three-story structure equates to that lineal footage—on all stories—being altered, 
but in fact only a small area of the structure is really being altered.  Given the regulatory implications of 
exceeding one of the alteration maximums in the County Code, it is appropriate that this more flexible 
interpretation be used.   
 
 
 
_____________________________________                            ______________________________
 Tom Burns, Planning Director                                                     Date 
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