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Structural Forum is intended to stimulate thoughtful dialogue and debate among 
structural engineers and other participants in the design and construction process.
Any opinions expressed in Structural Forum are those of the author(s) and do not 

necessarily reflect the views of NCSEA, CASE, SEI, Copper Creek,
or the STRUCTURE® magazine Editorial Board.

Building Façade Inspections
One Engineer’s Opinion
By Craig Barnes, P.E., S.E.

A piece of a building that falls from 
above may obviously have disastrous 
results for passersby below. Those cit-
ies in the United States with an older 
population of buildings, and with taller 
buildings, are more prone to this poten-
tial. New York, Chicago, and Boston are 
older cities where objects falling from 
building façades have made the news 
nationally, and certainly many more 
have made the news locally. It makes 
sense for façades to be evaluated on a 
periodic basis in an attempt to prevent 
such occurrences. The referenced cities 
have ordinances in place with differing 
language. However, the intent is the 
same: to detect problem areas before the 
public is put in danger. 

The City of Boston Ordinance 9.9-12, 
in capsule form, states that the façade 
of high rise buildings (over 70 feet in 
height) must be inspected by a registered 
architect or engineer at least once every 
five (5) years, or once a year for unoc-
cupied buildings. Buildings 125 feet or 
less in height may be inspected with the 
aid of binoculars or from adjacent struc-
tures, while buildings greater in height 
than 125 feet must be closely inspected 
through the use of swing staging or win-
dow washing equipment. Within thirty 
days of the inspection, a report must be 
filed with the Inspectional Services De-
partment. This report must list the ad-
dress of the property, name and address 
of the owner and architect or engineer 
performing the inspection, and the date 
of the inspection. 

The report includes a description of 
the building, including height, type of 
construction, use and occupancy, and 

the existence of any appurtenances, as 
well as a description of the method of 
inspection, documenting recent struc-
tural or envelope repairs and describing 
the conditions found (i.e. structural con-
dition, weathertightness of the façade, 
condition of flashing, sealant, locations 
of cracks, displacements etc), recom-
mendations for repairs, if any, and the 
degree of severity. Upon receipt of the 
stamped report from a registered archi-
tect or engineer reporting a safe condi-
tion, the Commissioner will issue an 
exterior wall certificate, without which a 
building cannot be occupied. 

Although simply stated and seem-
ingly straightforward, there are two fac-
tors that hinder the implementation of 
this requirement: cost and competition.  
Many building owners or owners’ rep-
resentatives are reluctant to spend the 
money to have the facade reviewed. At 
a minimum, the charge will be the cost 
of the survey, which does not appear to 
have any tangible return if there are no 
deficiencies recorded. In the worst case, 
the professional will discover deficien-
cies that need to be corrected, which to 
the owner means even more money. 

Some owners simply view this as an 
insurance issue — as long as insurance 
is in place, which is all that the owner 
really cares about. Then comes the com-
petition. A structural engineer who re-
sponds to a Request for Proposals (RFP) 
for a façade survey, proposing that the 
study be done from a lift — for how else 
can you make a rational assessment of 
the upper floors of a sixteen story build-
ing? — will be at a distinct disadvantage 

“Many building 
owners or owners’ 
representatives are 

reluctant to spend the 
money to have the 
façade reviewed.”

“It makes sense 
for façades to be 
evaluated on a 
periodic basis...”
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Specifying concrete anchors using the new ACI 318 code
requirements is going to mean more number crunching.
Simpson’s new Anchor Designer Software makes it easy.

And it’s FREE!
Under ACI 318, there are simply more
calculations required to prove anchor
suitability.  Fortunately, Simpson’s
Anchor Designer - ACI 318 is here
to help you.  This program works the
same as the original Anchor Designer:
input your design criteria, and it does
the calculations and suggests a
cracked concrete anchorage solution.
Less wear and tear on you and your
calculator.

ORIGINAL EXTRA CRUNCHY

For applications where ACI 318 doesn’t
apply, we will still have the original
Anchor Designer for Allowable
Stress Design.  We’ll continue to keep
this program updated with the latest
technical information so it can continue
to be a valuable tool for anchor
specification.

Both programs are available for FREE
download from simpsonanchors.com.   

&

ANCHORS ADHESIVES CARBIDEP.A.T.

Structure 1_2pg Is.qxd  4/6/2006  10:43 AM  Page 1

when a competitor tells the owner that it can 
be done from the street level with binoculars 
for one quarter of the cost.

So, how should the structural engineer-
ing profession address the issue?  First, we 
should agree that there is a need for façade 
inspection, so that the public is protected in 
the best possible way. Is it the municipal bu-
reaucracy that should establish and police the 
ordinance?  Probably not, as some bureaucra-
cies are simply asking to have an engineer’s 
letter in the files so that the municipality can 
be protected. Is it the owner or the owner’s 
representative? From the previous discussion, 
you can pretty much sense why that won’t 
work. Is it the insurance company that pays 
the claim when somebody is injured? Not 

likely, because there aren’t sufficient cases 
of injury to register on the insurance com-
panies’ scale.  Is it the public that is being 
protected? No, because they are only inspired 
to the extent that the press fires the issue up, 
or if they know of someone who has experi-
enced an injury.

How do we go about initiating an ordi-
nance? It depends on the municipality. Those 
that simply monitor their files, so that on a 
periodic basis there is a letter from a pro-
fessional in that file, will probably deal with 
a detailed ordinance in the same way they 
would deal with a casual ordinance. Work-
ing directly with the inspectional service 
level folks may be a viable opportunity. The 
façade inspection program may be viewed 

suspiciously by the administrating body, as 
more work for an already overworked staff. 
In that case, structural engineers will need to 
become involved and work through the state 
SEA and other local professional organiza-
tions. A properly established program can be 
self-sustaining through a nominal fee struc-
ture so that it is not simply adding operating 
costs for the municipality. 

For the municipality that needs to 
strengthen a weak program or set up a new 
procedure, the question becomes what type 
of program or procedure should be imple-
mented? The promoting professionals could 
view the programs presently in place in Bos-
ton, New York, Chicago, and perhaps other 
cities of which they are aware; add to that 
library ASTM E2270-05, Standard Practice 
for Periodic Inspection of Building Facades for 
Unsafe Conditions, and then pick resources 
from those references that will best fit the 
locality. Where structural engineers band 
together to do something, mountains can 
be moved. Look at what we have done with 
building codes, education, and certification 
– façade inspection is merely a small hill.▪

“How do we go 
about initiating 
an ordinance?”

Craig E. Barnes, P.E., SECB is principal 
and founder of CBI Consulting Inc. As an 
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currently serves on STRUCTURE® 
magazine’s Editorial Board.
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