
New 
Construction

(Ch. 4)

HVAC Systems (C403)

HVAC heating shall not be provided 
by natural gas combustion 

appliances unless meeting one of the 
following exceptions. (C403.1.4)

Air-to-water heat pumps in Climate 
Zone 5 (C403.1.4, Exception #6)

Natural gas auxiliary heating to supplement heat pump heating for hydronic heating systems. Must comply with 
conditions 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3 of C403.1.4.

Small systems (C403.1.4, Exception 
#8)

Natural gas appliances, including decorative appliances, that either provide less than 5% of total building HVAC 
system heating capacity or serve less than 5% of the conditioned floor area.

Specific conditions (C403.1.4, 
Exception #9)

Portions of buildings that require natural gas space heating for specific conditions approved by the code official 
for research, health care, process or other specific needs that cannot practicably be served by heat pump or 

other space heating systems. (Not a blanket exception for any occupancy type)

Kitchen make-up air in Climate Zone 
5 (C403.1.4, Exception #10)

Make-up air for commercial kitchen exhaust systems required to be tempered by Section 508.1.1 of the 
International Mechanical Code is permitted to be heated by using natural gas.

District Energy (C403.1.4, Exception 
#11)

Steam or hot water district energy systems that utilize natural gas as their primary source of heat energy, that 
serve multiple buildings, and that were already in existence prior to the effective date of this code, including 

more energy-efficient upgrades to such existing systems, are permitted to serve as the primary heating energy 
source.

DOAS ERV auxillary heat in Climate 
Zone 5 (C403.1.4, Exception #16)

Dedicated outdoor air systems with energy recovery ventilation are permitted to utilize natural gas for auxiliary 
heating to preheat outdoor air for defrost or as auxiliary supplemental heat to temper supply air to 55°F or 

lower for buildings or portions of buildings that do not have hydronic heating systems.

Low-carbon district energy systems 
(C403.1.4, Exception #17)

Low-carbon district energy systems that meet the definitions of low-carbon district energy exchange system or 
low-carbon district heating and cooling or heating only systems.

Essential facilities ((C403.1.4, 
Exception #18)

Groups I-2 and I-3 occupancies that by regulation are required to have in place redundant emergency backup 
systems.

Service Water Heating (C404)

Service hot water shall not be 
provided by natural gas combustion 

appliances unless meeting one of the 
following exceptions. (C404.2.1)

Supplamental service water heating 
equipement per Section C404.2.1.4

The primary heat pump system shall be sized per C404.2.1.1 and the supplemental water heating equipment 
shall comply with C404.2.1.4.

Exceptions to mandatory heat pump 
water heating

C404.2.1, Exception #4 - Service hot water systems served by a district energy system that serves multiple 
buildings and that was in service before the effective date of this code.

C404.2.1, Exception #6 - Systems connected to a low-carbon district energy exchange system or a low-carbon 
district heating and cooling or heating only system.

C404.2.1, Exception #7 - Essential facilities. Groups I-2 and I-3 occupancies that by regulation are required to 
have in place redundant emergency backup systems.

Existing 
Construction    

(Ch. 5)

Addition 
(C502)

HVAC Systems (C502.2.4) New mechanical systems and equipment Must comply as if new construction (C502.2.4) See C403.1.4

Service Water Heating 
(C502.2.5)

New service water-heating systems and equipment Must comply as if new construction (C502.2.5) See C404.2.1

Alteration 
(C503)

HVAC Systems (C503.4)

Components of existing mechanical system 
are altered

Comply as if new construction (C503.4) See C403.1.4

Apply exceptions 

C503.4, Exception #2 - Compliance with Section C403.1.4 is not required where the alteration does not include 
replacement of a heating appliance.

C503.4, Exception #3 - Alternate mechanical system designs that are not in full compliance with this code may be 
approved when the code official determines that existing building constraints including, but not limited to, 

available mechanical space, limitations of the existing structure, or proximity to adjacent air intakes or exhausts 
makes full compliance impractical. Alternate designs shall include additional energy saving strategies not 

prescriptively required by this code for the scope of the project including, but not limited to, demand control 
ventilation, energy recovery, or increased mechanical cooling or heating equipment efficiency above that 

required by Tables C403.3.2(1) through C403.3.2(16).

New System Must comply as if new construction (C503.4.1) See C403.1.4

Relocated equipment Equipment currently in use may be relocated within the same floor or tenant space if removed & reinstalled within the same permit (C503.4.5)

Addition or replacement of heating 
appliance

Comply as if new 
construction and see 

C403.1.4 (C503.4.6) or 
comply with Table C503.4.6

C503.4.6 Exception #5 - Replacement of existing steam boilers with steam distribution to terminal units and the 
associated boiler feed equipment.

C503.4.6 Exception #6 - Where compliance with Section C403.1.4 would trigger an unplanned utility electrical 
service upgrade based on the NEC 220.87 method for determining existing loads.

C503.4.6 Exception #7 - Like-for-like replacement of a single heating appliance is permitted where that appliance is 
failing, requires immediate replacement, and where no other HVAC work is planned.

Furnaces, duct furnaces, and unit heaters must have an efficiency 10% greater than base value from Table 
C403.3.2(5)

Gas-fired hot water boilers, with fewer than 80% of served coils replaced, must have an efficiency 10% greater 
than base value from Table C403.3.2(6)

Service Water Heating 
(C503.5)

New, altered, or replaced systems, 
equipment, and components

Must comply as if new 
construction (C503.5)

See C404.2.1

Apply exceptions

C503.5, Exception #1 - Replacement of a single electric resistance or fuel-fired service water heating appliance 
with a unit that is the same type and has the same or higher efficiency and the same or lower capacity, provided 

there are no other alterations made to the existing service water heating system size or configuration.

C503.5, Exception #2.2 - Gas storage water heaters with an input of 75,000 Btu/h or less.

C503.5, Exception #2.3 - Gas instantaneous water heaters with an input of 200,000 Btu/h or less and 2 gallons or 
less of storage.

C503.5, Exception #3 - Where it has been determined by the code official that existing building constraints 
including, but not limited to, available floor space or ceiling height, limitations of the existing structure, or 

electrical service capacity, make compliance technically infeasible.

Change of 
Occupancy 

(C505)

Change in space conditioning 
(C505.1, C505.2, and C505.4)

Converting any low energy space to conditioned or semi-heated space, or converting any semi-heated space to 
conditioned space

Comply as if new construction 
(C505.2/C505.4.2/C505.4.3)

See C403.1.4 and C404.2.1

Change in occupancy alteration 
(C505.1, C505.3, and C505.4)

Converting any Group F, S, or U occupancy to an occupancy other than Group F, S, or U, or converting any use or 
occupancy to a Group R dwelling unit, or any Group R dwelling unit or portion thereof permitted prior to July 1, 

2002 to a commercial use or occupancy

Comply as if new construction 
(C505.3/C505.4.3/C505.4.3)

See C403.1.4 and C404.2.1

Climate Zone 5 includes Adams, Asotin, Benton, 
Chelan, Columbia, Douglas, Ferry, Franklin, Garfield, 

Grant, Kittitas, Klickitat, Lincoln, Okanogan, Pend 
Oreille, Skamania, Spokane, Stevens, Walla Walla, 

Whitman, and Yakima counties

Natural Gas in the 2021 WA State Commercial Energy Code:
When is Natural Gas permitted?

With the 2021 WA State Energy Code (WSEC), the State Building Code Council (SBCC) has voted to approve
limitations on the use of natural gas in commercial buildings in Washington State effective July 1, 2023. These
limitations, intended to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, generally prohibit the use of natural gas for space
or water heating, unless complying with specific exemptions. This poster presents to the user, code compliant
pathways for the use of natural gas in commercial projects.

For questions related to the WA State Energy Code and natural gas, please contact Cascade’s Building Codes Specialist Ty Jennings at 509-975-0154 or Ty.Jennings@CNGC.com

To learn more about policies 
impacting the use of natural gas in 

Washington State, scan this QR code


