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Staff Report 

 

AMES RENTAL ASSOCIATION - RENTAL HOUSING CODE 

CONCERNS 

 

May 13, 2014 

 

The City Council received a letter from the Ames Rental Association (ARA), dated July 
30, 2013. In that letter, the ARA asked that City staff review Ames Municipal Code 
Chapter 13 Rental Housing Code regarding a number of specific issues. At the regular 
meeting on August 13, 2013, the City Council approved the following motion: 
 

Directed staff to meet with representatives of the Ames Rental Association to 
determine where the issues are and report back to the Council via a memo. 

 
On September 5, 2013, City staff had the opportunity to discuss with representatives of 
the ARA Chapter 13 of the Municipal Code that deals with Rental Housing. A list was 
created that included six items to be discussed. City staff presented the six ARA items 
to the City Council on October 22, 2013.  At that meeting, the City Council approved the 
following motion: 
 

Referred the Ames Rental Association’s list of concerns back to staff to review each 
of the six items and to get clarification, or recommendations for changes that clarify, 
on each of the six Rental Housing Code Concerns. 
 

The following is the list of the original six ARA concerns with information on each item. 
 
1. EGRESS WINDOWS: 

 
 ARA Concern:  The ARA would like to require Code compliant egress windows in a 
bedroom, but not require an egress window where there is not a bedroom.   
 
Staff Comment: The International Residential Code (IRC) currently requires egress 
windows in basements no matter if there is a bedroom or not, so Ames Municipal Code 
Chapter 13, Rental Housing Code, as it is currently written, is consistent with the 2012 
IRC by requiring an egress window, even without a bedroom.   
 
The Rental Housing Code states that all habitable spaces are required to have an 
egress window. Habitable space is defined in Ames Municipal Code Section 13.201 and 
included below: 
 
HABITABLE SPACE. Space in a structure for living, sleeping, eating or cooking. 
Bathrooms, toilet rooms, closets, halls, storage or utility spaces, and similar areas are 
not considered habitable spaces. 
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Below grade habitable space has been challenging to enforce through rental 
inspections due to the wide variety of basement finishes that are inspected.  Inspectors 
frequently encounter basements that are not fully finished, however the tenant has, for 
example, a television and a couch in the space.  In this example, the space would 
comply with the definition of habitable space and would require a Code compliant 
egress window. 
 
Code Section: The following are excerpts from the Rental Housing Code, requiring 
egress windows: 
 
13.403(1)(a):   
 
(a) Inadequate second exit capability.  All below grade habitable spaces must have two 

means of egress leading to the outside. When one of the required means of egress is 
a window, it must comply with the 2006 International Residential Code. Pre-existing 
below grade and basement windows and window wells must be brought into 
compliance with the 2006 International Residential Code by no later than December 
31, 2010. 

 
13.801(3)(d): 
 
(d)  Below grade egress windows. 

(i) Below grade and basement windows must comply with the 2006 International 
Residential Code. 

(ii) Pre-existing below grade and basement windows and window wells must be 
brought into compliance with the 2006 International Residential Code, in regard to 
window opening and window well dimensions, by no later than December 31, 
2010. 

(iii) Pre-existing below grade and basement windows that are compliant in all 
regards, except window sill height above the floor shall, upon owner request, be 
reviewed on an individual case basis by the Building Official. 

 
2. PROTECTIVE TREATMENT - PAINTS: 

 
ARA Concern:  The ARA does not believe a clear description exists in Chapter 13, 
Rental Housing Code that would tell a property owner definitively when repainting is 
required. Further, the ARA feels that painting is an aesthetic concern, rather than a life 
safety concern.    
 
Staff Comment:  This portion of the Code was taken directly from the International 
Property Maintenance Code, with the exception of oxidation. This protective treatment 
requirement is to protect the structure from weather related deterioration. A clear 
methodology was not created in the Code that informs a property owner when there is a 
a need to repaint the structure, or portion thereof. Rental Housing Inspectors routinely 
provide flexibility to the property owner by adjusting the amount of time within which the 
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painting needs to occur if the property owner already has plans to repaint or if weather 
prevents painting for a season. 

 
Code Section: The following is an excerpt from the Rental Housing Code requiring 
paint: 

 
13.407(3) 
 
(3) Protective treatment - paint.  All exterior surfaces, including but not limited to doors, 

door and window frames, cornices, porches, trim, balconies, decks and fences shall 
be maintained in good condition. Exterior wood surfaces, other than decay-resistant 
woods, shall be protected from the elements and decay by painting or other 
protective covering or treatment. Peeling, flaking and chipped paint shall be 
eliminated and surfaces repainted. All siding and masonry joints as well as those 
between the building envelope and the perimeter of windows, doors, and skylights 
shall be maintained weather resistant and water tight. All metal surfaces subject to 
rust or corrosion shall be coated to inhibit such rust and corrosion and all surfaces 
with rust or corrosion shall be stabilized and coated to inhibit future rust and 
corrosion. Surfaces designed for stabilization by oxidation are exempt from this 
requirement. 

 
3. “S” TRAPS: 

 
ARA Concern:  The ARA would like S traps to be allowed as an exception as long as 
they are maintained in a safe and sanitary manner, and would like them included as an 
exception in Ames Municipal Code Section 13.600(4)(a)(i).   
 
Staff Comment:  In owner-occupied dwellings, an existing S trap would not be 
mandated to be replaced with a code compliant system unless the owner/contractor 
obtained a building permit and updated the system that included the S trap.  In a rental 
unit, however, the S trap is required to be replaced with a compliant system no later 
than July 1, 2016.    
 
Code Section: The following is an excerpt from the Rental Housing Code that outlines 
the requirement to replace S traps and exceptions for acceptable pre-existing plumbing 
items: 
 
13.600(4)(a)(ii): 
 
(ii) Existing S traps, provided however, that such unlawful traps shall be replaced by a 
trap and vent system that complies with the current Ames Plumbing Code no later than 
July 1, 2016. 
 
13.600(4)(a)(i): 
 
Exceptions: 
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(a) The following specific pre-existing unlawful plumbing items shall be noted on the 
inspection 
     report but shall not prevent the issuance of a letter of compliance as long as 

maintained in a manner which is safe and sanitary. 
(i) Stand pipes for washing machines without a visible trap; Drainage of existing 

basement showers, washing machines, laundry tubs, or utility sinks across the 
surface of a basement floor to an existing floor drain; Existing auto vents; and 
toilets, showers, tubs, and sinks located in bathrooms with less clearance than 
required by the UPC; 

 
4. SUMP PUMP INSTALLATION: 

 
ARA Concern:  The ARA would like sump systems to be allowed as an exception as 
long as they are maintained in a safe and sanitary manner.   
 
Staff Comment:  Similar to the “S” trap discussion in item 3 above, in owner-occupied 
dwellings the non-code compliant plumbing fixtures would only be addressed if the 
owner/contractor applied for a permit and was updating that specific system.   
 
Code Section: The following is an excerpt from the Rental Housing Code that outlines 
the requirement to properly connect to an approved system: 
 
13.605: 
 
(1) General.  All plumbing fixtures shall be properly connected to either a public sanitary 

sewer system or to a private sewage disposal system approved by the City. Sump 
pumps, roof drains, and other storm water drainage systems shall not be connected 
to a sanitary sewer. 

 
(2) Maintenance.  Every plumbing stack, vent, waste and sewer line shall function 

properly and be kept free from obstructions, leaks and defects. 
 
5. FURNACE AND SYSTEM SAFETY CERTIFICATION: 

 
ARA Concern:  The ARA would like to utilize another test that is less expensive and 
would like to have additional time, more than five years, for required certification of a 
single furnace that serves multiple dwelling units.   
 
Staff Comment:  The Rental Housing Code relies on the Building Official to determine 
when a safety certification is required for furnaces that serve individual dwelling units. 
However, the Code specifically states a five year maximum for furnaces that serve 
multiple dwellings. The Inspection Division has created an Administrative Policy 
Statement regarding the individual furnace certifications to clarify the last portion of 
Section 13.702(7), below, which uses the Building Official’s judgment to require a 
certification. This discretion is not an option for a furnace that serves multiple dwellings, 
because the Code specifically states five years, also referenced below. The 



5 
 

administrative policy states that when a furnace is approximately 20 years of age, or if 
other visible evidence of deterioration is present, such as scorching or leakage, the 
inspector will request a certification. It is important that the standard is clear and 
consistent for our customers. Please note that the Rental Housing Inspectors are able 
to provide a minimum external review of a furnace and the associated system and are 
not trained to provide a detailed inspection. 
 
The following is an excerpt from the Rental Housing Code that outlines the requirement 
for a furnace and system safety certifications: 
 
13.702(6): 
 
(6) Furnaces/re-circulated ventilation air.  The use of a single furnace serving multiple 

dwelling units within an existing registered rental structure where air is circulated 
through more than one unit may continue, provided: 
(a) The owner/manager makes application for approval of the pre-existing condition 

to the 
Building Official within thirty days of notification of the condition by the Building 

Official. 
(b) The owner/manager discloses existence of the shared furnace in the lease and 

acceptance is initialed by the tenant; 
(c) The owner/manager discloses existence of a shared thermostat in the lease and 

acceptance 
is initialed by the tenant; 

(d) The owner/manager obtains an annual furnace safety inspection and written 
certification, from 
a licensed mechanical contractor, of all shared furnaces more than 5 years of age. 
Certification of furnaces less than 5 years of age may be required by the Building 
Official for due cause. 

(e) When the single furnace is replaced, it must be brought into compliance with 
current codes 
regulating: 
(i) exhaust system; 
(ii) fuel gas piping; 
(iii) electrical supply; 
(iv) ventilation air; 
and other relevant provisions of the electrical, mechanical, fuel gas, and plumbing 

codes. 
(f) A carbon monoxide detector must be provided within the vicinity of the furnace, as 

specified 
by the manufacturer. Recirculation of air between dwelling units and common 
areas is not prohibited by this Code.  Approval of this pre-existing condition is 
transferable from one owner to another, provided compliance with this all 
conditions of this section us maintained continuously. Failure to maintain 
continuous compliance with this section will result in termination of approval, and 
will require compliance with current mechanical code provisions, following 
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appropriate notification and hearing procedures of this Code. Approval of pre-
existing conditions will not be granted to new rental registration applications for 
duplex or multifamily dwellings. 

 
13.702(7): 
 
(7) Furnace and system safety certification.  The owner of a structure shall provide and 

maintain mechanical and electrical facilities and equipment in compliance with these 
requirements. All mechanical appliances, operable fireplaces, solid fuel-burning 
appliances, cooking appliances, and water heating appliances shall be properly 
installed and maintained in a safe working condition, and shall be capable of 
performing the intended functions.  Each fuel-burning appliance shall be connected to 
an approved chimney or vent.   

 
Exception: Fuel-burning equipment and appliances which are labeled for unvented 
operation need not be connected to a chimney or vent. 
 
The Building Official or designee may require an owner to obtain written safety 
certification from a licensed mechanical contractor when, in the Building Official’s 
judgment, the safe or operable condition of an appliance is questionable. 

 
6. FIRE ALARM SYSTEM RETROFITTING: 

 
ARA Concern:  The ARA would like to remove this requirement.   
 
Staff Comment:  As the 2012 International Fire Code (IFC) was reviewed for adoption, 
City staff had an opportunity to specifically review the requirements for Fire Alarm 
System Retrofitting. Fire alarm system retrofitting was included in Ames Municipal Code 
Chapter 13, Rental Housing Code, and in the IFC. Unfortunately, the text and the 
exceptions are no longer consistent between the two codes as the IFC continues to be 
updated on a three-year cycle. During the January 28, 2014 City Council meeting, the 
City Council approved eliminating the fire alarm system retrofitting standard from Ames 
Municipal Code Chapter 13 and to rely completely on the IFC. The City Council further 
directed the Fire Chief to provide a timeline that requires compliance by July 1, 2020.  
The Fire Chief will present the timeline at the May 13, 2014 City Council meeting.    
 














