Free-Standing Sauna and the IECC
Survey conducted by Shaunna Mozingo, Sept 25, 2024

Question:
If someone wanted to build a free-standing sauna in your jurisdiction, would you hold them to the requirements of the IECC thermal envelope?  Would your jurisdiction require a permit for this structure or is it dependent on size?

Responses:
1. Only if it exceeds the maximum square footage for exempt from permits.  

2. Provided in a residential aspect, if the structure was under 200sq ft. then no permit would be required. Furthermore, does not sound like that would fit the definition in the IECC for a “residential building” since the occupancy would likely be a U.

3.  We would not hold them to IECC requirements.

4. 2021 IECC says you need to provide a thermal envelope around conditioned space. A sauna is directly heated so the technical answer would be that you would need an approved thermal envelope when building a free standing sauna for residential applications.  Of course, that would mean R-60 ceiling and R-20 plus R-5 continuous which seems quite excessive. These would typically be much smaller than a Tiny House.

5. we would require permit for a free standing sauna just like a hot tub

6. Our jurisdiction would inquire further to determine if this structure even required a permit, let alone meet IECC or chapter 11.  Size, heat type, utilities would all be a deciding factor. 
If this was accessory to a residence and was under 200 sqft a permit would not necessarily be required R105.2.  If the sauna required hard wired electricity, that would be a separate permit. 
Is the Sauna accessory to a residence but over 200 sqft?  
Our jurisdiction has an amendment that heated accessory structures with a 2 hr timer on the heater do not have to meet energy codes. The sauna structure would require a permit but appears the sauna could meet this local exception in regard to thermal envelope.

7. I imagine that if it were under 200sf and had no MEP a building permit wouldn’t be required in my jurisdiction,
However, if a permit was required, based on size or MEP, then we’d inspect to manufacture specifications.

8. We have required full chapter 11 IRC compliance for detached saunas accessory to a residence when the structure is heated by other than the steam appliance/stove.  One specific case has a changing/mud room before entering the sauna room and the whole building has a heated stone floor. 
For simple detached sauna structures when they are not heated and only contain the steam appliance/stove, we do not require Chapter 11 or IECC compliance.  We may require a building permit if the structure is not otherwise exempted by the IRC as a residential accessory structure.  If they are exempted from the IRC as a residential accessory structure, we would likely require a mechanical permit for the steam appliance.
 
It just depends on the proposed structure, the site, and the appliance.

9. Permit required: Yes – Permit exemptions found in the IBC/ IRC are amended in this jurisdiction and a sauna appears to align more with examples of habitable use than it does with examples of non–habitable use.  Here is the language in our Building Code Administration Chapter for a structure that is exempt from a permit.
One-story detached accessory structures used as tool and storage sheds, and similar non-habitable uses, provided that they are one story, and the floor area is less than 120 square feet.
 
Meet IECC Thermal requirements: Yes – unless the space conditioning needs, based on the peak design rate (i.e. – when in use), were less than 1 watt per square foot. 

10. For me it boils down to the use, we would require a permit, and it would need to meet all of the requirements of the jurisdiction’s adopted codes.  The size of the structure in this case doesn’t matter seeing as how it’s not a storage shed or similar use. 105.2 item 1 2021 IRC/IBC.
 
11. An accessory structure that is more than 120 SF would require a permit.   However, since a sauna is not a habitable space, we would not enforce the IECC.

12. under 200 square feet no permit, we would require an electrical permit. Energy probably would not regulate.

13. I would look at every angle possible to avoid IECC compliance as a residential structure.  Size perhaps.  Low energy building sounds better per R402.1 Exception
1.1. Those with a peak design rate of energy usage less than 3.4 Btu/h × ft2 (10.7 W/m2) or 1.0 watt/ft2 of floor area for space-conditioning purposes.

You don’t leave a sauna on heating mode 24/7 so 3.4 Btu/h averaged out is probably less than the trigger.

14. If a sauna is 200 sf or less in floor area, and has no utilities, I wouldn't require a permit for it. If I did permit it, I would not hold it to IECC requirements, unless it had a heating/cooling system more than for occasionally heating rocks or starting a fire (or using an electric resistance heater) to make occupants sweat. It might be exempt anyway as an unconditioned or low energy building, but to me the IECC intent is to cover buildings conditioned for occupant comfort, not saunas, which might get used a few days a year.

15. We have recently been working on similar proposals. Currently, we do not have anything in our amendments that would exempt the structure from permitting or exempt it from thermal envelop compliance. Spaces that are conditioned have a utility service of some type; we consider it as such even if heating with wood. Conditioned spaces must comply with the code, and if it is not thermally isolated from the exterior then it has the additional requirement of on-site energy use offsets where they need to offset the energy use with solar pv. Perhaps they could comply with the low energy use designation, but we would require they submit a proposal to show that it is compliant to the low energy use building. Most of them cannot meet it without insulation if they are providing heat for a sauna.

16. We have not required a permit for a detached sauna in our County, because of the size. Even though we have had a wood burning sauna, in the same location, burn down twice! 

17. Residential NO to the IECC, Permit for electrical, unless over 200 Sq ft then permit for structure and Yes to IECC if outside.

18. Sounds like a conditioned space and uses fossil fuels, so yes, I would require a permit and compliance.  Even if the structure met IRC 200 sq ft rule for being exempt from permit, they would still have to comply with the code.  

19. The energy code is about that, using energy.  It doesn't matter whether you only use it sometimes.  It says that if you use more than 1 watt/sq ft or 3.4 Btu/hr  (low energy use building) to heat or cool a building then it is considered conditioned and must comply with the thermal envelope requirements.  Granted, you may not need a permit if it is under 200 sq ft so it may be exempted in this case.  Just because a building department doesn’t require a permit, doesn’t mean that an applicant is exempt from code, however, if the code exempts something, then an applicant doesn’t have to do it, permit or not.  

Some argue that heating a sauna is not "space conditioning", if that's true, then what is that type of heating if it isn't conditioning the space?  It doesn't say anywhere in the energy code that the heating is for comfort.  that's a totally different code that talks about the ability to keep a space 68 degrees 3’ from the floor.  This code is asking if you use energy to heat a space.  The answer is yes, you are.  Why wouldn't you want it to comply?  What a huge waste of energy to do nothing.  
That being said, could there be exceptions, like the ones that apply to greenhouses or sunrooms, so that the requirements are less but they are still doing something?  Could there be exceptions for timers or situations where they show they are shutting use off for periods of time?  Something to consider.

20. I would assume that the 200ft2 exemption applies, but I have not dissected that section of code to know off the top of my head. 
The 3.4Btu/ft exemption does not technically apply here, because that is listed as a peak sizing, not an average energy use. Any sauna heater is well over that as a peak sizing number. That said, I would say that those spaces are not typically conditioned or heated… 

this feels more like “can I run an electrical cord to my unheated shed” sort of thing—temporarily (and let’s be honest infrequently in nearly every case) providing heat to the space. If you do consider it conditioned, then I would say IECC applies… but the real world use of these is not conditioned.  I think the problem is that it could be conditioned, just set that thermostat lower and move in some house plants!

21. If it is not exempt by size or some other exception that I am not aware of, I would think it needs a permit. It is certainly conditioned space.

22. That’s a tough one because even though it is conditioned space, if you start requiring full compliance you will end up with a lot of people just doing it behind your back without permit and then you don’t even get to see the safety aspects of the electrical and mechanical.  Is there a “meet in the middle” approach that allows lesser requirements while still doing something? Is it different for commercial vs residential?  There are things that might need exempted like energy recovery, some ventilation requirements and a lot of mechanical aspects that the energy codes require, especially for commercial.  Truly the envelope is what is at question here it seems.  There are examples in the code of buildings that get away with lesser envelope requirements than a prescriptive building and this seems to be a good case for something like that.
