
Residential Construction Project Code Triggers
Michigan Energy Code Compliance Aid:

Additions

When it comes to home additions, repairs, and renovations 
(alterations), questions may arise as to whether all or a 
portion of a project needs to comply with the Michigan 
Energy Code (MEC). In general, all construction work that 
requires a permit must comply with the MEC, except 
where explicitly exempted. For example, historic buildings, 
including homes, with documented historic designation may 
be exempted from some or all of the MEC requirements. In 
most cases, the current 2015 MEC and the 2021 IECC agree 
on when compliance is required for residential construction 
projects. Two notable exceptions are changes in occupancy 
and lighting upgrades.

Both the MEC and the 2021 IECC require compliance when an unconditioned space is converted to a conditioned space. 
The 2021 IECC also requires compliance when low-energy spaces are converted to conditioned spaces. It also specifically 
identifies conversions to dwelling units as requiring compliance.

Even though the building footprint may remain 
the same with changes in occupancy, these 
types of projects are considered a type of 
addition when they increase the conditioned 
floor area. Physical additions, however, do 
materially impact the building footprint. These 
projects add additional floor space that may 
or may not be conditioned. When the space is 
conditioned, requirements for compliance are 
the same for both the 2015 MEC and the 2021 
IECC, as summarized in Table 1.

2015 MEC §R101.4.3 and 
2021 IECC §R502

Figure 1: Code Compliance Triggers for Changes in Occupancy

Table 1: 2015 MEC and 2021 IECC Code Triggers for Additions¹

This compliance aid summarizes key instances where 
construction projects on existing residential structures 
must comply with the 2015 Michigan Energy Code 
(MEC) and compares them to the triggers in the 2021 
IECC. It is intended to help readers understand and 
meet the current code requirements and help forward-
thinking readers reduce energy by voluntarily adopting 
forthcoming construction standards in advance of their 
being required by code. This compliance aid does not 
explain the MEC in its entirety. Refer to the current 
MEC and foundational documents for complete details.

2015 MEC 2021 IECC

Compliance is required when:
     a) an unconditioned space is converted to a conditioned 
          space

Compliance is required when:
     a) an unconditioned or low-energy space is converted to a 
          conditioned space; or
     b) any space is converted to a dwelling unit

Data adapted from the 2015 MEC and 2021 IECC. Exceptions may apply. See source documents for complete details.

1. Data adapted from the 2015 MEC and 2021 IECC. Exceptions may apply. See source 
documents for complete details. 2. Exceptions apply.

Type of Addition Compliance Required

Additions to an existing building Yes

Unimpacted portions of an existing building No

New building envelopes   Yes²

New HVAC ducts Yes

Existing HVAC ducts extended into the addition No

New hot water systems Yes

New lighting systems Yes

Repairs, such as replacing a broken fan belt or a broken window glass, are done to restore a system or component to 
proper working condition. This type of work does not require that the component or system be brought up to current code. 
Alterations are any changes to existing structures that are not an addition or repair. Examples of alterations are moving 
internal walls and adding, removing, or replacing windows and doors. Many, but not all, alterations require a permit.

Alterations (Renovations) and Repairs
2015 MEC §R101.4.3 and 2021 IECC §R503 and R504



Figure 3: When Kitchen Alterations or Renovations Trigger the Energy Code

New lighting (overhead 
or undercabinet) 
Must comply with the 
MEC

New windows
Must comply with the 
MEC

Existing windows
Do not need to comply 
with the MEC

New drywall or flooring
MEC compliance is not 
required unless you 
expose an uninsulated 
building cavity

Figure 2: Code Triggers for Lighting Upgrades
2015 MEC 2021 IECC

Compliance required 
when replacing 50% 
or more of the existing 
luminaries.

Complaince required 
when replacing 10% 
or more of the existing 
luminaries.

Table 2: Code Compliance Triggers for Alterations (Renovations) and Repairs¹
Construction Projects that Must Comply Construction Projects that Do Not Need to Comply

•	 New envelope assemblies
•	 Replacement of exterior doors²
•	 Recover of roof previously uninsulated when sheathing   

and/or insulation are exposed
•	 New HVAC ducts
•	 New hot water systems
•	 New lighting systems
•	 Lighting project involving luminaire replacements 

(Figure 3) 

•	 Unaltered portions of existing buildings
•	 Interior or exterior storm windows, or window film added 

to existing windows
•	 Glass replacements in existing sashes
•	 Insulation-filled, existing ceilings, walls, or floors exposed 

during construction
•	 Recover of roof when sheathing and/or insulation are not 

exposed; when thermal envelope does not include roof
•	 Bulb and ballast-only replacements

¹ Data adapted from the 2015 MEC and 2021 IECC. Exceptions may apply. See source documents for complete details.
² Vestibule is not required. U-factor and SHGC criteria must be met.

more luminaires in a space. For projects that cross this threshold, 
only the lighting in the particular space of concern is required to 
meet the energy code criteria. In order to achieve increased energy 
savings, the threshold is lowered to upgrades that impact 10% or 
more luminaires in a space in the 2021 IECC. It should be noted 
that for lighting projects, the residential code trigger is defined in 
terms of luminaire quantity, whereas the commercial code trigger 
defines it in terms of connected lighting power. The MEC and IECC 
code triggers are essentially the same for other alterations, which 
are summarized in Table 2 below.

Data adapted from the 2015 MEC and 2021 IECC. Exceptions 
may apply. See source documents for complete details.

In general, the current 2015 MEC and the 2021 IECC agree on what is considered a repair, what is considered an alteration, 
and when compliance is required. One notable exception is lighting upgrades. Converting to LED lighting has the potential 
to reduce lighting energy use by as much as 70%. Additional savings can be achieved with automatic lighting controls. 

The current MEC sets a threshold for projects that must comply with lighting provisions at upgrades that impact 50% or
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