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    Important Notice

    This book provides general educational information about buying, owning, and selling a home in the United States that has work done without building permits, including permit research, risk assessment, negotiation, retroactive permits, open and expired permits, code enforcement, and seller disclosure. It is not legal, engineering, electrical, financial, tax, insurance, or real estate advice, and it does not replace an inspection or evaluation by a licensed professional. Permit requirements, building codes, zoning rules, fees, penalties, enforcement procedures, and disclosure laws are set by states, counties, and cities, differ widely from place to place, and change over time; what this book describes are general patterns, not the rules where you live. Check with your local building department, and consult a real estate attorney licensed in your state, a licensed engineer, electrician, or plumber, and your real estate professional before relying on any of it, especially before you sign a contract or addendum, waive or let a contingency expire, miss a deadline on a notice, or start or remove any work. The scripts, checklists, and worksheets are adaptable examples, not official forms. Cost figures are illustrative only. The people described are composites, not real individuals. No outcome is guaranteed. If you smell gas, see sparks or smoke, notice scorched or hot electrical fixtures, suspect carbon monoxide, or see a structure sagging or cracking, leave the building and call 911 or your gas utility's emergency line from a safe place.

  Where the Old House Ends

The home inspector's flashlight crosses the attic and stops at a seam. On one side are the dark, rough rafters that have held this roof up since the 1960s; on the other, paler and thinner framing, spaced differently and tacked to the old wood with a few nails and a scrap of plywood. That seam is where the permitted house ends and the unpermitted one begins, and if you've picked up this book, you've probably just found your own.

Maybe it's a square footage number that doesn't match the county's, a garage that has become a bedroom, a basement bathroom with no paperwork behind it, or a code officer asking about the patio you're halfway through building. Whatever it is, you now have a question nobody seems able to answer straight: how bad is this, and what do I do?

Why a straight answer is so hard to get

A permit is a building department's written approval to do certain kinds of work, followed by inspections to check it. Work that needed a permit and never got one is "unpermitted," and it's common. Houses collect it over decades: a handy owner finishes a basement, a relative wires a shed, a contractor skips the paperwork to save a week.

That doesn't make it automatically a disaster. Plenty of unpermitted work is solid and can be made legal. It doesn't make it automatically fine, either. Some of it is a genuine hazard, and some sits where zoning will never allow it, however well it was built.

The trouble is the advice. Your agent shrugs. One camp online says to walk away from any house with unpermitted work; another says everyone does it and nobody checks. And the rules really do change at the city line, so even honest advice from two towns over may not apply to you.

This book can't tell you your city's rules. It shows you what to ask, whom to ask, and in what order, so an alarming discovery becomes a decision you can defend.

Four people you'll meet along the way

Four composite examples run through the book, built from situations that come up again and again rather than from any real person. You'll follow each through the chapters that fit their problem.

Priya and Sam are first-time buyers under contract at $415,000 on a 1962 ranch house, with a 10-day inspection contingency. The listing says 1,900 square feet; the county assessor says 1,600. The missing 300 square feet is a rear family room, and the city's online permit portal has no record of it.

Denise bought a 1978 two-story in 2023. A previous owner finished the basement around 2015 with a bedroom and a full bathroom, and the seller's disclosure answered the permit question "don't know." In 2026 her contractor pulls the permit history for a deck replacement, and nothing shows up for the basement, which the county still lists as unfinished.

Marco is building a 14-by-20-foot covered patio onto the back of his house himself, without a permit. It's half done when a neighbor complains and a code enforcement officer appears at his gate, asking to walk into the backyard.

Gloria is 71, widowed, and selling the house she has owned since 1994. In 1998 her late husband, Walt, enclosed the back porch into a sunroom, and he also finished a small attic room. Neither had a permit. There's also a 2016 roof-replacement permit that was never closed out, and the roofer has since gone out of business.

The Four Paths

Every piece of unpermitted work, whatever it is and wherever you live, ends up on one of four paths. The rest of the book helps you choose one and carry it out.

	Accept. You keep the work as it is, knowing it's unpermitted. If you're buying, you price it in. Either way, you document what you know: what the work is, roughly when it was done, who did it, and what inspectors or specialists found. Accepting isn't ignoring the problem; it's choosing to live with it on purpose, with a paper trail.
	Legalize. You apply for a retroactive permit, also called an after-the-fact permit: approval for work already done, granted after the building department reviews and inspects it. You may need drawings, corrections, or upgrades before it passes. Once it does, the work becomes part of your house's official record.
	Remove. You take the work out or restore the house to its last permitted condition: the garage goes back to being a garage, the homemade circuit comes out, the shed comes down. Removal often needs a permit of its own. It can be the cheapest answer when legalizing would cost more than the space is worth, or when zoning won't allow the work at all.
	Walk Away if you're a buyer, or Sell As-Is With Full Disclosure if you're an owner. A buyer with a contingency still open (a contract clause that lets you cancel if a condition isn't met, such as a satisfactory inspection) may be able to back out of the purchase. An owner can sell the house as it stands, telling buyers in writing everything known about the work and pricing it to match.


No path is right everywhere. The same unpermitted deck might be an easy Accept in one town and a forced Remove in the next, and one house can put two pieces of work on two different paths. Whichever you choose, get every promise, estimate, credit, and agreement that comes with it in writing.

Stop asking "Is this permitted?" and start asking "Which of the four paths fits this piece of work, and can I explain why?"

Safety comes before paperwork

Before permits, prices, or deadlines, rule out anything that could hurt someone today. Unpermitted work is often sound, but it's also where shortcuts on gas, wiring, and structure tend to hide.

Act now, before any paperwork, if you notice:

	A gas smell, anywhere in or around the house.
	Outlets, switches, or an electrical panel that feel warm or look discolored or scorched.
	Sparking, buzzing, or a burning smell from anything electrical.
	Lights that flicker on circuits someone added themselves.
	Floors, ceilings, beams, stairs, or decks that sag, crack, or bounce.
	Missing smoke alarms or carbon monoxide alarms.
	Headaches, dizziness, or nausea that ease when you leave the house, a possible sign of carbon monoxide.
	A bedroom with no way out in a fire, such as a basement room with no window big enough to climb through.


What to do:

	Gas smell or suspected carbon monoxide: get everyone out, then call 911 or your gas utility's emergency line from outside. Don't flip switches or go looking for the source.
	Hot, scorched, sparking, or buzzing electrical: if you can safely reach the panel and it isn't hot or scorched itself, shut off that circuit, then call a licensed electrician. If there's smoke or fire, leave and call 911.
	Sagging or cracking structure, or a bedroom with no escape: keep people out of that space, off that deck, or out of that room at night until a licensed professional has looked at it.
	Missing alarms: put them up now. Battery-powered alarms are inexpensive and a same-day fix.


None of this depends on paperwork. A hazard in permitted work is still a hazard, and sound work doesn't turn dangerous because a record is missing. Once any emergency is handled, Chapter 3 shows you how to judge the rest.

What this book covers, and what it doesn't

This book is for buyers, owners, and sellers in the United States, where permit rules are intensely local. Many building departments adopt some version of the International Residential Code and amend it; zoning is a separate local system; disclosure duties vary by state; and enforcement can differ from one office, or one inspector, to the next. Rules also move: some states have recently relaxed permit requirements for certain small repairs, which is why you should check current rules rather than trust what a neighbor was told years ago.

Treat every threshold, fee, deadline, or right described here as a general pattern, not your local rule. The book tells you what to confirm and who can confirm it: your local building department, a licensed engineer, electrician, or plumber, a real estate attorney licensed in your state, or legal aid. It's general education, not legal, engineering, or real estate advice.

It isn't a guide to hiring contractors, living through a renovation, or buying a home. It stays on one problem: work that went in without a permit.

A few ground rules hold throughout:

	Never cover up, drywall over, or quietly "fix" unpermitted work to hide it before an inspection or a sale.
	Never misstate what you know on a disclosure form or to an appraiser, lender, or insurer.
	While you're still deciding, ask the building department general questions before you give them an address; offices differ in what they do with one, and Chapter 2 covers how to ask.


How to use this book

You can read it straight through in a weekend. If a deadline is already on the calendar, go first to what you need.

	You're buying, under contract or about to offer. Read Chapter 3 today, then Chapter 5 for your inspection window and Chapter 6 for the choice to negotiate or walk away. Chapter 2 shows you how to check permit history fast; Chapter 7 covers appraisal, loan, and insurance.
	You already own the house and just found out. Start with Chapter 2 to confirm what's on record, then Chapter 3. Chapter 8 covers whether you have any recourse against the seller, and Chapters 9 and 10 walk you through legalizing, removing, or leaving it.
	The city is involved. Go straight to Chapter 11, and look for any deadline on your paperwork before you do anything else. Chapter 9 explains the retroactive permit you'll likely need.
	You're selling. Read Chapter 12 if an old open permit could surface at closing, and Chapter 13 for disclosure, listing language, and pricing. Chapter 10 helps you decide whether to legalize before you list.
	Everyone. Chapter 1 explains what a permit proves and what it doesn't; Chapter 4 covers the usual trouble spots, from garage conversions to decks. The Quick Reference at the back gathers checklists, scripts, the glossary, and the safety list, and the Conclusion shows you how to keep a house file so this never surprises you again.


You're in good company

Finding unpermitted work is stressful. It can upend a closing date, a budget, and the peace between two people who share a mortgage. If you're a buyer who didn't catch it sooner, a seller whose spouse or parent did the work, or a do-it-yourselfer who just learned a permit was needed, you're in common company, and none of those is a character flaw.

The seam in the attic isn't a verdict. It marks the edge of what someone once checked, and the start of what you now get to check, calmly and in order. By the end of this book you'll know which path you're on, why you chose it, and exactly what to do next.
What a Permit Actually Proves

The garage has been a storage unit for years, and clearing it out finally gets you to the electrical panel. When you swing the metal door open, a faded card is stapled inside: a permit number, the address, and a column of boxes with dates and initials. "Rough" is signed. "Final" is signed a few weeks later.

It feels like a clean bill of health for the house. It isn't quite that, and the difference shapes every decision you make from here.

Before you close the panel door, do three things:

	Photograph the card without removing it.
	Write down the permit number, the dates, and which boxes are signed and which are blank.
	Note what the card says the permit was for. A card for a "service upgrade" tells you nothing about the garage circuits someone added ten years later.


That card is the first page of your paper trail. Chapter 2 shows how to match it against the building department's records.

Who issues a permit, and how the process runs

A building permit is written permission from your local government to do a specific piece of construction work, on the condition that the work gets inspected. In most of the United States it comes from the city or county building department, sometimes called building and safety or development services. Outside city limits, the county usually handles it. In some states, a state agency covers certain trades, such as electrical work.

The details vary, but the usual sequence looks like this:

	Application. The owner or contractor describes the work, often with drawings, and pays a fee.
	Plan review. A reviewer checks the drawings against the code before anything is built. Small jobs may skip this or get approved at the counter.
	Inspections at key stages. An inspector visits just before work gets covered up: footings before concrete is poured, framing, and the rough-in (wiring, pipes, and ducts in place but walls still open).
	Final inspection. The inspector checks the finished job. A passed final closes the permit, often described as "finaled."


A certificate of occupancy is a different document. It says a building, or part of one, may lawfully be occupied for a particular use. Many places issue one for a new house, and some require one for a major addition or a change of use, such as turning a garage into living space. A kitchen remodel or a new circuit usually ends with a final, not a new certificate. If someone tells you "there's a CO," ask which work it covers and what date it carries.

A permit whose work never passed final stays open, and after a set period it may expire. Either way, it tends to surface during a sale. Chapter 12 covers how to clear one.

What that signature proves, and what it doesn't

A finaled permit proves a narrow set of facts: someone told the government what they planned to build, an inspector looked at the stages they were called to see, and on those days the visible work met the minimum code in force at the time.

That has real value. It is also less than most people assume. A finaled permit does not prove:

	Quality. Code is a legal floor, not a standard of good workmanship. A code-compliant bathroom can still have cheap fixtures and sloppy tile.
	That nothing changed later. The card in your panel describes the house on the day of the final. Every outlet, wall, and fixture added since falls outside it.
	That the inspector saw everything. Inspections are short visits. Inspectors check what's exposed and what they're shown, and work done between visits can slip through.
	That today's code is met. Codes are revised regularly. Work that passed in 1987 was measured against the rules of 1987.
	That the permit matches what's there. A permit for a small deck doesn't cover the much larger deck that replaced it.


The reverse holds too. A missing permit doesn't prove the work is bad. Plenty of unpermitted work is solid, and some is dangerous. Paperwork alone can't tell you which.

A permit is a dated record that someone checked certain stages against a minimum standard. It is not a warranty, and a missing permit is not a verdict. Judge the work first, then the paperwork.

Code, zoning and licensing: three different questions

Most confusion about unpermitted work comes from blending three separate systems, each asking its own question, often through a different office.

Building code: is it built safely? The building code is the technical rulebook: how deep a footing goes, how far a joist can span, how a circuit is protected, and how big a bedroom's egress opening (an emergency escape window or door you can actually climb through) must be. Most US jurisdictions adopt some edition of the International Residential Code for one- and two-family homes, then amend it locally. They update on their own schedules, so your



What usually needs a permit, and what often doesn't



	Additions, new structures, and structural changes, such as removing or cutting into a load-bearing wall
	Turning non-living space into living space: garages, basements, attics, enclosed porches
	New or changed electrical circuits, panels, and service upgrades
	New plumbing fixtures, relocated drains or supply lines, and in many places water heaters
	Furnaces, air conditioners, and new or altered gas lines
	Many decks, especially attached or raised ones, plus larger sheds and taller fences or retaining walls
	In many places, reroofing and window replacements that change the size of an opening



	Cosmetic work: paint, wallpaper, flooring, trim, and cabinets or countertops that don't move plumbing or wiring
	Many minor repairs
	Many like-for-like replacements, such as a new faucet, light fixture, or toilet in the same spot
	Small sheds, low platforms, and short fences under local size or height limits




What "grandfathered" really means





Why so much work skips the permit


	Cost. Fees, drawings, and the upgrades an inspection can trigger add up.
	Delay. Plan review and inspection scheduling can stretch a weekend project into months.
	Do-it-yourself confidence. Many owners didn't know a permit was needed, or assumed small jobs didn't count.
	Contractor advice. Some contractors offer a lower price "without the hassle."
	Flips. Fast turnarounds reward work that looks finished over work that has been inspected.
	Age. Many houses predate local permitting, or sat in areas that adopted it later.
	Missing records. Sometimes a permit existed and the file was lost, misfiled, or never digitized. "Unpermitted" can really mean "not yet found."



Sorting your worry
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