The International Codes—a coordinated family of building safety, fire prevention, and energy-efficient construction guidelines that reduces the impact of natural and man-made disasters—have no geographic or political borders. Developed by the International Code Council, the codes contribute to risk reduction by saving lives and protecting homes, buildings, schools and other types of property. 
The International Code Council, headquartered in the United States where most cities, counties and states use its International Codes for public safety and risk reduction, is a nonprofit membership association. Risk reduction and the costs of repairs decrease when jurisdictions update, adopt and enforce building safety codes. The economic benefits of building to code requirements can include energy savings, reduced maintenance costs, lower insurance premiums and fewer safety concerns. Every dollar spent on building safer and stronger on average reduces losses from high-wind damage, floods, earthquakes and other disasters by $4, according to a study from the U.S. National Institute of Building Sciences. A study by the World Watch Institute says that every dollar spent on disaster mitigation and preparedness saves $7 in disaster related economic loss. 
The Council is active globally in risk reduction. It works with Mexico to develop residential construction standards and supports code development efforts in several Caribbean nations. The Council is sharing building safety knowledge and technical expertise with Saudi Arabia. Pakistan is improving earthquake-related requirements in its building safety codes with the help of the International Code Council. The Council has hosted seminars in Ecuador to improve building safety in Latin America and reduce economic losses. The Council’s codes also are used to guide the construction of U.S. facilities around the world.
In the United States, the International Codes compliment federal policy related to floodplain management, seismic and wind issues. Countless lives have been saved and property damage reduced as a result of code usage and enforcement. Wind-force resistance and seismic provisions in building codes are safeguards that protect people and property from natural disasters such as hurricanes, tornados and earthquakes. Also, codes are taking a lead role in safe and sustainable construction.
Research shows that buildings constructed to the most recent codes result in risk reduction, especially from natural disasters such as hurricanes and tornados. A study by the Institute for Business and Home Safety, researchers at the University of Florida and the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) Mitigation Assessment Team looking at a U.S. hurricane-prone area showed homes built before 1996 suffered an average loss of $24 per square foot. Those built between 1996 and 2004 under more stringent codes, suffered an average loss of only $14 per square foot, which is a decrease of 42 percent. Numbers shared by one insurance company showed that claims dropped 60 percent for homes constructed under the newer building codes. Newer homes needed only partial replacement of roofs, window damage was primarily limited to screens, and garage door repairs were minor. The better performance of newer homes was attributed to tougher building codes in the area studied. 
To reduce risks caused by man-made disasters, countless lives have been saved and property damage reduced by features including smoke detectors alerting residents to fires bedroom windows sufficiently sized for emergency escape and rescue personnel access, and stair guardrails protecting children from getting their heads stuck between rails or falling through rails. All are required by the International Codes.
Plumbing codes are perhaps not immediately recognized as impacting disaster reduction, but on closer examination their value is seen through sanitation and safe drinking water. At least every 15 seconds a child dies from a waterborne-related disease. Safe drinking water is unavailable to 1.1 billion people. More than 40 percent of people have no access to toilets. With that amount of the world’s population having no access to personal sanitation, it’s no wonder the United Nations declared 2008 the International Year of Sanitation. 
The U.S. has one of the best building safety systems in the world. For example, just a few years ago a 6.5 earthquake near the California town of San Simeon in the western part of the United States resulted in two lives lost, 47 people injured, and damage to about 500 buildings in a two-county area. Four days later, a 6.6 quake hit close to the city of Bam, Iran. According to official estimates, more than 43,000 people were killed, 30,000 injured and up to 75,000 left homeless. Eighty-five percent of the buildings in Bam were damaged or destroyed. Two earthquakes, similar in magnitude, but with shockingly different outcomes, drive home the point how codes can reduce risks and saves lives. For better or worse, building codes often are improved as we learn from the past. We cannot stop disasters, but by building to code requirements, we definitely can reduce the risk to people and property that are vulnerable to disasters.
