
Residential Swimming Pools and Spas  

 Codes
 Applications
 Barrier Requirements

o Gates
o Latches

 Types of Barriers

Are Pools Exempt from Permits?    
Pools that are less than 24” deep are exempt from permits. The owner is responsible for code compliance.   

What Code Addresses Pools and Spas?    

All residential pools and spas must comply with the International Swimming Pool and Spa Code (ISPSC). This handout 
covers barriers and the energy code requirements. The complete text of the code can be found at here:    

https://codes.iccsafe.org/content/ISPSC2015?site_type=public 

How Do I Apply? 
Submit a complete application package to the Building Development Center. A Residential Building Application and a 
Master Application are required with the applicable fee. Complete package requirements are outlined in the application.   

What are the Barrier Requirements?  
Sections 305.2.1 through 305.7 of the International Swimming Pool and Spa Code cover barriers.  

Fences can be used as a barrier. The height of fences for swimming pools is regulated by the Thurston County Zoning 
Codes.   

1. The top of the barrier shall be not less than 60 inches above grade in the Tumwater Urban Growth Area and 48 
inches in all other zones where measured on the side of the barrier that faces away from the pool or spa.  Such 
height shall exist around the entire perimeter of the barrier and for three feet (914 mm) measured horizontally 
from the outside of the required barrier.

2. The vertical clearance between grade and the bottom of the barrier shall not exceed 2 inches (51 mm) for grade 
surfaces that are not solid, such as grass or gravel, where measured on the side of the barrier that faces away from 
the pool or spa.

3. The vertical clearance between a surface below the barrier to a solid surface, such as concrete, and the bottom 
of the required barrier shall not exceed 4 inches (102 mm) where measured on the side of the required barrier that 
faces away from the pool or spa.

4. Where the top of the pool or spa structure is above grade, the barrier shall be installed on grade or shall be 
mounted on top of the pool or spa structure. Where the barrier is mounted on the top of the pool or spa, the 
vertical clearance between the top of the pool or spa and the bottom of the barrier shall not exceed 4 inches (102 
mm).



Openings in the barrier shall not allow passage of a 4-inch-diameter (102 mm) sphere.  
 
Clear Zone 
There shall be a clear zone of not less than 36 inches (914 mm) between the exterior of the barrier and any 
permanent structures or equipment such as pumps, filters and heaters that can be used to climb the barrier. 
 
Poolside Barrier Setbacks 
The pool or spa side of the required barrier shall be not less than 20 inches (508 mm) from the water’s edge. 
 
Gates 
Access gates shall comply with the requirements of Sections 305.3.1 through 305.3.3 and shall be equipped to 
accommodate a locking device. Pedestrian access gates shall open outward away from the pool or spa, shall be 
self-closing and shall have a self-latching device. 
 

Utility or Service Gates 
Gates not intended for pedestrian use, such as utility or service gates, shall remain locked when not in use. 
 
Double or Multiple Gates 
Double gates or multiple gates shall have at least one leaf secured in place and the adjacent leaf shall be 
secured with a self-latching device. The gate and barrier shall not have openings larger than 1/2 inch (12.7 
mm) within 18 inches (457 mm) of the latch release mechanism. The self-latching device shall comply 
with the requirements of Section 305.3.3. 

 
Latches 
Where the release mechanism of the self-latching device is located less than 54 inches (1372 mm) from grade, the 
release mechanism shall be located on the pool or spa side of the gate not less than 3 inches (76 mm) below the 
top of the gate, and the gate and barrier shall not have openings greater than 1/2inch (12.7 mm) within 18 inches 
(457 mm) of the release mechanism. 

 
Types of Barriers  
 
Solid Barrier Surfaces 
Solid barriers that do not have openings shall not contain indentations or protrusions that form handholds and footholds, 
except for normal construction tolerances and tooled masonry joints. 
 
Mesh Fence Barrier 
Mesh fences shall be installed in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions and shall comply with the following: 
 

1. The bottom of the mesh fence shall be not more than 1 inch (25 mm) above the deck or installed surface or 
grade. 
 
2. The maximum vertical clearance from the bottom of the mesh fence and the solid surface shall not permit the 
fence to be lifted more than 4 inches (102 mm) from grade or decking. 
 
3. The fence shall be designed and constructed so that it does not allow passage of a 4-inch (102 mm) sphere 
under any mesh panel. The maximum vertical clearance from the bottom of the mesh fence and the solid surface 
shall not be more than 4 inches (102 mm) from grade or decking. 
 
4.  An attachment device shall attach each barrier section at a height not lower than 45 inches (1143 mm) above 
grade. Common attachment devices include, but are not limited to, devices that provide the security equal to or 
greater than that of a hook-and-eye type latch incorporating a spring-actuated retaining lever such as a safety gate 
hook. 



 
5. Where a hinged gate is used with a mesh fence, the gate shall comply with the barrier requirements. 
 
6. Patio deck sleeves such as vertical post receptacles that are placed inside the patio surface shall be of a 
nonconductive material. 
 
7. Mesh fences shall not be installed on top of on-ground residential pools. 

 
Closely Spaced Horizontal Members 
Where the barrier is composed of horizontal and vertical members and the distance between the tops of the horizontal 
members is less than 45 inches (1143 mm), the horizontal members shall be located on the pool or spa side of the fence. 
Spacing between vertical members shall not exceed 13/4 inches (44 mm) in width. Where there are decorative cutouts 
within vertical members, spacing within the cutouts shall not exceed 13/4 inches (44 mm) in width. 
 
Widely Spaced Horizontal Members 
Where the barrier is composed of horizontal and vertical members and the distance between the tops of the horizontal 
members is 45 inches (1143 mm) or more, spacing between vertical members shall not exceed 4 inches (102 mm). Where 
there are decorative cutouts within vertical members, the interior width of the cutouts shall not exceed 13/4 inches (44 
mm). 
 
Chain Link Dimensions 
The maximum opening formed by a chain link fence shall be not more than 13/4 inches (44 mm). Where the fence is 
provided with slats fastened at the top and bottom which reduce the openings, such openings shall be not more than 13/4 
inches (44 mm). 
 
Diagonal Members 
Where the barrier is composed of diagonal members, the maximum opening formed by the diagonal members shall be not 
more than13/4 inches (44 mm). The angle of diagonal members shall be not greater than 45 degrees (0.79 rad) from 
vertical. 
 
Structure used as a wall Barrier 
Where a wall of a dwelling or structure serves as part of the barrier and where doors or windows provide direct access to 
the pool or spa through that wall, one of the following shall be required: 
 

1. Operable windows having a sill height of less than 48 inches (1219 mm) above the indoor finished floor and 
doors shall have an alarm that produces an audible warning when the window, door or their screens are opened. 
The alarm shall be listed and labeled as a water hazard entrance alarm in accordance with UL 2017.  
 
The operable parts of the alarm deactivation switches shall be located 54 inches (1372 mm) or more above the 
finished floor. 
 
2. A safety cover that is listed and labeled in accordance with ASTM F 1346 is installed for the pools and spas. 
 
3. An approved means of protection, such as self-closing doors with self-latching devices, is provided. Such 
means of protection shall provide a degree of protection that is not less than the protection afforded by Item 1 or 
2. 
 

On-Ground Residential Pool Structure as a Barrier 
An on-ground residential pool wall structure or a barrier mounted on top of an on-ground residential pool wall structure 
shall serve as a barrier where all the following conditions are present: 
 



1. Where only the pool wall serves as the barrier, the bottom of the wall is on grade, the top of the wall is not less 
than 48 inches (1219 mm) above grade for the entire perimeter of the pool, the wall complies with the 
requirements of Section 305.2 and the pool manufacturer allows the wall to serve as a barrier. 
 
2. Where a barrier is mounted on top of the pool wall, the top of the barrier is not less than 48 inches (1219 mm) 
above grade for the entire perimeter of the pool, and the wall and the barrier on top of the wall comply with the 
requirements of Section 305.2. 
 
3. Ladders or steps used as means of access to the pool are capable of being secured, locked or removed to 
prevent access except where the ladder or steps are surrounded by a barrier that meets the requirements of Section 
305. 
 
4. Openings created by the securing, locking or removal of ladders and steps do not allow the passage of a 4inch 
(102 mm) diameter sphere. 
 
5. Barriers that are mounted on top of on-ground residential pool walls are installed in accordance with the pool 
manufacturer’s instructions. 

 
Natural Barriers 
In the case where the pool or spa area abuts the edge of a lake or other natural body of water, public access is not 
permitted or allowed along the shoreline, and required barriers extend to and beyond the water’s edge not less than 18 
inches (457 mm), a barrier is not required between the natural body of water shoreline and the pool or spa. 
 
Natural Topography 
Natural topography that prevents direct access to the pool or spa area shall include but not be limited to mountains and 
natural rock formations. A natural barrier approved by the governing body shall be acceptable provided that the degree of 
protection is not less than the protection afforded by the requirements of Sections 305.2 through 305.5. 
 
How do I meet the energy code?  Pools and permanent spas shall comply with Washington State Energy Code 
Sections R403.10.1 through R403.10.4.2.  
 
Heaters. The electric power to heaters shall be controlled by a readily accessible on-off switch that is an integral part of 
the heater mounted on the exterior of the heater, or external to and within 3 feet (914 mm) of the heater. Operation of such 
switch shall not change the settings of the RE-28 2015 Washington State Energy Code heater thermostat. Such switches 
shall be in addition to a circuit breaker for the power to the heater. Gas fired heaters shall not be equipped with constant 
burning pilot lights. 
 
Time switches. Time switches or other control method that can automatically turn off and on according to a preset 
schedule shall be installed for heaters and pump motors. Heaters and pump motors that have built in time switches shall be 
deemed in compliance with this requirement. Pumps that operate solar- and waste-heat-recovery pool heating systems do 
not need time switches. 

 
Covers. Outdoor heated pools and outdoor permanent spas shall be provided with a vapor-retardant cover, or other 
approved vapor retardant means. Where more than 70 percent of the energy for heating, computed over an operating 
season, is from site-recovered energy, such as from a heat pump or solar energy source, covers or other vapor-retardant 
means shall not be required. 

 
Residential pool pumps. Pool pump motors may not be split-phase or capacitor start-induction run type. 
 
Two-speed capability. 
 



1. Pump motors: Pool pump motors with a capacity of 1 hp or more shall have the capability of operating at two 
or more speeds with low speed having a rotation rate that is no more than one-half of the motor's maximum 
rotation rate. 
 
2. Pump controls: Pool pump motor controls shall have the capability of operating the pool pump with at least two 
speeds. The default circulation speed shall be the lowest speed, with a high-speed override capability being for a 
temporary period not to exceed one normal cycle. 
 

Pump operation. Circulating water systems shall be controlled so that the circulation pump(s) can be conveniently turned 
off, automatically or manually, when the water system is not in operation. 
 
Portable spas (Mandatory).  The energy consumption of electric-powered portable spas shall be controlled by the 
requirements of Standards for Portable Spa Professionals APSP-14. 
 
Residential pools and permanent residential spas. Residential swimming pools and permanent residential spas that are 
accessory to detached one- and two-family dwellings and townhouses three stories or less in height above grade plane and 
that are available only to the household and its guests shall be in accordance with APSP-15. 
 
Questions before you build? 
 

 Commercial and Residential Plan Review, please contact:  Tim Rubert: tim.rubert@co.thurston.wa.us or Rowland 
Zoller:  Rowland.zoller@co.thurston.wa.us 

 
 Talk with Building Development Center (BDC) Staff - Each project and property are different. Please talk with a 

BDC professional to determine if a permit is required.  
 

 Contact Information and Office Hours - Call the BDC at (360)786-5490 or visit us Monday-Friday from 8 a.m. to 
4 p.m. If submitting an application, please arrive by 3:30 p.m. 
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