
152  PART 3 ■ Fire Protection

903.3.1.2.2 
Corridor and 
Balcony Sprinklers

CHANGE TYPE: Modification

CHANGE SUMMARY: Sprinkler protection must now be extended into 
corridors and balconies used in the means of egress, even though the loca-
tion may be exempt based upon the NFPA 13R standard.

2021 CODE TEXT: 903.3.1.2.2 Open-ended corridors Corridors 
and balconies in the means of egress. Sprinkler protection shall be 
provided in corridors and for balconies in the means of egress where any 
of the following conditions apply:

 1. Corridors with combustible floor or walls.

 2. Corridors with an interior change of direction exceeding 45  
degrees (0.79 rad).

 3. Corridors that are less than 50 percent open to the outside  
atmosphere at the ends.

 4. Open-ended corridors and associated exterior stairways and 
ramps as specified in Section 1027.6, Exception 3.

 5. Egress balconies not complying with Sections 1021.2 and 1021.3.

CHANGE SIGNIFICANCE: To fully understand the intent of this code 
change, it is important to review the way that reference standards  
are applied with the IBC and how it dictates which document takes pre-
cedence. A review of Section 102.4 indicates (a) that if there is a conflict, 
the code takes precedence, and (b) that where a subject is addressed  
both within the code and the standard, the scope from the code is the con-
trolling provision. In this case, the IBC scopes where sprinkler systems 

Egress balconies.
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are required, but then indicates that they follow the technical provisions 
of the standard by stating the systems are to be “installed throughout in 
accordance with NFPA 13R.” Under the technical requirements of that 
standard, any space “open” to outside temperature is allowed to elimi-
nate the sprinkler protection in that unconditioned/open area. At issue 
is whether a space is interior and needs sprinkler protection or is exte-
rior (read as “open” from the NFPA perspective) and does not need the 
sprinklers. While the IBC has historically addressed the requirement 
in some cases (see Item 3.1 in Exception 3 of IBC Section 1027.6 for  
open-ended corridors), where specific guidance is not provided, the pro-
visions of the standard could be used to eliminate the sprinklers even 
though the egress element is essentially enclosed with only something 
minor leaving it “open” and unconditioned. The added scoping estab-
lishes priority over the standard and thus mandates that the sprinkler 
protection is required in these situations even though it may generally be 
exempt under the standard itself.

Code users should not view these changes as modifications to the IBC 
provisions such as Exception 3 in Section 1027.6, but instead view it as 
limiting the exemptions that the NFPA 13R standard would otherwise  
allow. Where a building is not required to be sprinklered, it is not the in-
tent that this section would require a sprinkler system to be installed in 
these listed locations. This subsection of Section 903.3.1.2 is only appli-
cable where some other provision (such as Section 903.2.8) has already  
required the sprinkler system to be installed, and once that occurs,  
Section 903.3.1.2.2 mandates that the required system also be extended 
into these elements of the means of egress even though the NFPA 13R 
standard indicates that the protection is not needed due to being “open” 
and unconditioned. 

Another point to emphasize is that while Section 903.3.1.2.1 does  
require the NFPA 13R sprinkler protection to be extended onto the balco-
nies and decks, it is important to recognize the difference in the scoping 
of that section compared to egress balconies addressed by Item 5 of the 
new text. While Section 903.3.1.2.1 regulates the balconies and decks “of 
dwelling units and sleeping units” under two conditions, the new text in 
Section 903.3.1.2.2 applies to “egress balconies” that serve as a part of the 
means of egress system and may serve the overall building or areas that 
are not a part of a dwelling unit or sleeping unit. Therefore, the spaces 
regulated by this Item 5 are different than the spaces regulated by Section 
903.3.1.2.1. 
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This excerpt is taken from Significant Changes to the International Building Code®, 2021 Edition.
The Significant Changes series takes you directly to the most important changes that impact 
projects. Key changes are identified then followed by in-depth discussion of how the change 
affects real-world application. Photos, tables and illustrations are included to further clarify 
application. Available for the IBC, IRC, IFC, IECC and IPC/IMC/IFGC, the Significant Changes 
publications are very useful training and review tools for transitioning to a new code edition.
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