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Technical Brief: A Passed Inspection Is Not a Quality
Program - Why a Certificate of Occupancy Does Not Mean
the Work Is Right
A plain-English guide for homeowners, developers, and real estate investors: what a county inspection actually
verifies, why no inspector can check every requirement of a modern building code, what a certificate of
occupancy legally is and is not, and why every serious owner still puts a code-literate, contract-enforcing
general contractor between the trades and their asset

Executive summary
There is a belief that runs through residential and commercial development alike: the county signed off, so the work is

right. A certificate of occupancy was issued, so the house meets code. The contractor passed his inspections, so the

subcontractors built it correctly. It is a comfortable belief, and it is wrong. A county inspection is a limited,

phase-by-phase, largely visual spot check performed in a small window of time, by an inspector who is responsible for

protecting a public minimum standard across an entire jurisdiction - not for enforcing your contract, auditing every trade,

or warranting your building. It is not an inclusive list of the code’s requirements, it does not certify that every component

is installed per manufacturer instructions, and it says nothing about whether the work satisfies the scope you actually

paid for. Building departments themselves treat the approval this way: the certificate of occupancy is administrative

permission to occupy the building, not a guarantee of its quality. This brief explains the structural reasons a passed

inspection can coexist with defective work (concealed conditions, time limits, sampling, and the gap between the code

minimum and the contract standard), gives real examples of defects that sailed through approved inspections, and

closes with the practical answer: an owner-side quality program - a licensed general contractor or competent supervisor

who inspects more than the county does, enforces the contract the county never read, and documents what is covered

up. This is the third brief in Ducere’s construction-quality series; it stands with the WRB/house wrap brief and the crawl

space vapor barrier brief on the same principle: buildings fail at the seams, and nobody checks the seams unless

someone is paid to.
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1. What a county inspection actually is
To use the approval correctly, an owner has to understand what the inspector’s job actually is - and what it is not.

1.1 A public function, not a private service. The county inspector works for the jurisdiction. His function is to verify, at

a sampling level, that the structure meets the public’s minimum standards for life safety, structural integrity, and

habitability - the building code the jurisdiction has adopted. He is not retained by the owner, does not enforce the

owner’s construction contract, does not hold subcontractors to the owner’s scope, and is not responsible for the owner’s

economic expectations. His obligation runs to the building and the public, not to you.

1.2 Phase-based and time-boxed. Residential inspections happen at defined milestones - footing/foundation, framing,

rough-ins (electrical, plumbing, mechanical), insulation, and final. At each visit, the inspector is checking a defined

checklist for that phase, often across multiple jobs in a day, in a time window measured in minutes to perhaps an hour

per house. The building code he administers contains thousands of interconnected provisions across the adopted code



DUCERE CONSTRUCTION SERVICES, INC. TECHNICAL BRIEF

GA GC GCCO006711  |  GA RLQ RLQQA005251  |  NASCLA 404696491  |  IICRC 7781459  |  Informational only 2

editions and local amendments. Nobody can exhaustively verify thousands of provisions in that time window. The

inspection is necessarily a general check for the issues the phase most commonly gets wrong, not an inclusive list of

every applicable requirement.

1.3 Largely visual, on what is visible. Inspectors see what is exposed at the time of the visit. Work already covered,

work performed after the final inspection, and conditions inside closed assemblies (flashings lapped wrong behind

siding, house wrap seams untaped, a crawl space vapor barrier left unsealed at the walls - the exact defect in Ducere’s

crawl space brief) are effectively invisible to the process unless something invites a closer look. A passed final

inspection says what the inspector could see met the checklist he ran - it cannot say what he could not.

THE ACCURATE SENTENCE

A passed inspection means: on the day of the visit, the visible items the inspector sampled appeared to comply with the phase’s
checklist. Anything more - "the house meets all applicable codes," "the work was done correctly," "my contract was satisfied" - is
an inference the approval does not carry.

2. Why "the inspector approved it" and "it was built correctly" are different
statements
The gap between the two statements is not a criticism of inspectors. It is arithmetic and structure. Four mechanisms

create it, and every one of them is inherent to the system:

2.1 Volume versus time. An inspector covering a jurisdiction handles many permits a week. The code documents he

administers run to thousands of pages. Even a conscientious inspector is forced to triage: focus on the

high-consequence items (structural connections, egress, electrical panels, gas), and accept that the rest is sampled or

skipped. Triage protects lives. It does not, and cannot, protect the owner’s grade of quality.

2.2 Concealment. Construction is a concealment business: most critical work gets covered by the next trade. If the

vapor barrier goes in wrong and the next phase passes anyway, the defect is behind the wall forever - unless the

owner’s own supervisor looked before the covering trade closed it in. The county’s phase structure catches some of this,

but only at the phases that have inspections at all, and only for what the phase checklist samples.

2.3 Code minimum is a floor, not the contract. The code is the lowest legal standard - the line below which the

building is prohibited. A house can be code-compliant and still be a bad house: cheap materials at their minimum specs,

fastidious-but-weak details, shingle lines that will hold wind but not hail, and quality far below what the contract

described. Conversely, a house can meet the contract standard and still fail an inspection on a technicality. The two

standards overlap but are not the same document, and only one of them is enforced by the county.

2.4 Human variance. Inspectors vary in experience, specialty, and thoroughness, like every trade. An inspector who

trusts a particular contractor’s framing crew may spend his minutes elsewhere; a new inspector may miss what a

veteran would catch. The system is designed to be good enough at the public minimum, on average, across a

jurisdiction - which is a different guarantee than "your house got checked correctly."

3. What the certificate of occupancy actually means
The CO is the end state of the permit process: the jurisdiction’s administrative determination that the visible, submitted

work appears to satisfy the adopted code sufficiently to allow occupancy. It is a legal gate on occupancy - not a

warranty, not a certification of quality, and in most jurisdictions it comes with no promise that the building is free of

defects or that the code was verified item by item. Courts in most jurisdictions have long treated building-department

approvals as administrative acts protecting the public interest, not guarantees to private parties - the department does
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not step into the shoes of a warranty provider, and its approval generally does not transfer the builder’s obligations to the

jurisdiction. The practical consequences for an owner: a CO can coexist with latent defects, with work that violates the

construction contract, and with conditions that will cost real money years later. If the deal documents, the marketing, or

the seller’s disclosures rest on "it passed county inspection," the owner is underwritten by a spot check.

4. What Ducere’s inspections find that county approvals miss
Ducere Construction’s supervisory experience is the practical proof of the theory above. The pattern repeats on project

after project: work that passed the county’s phase inspections - sometimes repeatedly - and still fails the private

standard, including the crawl space vapor barrier detailed in this series (installed under a contract clause expressly

requiring code compliance, taped at the piers and left unsealed at the foundation walls). A GC’s punch list routinely

contains items the county never flagged because the county was never looking for them: window flashing integrated in

the wrong order behind the house wrap; shingle courses fastened below the manufacturer’s specification; drains graded

the wrong way beneath a slab that was poured the week after a passed inspection. None of these are exotic; all of them

are common; and every one of them is invisible after the next trade closes it in. This is the quiet, expensive truth of the

industry: the county’s check and the owner’s check are two different checks, and the projects that only get the first one

discover the difference at sale, refinance, or claim.

5. The answer: an owner-side quality program
If the county cannot and will not verify your asset, the verification has to come from your side of the table. That is what a

licensed general contractor (or a competent, experienced owner’s representative) provides, and it is worth naming the

components so owners can demand them explicitly:

1. Supervision at the seams. Someone reading each scope against the drawings and the code before the crew starts, and walking
the work while it is still visible - before the covering trade closes it in, which is precisely the window the county does not reliably
cover.

2. Contract enforcement. The county never reads your subcontract. Someone on your side must know what the scope promised
and hold the trade to it at payment time - the only leverage point that actually works.

3. A higher standard than the code minimum. Deciding, deliberately, where the project will exceed code - materials, fastening
specs, flashing detail, seal quality - because code-passing and asset-quality are different goals.

4. Documentation. Photographing and logging compliance-critical work before it is concealed, so the next owner, appraiser,
adjuster, or inspector can see what is behind the finish - and the owner can prove it. Ducere uses OpenSpace AI field
documentation for exactly this purpose.

5. Owner-representative duty at inspections. Being present when the county visits, because a supervisor who knows the project
walks the inspector past the conditions a stranger would not think to check.

6. Quick reference: frequently asked questions

QUESTION ANSWER

The county passed the final inspection.
Doesn’t that mean the house meets code?

It means the visible items the inspector sampled appeared compliant that day. No
inspection is an inclusive list of the code’s requirements - the code is too large and the visit
too short. Defects, concealed conditions, and work done after final routinely survive a
passed inspection.

What does a certificate of occupancy
actually guarantee?

Permission to occupy. It is an administrative determination that the submitted work
appears to satisfy the adopted code for occupancy purposes. It is not a warranty of quality,
not a certification that every requirement was verified, and not a substitute for the owner’s
contract remedies.
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QUESTION ANSWER

If the county approves it, who fixes it when
it’s wrong?

The parties to your contract - builder and subcontractors - not the county. The county’s
approval does not shift responsibility for defective work away from the people who
performed and warranted it.

Are you saying county inspections are
worthless?

No. They are a working public-safety screen and they catch serious, common failures
every day. The mistake is not having inspections; it is treating them as a quality program.
A screen for life-safety minimums and an audit of your asset are different services, and
owners need the second one.

What does a GC catch that an inspector
doesn’t?

The things outside the phase checklist and inside the contract: flashing integrated in the
wrong order, fastening below manufacturer spec, untaped WRB seams, an unsealed
vapor barrier perimeter, grading and drainage built backwards. The inspector samples the
code; the supervisor enforces the scope.

I’m an investor buying a completed property.
What should I do?

Treat "passed county inspection" and "certificate of occupancy" as facts about paperwork,
not about quality. Get a private inspection, ask for the construction documentation behind
the finishes, and discount anything the seller cannot document.

What does Ducere do differently? Every Ducere project runs a supervision standard above the county minimum: scopes
written to code and enforced, code-critical work inspected while it is still visible, corrections
held to the responsible trade, and compliance-critical installations photographed and
logged in OpenSpace before they are covered - so the approval that matters is the one
that is documented.

References: International Residential Code and International Building Code as adopted with Georgia amendments (inspection and
certificate-of-completion/occupancy provisions of the state-adopted editions); standard building-department practice for phase inspections;
manufacturer installation instructions, which form part of a code-compliant installation; Ducere Construction project supervision records.
Nothing in this brief is legal advice, and the law on building-department liability and CO effect varies by jurisdiction - confirm specifics with a
licensed attorney and the authority having jurisdiction for your project.


