
 

 



Home Buyer’s Guide to Inspections in Tahoe 
     When buying a home it is important to practice due diligence! In most cases you will have at 

least 17 days to receive disclosures, title reports, and perform your inspections. This is plenty of 

time if used wisely. The seller should provide disclosure forms that provide a buyer useful 

information about the home. The particular forms will vary depending on the area you are 

purchasing in. Buyers should expect to receive this within 7 days of putting the home in contract. 

The disclosures include items that the seller is aware of, however in most cases there will be 

issues that the seller isn’t aware of. Most of us do not routinely inspect our crawlspaces and attics 

for leaks and critters. This is especially true for people’s vacation homes. That is why you should 

hire qualified professionals to perform inspections of the home. After receiving seller disclosures 

and inspection reports, most contracts allow the buyer to cancel the contract, negotiate for the 

repairs to be made, or ask for a credit in money. A good inspection pays for itself! 

 

How to choose your inspector 

In most cases you will take the advice of your real estate agent. They deal with inspections as 

part of their business. An experienced agent should know the players in the inspection industry.  

It can be beneficial to ask them who they would choose and why they prefer that inspector. 

Just like real estate agents, not all inspectors are the same. Some will be extremely thorough, 

while others will only do the minimum and in some cases, not even that.  

 

For most types of inspections, the inspector will be required to hold a 

license and/or certifications necessary to legally perform their service. 

They should hold Errors and Omissions (E&O) Insurance. This protects the 

buyer in situations where the inspector is negligent in their duties. Finding 

out about damage or issues with a home before you purchase allows you 

to get assistance from the seller or at least plan for the cost of the repairs. 

When finding out about problems after, a buyer is often left paying out 

money that they may not have. So choosing an inspector with insurance is crucial. 

 

One limiting factor of most inspections is that they can only address what is visible, and what is 

accessible. The inspector is limited to spaces that he can fit into. For some inspectors, it takes a 

very tight space to impede their inspection. Others will use any excuse possible to avoid 

traversing a dirty crawlspace or navigating a stifling attic. If the home has tight spaces that need 

to be inspected, it may be a good practice to ask the inspector(s) what they consider to be 

inaccessible spaces. In most cases there will be spaces beyond what is reasonable to inspect, 

though you don’t want the entire attic or crawlspace to be outside the realm of inspection.   

 



In some instances, destructive inspection techniques may be necessary. Some examples include: 

 Cases where there is visible damage to a ceiling or wall. To assess the condition of the 

framing, the wall/ceiling surface may require removal. 

 If an entire attic or underfloor system is inaccessible, then access may need to be created. 

The buyer may request that the seller has someone provide access or allow one of the 

buyer’s inspectors to create one. This is done at the discretion of the seller, and they may 

decline.  

 

If large areas of the home have no means for access or a seller is unwilling to create one, the risk 

of finding problems in the future goes up. A prudent buyer will need to assess this risk and make 

sure that an unexpected repair will not put them in the red. 

 

 
 

The following are some questions you may ask an inspector to determine if they are the right fit: 

1. How long have you been a _______ inspector?  

2. What certifications/licenses do you hold and need to perform your job? 

3. How long is your report turnaround? 

4. Do you have experience working in this area? Or on this type of home? (If it is unique) 

5. How do you bill? Can you bill escrow? 

6. What is the cost? 

7. May I see a past report that you have done? 

8. Will you be inspecting the attic and crawlspace/basement? 

9. How long does it take to do a typical inspection? 

10. Can you discuss with me the findings at the end of your inspection? 

 

It is not necessary to ask them all of the questions, only the ones that address your concerns. The 

subsequent pages will breakdown the assortment of inspections available to you. Some people 

will do every inspection on this list, others will do none. The type of inspections should be based 

on concerns about the particular home and a buyer’s sensitivities.   
 

 

 



Home Inspection (Contractor’s Inspection)    

                    

Price:  $250-$850 Based on square footage of home and components of home to be inspected.  

 

When to Schedule: Immediately or within 2-3 days of acceptance of your offer. 

 

What it Covers: Most systems of your home. Plumbing, electrical, code compliance, age of 

appliances, life expectancies, leaks, broken items, problematic items and much more. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: (Depending on the inspector) Rot, fungus, roofs, spas, pools, zoning, 

inaccessible or hidden items, items that are not operational due to lack of utilities, cost of work 

to be completed. 

                            
 

 

General Information: This is the most important inspection that you can do. Many home 

inspectors are past/present contractors, building inspectors, engineers, or other construction 

professionals. They go through a certification program and have to take a competency test prior 

to being certified and licensed to inspect. Their job is to identify and test the systems of your 

prospective purchase and identify code compliance issues, functionality issues, potential issues 

with known problematic systems, and expected life expectancy of the systems. This means they 

flush every toilet, turn on every appliance, and should inspect every accessible area of the home. 

This is often called a “Contractor’s Inspection”. It is best to use a certified home inspector. They 

are trained in identifying items that most contractors and handymen just won’t notice. They 

typically will recommend supplemental inspections that you may need (roof, engineer, mold, 

etc.).   A home inspection should be scheduled as soon as possible, to allow for additional 

inspections that could come out of the inspector’s recommendations.  
 

 

http://www.bestocproperties.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Home-Inspection.png


Pest Inspection (Termite Inspection) 

 

Price: $125-$400 depends on company and square footage. 

 

When to Schedule: Immediately 

 

What it Covers: Pest issues including termites, carpenter ants, mice, rats, and larger animals. 

Current and potential rot and fungus issues. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: Most of what a home inspection includes, mold growth, larger animals 

such as bears, human pests. 

 

 

                                                   

                         
 

General Information: This is an inspection performed by a licensed pest control company. Most 

companies have the ability to remove and rebuild rot damage, identify and exterminate insects 

with pesticides, and identify potential rot or pest issues. Their reports typically do not include 

pictures and are quite brief in comparison to the home inspection report. They produce a crude 

sketch of the property and will indicate where on the sketch the issues were found. Work is 

classified as Section 1 or 2. Section 1 work includes known damage and problems. In most cases, 

Section 1 repairs will need to be done prior to closing if there is a loan and the lender is aware of 

the damage. Do not give your mortgage person the pest inspection report if there is Section 1 

damage unless they require it!  Section 2 work includes items that may develop into a problem, 

for example earth and wood contact that could create rot. Many pest companies will place a bid, 

and can perform any potential follow-up work. If Section 1 work is a requirement of closing the 

deal, than the pest company will do the work and write a report indicating the work was 

completed. The contractor is also the one that typically produces the clearance report. However, 

you can always ask that another pest company do the final inspection. 

Rot damage 

(Can be extremely expensive) 

Carpenter Ant 

(A Tahoe Termite) 



Radon Inspection 

Price: Free-$300 for one sample, there are many programs that provide free testing. 

 

When to Schedule: Immediately and always. 

 

What it Covers: Detecting elevated levels of radon, typically in one location. They will test the 

lowest livable location in the home and recommend mitigation if it is above the EPA 4.0 picocurie 

action level. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: The inspector places and picks up the device and reports the findings. They 

do not typically do an inspection of any kind. Many inspectors will not provide you with a 

mitigation plan unless they are also a mitigation contractor. 

 

 

             
 

 

General Information: Radon is a radioactive, colorless, odorless, tasteless[1] noble gas, occurring 

naturally as an indirect decay product of uranium or thorium. The gas enters the home through the 

basement or crawlspace. It is the second cause of lung cancer deaths in the United States 

according to the EPA. In other areas of the country, radon tests are much more common than 

here in California and Nevada. Some states even require a test prior to allowing the transfer of a 

residential building. Radon can be tested with either a passive device like a charcoal canister. This 

is sent to a lab for analysis and can take up to a week for results. A continuous monitor can be 

used to give hourly reading and an immediate average. A short term test is between 2 and 7 days, 

and requires that all doors and windows remain closed for its duration. This is for the exception 

of normal exiting and entering of the residence. If the levels in the home are found to be above 

the EPA recommended level of 4 picocuries, then radon mitigation or follow up testing is 

recommended. Mitigation involves installing a sealed radon barrier in crawlspaces or drilling a 

hole in the slab floor. PVC tubing connects the suction location to a fan unit that will vent the gas 

above the roof line. These systems typically cost over $3,000 and are operated continuously for 

the life of the home. Servicing and retests recommended every 1-2 years. 

Radon Mitigation System 

Continuous Monitor 

Charcoal Device 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radioactive_decay
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radon
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Engineer’s Inspection 

 

Price: $125/hr and up.  

 

When to Schedule: If you have plans for an addition, immediately, or after you find a defect that 

needs to be inspected. 

 

What it Covers: Code compliance, structural integrity, ventilation, potential reconstruction, and 

general assessment. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: Items the engineer does not feel competent/comfortable dealing with.  

 

                  ’ 
 

 

General Information: In Tahoe, engineers are an important part of every construction project. 

With climate concerns, snow loads and potential wind factors, almost everything we do up here 

needs to be engineered. Not typically your cheapest consultant, they are the ones that can 

answer a lot of the questions no one else can.  If the need to substantially modify your home is a 

necessary part of your purchase plans, you will want to consult with an engineer immediately. 

They can give you an idea of the requirements, discuss the feasibility of the plan, and potentially 

get a ball park figure for the modifications or repairs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Roofing Inspection 

Price: $0-$300 Dependent on the roofer. 

 

When to Schedule: When there is an indication of a roofing 

issue. Typically your home inspector will note if a roof 

inspection is necessary.   

 

What it Covers: Roof age, possible water intrusion issues, 

code issues, possible drainage/snow shedding issues, 

ventilation issues, cost to repair or replace. Possibly the 

condition/presence of deck and siding flashing. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: Other components of the home that 

aren’t roof or water intrusion related issues 

 

General Information: Roofing is our best defense against 

water intrusion in Tahoe. Our roofs deal with ice dams, wind-

blown rain, 10+ ft. snow loads, as well as sticking ice that can 

pull shingles off of the roof’s surface. You should always use 

a local roofer. They will typically climb the roof and look for 

visible defects. In most cases, water intrusion issues can be 

identified with this approach. The biggest issue with roof 

inspections is the inability to examine the waterproofing 

membrane below the roof. When we get large amounts of 

melting snow, the standing water on a roof can rise many 

feet beyond the interior wall. If the roof does not have a 

moisture membrane run above that level then the roof will 

most likely leak. Home inspector’s recommendations, 

general wear, or signs of water leaks on the interior are the 

reasons most people schedule a roof inspection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peel& Stick (Bitethane) underlayment 

used to underlay roofing where water 

intrusion risk is high.  

used in areas like roof valleys 

A diagram of roof layering. 

Additional waterproofing including 

peel & stick membrane and sheet 

metal is used to underlay the roofing.  

Heat Tape Installed on Roof to 

prevent ice build up 



Mold Inspection 

Price: $250-$2,000+ Dependent on the number/type of samples and the inspector. 

 

When to Schedule: If very young or elderly individuals, or individuals with compromised immune 

systems are to occupy the property; than this may be something you want to perform as an initial 

inspection. In most cases a mold inspection is not necessary unless you suspect a mold issue, know 

of a past water loss, or are informed by the pest or home inspector that you have “fungus growth” 
or “an unidentified discoloration”.  
 

What it Covers: Will vary depending on the sampling and inspection procedures of the consultant. 

Ask to ensure your concerns will be addressed. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: Issues that don’t involve mold growth, humidity issues, or water intrusion.  

 

 

                                 
 

General Information: Mold inspectors are not required to be licensed or certified. There are 

many designations that inspectors may go by. Reports can vary greatly depending on the 

consultant you choose. It is good to request a sample report, ask questions regarding your 

concerns, and voice what you want the report to cover. Some reports have pictures, many don’t.  

Some inspectors perform detailed visual inspections, others don’t. Sampling is a common 

practice when inspecting, and the following are the types of 

samples taken: 

1. Ambient Air Samples: These samples are collected by 

testing the air quality in a structure and comparing it to a 

sample of the outside air. The indoor sample(s) are 

compared to the outside sample to detect elevated levels of 

mold or certain types of mold that can indicate a known or 

hidden issue as well as impaired air quality in the home. This 

does not always find the issue, though is a recommended part of any mold inspection.  



2. Surface Samples: These are samples taken of known mold growth areas. Using a tape or swab, 

the area of concern is sampled. They can be cultured 

(typically takes at least a week) to determine the 

exact type of mold, or the spores can be analyzed in 

a non-cultured sample to determine quantity and 

types of identifiable mold spores. Many specific 

molds cannot be identified by only analyzing the 

spores, and require culturing. 

3. Bulk Sample: Taking a sample of the material for 

which the growth is growing on. In many cases a culture will not be necessary to give exact 

identification of the mold. 

4. Cavity Samples: When there is an area that you suspect to have 

hidden mold or when ambient samples yield elevated levels 

you need to identify the location of the growth.  Drilling ¼” 
holes in a suspect wall, ceiling, or floor cavities will allow a 

sample to be taken of the space to indicate whether there is 

hidden mold in one of the suspected regions. 

5. Carpet Samples: Taken by vacuuming a set area of carpet in a 

particular region of the flooring to determine the presence of mold growth on the carpet. 

Less destructive than cutting up the carpet. 

6. Dust Sample: Taken by wiping an area of a horizontal surface to determine the type and 

quantity of mold spores that were collected. 

                                         
 

 

 

 

Stachybotrys (Black Mold) in petri dish 

Doesn’t look all that black 

Types of Penicillium in petri dish 

 

http://www.frontgateservices.com/mold_wall_air_lr_op_632x498.jpg


Lead Inspection 

Price: $250-$550 Dependent on the number of samples and the inspector. 

 

When to Schedule: If it is an old house with flaking paint and you have an infant or small child 

you may want to consider scheduling this with the home inspection. Also, if you plan on doing 

renovations or improvements that could disturb old paint, then prior to starting the project                    

 

What it Covers: Analysis of painted construction 

materials (pre-1978) and the many layers of paint. A 

less common practice in a real estate purchase is to 

take a sample of air to determine the levels of airborne 

lead particles. This is more common in situations 

where the lead has been disturbed. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: This typically does not include an inspection of the home. In most cases 

you will indicate what needs sampling and that is the extent of the inspector’s work. 

 

       
 

 

General Information: Test kits are available at hardware stores to test for lead based paint. You 

simply scratch the surface you want to test down to the material base that is painted. This is to 

ensure you are sampling all of the layers of paint. In many instances, top layers that were applied 

more recently will be free of lead, while deeper and older layers below the top surfaces will 

contain lead as a base. If you are a contractor or real estate agent you will want to use a certified 

lead assessor to do the sampling. Contractors with the lead safe renovator certificate can test 

materials to confirm the presence of lead, though they are not authorized to determine that 

materials are “lead free.” So a certified contractor must use lead-safe practices when dealing 

with the suspect material unless a professional was hired to determine that the material does 

not contain lead. 

 

http://blog.werentboston.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/11/lead.gif


Asbestos Inspection 

Price: $250 and up- Dependent on the number of samples and the inspector. 

 

What Contains Asbestos? Although asbestos can be found in some contemporary building 

materials in the United States, the general rule is that materials predating 1981 should be 

suspected of containing asbestos.  

The following are materials that may contain asbestos: 

 Vinyl and linoleum floor                                                                  

 Drywall, joint compound, and texture 

 Acoustic and fire retardant coatings 

 Vermiculite insulation 

 Tile and Floor mastic (glue) 

 Older roofing felt and roof mastic 

 Older pipe and boiler insulation (typically in commercial 

settings) 

 

 

 

 

 

                     
 

 

When to Schedule: You will want to test suspect building materials prior to demolition or during 

escrow if the sale is dependent on a remodel that will disturb these materials. 

 

What it Covers: Core or bulk samples of the suspect materials. Typically every layer of material is 

tested. E.g. For drywall the gypsum board, joint compound, and texture would be separated and 

tested individually. 

 

What it Doesn’t Cover: Tests of airborne asbestos levels are common during abatement 

procedures though not typical of a pre-abatement asbestos assessment. 

 

Vermiculite Insulation 

(Typically older homes) 

Asbestos Pipe Insulation 

(Typically in large buildings) 

Acoustic spray(popcorn?) 

(In many condos & homes) 

9” Asbestos floor tiles 

 (In many older schools) 

http://www.house-painting-info.com/image-files/acoustic-ceiling-repair-lrg.jpg


 

 

General Information: Asbestos (pronounced 

/æsˈbɛstəs/ or /æzˈbɛstəs/) is a set of six naturally 

occurring silicate minerals used commercially for 

their desirable physical properties. (Wikipedia) 

Everyone is exposed to asbestos at some point in 

time as it can be in the air and the water, but having 

prolonged exposure with large amounts can cause 

major illness resulting in death. The National Cancer 

Institute says that over exposure to asbestos could 

result in nonmalignant lung and pleural disorders, lung cancer, Mesothelioma, and Asbestosis. It 

is a general rule that homes built before 1980-1982 may have a likelihood of containing asbestos 

in building materials. The good thing about asbestos is that if left undisturbed it most likely will 

not pose a threat. It becomes an issue when these materials are left to degrade and flake or 

construction results in their demolition. Asbestos can only be tested by an Certified Asbestos 

Assessor and should only be removed by a licensed asbestos contractor. There is no amount in 

California that a homeowner and contractor can remove and dispose of.  Asbestos removal 

requires that the work area be contained under negative pressure. All workers must be protected 

with a Tyvek suit, respirator, and gloves. The asbestos is wet down with water to reduce air borne 

dust created by removing the product. In California it is a hazardous material, so asbestos must 

be transported by a licensed Hazardous material transporter and disposed of at a special landfill. 

That said, asbestos abatement can be very costly.  Keep in mind that many homes have asbestos, 

so having asbestos doesn’t make it bad. It may be costly to remove, though after that you don’t 
have to worry about it again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English#Key
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA_for_English
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silicate_minerals


Land Survey 

 

Price: $600-Thosands,  (depending on the property and previous surveys and land markers) 

 

When to schedule: As soon as possible if it is to get a condition of the sale. Most of the time an 

ALTA title insurance policy, which is a more comprehensive policy than a CLTA 

requires a survey as requirement of underwriting the policy. It is also important 

if you plan on putting an addition onto the home to allow the building 

department to approve your plans.  

 

What it includes: Boundary lines with position of 

the existing home (if there is one) as well as 

covered areas like driveways, patios, and decks. Many will indicate 

large trees, contour lines (elevation), drainage, easements and 

underground utilities. 

 

What it doesn’t include: Structures built after the survey. Items 

unknown to the surveyor at the time of the survey.  

 

General Information: Even though surveys are very important, it is common to find many older 

houses do not have records of survey or corner markers to determine lot lines. Without marking 

the boundaries it leaves neighbors confused about the location of a fence or a new bush or tree. 

This is more of an issue in areas where people landscape, fence, patio, and utilize every inch of 

their yard. In Tahoe it is less important due to the building restrictions and in many cases 

unusable land between homes. It 

definitely is possible to get a 

survey as condition of sale 

especially if it is raw land, though 

remember surveys are near 

impossible during the winter time 

in Tahoe. If you have multiple 

offers on a highly desirable house 

priced right, needing a survey 

could be a deal breaker. In cases 

of newer homes, if a survey can’t 
be located you may be able to 

find lot corners with a metal detector as they typically use metal stakes to demarcate the lot 

corners. 



 

Land Use Consultation 

 

 

 

Price: $400-and up (depending on what you want to build and sensitivity of the lot) 

 

When to schedule: When the ability to build a new structure, modify the existing structure 

beyond the existing footprint, or construct new driveways or walkways as a condition of the 

sale; it is recommended to do this immediately. 

 

What it includes: Typically the consultant/planner can indicate what can be done in terms of 

modifying the lot with some certainty of the process and likelihood of success. Although in some 

cases their analysis will be based on possibilities with no certainties.  

 

What it doesn’t include: Guarantees that the project will be approved until actual approval from 

TRPA or the building department.  

 

General Information: It can be very difficult in the Tahoe Area to get an idea of what can be built 

on your land. There are numerous regulatory entities including the TRPA, HOA architectural 

review boards, the building departments, as well as many more based off the lot’s location. To 
get answers that are 100% certain you need to go through the planning and permitting 

application process to get your final determination. In most cases this is not practical. Most 



seller’s will not be willing to wait for this type of investigation unless the property is difficult to 
sell without. 

 

Land use planners and consultants can provide information regarding the rules that regulate the 

subject property and the likelihood of being able to accomplish whatever is your requirement. 

These consultants are typically people who have previously been employed by a local regulatory 

entity; or many times are surveyors, project planners, or civil engineers. Like any consultant the 

cost can be large if the project requires substantial time especially if there are no previous surveys 

or corner markers. In these situations a proper survey may be necessary for the consultant to 

give an accurate assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Soils Testing 

 

 

 

Price: Variable depending on type of 

inspection, purpose, and amount of 

sampling needed. 

 

When to schedule: When purchasing 

a residential home this typically is not 

done unless there is information 

regarding the land that is of concern 

including toxins or unstable soil 

conditions. When constructing a 

structure most of the time the soil is tested to give an indication of it’s make up and ability to 
hold the structure to be built. If there is to be a septic system a percolation ability test is 

recommended and usually required. In commercial situations or some residential situations there 

may have been buried fuel tanks that have leaked causing environmental issues and possible soil 

mitigation. If this is a requirement of the sale, get this rolling as soon as possible because 

processing timeframes and scheduling can be difficult to get accomplished promptly. (Especially 

in winter months)  

 

What it includes: Request a contract for services prior to having work done. Read and confirm 

you understand the terms and if not, request the service provider explains them. For typical pre-

construction tests of build ability and percolation the engineer/service provider should be able 

to provide a work scope and cost to accomplish the needed testing and verification. For projects 

with chemical samples due to contamination the procedure can vary in cost and scope and may 

not be definable from the start. 

 

What it doesn’t include: Additional testing that may be required given the results of the first 

visit. A guarantee that all soil on the property is of the same make up and chemical composition 

as the area(s) sampled. 

 

General Information: In the construction industry, preliminary testing is mandatory in most 

localities in order to detect contamination, determine suitability for construction, and for 

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-the-construction-industry.htm


selection of proper foundation type. The various types of soil tests include tests for contaminants 

and mineral concentrations, compaction tests, core sample and composition, consolidation tests 

and percolation tests.  

 

Testing for contaminants requires taking samples of the soil and testing them for volatile and 

semi-volatile organic compounds. These compounds can be the result of chemical spills, 

improper disposal of household products, industrial use, and leaking fuel tanks to name a few. 

When buying a property where you suspect contaminants may exist in the soil it may be prudent 

to have it tested, as clean up can be costly. 

A compaction test gives an indication of the amount of compaction, or the ability to increase the 

soils density with weight or pressure. This is commonly done to the soil while adding moisture to 

determine the soils ideal moisture content for compaction. From this an engineer can determine 

the ideal footing and foundation construction for the soil conditions. 

A core sample can be taken at multiple locations to determine the soils composition and any 

voids in the ground beneath. Soil consists of Rock, gravel, sand, silt, and clay. The composition of 

the soil will determine many factors that may affect its stability. Considering soils react to changes 

in temperature and moisture content one needs to consider that soil conditions may change 

seasonally.  

Consolidation test is to see how soil can be deformed when water is added. This gives an 

indication of changes in cohesion or the soils ability to stick to together. 

Percolation tests are especially important when a septic system will be required. A hole is dug to 

a predetermined depth and water is added. The test is to see how quickly the surrounding soil 

can absorb the water. From this one can determine if a septic system is feasible in the test 

location and gives information to help design the best system for the property. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

TRPA Site Assessment (this only involves properties in the TRPA controlled areas) 

 

 

 

Price: Over $1,000 Refer to the confusing fee schedule or 

get a price quote from TRPA 

 

When to schedule: If a property lies in a TRPA controlled 

area, and you would like to construct anything that would cover additional lot space, then this 

should be done immediately after the seller agrees to it as a condition of the sale. In many cases 

a recently built property or vacant lot will already have a site assessment that should be available 

on the TRPA website. 

 

What it includes: It will provide a score that will indicate a lots ability to be built on and the 

amount of ground coverage that can be used to construct decks, driveways, patios, the home 

and garage. This is determined as a percentage of the lot space with some exceptions for larger 

lots. This is required as part of the permit submittal for any additional structure or ground 

coverage.  

 

What it doesn’t include: It does not give the final approval for whether a project can be executed. 

This is only when the permits are issued and application approved. 

 

General Information: In the late 1960’s Nevada and California approved a bi-state compact to 

establish a regional planning agency to protect Lake Tahoe from development that would 

impact the lake’s health and beauty. The Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (TRPA) controls an 

area of roughly 500 square miles. One key element to lake clarity is the ability to control dirt 

run off into the lake. Run off becomes an issue when there is not available ground to absorb 

rain and precipitation. This creates large amounts of ground water that can carry dirt, 

manmade chemicals, and waste to streams and the lake.  

The most powerful tool at TRPA’s disposal is the ability to control land coverage on residential 
lots. A lot will be allowed a certain percentage that can be covered with a home, garage, 

permanents sheds, decks, patios and walkways as well as driveways. The Bailey Land 

Classification System and the Individual Parcel Evaluation System (IPES) are the two systems for 



classifying a lot’s build ability. Projects approved prior to 1987 will have been based on the 

Bailey System and projects after that date on the IPES system.  

 

The Bailey system classifies lots between 1 and 7 with 1 through 3 being environmentally 

sensitive and 4 through 7 allowing greater coverage and possibility to be built on. The IPES 

system has a score that needs to be above a certain level to allow the lot to be buildable. There 

are ways to purchase points if within 10 % of the required score. The required score may be 

vary by county and change over time. The property will also have an allowable coverage. For 

residential parcels this does not typically allow for more than 30% of the ground to be covered. 

In cases where there is not enough coverage for your project it may be able to be purchased if 

there is available coverage for sale. In times when the construction industry is robust coverage 

can be in high demand and unavailable for purchase. 

 

Where to apply for a site assessment can be confusing. In some cases it is TRPA who takes your 

application. For single family homes in Placer or El Dorado County outside the City of South 

Lake Tahoe one needs to apply at the County Building Department. Before applying you must 

have a detailed survey. During the survey request that lot corners are flagged as required per 

the application. Also you must prove that you own the property, so this is something that 

would require the seller’s involvement to pull off. This all must be done when there is no snow 
on the ground. If the lot is wet it may be beneficial to wait for it to dry out as they will be 

making determinations based on a visual inspection of the property. 

 

The representative performing the site assessment will look at many variables that affect the 

lot including its vicinity to Stream Environmental Zones (SEZs), the types and amount of 

vegetation growing, and the topography of the lot to mention just a few. From this a score and 

allowable coverage will be established. If the lot has existing structures the assessment will 

include information regarding what is the existing lot coverage and whether it was done with 

approval if required at the time of construction. In cases where the existing construction 

covering the lot was done prior to TRPA’s inception and is greater than the allowed coverage 
that would normally be assigned the lot then the existing coverage may be “grandfathered”. In 
this case it could be possible to remove the existing structures and reuse the removed coverage 

for new construction. There are additional variances including rules about semi-porous decks 

and walk ways as well as elevated structures, so it is important to know the rules or hire 

someone who does when planning your project. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Better Management Practices- BMP Compliance  

 

Price: Free-$500 (TRPA provides an evaluation for 

free if you are patient. You may also pay an 

approved contractor to provide a compliant work 

scope.) 

 

When to schedule: (Only includes properties in 

the TRPA jurisdiction) If BMPs are not installed on 

a property you intend to purchase you may want 

to get an estimate of the cost to install them. 

Many landscapers can give you an idea of the cost. 

Although only an approved BMP assessor can 

make the final decision for an installation to be 

acceptable. Before most building permits will be 

issued on a property the BMPs must have been 

installed or a plan to install them in place with an assessment done. 

 

What it includes: An initial assessment typically includes a rough sketch of the property with an 

indication of the work scope needed to be compliant. If a contractor is also your assessor they 

will usually include an estimate to do the work. After the work is done by a contractor/assessor 

they will sign off the paperwork to submit to TRPA. If you received a free evaluation the TRPA 

representative (usually from the Tahoe Resource Conservation District (TRCD)) will do an 

inspection of the property and give approval if compliant. 

 

What it doesn’t include: This does not guarantee that a project will pass all the TRPA and Building 

Department requirements. This is not a TRPA site assessment. In some cases the building 

department will sign off on the BMP requirements for new construction and additions. However, 

this does not always constitute having BMPs installed as far as TRPA is concerned. There have 

been projects that receive The Certificate of Occupancy, which requires BMPs be installed, 



though afterward the TRPA requires the owner to install additional systems to be compliant. This 

is why it is best to have an approved BMP contractor install and give approval for the work. 

 

General Information: Properties in the Tahoe Basin are supposed to have Better Management 

Practices (BMPs) in place. Due to poor enforcement in many regions there are properties that 

are non-compliant. BMP disclosures should be given to a prospective buyer with the other buyer 

disclosures. This should list the property’s BMP Status. You may also look it up online at TRPA.org. 
Make sure you have the Assessor’s Parcel Number (APN) available. If the property is not 
compliant it may be required as a point-of-sale item where the property may not be sold unless 

the BMPs are installed. In other regions it is not a requirement and the buyer may purchase the 

property regardless and even keep the property without installing them. Buyer’s should consider 
that BMP compliance may be enforced at some point if it currently isn’t in the area you are 
buying. 

 

The purpose of BMPs is to reduce water runoff from properties that end up in the public drainage 

system and eventually the lake. This runoff is considered a significant pollutant to the lake causing 

reduce clarity and increase algae growth. To be compliant a couple of the common property 

installations are swales or drainage grates to prevent driveway run off. This water must somehow 

be kept on the property and prevented from flowing onto the public right of way including 

drainage culverts. In most cases the water must be diverted to a dry well, a container filled with 

gravel to help water leech or get reabsorbed by the ground. BMPs also required that you provide 

gravel where water runs off decks and roof overhangs to prevent dirt erosion. The cost of 

installations can be as low as a couple hundred though can exceed $10,000 in rare cases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Building Department Inquiry (Permit Check) 

 

 

 

Price: Free- hundreds of dollars (As public information one can pull permit information. If not 

familiar with the process one can hire an architect, designer, or planner to facilitate the process) 

 

When to schedule: If a determining factor in the purchase can be decided based off building 

records, then it would be prudent to do research even before writing an offer as the information 

may influence your offer price.  

 

What it includes: It depends on the building department what is available. Some have records 

on-line others just paper. Recent construction permits will typically be available. Sometimes 

plans and other documents of interest will also be included in the permit file.  

 

What it doesn’t include: Everything. Documents get lost and the older the project the more 

chance the records no longer exist. Older permits required less paperwork and many times plans 

will not include the same details, plot plans, etc. that new permit files require. You will not find 

any unpermitted information or additions and construction done without the building 

departments’ knowledge. 



 

General Information: The building department’s purpose is to administer and enforce the 
building codes that provide a level of safety to the citizens. In the Tahoe Area almost all 

construction work to a permanent structure requires a permit. Structural alterations require a 

structural engineers review and design. Insulation, hot water, windows, lighting and heating 

require title-24 energy code compliance. Plumbing requires pressure tests and shower pan tests. 

Shear walls (plywood facing) and drywall require nail inspections. Foundations need to have the 

steel inspected. Most of the above is invisible to a buyer of a complete home. This is why building 

department sign off is important.  

That said there is probably more unpermitted construction projects going on locally and 

nationally then permitted. The issue is that many honest and professional contractors are forced 

to do projects without permits due to the additional costs associated with them. One not only 

has the permitting costs but designer costs, engineer costs, HERS rater costs, Title-24 paperwork 

costs and wasted time and labor resources.  

As a good contractor get’s forced into working without permits due to cost; a bad contractor 
will typically not want to use permits because it makes it difficult to cut corners and hide 

inferior work. Permits hold contractors to the code, though it is possible to do poor 

construction that is to code. So the moral of the story is not every remodel will not have a 

permit, though that alone does not make it bad. A thorough inspection of the work that was 

done is recommended, as in many cases poor craftsmanship on the surface may indicate other 

inferior work hidden to the eyes. 

 

California 

 

Placer County Building Department 
(California side of Lake Tahoe from Brockway to Tahoma and north to Truckee. Includes areas 
off 80 south of Nevada County) 
(530) 581-6220 · 565 W Lake Blvd, Tahoe City, CA  96145 
http://www.placer.ca.gov/Departments/CommunityDevelopment/Building.aspx 
 
Nevada County Building Department 
(Excluding areas in the City of Truckee. North of Placer County and running from Nevada 
past Soda Springs and up to Sierra County (Sierraville)) 
(530) 265-1222 - 950 Maidu Avenue Suite 170 Nevada City, CA 95959 
http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/building/Pages/Home.aspx 
 
El Dorado County Building Department 
(Excluding areas in City of South Lake Tahoe. Areas south of Placer County including parts 
of Tahoma to the City of South Lake Tahoe. South of SLT from Meyers to Sierra-at-Tahoe and 
beyond) 
Tahoe Branch- (530) 573- 3330 - 3368 Lake Tahoe Blvd., #302 South Lake Tahoe, CA  96150 
http://www.edcgov.us/building/ 
 

http://www.placer.ca.gov/Departments/CommunityDevelopment/Building.aspx
http://maps.google.com/?q=950%20Maidu%20Avenue%20Suite%20170,Nevada%20City,%20Ca%2095959&hnear=950%20Maidu%20Avenue%20Suite%20170,Nevada%20City,%20Ca%2095959
http://maps.google.com/?q=950%20Maidu%20Avenue%20Suite%20170,Nevada%20City,%20Ca%2095959&hnear=950%20Maidu%20Avenue%20Suite%20170,Nevada%20City,%20Ca%2095959
http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/building/Pages/Home.aspx
http://www.edcgov.us/building/


Truckee Building Department 
(The city of Truckee including Glenshire, Tahoe Donner and Prosser Lakeview) 
Truckee Town Hall, 10183 Truckee Airport Road, CA 96161 | Phone: (530) 582-7820 
http://www.townoftruckee.com/departments/building-and-safety 
 
South Lake Tahoe Building Department 
(city of South Lake Tahoe) 
(530) 542-6010 - 1052 Tata Ln. South Lake Tahoe, CA  96150 
http://www.cityofslt.us/index.aspx?nid=120 
 

Nevada 

 

Washoe County Building Department 
(Crystal Bay through Incline Village and over Mount Rose through Reno in Tahoe south to route 
50) 
(775) 328-2020 – 1001 E Ninth St. Reno, NV 11130 
http://www.washoecounty.us/bldgsafety/ 
 
Douglas County Building Department  
(south of route 50 through Kingsbury grade and west to CA state line) 
(775) 782-6224 - 1594 Esmeralda Ave. Minden, NV 89423 
http://www.douglascountynv.gov/index.aspx?NID=110 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.townoftruckee.com/departments/building-and-safety
http://www.cityofslt.us/index.aspx?nid=120
http://www.washoecounty.us/bldgsafety/
http://www.douglascountynv.gov/index.aspx?NID=110


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reviewing of Conditions, Covenants, and Restrictions (CC&Rs) 

 

Price: Free-over $350/hr (Cost associated with an 

attorney’s review of the documents) 
 

When to schedule: When buying a property in a planned 

unit development with a Home Owner’s Association 
(HOA) there are required documents you must be 

provided within a limited amount of time. Many times 

this is within 7 days. If these are not received in the 

timeframe required you may want to request or have 

your agent request these documents directly from the 

association.  

 

What it includes: Not all HOA disclosure packets will have the same wealth of information as 

others. They all should include the Conditions, Covenants, and restrictions, a current budget with 

reserve funds accounting, and minutes from the board meetings. They should also reference the 

management and maintenance company that will handle the property and disclose any known 

assessments or planned fee hikes. 

 

What it doesn’t include: Most will not include predictions of future assessments and some lack 

procedures for dealing with unique situations. An example would be water or fire damage to your 

unit caused by an adjacent unit owner.  

 

General Information: When buying a Condominium, Townhome, or Custom Home in a 

development community you will most likely purchase a property in a Common Interest 

Development (CID) ruled by a Home Owner’s Association (HOA). This Association is responsible 
for the implementation and creation of rules that govern all property owners. These are called 

Conditions, Covenants and Restrictions (CC&Rs). They also oversee maintenance of all 

construction (when applicable), community and recreational facilities, garbage disposal, and 



many times maintenance of roads. Some even provide your electric, gas, data, water and sewer 

service. If it is a property in a single home community they may have an Architectural Review 

Board.  

There are many things to consider when buying in a community with jurisdiction over your 

property. Some smaller communities have very basic governing documents and may have one or 

two board members that may be overzealous in their duties creating unneeded stress and cost. 

Others may have needed repairs with little reserves to pay for them. Given that many HOA 

disclosure packets are over 100 pages, it can be very difficult to understand.  

To protect your investment it may be wise to take note of needed repairs and deferred 

maintenance. It is also good to talk to others living in the community to see how issues are 

handled. To understand the disclosures you may want to enlist the services of an accountant or 

lawyer. Large assessments can not only cost as much as the price of the unit, they can also hurt 

property values and make it very difficult to sell your unit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit our website at www.tahoemoldandwater.com to find interesting articles and 

resources for dealing with the issues that affect one’s home. If you have particular 
questions about our inspection and restoration services you can e-mail us at 

info@tahoemoldandwater.com or call us Monday through Friday 8AM to 5PM at 

(530) 583-6653.  

 

 

24/7 Emergency Service for Water Damage! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tahoemoldandwater.com/
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Tahoe Mold and Water Inc. does not warranty or guarantee the accuracy of the information provided within this document. Copyright Tahoe 

Mold and Water Inc. 2013.  


