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City of Big Bear Lake - Building and Safety 
 When is a Retaining Wall Exempt from Building Permits?   

This information sheet is to clarify when a Building Permit is required for residential retaining walls. 

DEFINITIONS: 

• Retaining Wall: A wall designed to resist earth and/or fluid pressure, including any surcharge in 
accordance with acceptable engineering practices. 

• Segmental Gravity Wall: Typically constructed of manufactured modular concrete block units 
stacked in a running bond pattern without mortar or steel reinforcement.  Regardless of the permit 
requirements, it is important to follow the manufacturer’s recommendations for each block type 
since the allowable wall heights vary significantly for each block type. 

• Tiered Retaining Walls:  Two or more retaining walls which are horizontally offset from one another 
in lieu of a single taller retaining wall.  In order for the walls to be treated as separate retaining walls 
and avoid surcharge loads, a general rule of thumb is that tiered walls be horizontally offset by a 
minimum distance of 1.25 times the exposed wall height of the lower wall.  Example: a set of two 3 
feet tall tiered retaining walls would need to be at least 3.75 feet apart (3’ Exposed Wall Height X 1.25 
= 3.75’ separation between walls). 

• Surcharge Loads: The vertical load imposed on retained soil that may impose a lateral force in 
addition to lateral earth pressure of retained soil.  For example: Sloping retained soil; structure 
footings supported by the retained soil; tiered retaining walls where the distance between the tiered 
retaining walls is less than 1.25 times the wall height, adjacent vehicle loads supported by retained 
soil.  A general rule of thumb is that potential surcharge loads must be horizontally offset by a 
minimum distance of 1.25 times the exposed wall height in order to avoid the surcharge impacts. 

• Exposed Wall Height:  The vertical distance measured from the finish grade at the bottom of the wall 
(i.e. lower soil grade) to the finish grade at the top of the wall (i.e. upper soil grade).  This height does 
not include the depth of the footing below grade. 

A BUILDING PERMIT IS REQUIRED WHEN ANY OF THE FOLLOWING CONDITIONS EXIST: 

• Total Exposed Wall Height is greater than 30 inches as measured from the finish grade at the bottom 
of the wall to the finish grade at the top of the wall or the grade above the retaining wall slopes more 
than 2:1.  

• Solid fences are attached to (or directly adjacent to) the retaining wall. 

• Surcharge load conditions exist as defined above. 

A BUILDING PERMIT IS NOT REQUIRED WHEN ANY OF THE FOLLOWING CONDITIONS EXIST: 

• Retaining wall is constructed of reinforced concrete or reinforced masonry or approved 
manufactured modular concrete block units (segmental gravity wall) and does not retain more than 
30 inches of earth (Exposed Wall Height) and the grade above the retaining wall does not slope more 
than 2:1. 

• Retaining wall is constructed of approved decay resistant material or treated wood and does not 
retain more than 24 inches of earth. 

• Building Permit exempt retaining walls may not support surcharge loads as defined above. 
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