






PBPG Questions: 

• CA State Law on this issue does not prohibit sketching plans, only 
the jurisdiction providing copies of plans. 
• Is the City in violation of state law?

• While the "no photos" and "no tracing" are reasonable expansions, 
"no sketching" is too restrictive.
• Is the City in violation of state law?

• It appears that the "no cell phone" ban is still in effect due to the 
"expanded staff resources" needed to enforce a relaxed policy.
• Are there prohibitions on other electronic devices?

• How can the public view project plans under review without having to 
pay, a clear violation of an open government.



Key Legal Provisions
California Health & Safety Code §§ 19850–19853 (Chapter 10: Building Records):

• § 19850 requires every city or county building department to maintain an official copy (e.g., 
original, microfilm, or photographic) of plans for any building for which a permit was issued, for 
the building's lifetime.

• § 19851(a) states these official copies are "open for inspection only on the premises of the 
building department as a public record." This allows public viewing but limits reproduction.

• § 19851(b)–(f) prohibits the building department from duplicating (copying, scanning, printing, 
or otherwise reproducing) the plans, in whole or in part, without written permission from:

• The original or current property owner (via affidavit).

• All certified, licensed, or registered professionals (e.g., architects, engineers) who signed 
the plans.

• If permission is not granted (or no response within 30 days, extendable to 60), the department 
cannot provide copies—even to the property owner.

• Exceptions: Duplication is allowed by court order or state agency request. This chapter does 
not apply to plans for banks, financial institutions, or public utilities (§ 19853).Fees for 
maintenance and processing are allowed but must be reasonable (§ 19852).



Integration with the California Public Records Act (CPRA, Government Code §§ 7920.000 et 
seq., formerly §§ 6250 et seq.):

• Building plans are public records under CPRA (§ 7922.000), entitling 
the public to inspect them (§ 7922.525).

• However, CPRA exempts records from disclosure if prohibited by other 
state or federal law (§ 7922.000, incorporating exemptions like those in 
Health & Safety Code § 19851). Copyright protections (federal law under 
17 U.S.C. §§ 101 et seq.) further restrict reproduction without consent.

• Recent clarification: Government Code § 65103.5 (added by SB 1214 in 
2022, effective 2023) requires local planning agencies to make 
architectural drawings available for public review without facilitating 
unauthorized copying (e.g., no high-resolution online posting; 
alternatives like site plans or massing diagrams may be used instead).



Sketching vs. Copying in Practice

• Inspection and Sketching: State law emphasizes on-premises viewing to balance 
public access with copyright protection. During inspection, individuals may take 
handwritten notes or sketches for personal use, as this does not require the 
jurisdiction to reproduce the plans. No state statute explicitly prohibits this, and it 
aligns with CPRA's intent for reasonable access to public records. However, 
photographing or digitally capturing plans during inspection could violate copyright 
if done without permission (treated as unauthorized reproduction).

• Copying by Jurisdiction: Strictly limited as described above. Requests trigger a 
formal process (e.g., notarized affidavits sent via certified mail to professionals), 
which can take 30–60 days or longer. Even property owners must comply.

• Potential Challenges: Some legal analyses argue Health & Safety Code § 19851's 
restrictions may be partially preempted by federal copyright law (e.g., "fair use" 
under 17 U.S.C. § 107 for litigation or criticism), but building departments still 
enforce the dual-consent rule to avoid liability. Courts have upheld the inspection-
only access (e.g., no automatic right to copies without consent).



Hand Sketching

Under California state law (specifically Health & Safety Code § 19851 and the California Public 

Records Act), you can hand-sketch building plans while inspecting them on-site at the local 

building department. This is considered a form of personal note-taking during the allowed public 

inspection process and is not prohibited, as it doesn't involve the jurisdiction reproducing or 

copying the official records (which requires dual permission from the property owner and design 
professionals).
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