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The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties are common 
sense principles in non-technical language. They were developed to help protect our nation's 
irreplaceable cultural resources by promoting consistent preservation practices.  

The Standards may be applied to all properties listed in the National Register of Historic Places: 
buildings, sites, structures, objects, and districts.  

The Standards are a series of concepts about maintaining, repairing and replacing historic 
materials, as well as designing new additions or making alterations. They cannot, in and of 
themselves, be used to make decisions about which features of a historic property should be 
preserved and which might be changed. But once an appropriate treatment is selected, the 
Standards provide philosophical consistency to the work. 

The Standards are neither technical nor prescriptive, but are intended to promote responsible 
preservation practices that help protect our Nation's irreplaceable cultural resources. For 
example, they cannot, in and of themselves, be used to make essential decisions about which 
features of the historic building should be saved and which can be changed. But once a 
treatment is selected, the Standards provide philosophical consistency to the work.  

The four treatment approaches are Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration, and 

Reconstruction.  
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Preservation is defined as the act or process of applying measures necessary to sustain the existing form, 

integrity, and materials of an historic property. Work, including preliminary measures to protect and 

stabilize the property, generally focuses upon the ongoing maintenance and repair of historic materials 

and features rather than extensive replacement and new construction. New exterior additions are not 

within the scope of this treatment; however, the limited and sensitive upgrading of mechanical, 

electrical, and plumbing systems and other code-required work to make properties functional is 

appropriate within a preservation project. 

1. A property will be used as it was historically, or be given a new use that maximizes the retention of 
distinctive materials, features, spaces, and spatial relationships. Where a treatment and use have not 
been identified, a property will be protected and, if necessary, stabilized until additional work may be 
undertaken.  

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The replacement of intact or 
repairable historic materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that characterize 
a property will be avoided.  

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. Work needed to 
stabilize, consolidate, and conserve existing historic materials and features will be physically and visually 
compatible, identifiable upon close inspection, and properly documented for future research.  

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be retained and 
preserved. 

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 
that characterize a property will be preserved.  

6. The existing condition of historic features will be evaluated to determine the appropriate level of 
intervention needed. Where the severity of deterioration requires repair or limited replacement of a 
distinctive feature, the new material will match the old in composition, design, color, and texture.  

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest means possible. 
Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used.  

8. Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must be disturbed, 
mitigation measures will be undertaken.  

  



Rehabilitation is defined as the act or process of making possible a compatible use for a property 

through repair, alterations, and additions while preserving those portions or features which convey its 

historical, cultural, or architectural values. 

1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal change to its 
distinctive materials, features, spaces, and spatial relationships.  

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of distinctive 
materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that characterize a property will be 
avoided.  

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. Changes that create a 
false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or elements from other 
historic properties, will not be undertaken.  

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be retained and 
preserved.  

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 
that characterize a property will be preserved.  

6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 
deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the old in design, 
color, texture, and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing features will be substantiated by 
documentary and physical evidence.  

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest means possible. 
Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used.  

8. Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must be disturbed, 
mitigation measures will be undertaken.  

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not destroy historic materials, 
features, and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated 
from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, scale and proportion, and 
massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment.  

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in a such a manner that, 
if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property and its environment 
would be unimpaired.  

  



Restoration is defined as the act or process of accurately depicting the form, features, and character of a 

property as it appeared at a particular period of time by means of the removal of features from other 

periods in its history and reconstruction of missing features from the restoration period. The limited and 

sensitive upgrading of mechanical, electrical, and plumbing systems and other code-required work to 

make properties functional is appropriate within a restoration project. 

1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use which reflects the property's 
restoration period.  

2. Materials and features from the restoration period will be retained and preserved. The removal of 
materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that characterize the period will not 
be undertaken.  

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. Work needed to 
stabilize, consolidate and conserve materials and features from the restoration period will be physically 
and visually compatible, identifiable upon close inspection, and properly documented for future 
research.  

4. Materials, features, spaces, and finishes that characterize other historical periods will be documented 
prior to their alteration or removal.  

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 
that characterize the restoration period will be preserved.  

6. Deteriorated features from the restoration period will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the 
severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the 
old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials.  

7. Replacement of missing features from the restoration period will be substantiated by documentary 
and physical evidence. A false sense of history will not be created by adding conjectural features, 
features from other properties, or by combining features that never existed together historically.  

8. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest means possible. 
Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used.  

9. Archeological resources affected by a project will be protected and preserved in place. If such 
resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken.  

10. Designs that were never executed historically will not be constructed.  

  



Reconstruction is defined as the act or process of depicting, by means of new construction, the form, 

features, and detailing of a non-surviving site, landscape, building, structure, or object for the purpose of 

replicating its appearance at a specific period of time and in its historic location. 

1. Reconstruction will be used to depict vanished or non-surviving portions of a property when 
documentary and physical evidence is available to permit accurate reconstruction with minimal 
conjecture, and such reconstruction is essential to the public understanding of the property. 

2. Reconstruction of a landscape, building, structure, or object in its historic location will be preceded by 
a thorough archeological investigation to identify and evaluate those features and artifacts which are 
essential to an accurate reconstruction. If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be 
undertaken.  

3. Reconstruction will include measures to preserve any remaining historic materials, features, and 
spatial relationships.  

4. Reconstruction will be based on the accurate duplication of historic features and elements 
substantiated by documentary or physical evidence rather than on conjectural designs or the availability 
of different features from other historic properties. A reconstructed property will re-create the 
appearance of the non-surviving historic property in materials, design, color, and texture.  

5. A reconstruction will be clearly identified as a contemporary re-creation.  

6. Designs that were never executed historically will not be constructed.  
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Contents
oday, almost 2,300 historic preserva
-tion commissions operate throughout 
the United States, and many of these

include design review in their responsi-
bilities. All share a common goal: to pro-
tect the historic resources of their com-
munities. Many of these places have
developed and use design guidelines in
their review of proposed renovations and
new construction. Design guidelines are
important and provide the following:

• A basis for making decisions that    
are fair 

• Consistency in design review
• Incentives for investment
• A tool for property value protection 

and enhancement
• A tool for education

In recent years, numerous communities
have asked for more protection in their
historic districts, with the result that more
historic preservation commissions are
developing guidelines. A significant trend
is that many of these commissions are
developing guidelines in greater detail
than ever before, while others are experi-
menting with educational and incentive
programs to encourage property owners
to follow their design guidelines. 

However, the challenge that faces most
commissions is: how may one develop
guidelines that will be fair and protect
historic resources while also encouraging

creative design solutions? Guidelines
should focus on identifying the most
important features of an historic district
that should be respected, while refraining
from dictating design outcomes. 

WHAT ARE DESIGN 
GUIDELINES?
Local governments typically create
design review ordinances under local
zoning regulations, within the framework
of appropriate state enabling legislation.
The courts have upheld this legal basis for
design review, to the extent that local
governments clearly have the right to
adopt design review regulations as part of
historic preservation ordinances; they
also have a responsibility to see that such
powers are fairly and consistently admin-
istered. 

Design guidelines thereby convey com-
munity policies about neighborhood
design. As such, they provide a common
basis for making decisions about work
that may affect the appearance of individ-
ual properties or the overall character of a
district. They also serve as an educational
and planning tool for property owners
and their design professionals who seek
to make improvements that may affect
historic resources.

The Benefits of Design Review
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The Benefits of
Design Review

By  Nore‘  Winter

Design guidelines typically address the following categories of
work:

• Rehabilitation and alterations to historic buildings:
These may be individually designated historic structures or they
may be properties designated as "contributing" in a locally defined
historic district. Alterations to the exterior of a historic building,
including construction of an addition, are subject to review.

• Alterations to "non-contributing" structures in historic districts:
These are properties that may be old but have lost their integrity as
historic structures, or they may be newer buildings that have not
achieved historic significance. In general, the guidelines for new
construction apply to these properties. 

• New building:
Construction of new, freestanding structures, either as primary or
secondary buildings within a locally designated historic district,
are subject to review.

• Site work:
This includes new landscaping designs, the removal of original or
historic landscaping and new grading and driveway construction
affecting an individually designated landmark and for any proper-
ty within a locally designated historic district.

WHY HAVE DESIGN REVIEW?
First and foremost, design review helps preserve historic districts
as records of our heritage in a consistent and fair manner. The
design guidelines used provide for unbiased and uniform reviews
of proposed work in historic districts. They provide uniform stan-
dards by which all projects are evaluated. Design guidelines
should not, however, dictate design by formula. Instead, they
should identify key features of the historic resources that should
be respected when planning any repairs, alterations or new con-
struction. 

Design guidelines also can establish a climate for investment for
businesses, residents and property owners because the associated
review process provides assurance that alterations and new con-
struction by others will reinforce the preservation goals for the
district. In a similar manner, where historic properties have been
maintained, residents frequently adopt design guidelines to protect
property values.

Design guidelines give local residents who wish to protect the
distinct historic identity of the neighborhood a strong tool. They
provide a framework for insuring compatible new construction
that enhances, rather than undermines, a community's unique
character.

Guidelines also may serve as educational tools, providing useful
information about rehabilitation procedures and design concepts
that are appropriate. They often provide practical guidance, help-
ing property owners make well-informed design decisions.

Benefits of historic preservation
Across the nation, thousands of communities promote historic
preservation because doing so contributes to neighborhood liv-
ability and quality of life, minimizes negative impacts on the
environment and yields economic rewards. Many property owners
are also drawn to historic resources because the quality of con-
struction is typically quite high and the buildings are readily
adaptable to contemporary needs. 

Winter & Co. developed
design guidelines for the
South Main St. Historic
District in St. Charles,
Missouri.

Winter & Co. developed
design guidelines for the
Old Town Historic
District in Wichita,
Kansas.

Winter & Co developed
design guidelines for
the Northwest Quadrant
Conservation District in
Beaufort, S. C.

Continued
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Construction quality
Most historic structures are of high quality construction. Lumber
used came from mature trees and was properly seasoned and it
typically was milled to "full dimensions" as well, which often
yielded stronger framing. These structures also were thoughtfully
detailed and the finishes of materials, including fixtures, wood
floors and trim were generally of high quality, all features that
owners today appreciate. By comparison, in today's new con-
struction, materials of such quality are rarely available and com-
parable detailing is very expensive. The high quality of construc-
tion in historic buildings is therefore a "value" for many people.

Adaptability
Owners also recognize that the floor plans of historic buildings
easily accommodate comfortable life-styles and support a diver-
sity of populations. Rooms are frequently large, permitting a
variety of uses while retaining the overall historic character of
each structure and open space often exists on a lot to accommo-
date an addition, if needed.

Livability and quality of life
When groups of older buildings occur as a historic district, they
create a street scene that is "pedestrian friendly," which encour-
ages walking and neighborly interaction. Mature trees and deco-
rative architectural features also contribute to a sense of identity,
an attribute that is rare and difficult to achieve in newer areas of
a city. This physical sense of neighborhood can also reinforce
desirable community social patterns and contribute to a sense of
security. 

Environmental benefits 
Preserving a historic structure is also sound environmental con-
servation policy because "recycling" it saves energy and reduces
the need for producing new construction materials. Three types
of energy savings occur: first, energy is not consumed to demol-

ish the existing building and dispose of the resulting debris; sec-
ond, energy is not used to create new building materials, transport
them and assemble them on site; finally, the "embodied" energy,
that which was used to create the original building and its compo-
nents, is preserved. 

By "reusing" older materials as a historic building, pressure is
also reduced to harvest new lumber and other materials that also
may have negative effects on the environment of other locales
where these materials are produced. Because older buildings are
often more energy-efficient than new construction, when properly
used, heating and cooling needs are reduced as well.

Economic benefits
Historic resources are finite and cannot be replaced, making them
precious commodities that many buyers seek. Therefore, preser-
vation adds value to private property. Many studies across the
nation document that, where historic districts are established,
property values typically rise, or at least are stabilized. In this
sense, designation of a historic district appears to help establish a
climate for investment. Property owners within the district know
that the time and money they spend on improving their properties
will be matched with similar efforts on surrounding lots; these
investments will not be undermined by inappropriate construction
next door.

The condition of neighboring properties also affects the value of
one's own property: people invest in a neighborhood as much as
the individual structure itself and, in historic districts where
investment is attracted, property owners recognize that each bene-
fits from the commitment of their neighbors. An indication of the
success of historic preservation is that the number of designated
districts across the country has increased, due to local support,
such that an estimated 1,000,000 properties, both as individual
landmarks and in historic districts, are under local jurisdictions.

4

Design guidelines for downtown Boulder, Colorado, directed the developer of this parking garage to provide a two-story commercial storefront which relates to the tradi-
tional character.
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Preservation projects also contribute more to the local economy
than do new building programs because each dollar spent on a
preservation project has a higher percentage devoted to labor and
to purchase of materials available locally. By contrast, new con-
struction typically has a higher percentage of each dollar spent
devoted to materials that are produced outside of the local econo-
my and to special construction skills that may be imported as
well. Therefore, when money is spent on rehabilitating a building,
it has a higher "multiplier effect," keeping more money circulat-
ing in the local economy.

Rehabilitating a historic building also can cost less than construct-
ing a new one. In fact, guidelines for the rehabilitation of historic
structures typically promote cost-saving measures: they encourage
smaller and simpler solutions, which in themselves provide sav-
ings. Preserving building elements that are in good repair is pre-
ferred, for example, to replacing them. This typically is less
expensive. In some instances, appropriate restoration procedures
may cost more than less sensitive treatments, however. In such
cases, property owners are compensated for this extra effort, to
some extent, in the added value that historic district designation
provides.

CASE STUDY:
OLD TOWN FORT COLLINS HISTORIC DISTRICT
Many architects have now engaged in successful projects within
locally-designated historic districts. While they recognize that
doing so may involve some limitation in the range of design
choices available, they also acknowledge that design guidelines,
when applied consistently and objectively, create a positive cli-
mate for investment. Numerous studies now demonstrate that
local historic districts stabilize and often enhance property values.
The Old Town Fort Collins Historic District is a dramatic exam-
ple of such successes.

Old Town emerged in the 1880s as the central business district of
Fort Collins, with its street grid oriented parallel to the Cache La
Poudre river, and by 1900, it was the thriving focus of commerce
for the community. It grew to include a mix of banks, hotels,
retail stores, professional offices and apartments. The area contin-
ued to thrive until the 1930s, when College Avenue became the
dominant business corridor. Then, in the 1960s, new strip com-
mercial areas provided additional challenges. Over the years, Old
Town declined, but many of its early buildings survived, although
sometimes substantially altered. A few were demolished. Then, in
1979, the City of Fort Collins designated the area as a historic
district and established a process to review alterations and new
construction. Design guidelines were also developed that estab-
lished the basic policies for review.

The guidelines asked that historic buildings be preserved, while
accommodating new uses. When renovation was to occur, it was
to be in a manner that maintained the character-defining features
of the properties. New construction was to respect the historic
context, but without literally imitating it.

Winter & Company developed design guidelines for the Napa Abajo/Fuller Park
Historic District in Napa, California.

Public participation is a vital component to any planning process, especially
those directly related to a community member's quality of life. Here workshop
participants in Carmel-by-the-Sea, California, help Winter & Company identify
those character-defining features which are important and should be preserved.

Over the past fifteen years, more than $50,000,000 in investment has
occurred in the Old Town area. The master plan and design guidelines

helped establish a vision for the area and create a stable climate for this
activity.

As investors came into Old Town Ft. Collins, they found structures in need of
restoration. This row of buildings had lost some details over time and a monochro-
matic color scheme obscured the original design character.



NEWS f rom  the NATIONAL ALLIANCE of  PRESERVATION COMMISSIONS6

Individual investors were attracted to the area, purchasing build-
ings and restoring them. These early projects raised community
consciousness of the potential for Old Town. Improvements con-
tinued into the mid-1980s when larger development companies
became interested and spearheaded a series of major projects,
including several rehabilitation and new building projects.
Cooperative programs with the city led to an improvement district
that guided construction of a pedestrian mall and parking struc-
ture.

Each project was executed in a manner compatible with the previ-
ous ones, and thus the cumulative benefits of each investment has
been shared by everyone, including property owners and the pub-
lic in general. Today, the area exhibits a distinct identity that com-
bines individual historic resources with contemporary infill into a
harmonious whole that is rich with variety and detail.

Restoration work followed the Old Town Design Guidelines. In some cases, miss-
ing storefronts were reconstructed. In others, later uses were retained and designs
were developed that enhanced the historic character while retaining future
restoration options.

In the early 1980s, the windows in the Miller Block were boarded and architectur-
al details needed repair.

The Miller Block was restored, following Winter's Old Town Design Guidelines.
The plaza in the foreground is a part of the Old Town Master Plan.

During the 1890s, the City of Ft. Collins housed
its first department and administrative offices in
this pair of Old Town structures.

By the 1980s, the buildings had been severely
altered. When sold as surplus property, a private
investor sought to renovate the structures.

Winter assisted the property owner in developing
a preservation approach that secured federal tax
credits.
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The results speak for themselves. Old Town now is a lively neigh-
borhood, with specialty retail, dining, entertainment and profes-
sional offices. A substantial economic generator in its own right,
community leaders also acknowledge that Old Town helps in
broader business recruitment strategies, because the quality of life
that it represents is an attraction for many companies who may in
fact locate elsewhere in the city.

While many other factors have certainly contributed to the suc-
cess of Old Town, the preservation program has helped create an
asset for the community and it also has generated many jobs,
including several architectural commissions! It demonstrates that
the use of design guidelines can be a strategic tool in enhancing
the built environment.

The Old Town guidelines encourage reconstruction of missing elements, such as
ornamental cornices.

In 1982, The Reed & Dauth Building survived with upper story windows intact, but
key ornamental features were missing or obscured.

Winter directed rehabilitation design sketches that illustrated the potential charac-
ter of the Reed & Dauth Building.

After rehabilitation, the Reed & Dauth Building exhibits the distinctive cornice and
arched ground floor that were a part of its history.
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PREPARING A PROJECT FOR DESIGN REVIEW 

 

 

Technical Paper No. 21 
 

 

Historic Preservation Program, Business Relations and Economic Development 

400 Yesler Way, Suite 510 [MS: YES-EX-0510], Seattle, WA 98104,  (206) 205-0700  

TTY Relay: 711 

 

Any major restoration work or projects involving alterations to a significant feature of a 

designated King County Landmark property require a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA), 

which is obtained through an established design review process.  This paper explains the purpose 

of design review and offers suggestions for planning a restoration or rehabilitation project. 

Contact Historic Preservation Program staff early in project planning, since they can help identify 

resources and provide technical information.  

 

Purpose of Design Review 

A King County Landmark must exhibit physical “integrity.”  This means that the property retains 

physical features and design characteristics that contribute to and reflect its historic significance.  

These features, which are called the "character-defining features," are unique to each property 

and may include the overall scale and massing of the building, design elements such as front 

porches or windows, or even planting materials and open space on the building site.  The purpose 

of design review is to ensure that any project involving a Landmark property is carefully planned 

to maximize and protect the integrity--or historic character--of the property.     

 

Design Guidelines 

The King County Landmarks Commission uses The Secretary of Interior's Standards for the 

Treatment of Historic Properties and companion guidelines to guide the COA design review 

process.  Because these Standards are used to review a project, it is best to consult them well 

before you begin to seriously plan a project.  Copies are easily available via the Internet or can be 

obtained from the King County Historic Preservation Program.  Every project involving an 

historic property is unique, so the Standards distinguish between four basic approaches 

(preservation, restoration, rehabilitation, and reconstruction) and the accompanying guidelines 

provide further specific guidance. Recommended general guidance is summarized below: 

 

1.  Identify, Retain and Preserve 

Identify historic building materials and design features that define the character of the 

property and should be retained in the process of rehabilitation work.  These character-

defining features are usually noted in the final designation report. 

 

2.  Protect and Maintain 

Extending the life of the historic building materials through timely and appropriate 

maintenance is always a priority.  Protecting the historic materials typically helps reduce 

the need for more extensive repairs in the future.  It is also important to consider the 

protection of historic features during a rehabilitation project.  For example, if your project 
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involves cleaning a roof, choose a gentle cleaning method that does not damage the 

historic roofing material or adjacent siding and roof retails. 

 

3.  Repair 

When character-defining features and materials are deteriorated, repair is the first option 

to consider.  Repair also includes the limited replacement of deteriorated or missing parts 

when there are surviving prototypes.  For example, if shingles are missing from a roof, 

new shingles that match the originals should be installed to fill the gaps.  

 

4. Replacement 

When a character-defining feature is too deteriorated or damaged to repair, "in-kind" 

replacement (using the same design and materials) is the preferred option.  If replacement 

in-kind is not technically or economically feasible, use of a compatible substitute material 

may be considered.  For example, a roof originally clad with large cedar shingles might 

be re-roofed with a product of similar appearance since high quality cedar products are no 

longer readily available. 

 

5.   Design for Missing Historic Features 

When an important architectural feature is missing, reconstruction of the element (based 

on sound documentation of the original design) is preferred.  However, if documentation 

is unavailable, a second option for the replacement feature is a new design, which is 

compatible with the remaining historic features of the property.   

 

6. Alterations/Additions to Historic Buildings 

Construction of a new addition to a landmark building or within the boundaries of a 

landmark site should be undertaken only after carefully considering how best to 

accommodate the need for additional space.  If an addition or new construction adjacent 

to an historic building is required, it should be designed to minimize alterations and/or 

visual impacts to the primary elevations and features of significance.  

 

Preparing a Project for Design Review 

To prepare an application for design review, the applicant must clearly describe and explain the 

scope of the project, the present condition of the feature(s) involved, the original appearance of 

the feature(s), and the design standards and guidelines which apply to the project.  The following 

section outlines questions the applicant should consider and information the applicant should 

gather when preparing a project for design review.   

 

1.  Define the Scope of the Project  

What parts of the building or site does the project involve? How do those elements 

relate to the other parts of the landmark property?  For example, will the project 

involve features of the Landmark that are visible from the roadway?  Current 

photographs or design drawings (including a site plan) are usually essential to 

illustrate the scope of most projects. 
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2.  Document the Present Condition 

What is the present condition of the part of the property that will be affected by the 

proposed project?  Are the building features in good repair, deteriorated, or missing? 

Photographs of the features and/or inspection reports serve to clearly document the 

present condition.   

 

3.  Describe the Historic Appearance 

What did the property (building and site) look like historically?  What changes have 

been made?  Use historic photographs or archival materials to understand the historic 

appearance of the property and any alterations that may have occurred over time. 

 

The Landmark Registration Form, prepared prior to the designation of the property, 

may describe the property's historic appearance.  Also, consult the King County 

Historic Preservation Program to find out if there are historic photographs of your 

property on file or where photographs might be located.  Plans, maps, and interviews 

may also help document the original appearance.   

 

Close physical examination of the historic property can also yield useful important 

information.  Take a good look at other local buildings of a similar construction date, 

function, building materials or architectural style. They may provide insight about the 

original appearance of the subject building. Architectural style guides and/or historic 

architectural plan books may be another useful source of information. 

 

4.  Evaluate Alternatives and Determine Most Appropriate Action  

Once the above steps are completed; the applicant should use the information to 

evaluate alternatives recommended in the Standards.  For example, if the goal is to 

restore a porch that had been previously removed, the applicant will be deciding how 

to replace a missing feature (See Note #5 above).  So, the applicant will need to use a 

combination of sources (historic photographs, original plans - if they exist – and 

physical examination) to determine the original appearance of the porch and obtain 

sufficient information to design the replacement porch.  If historic documentation is 

not available, the design of the new porch should not be based on conjecture but 

should be compatible with the historic character of the building.   

 

Considerations in the Design Review Process 

While retaining or restoring a Landmark's historic appearance is always a priority, the design 

review process acknowledges that changes are often needed to extend the life of the property.  In 

evaluating proposed alterations to historic properties, the Landmarks Commission also considers 

a number of factors.  These include:   

• the extent of impact on the historic property;  

• the reasonableness of the alteration in light of other alternatives available;  

• the extent alteration is necessary to meet the requirements of law; and  

• the extent alteration is necessary to achieve a reasonable economic return.   
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Gathering information that helps answer these questions will enable the applicant to work 

expeditiously with the Design Review Committee to develop a restoration or rehabilitation 

strategy which preserves the historic character of the property while allowing for its continued 

use. 

 

For more information about preparing a project for design review or obtaining a Certificate of 

Appropriateness, please contact the Design Review Coordinator at (206) 296-8636. 

 

This information is available upon request in alternative formats for 

persons with disabilities at (206) 296-7580 TTY. 

 

 

Revised 09/08 
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By: Sharon Ferraro 

As dedicated preservationists determined to save our historic resources for
upcoming generations, we all understand the importance of choosing to repair
rather than replace and the importance of setbacks and massing in new con-
struction to maintain the character of the districts. But in our throw-away society,
we need to sell that concept to the property owners. The average property owner
today wants to take good care of their investment and, in many cases, has no idea
how to take care of an old structure.  Our job is to persuade and educate along
with requiring that the work meet the standards we have established. We need to
be diplomats and salesmen as well as enforcers.

And the process of education and persuasion begins where the property owner
first comes into contact with the design guidelines. This will be either the first
phone call or visit to the buildings department or the process of filling out the appli-
cation for a Certificate of Appropriateness or reading your design guidelines. 

FIRST CONTACT - DOCUMENTS  - setting up the rules
THE APPLICATION AND THE DESIGN GUIDELINES

The Application for Project Review/ Application for Certificate of Appropriateness 

Keep the form as simple as possible while asking the applicant to provide full
information. This simplicity will be different for different types of districts - clearly
a large city with commercial 10 story buildings as well as modest bungalows may
have a more complicated form - or perhaps more than one form, depending on
the character of the buildings under review. But the over-riding principle should be
simplicity. The applicant should be able to understand the form, whether an expe-
rienced carpenter or a single mom who is handy with power tools or a belligerent
landlord who prefers duct tape and T-111 to tuck-pointing and code-compliant
handrails. And keep in mind that the building department staff should also under-
stand the form so they can assist the applicant. 

Be clear about how detailed support materials should be. Do you expect simple
line drawings with measurements? Or more detailed draftsman or architects style
details? This may be project dependent. A set of front steps will need less detail
than a three story exterior stair providing emergency egress to a finished third
floor. It can be very helpful to have an example available as a handout.

Design GGuidelines

CLARITY, COMMON SENSE AND DIPLOMACY
The Challenges of Selling Design Guidelines 

A short comment about 
language. 

Whether you are a commission-
er or part of the city staff that
regulates the historic districts,
be sure that you are actually
communicating with the appli-
cant. It may not be a problem to
discuss the crown mould and
decking and brackets with a
roofer or the meeting rail and
stiles with a window repair per-
son. If you are talking to a
grandmother who is making an
application and she doesn't
know a crown mould from a
water table, be sure to define
your terms so there is a level of
necessary understanding. The
use of appropriate language
extends from conversations and
discussions to your application
for project review, the design
guidelines and the commission
meeting. If the applicant's eyes
start glazing over, restate the
topic in language they under-
stand.
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The Design Guidelines
Writing a set of design guidelines that cover every type of work on a his-
toric building is impossible in a historic district of any size. Perhaps a set
of exquisitely detailed standards could be written for a set of five Frank
Lloyd Wright Usonian houses on the same block, but that kind of homo-
geneity is rare in most districts. Indeed it is the diversity that makes our
districts attractive.

The ultimate goal of design guidelines is to assure that changes are
appropriate to the specific structure in the context of its neighborhood and
district. New handrails for a Queen Anne Barber pattern house will be sub-
stantially different from a Spanish Colonial Revival bungalow. The design
guidelines MUST be comprehensible to the property owner and his con-
tractor.

Avoid the obvious trap of making the design guidelines an exhaustive list
of "Thou Shalt Not". Keep the specifically prohibited topics to a minimum.
"Vinyl windows are strictly prohibited on any contributing structure within
the historic districts." is appropriate. Be sure that every strictly prohibited
item is an issue your commission is willing and able to support on appeal. 

STANDARDS = Administrative review
In Kalamazoo our design guidelines are very clearly differentiated. The
STANDARDS apply to very specific, common projects, mostly eligible for
administrative review. These include roofing, porch repairs, fences, storm
doors and storm windows and eaves troughs. These projects are very
clearly defined and if the application falls outside those specific details, it
must be considered according to the guidelines.

GUIDELINES = Commission review
The GUIDELINES are more general and philosophical. The standards
may specify that spindles on a porch rail be 5/4" cedar or redwood, turned
or square, spaced no more than 2½ " apart with a total height from the
porch deck including rails not to exceed 24". The guideline will discuss the
rail height relative to the height of the windowsills that face the porch and
the spacing of the spindles relative to the style of the house. 

The guidelines also refer to the context of the surrounding district and will
cover complex issues such as new infill construction and rebuilding miss-
ing features. The guidelines rely much more heavily on the Secretary of
the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation. So to comply with guidelines a
new house to replace a burned house will have a setback from the road
or sidewalk similar to the houses around it and have a massing similar to
the houses around it. If the nearby houses are 1½-story bungalows,

NEWS f r o m  t h e NATIONAL ALLIANCE o f  PRESERVATION COMMISSIONS

Design GGuidelines

436 W. Dutton, Kalamazoo, prior to rehabilitation

Photo: Sharon Ferraro
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the new house will not be a 3-story Queen Anne covered with gingerbread or,
heaven forbid, an end gable one story manufactured house with an attached
garage.

When you formulate your design guidelines be sure you have at least one
reviewer who:
1) Is not a preservationist so they will be lost if your language is too 

specialized
2) Does not live in a historic district so they will not be reading with 

their own building in mind and miss the forest for the trees
3) Has no more than a passing understanding of building terms - i.e. 

may know the difference between a joist and a rafter but not too 
much more.

Consider using a glossary for terms to help applicants understand. Review
line drawings for clarity and detail. 

WORKING WITH THE APPLICANT
Start with an assumption that the applicant is unfamiliar with the design guide-
lines. This is not always the case - there are many property owners out there
- both owner-occupied and landlords that would rather ask forgiveness than
permission. Starting from an assumption of unfamiliarity allows the property
owner to back pedal and save face when he is caught. Confrontation, no mat-
ter how well justified, rarely opens the door to finding a solution and always
leaves the owner prone to spread the word about how badly the "hysterical
commission" treated him. Remember we are protecting the buildings, not our
egos.

First - help the applicant define the project.
Listening to the applicant is vital. Let the applicant outline the proposed work
and then re-state it back to him. Find out what he envisions as the final prod-
uct. Then make a suggestion, which complies with the design guidelines.
An example: Mr. Albright shows up at the counter - he is a burly 50 year old
and put a fence around his Arts and Crafts bungalow three years ago to keep
his puppy in. He keeps calling the house a Cape Cod because that is what
the realtor called it. Since then his son has gone off to college and wrecked
his car and a tree has fallen on his garage. He does not remember all the
details of the standards from his last visit and anyway, it was only a fence last
time. Ask him to describe what he needs to do, or hopes to accomplish. He
wants to do some repairs and modifications to the front porch. He wants to
replace some of the decking, repair one column and he proposes enclosing
the porch in a new low solid home center knee wall below with standard sized
combination aluminum storms above. The storms are on sale at home center
next week. Currently the porch has a low-spindled rail. 

(Continued on page 9)

Design GGuidelines

436 W. Dutton, Kalamazoo,after rehabilita-
tion, demonstrating effective use of design

guidelines.

Photo: Sharon Ferraro
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What does he expect of the front porch project? After a little discussion it
becomes clear that he is tired of being dive bombed by wasps and not being
able to use the porch at night for fear of mosquitoes and West Nile Virus but
he does not use the porch much in the early spring and late fall, mostly he
likes to sit out there with a radio and a beer and listen to the ball game. So
his application can be simplified to enclosing the porch with screens. He likes
this because it will be much less expensive and he won't have to hire his
brother-in-law’s stupid neighbor again since he took six months to fix the
garage last time. His original plan was something the commission would
probably not approve. The compromise he has come to still fulfills his needs
and is a project that complies with the design guidelines. 

Second - filling out the application
How much detail is needed to define the project?  Too much detail may limit
the project unnecessarily and make modifications impossible while work is in
progress. Included as needed:

Third - Administrative or commission review?
If the project proposes no alterations, no additions, just repair of existing fea-
tures, usually this can be an administrative review. For example, Mr. Albright’s
porch project. If his proposal was limited to the deck and column repair it
could be approved administratively without full commission review. However,
because he is proposing an alteration with the addition of the screening, it will
need full commission review.

In Kalamazoo, there are some items that always require full commission
review such as replacement siding, replacement windows, removing a chim-
ney, removing windows or doors and any new construction. 

Fourth - Applying the design guidelines
Ideally, by this point the applicant and staff have worked out a proposal for
work that will comply with the design guidelines and the review by the full
commission is merely a formality. In many cases, however, there will need to
be some negotiation between the applicant and the commission. Ultimately
the commission's mandate is to protect the historic character of the district
and the structure and not let bad things happen. 

Design GGuidelines

Measurements - width of the new window frame, height of the new
porch rail, overall footprint of the new garage. 
Drawings - preferably black ink on white paper, but be flexible - if a
pencil drawing is clear and copies well, don't get hung up on media.
Photos - May be provided by the applicant if necessary or the coor-
dinator. Be sure that each project includes a photo of the full struc-
ture from the front and not just the item in question. A project appli-
cation for a set of back porch steps should include a photo of the
whole house, not just the back porch.

917 W. Lovell, Kalamazoo, prior to 
rehabilitation

Photo: Sharon Ferraro
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Some items to consider when reviewing a project for compliance with the
design guidelines:

As part of a historic preservation commission or as city staff working with
historic districts, our ultimate responsibility is to speak for the historic
buildings and resources. A significant part of that process will always be
educating the property owners. We need the owners on our side and even
when we need to restate a principle or a guideline for the seeming 100th
time, we must to do it. In this field you will meet ignorant people who own
historic properties - and belligerent property rights owners and clumsy do-
it-yourselfers as well as the occasional committed old building lover or
skilled restoration contractor. Treat them all with respect, give them the
benefit of the doubt and remember they are the stewards of the building -
it is our job to teach them how to be good stewards.

Sharon Ferraro is the historic preservation coordinator for Kalamazoo, a city of
78,000 in southwestern Michigan. She works with 1800 properties in five districts,
primarily residential with an expanding commercial district downtown. 

NEWS f r o m  t h e NATIONAL ALLIANCE o f  PRESERVATION COMMISSIONS

Design GGuidelines

Is the proposed work reversible? Replacing a 2x4 porch rail with
a slightly too tall square spindled rail to comply with the rental hous-
ing code is reversible next time. Removing all the windows and
replacing them with tilt-in sash is not reversible. Paint color is
reversible; paint on previously unpainted masonry is hard to
reverse.
Does the proposed work preserve the historic character of the
district and the structure? Mr. Albright's porch screens preserve
the character of the structure and the district. If he wanted to make
the porch five feet deeper and change the pitch of the porch roof to
accommodate this, it would alter the relationship of the house to the
rest of the bungalows on the street and would be inappropriate.
Does the proposed work meet the Secretary of the Interior's
Standards for Rehabilitation? A good exercise is to identify the
standards the project complies with or violates and state it as part
of the motion.
Finally, apply common sense. Keep in mind the primary goal of
preserving the district and the need to keep the property owners on
the side of preservation. Overly restrictive decisions can sour own-
ers on the idea of design review and make for more intentional vio-
lations and less cooperation. Don't fight over the 2x8 treads on the
back porch steps, but insist on 5/4" on front and side steps. 

917 W. Lovell, Kalamazoo,after rehabilitation,
demonstrating effective use of design guide-
lines.

Photo: Sharon Ferraro



Many jurisdictions turn to district-
specific design guidelines.  But 
developing guidelines specific for a 
jurisdiction generally involves getting 
outside help.  As a result, an industry of 
consultants who specialize in drafting 
guidelines has emerged.  So how do 
you get the process started?  Elsewhere 
in this issue of The Alliance Review, 
Steph McDougal writes about factors 
to consider before hiring a consultant, 
including what goes into establishing 
the fee consultants charge to prepare 
a set of guidelines.  Steph’s article is 
full of good information.  Think of it 
as knowing what is behind the sticker 
price on a car before walking into the 
dealership.  

In Montgomery County Maryland, 
where I am staff to the historic pres-
ervation commission, we used a 
Certified Local Government grant 
to hire a consultant to develop gen-
eral design guidelines to assist in the 
commission’s review process (http://
www.montgomeryplanning.org/his-
toric/designguidelines.shtm).  The 
guidelines were developed to supple-
ment the existing criteria the County 
Council had adopted for issuance of 
Historic Area Work Permits.  In our 
case, as in many other jurisdictions, the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and 
Guidelines for Rehabilitation are the ba-
sis of our review criteria. 

Design Guidelines 
Getting the Most out of Your 
Commission’s Design Guidelines
by Scott Whipple
Nearly all of us who serve on, or are staff to, historic preservation commissions (HPCs) 
recognize that commissions need to use design guidelines in order to act in a fair, 
appropriate, and defensible manner in the review of historic area work permit applications 
or Certificates of Appropriateness (COAs).  Putting aside the legal obligation – most, 
if not all, state enabling legislation requires adoption of design guidelines – many 
commissions may not utilize their guidelines to their full potential when reviewing 
COAs.  But what should guidelines include?  How do jurisdictions set about getting 
the guidelines they need?   And, once a jurisdiction has the guidelines it needs, what 
can be done to ensure that the HPC uses – actually uses – those guidelines?

Scott Whipple, is the Historic Preservation Section 
Supervisor for the Montgomery County (Maryland) 

Planning Department. The Historic Preservation Section 
is responsible for research and designation, historic area 

work permit review, county preservation tax credit and 
historic preservation grant administration, and education 
and outreach activities, and is staff to the county Historic 

Preservation Commission and Planning Board.

Design guidelines for Historic Sites and Districts 

in Montgomery County, Maryland. 
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Jurisdictions can also 
consider adopting the 
broader Secretary of 
the Interior’s Treatment 
for Historic Properties, 
which encompasses 
the rehab standards 
along with standards 
for the three other 
preservation treatments 
[preserving, restoring, and 
reconstructing].  Although 
the rehabilitation 
standards are the most 
widely and often-used – 
and most appropriate for 
the majority of projects 
most HPCs review – once 
in a while commissions 
are bound to review a 
project where one of the 
other treatment standards 
are more appropriately 
applied and the flexibility 
to use them is beneficial.

The Montgomery County Council has 
also seen fit to adopt district-specific 
design guidelines for nine of our 22 
historic districts (and even site-spe-
cific guidelines for a handful of our 
425 individually-designated sites).  In 
some cases the adoption of district-
specific guidelines was something of 
a political necessity to build support 
for the designation of these districts.  
District-specific guidelines also provide 
a mechanism to identify the specific 
physical characteristics of a district 
and its built environment, and provide 
guidelines that respond directly to those.  
In the Montgomery County experience, 
these guidelines are drafted to respond 
to a district’s specific development type 
and pattern, its preservation needs, and 
in some cases, its residents’ tolerance 
for historic preservation, not always in 
equal measure.  

Recognizing and responding to the 
different conditions and specific pres-
ervation needs in a community is 
important, from both an applied his-
toric preservation vantage point as 
well as from the perspective of build-
ing support for historic preservation 
within the community.  This intersec-
tion can change over time.  The manner 
in which HPCs respond to an evolving 
understanding of historic preservation 
practice, acceptance (or not) of new 
materials or technology, and historic 
preservation’s role in sustainability or 
urban development all may change how 
they evaluate applications before them.  
And guidelines need to change along 
with these considerations in order to re-
main relevant and useful. 

Take, for example, sustainability.  An 
applicant’s desire to implement ‘green’ 
strategies can put tremendous pressure 
on an HPC or, handled differently, can 
present a remarkable opportunity for an 
HPC to demonstrate the relevance, im-
portance, and even cost-effectiveness of 
historic preservation.  Phil Thomason’s 
“Greening Oklahoma City’s Guidelines” 
article, also in this issue, reinforces this 
point by making the case for estab-
lishing explicit connections between 
sustainability and historic preservation 
in design guidelines. 

Each jurisdiction may respond some-
what differently to the range of historic 
preservation issues, and to my thinking, 
that is appropriate and necessary.  This is 
where design guidelines come into play.  
But as the Oklahoma City case study il-
lustrates, design guidelines can provide 
an opportunity for historic preservation 
to be forward looking, driving creative 
responses to challenges, rather than 
stuck in the past and susceptible to criti-
cism that preservationists are afraid to 
change.  By adopting guidelines that ad-
equately reflect the preservation ethic in 
the community as it relates to the spe-
cific historic resources in that district, 
a community sets the ground rules for 
historic preservation in a way that ev-
eryone should be able to understand.  

This brings me to my final point.  Once 
agreed upon and adopted, design guide-
lines must be the basis for a commission’s 
decisions.  Commission members need 
to use – actually use – their guidelines 
in evaluating applications and mak-
ing findings that lead to the approval, 

Design guidelines need to 
respond to emerging building 
material technologies such as 
replacement windows (below) 
and fiber cement siding.
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approval with conditions, or denial of an application.  This 
should sound obvious.  But as evident an observation as 
this may be, experience suggests otherwise.

A few questions illustrate the point.  How many of us are 
aware of, or perhaps even affiliated with, a commission that 
has been accused of reaching arbitrary decisions or acting 
as an arbiter of taste?  Who among us has heard during a 
hearing a commissioner say that he or she supported an 
application because they liked it or because it will make 
a historic resource look better?  The same can be said for 
forming motions.  How often have we heard motions that 
make no mention of the basis of the action?  This is to say, 
a motion crafted simply to approve or deny an application 
without referencing the basis – what standard or criteria is 
used – of the action. 

How we answer these questions and others has direct bear-
ing on whether the criticism leveled against a commission 
in the first question is fair.  By striving to leave personal 
taste out of the review of an application (and not allow-
ing what a commissioner likes or dislikes to enter into the 
deliberation over an application) and attempting to in-
clude in their deliberation and motion-making a finding 
based on criteria established in the preservation ordinance, 
regulations, or rules of procedure, historic preservation 
commission members erode criticism claiming that they 
are acting in an arbitrary manner.  Using guidelines leads 
to defensible decision-making. 

In considering an application, the design guidelines should 
be the first document consulted, with each element of the 
project measured for appropriateness against the relevant 
section of the design guidelines.  In the deliberation over 
an application, design guidelines should inform commis-
sioners’ position on the appropriateness of a project, and in 

making a motion, the appropriate design guideline sections 
should be explicitly cited as the bases for the finding.

In those jurisdictions with staff support, staff can help 
commissioners by preparing staff reports that reference rel-
evant sections of the design guidelines and include staff 
recommendations based on the appropriate design guide-
line standards.  Without question, staff members make the 
review of applications easier for commissioners.  But re-
gardless of whether a commission is staffed, it is incumbent 
on commissioners to identify as the basis of their finding 
their interpretation of the relevant criteria for the action.

In the end, the one measure of the success of a set of design 
guidelines is whether or not they are used.  As illustrated 
by Bill Frazier’s article in this issue on the use of design 
guidelines in Virginia communities, guidelines need to in-
clude appropriate content, applicants need to be aware of 
the existence of guidelines and consult them during project 
design, and commissions need to base their decisions on 
their guidelines.

If commissions work to get the design guidelines they 
need – that is, guidelines appropriate for their community 
by reflecting the resources and the communities preserva-
tion ethic/tolerance for preservation – the guidelines will 
be easier to use, and therefore more likely to be used.  
Whether or not a commission uses their design guidelines 
is influenced by many factors, but clearly central to how 
well they are used is how well they reflect how a com-
munity does preservation: whether they are appropriately 
place-specific, reflecting the types of resources in a district, 
and whether they adequately respond to the community’s 
preservation ethic, fully addressing and responding to the 
range of preservation issues of consequence to the com-
munity.  Making sure you develop appropriate guidelines is 
important.  Actually putting them to use is critical. 

Put those guidelines to use!
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by Phil Thomason 
“Greening” Oklahoma City’s Guidelines 

Phil Thomason is a principal at 
Thomason & Associates, a preservation 
consulting firm based in Nashville, TN

Preservationists are increasingly connecting sustain-
ability with historic building rehabilitation and design 
review in historic districts. Many communities have also 
adopted formal programs in support of sustainability or 
“green” principles. Historic preservation and sustainabil-
ity are both based on the ethic of reusing, recycling and 
retaining as much of the built and natural environments 
as possible. While these approaches are mutually com-
patible, making this connection more tangible is now the 
goal of historic preservation commissions and boards of 
architectural review to promote appropriate rehabilita-
tion and new construction in historic districts. 

In the past decade, the National Trust, the National 
Park Service, and many local and state governments 
have focused attention on the connection between 

historic preservation and sustainability. This has taken 
place within the larger context of the “green” movement 
and adoption of LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design) standards in 1998 by the U.S. 
Green Building Council. Historic preservation guide-
lines have always emphasized reuse, recycle, repair, and 
replace-in-kind, which are some of the basic principles 
of sustainable design. As communities across the country 
adopt sustainable principles as an overarching ethic, his-
toric preservationists are making the case that preserving 
and maintaining historic buildings is an essential part of 
a sustainable community approach. 

Sustainable principles include conserving energy, in-
creasing energy efficiency, using recyclable materials, and 
minimizing the use of non-renewable resources.

Permeable parking surfaces allow greater water absorption and less runoff. New parking areas should be of these types of surfaces rather 
than asphalt or solid concrete. This is especially important in Oklahoma and the Southwest, which has suffered droughts in recent years. 
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Dozens of reports studying various aspects of sustain-
ability are published annually, and there is now a large 
body of research exploring various aspects of “green” 
design such as solar energy, weatherization of homes, 
permeable paving materials and geothermal heating 
and cooling systems. The importance of preserving and 
recycling existing buildings is a sustainable principle as 
well, and this ethic is now incorporated into many com-
munity’s “green” guidelines and standards. 

The connection between historic preservation and sus-
tainability has been a major theme of the National Trust 
and the preservation community over the past decade. 
Preservation News, the membership publication of the 
National Trust, has had several issues in recent years 
featuring sustainable design. The January/February 2008 
issue was titled “The Green Issue,” and the majority of its 
articles discussed the connection between preservation 
and sustainable principles. Another National Trust pub-
lication, the Forum Journal, has devoted many articles 
on sustainability in the past several years. The Spring 
2009 issue was headlined “Positioning Preservation in a 
Green World,” and all of the articles dealt with preserva-
tion and the green movement. The NAPC’s The Alliance 
Review has featured several “Going Green” articles in 
recent years, and its September/October 2010 issue was 
dedicated to weatherization of older houses.    

In addition to these professional periodicals, there have 
also been a number of reports and studies published in 
recent years with a specific emphasis on how historic 
preservation commissions and design review boards can 
use sustainable principles in their advocacy and educa-
tion efforts. Some of the best of these and available 
on-line include: 

-	 “It’s Easy Being Green: Sustainability from 
a Historic Preservation Perspective.” (City of 
Bayfield, Wisconsin, 2009). 

-	 “Sustainable Preservation, an Addendum to 
Building with Nantucket in Mind.” (Clean 
Air-Cool Planet, 2009)

-	 Energy Efficiency, Renewable Energy and 
Historic Preservation: A Guide for Historic 
District Commissions (Clean Air-Cool Planet, 
2009)

-	 Over-The-Rhine, Green-Historic Study, 
Exploring the Intersection Between 
Environmental Sustainability and Historic 
Preservation (Over-The-Rhine Inc. and Gray & 
Pape Inc., 2009) 

Beyond these studies, there are dozens of published 
reports providing recommendations for restoring his-
toric buildings using green principles. The amount of 
literature published in recent years in America and the 
United Kingdom on energy efficiency, retrofitting, and 
overall rehabilitation using LEED standards is substan-
tial and provides ample information relevant to historic 
design review guidelines. Of particular importance is 
the National Park Service’s The Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation & Illustrated Guidelines on 
Sustainability for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings (www.
nps.gov/history/hps/tps/). Published in early 2011, this 
report provides specific recommendations for rehabili-
tating historic buildings based on sustainable procedures 
and actions.    

The growing dialogue on historic preservation’s relevance 
to sustainable principles has shifted into the area of 
design guidelines as well. Most design guidelines are 
inherently “green” through the overall emphasis on pre-
serving original materials, repairing rather than replacing 
historic elements, and, if replacement is necessary, using 
materials to match the original. While sustainability is 
inferred within these principles, the explicit connection 
to sustainability is a recent development. In the past few 
years some design guidelines prepared by local munici-
palities have featured introductory sections detailing the 
connection between sustainability and design review 
standards.    

The National Trust’s Forum News has included two rele-
vant articles on this subject in the past two years. The first 
of these is Jo Leimenstoll’s “Going Green: Applying a 
Sustainability Lens to Historic District Guidelines” from 
the Spring 2009 issue. In this article Ms. Leimenstoll 
discusses writing design guidelines for Davidson, North 
Carolina.

Her approach was to “weave sustainability principles into 
the document from its inception,” and this manual was 
largely completed by February of 2011. 

The second article by Nore Winter in the December, 
2010 issue, is “Developing ‘Green’-Friendly Guidelines: 
Advice for Preservation Commissions.” This article is a 
summary of recommendations in a booklet published 
in February of 2011 by the National Trust, “Developing 
Sustainability Design Guidelines for Historic Districts.” 
The Forum News article contends that preservation 
commission members have an opportunity to advocate 
for the inherent energy efficiency of historic buildings 
and to use their design guidelines to promote preserva-
tion and sustainability. The article concludes:
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The basic principles of most guidelines certainly 
call for preserving original materials and other 
character-defining features as well as respecting 
the inherent energy-saving properties of historic 
resources, but they usually only touch on sustain-
ability indirectly. Commissions should take steps to 
move beyond that point, to provide clearer, positive 
guidance to users.

This article was expanded into the informational book-
let, “Developing Sustainability Guidelines for Historic 
Districts,” published in February of 2011 by the National 
Trust. This publication outlines the opportunities for 
historic preservation commissions to integrate sustain-
ability into new or updated design guidelines. The three 
primary recommendations are: to rewrite or write design 
guidelines with sustainability emphasized throughout; 
to discuss sustainability as a stand-alone chapter; and, to 
present the information is a separate brochure or booklet. 

The approach to rewrite existing guidelines was undertak-
en in 2010 by Oklahoma City, which has nine historic and 
predominantly single-family residential districts, four in-
dividually designated buildings, and one cemetery zoned 
as Historic Preservation (HP) or Historic Landmark 
(HL) Districts (all designated between 1969 and 1999). 
Until 2003, decisions regarding appropriate preservation 
treatments in HP- and HL-zoned areas were generally 
governed by the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 
Rehabilitation. In 2003, the city prepared and adopted 
a new set of design guidelines, Preservation Guidelines 
and Standards for the Oklahoma City Historic Districts, 
which govern design review in the districts.  

After attending sessions on preservation and sus-
tainability at the 2010 NAPC Forum in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, the staff of the Oklahoma Historic 
Preservation Commission researched funding options 
for introducing sustainability components into their 
2003 guidelines. After applying for a grant, the city 
was awarded an Energy Efficiency Conservation Block 
Grant from the U.S. Department of Energy to revise the 
guidelines. The city then sought and hired consultants to 
prepare the guidelines and complete the project. This un-
dertaking included several public forums and a series of 
neighborhood meetings. Over 150 residents attended a 
presentation where the overall approach to sustainability 
was discussed along with preliminary recommendations 
for changes to the current guidelines. 

The approach taken by the city and consultants was to 
first include introductory sections on the inherent energy 
efficiency of older buildings. Nineteenth-century and 

early twentieth-century houses are often considered dif-
ficult to heat and cool, when in fact houses built before 
1920 are the most energy-efficient in America except 
for those built after 2000. The energy efficiency of these 
old dwellings comes from high floor-to-ceiling heights, 
operable transoms over doors for air circulation, oper-
able double-hung windows, and broad eaves and large 
porches for shade. Even greater energy savings is gained 
through the installation of porch and window awnings 
which can cut air conditioning bills by 10% to 25% per 

year. Preserving original old-growth wood windows and 
adding storm windows provides as much thermal effi-
ciency as new vinyl or aluminum windows with a much 
better payback to the owner. 

Older houses can be made much more energy efficient 
not by replacement or concealment of original materials, 
but by adding attic insulation, 
sealing cracks around open-
ings, and insulating ductwork. 
Most houses lose energy 
primarily through the ceiling 
and floors followed by fire-
places, plumbing penetrations 
and ductwork. Energy loss 
through windows is usually 
only 10% to 15% of a monthly 
household bill. Adding suf-
ficient insulation in crawl 
spaces and attics along with 
appropriate sealants around 
openings, vents and ducts are 
all cost-saving measures and 
generally do not affect a his-
toric dwelling’s architectural 
character. 

The use of window awnings is encouraged to provide 
additional shading and reduce solar gain. Awnings can assist 

in lowering air conditioning bills by ten to twenty percent. 

This energy loss chart illustrates 
how much energy is lost through 
windows versus ceilings, walls, 
floors, etc. A homeowner would 
improve energy efficiency more 

noticeably by increasing insulation, 
rather than replacing windows. 

(U.S. Department of Energy)
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The introductory sections on energy efficiency and 
conservation are followed by basic principles to be used 
by the city’s Historic Preservation Commission as they 
review Certificates of Appropriateness (COA) applica-
tions. These principles are congruent with the Secretary 
of Interior’s sustainability guidelines and include:

-	 Property owners and applicants are encouraged to 
first consider preserving, maintaining and repairing 
original or historic building features.

-	 If such features and elements cannot be preserved, 
maintained and repaired, replacement in kind is 
then recommended. They should ideally be replaced 
with the same materials and with profiles, dimen-
sions, and textures to match the original as closely as 
possible.

-	 Architectural details and materials can be docu-
mented through historic and/or physical evidence. 
Such documentation will aid in defining appropriate 
rehabilitation activities.

-	 If replacement in kind is not feasible or practical, 
the Commission will consider the use of appropriate 
sustainable materials where feasible and practical.

-	 Rehabilitation of historic buildings is reviewed to 
determine impact, compatibility, and appropriate-
ness of proposed work to the existing structure, site, 
streetscape, and district.

-	 Rehabilitation should “work with” the historic 
building or structure for which it is proposed. 
Compatible rehabilitation efforts are those that pro-
tect significant architectural and historic resources 
of individual buildings and the district.

Each chapter and subchapter of the guidelines is or-
ganized to provide background information as well as 
specific regulatory principles and requirements. Each 
design guideline element is described with a broad policy 
statement followed by justification of this policy on both 
design and sustainability principles. For example, in the 
case of windows, the policy statement and principles are:

POLICY:
Retain original wood and metal windows. Repair, rather 
than replace, original windows. If the need for replacement 
can be demonstrated, new windows should match the origi-
nal as closely as possible in materials and appearance.

JUSTIFICATION - DESIGN:
The proportion, shape, location, pattern and size of windows 
contribute significantly to the historic character of a resi-
dential building and help convey the architectural style and 
period of the building.

JUSTIFICATION - SUSTAINABILITY:
Most dwellings in the historic districts retain old-growth 
wood windows which can last indefinitely as long as they 
are properly maintained. In most cases, windows account for 
less than one-fourth of a home’s heat loss. Insulating the at-
tic, walls and basement is a much more economical approach 
to reducing energy costs, than replacing historic windows, 
which can benefit from weatherizing. Proper sealing of win-
dows and added storm windows enhance a building’s energy 
efficiency. 

This approach provides property owners with clear policy 
statements and justification for rehabilitation based on 
both design and sustainability. It advances the arguments 
for preserving historic materials from purely design-
related considerations to overall energy efficiency and 
cost-payback formulas. The guidelines also address the 
appropriateness of adding solar panels, solar shingles, 
and geo-thermal units to older dwellings as well as com-
patible and sustainable materials for new construction. 

Historic preservation is now a key component in sustain-
able policies for many communities. Planning efforts on 
the local, state and national level are all integrating sus-
tainability as an overarching ethic. Preservationists have 
made great strides in tying sustainability to preservation 
principles in order to revitalize downtowns and older 
neighborhoods. Revising existing design guidelines to 
emphasize sustainability educates property owners about 
the inherent “green” character of their buildings, builds 
public support for design review and overlay districts, 
and provides additional arguments for preservation based 
on conservation and sound economic principles. Over 
the next decade, many other communities are expected 
to follow Oklahoma City’s example as they develop or 
revise their design guidelines.      

Maintaining original 
sash windows and 
adding a storm 
window equals or 
exceeds the thermal 
efficiency of most vinyl 
replacement windows.
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Dan Becker, City and Regional Planning Division Manager, Dept. of City Planning, Raleigh, NC 
Jack Williams, Hoshide Williams, Architects, Seattle, Washington

The following article expands upon the Working Roundtable “Developing a Ma-
terials Evaluation Methodology” conducted during the NAPC’s 2008 National 
Commission Forum hosted in New Orleans, Louisiana. The Forum session re-
sponded to requests from commissions to address alternative materials. Dur-
ing the session, the conversation expanded to new products embracing the 
ambitions of sustainable design. This article examines and integrates these 
twin themes in two installments; the article will conclude in the November/
December issue of T he Alliance Review. It is hoped that these thoughts will 
assist a policy discussion at your commission’s next retreat.

We continue to live in an era of increasingly rapid technological change, and 
the building sciences are seeing their share of evolution and innovation. The 
application of technical and chemical research principles in the development 
of various building systems has yielded many bene f ts, such as the remark-
able advances during the past 15 years in construction joint caulk and sealant 
capabilities, and specialized industrial coatings. Critical to the successful use 
of these products is a thorough understanding of the purposes for which they 
were developed, their properties, their relationships to other components of a 
building system, and limitations on appropriate application. 

Preservation commissions are continually asked to consider replacement ma-
terials and techniques. When the marketing power of product manufactur-
ers is compared to the educational capacity of commissions, it is no wonder 
that these requests test the commission’s ability to evaluate them. Commonly, 
there are multiple parameters that commissions are asked to address, nota-
bly:

• Changes in availability and technology: the historic material is not as 
common nor of the quality that it was when used to construct resourc-
es, e.g. cedar shingle roo f ng, fast-growth farm-produced wood, or 
terra cotta decorative details; 

• Vanishing trades: there are few or no local crafts persons that can work 
with the historic material, or alternatively, the local building industry is 
trained in and will only warrant the use of the new materials and tech-
niques; 

• Ease of maintenance: new materials are purported to be more durable 
than original materials; 

• Cost: like material of equivalent quality is believed to be economically 
infeasible, leading to the utilization of less expensive materials as a 
substitute material during the repair or replacing of original fabric; 

• Sustainability: the development of materials or systems that support 
the ambition of sustainable development, i.e. photovoltaic solar pan-
els.

The use of modern materials on historic buildings has long been a subject 
of debate, and the literature is full of cautions toward their application. While 
publications do offer advice and assistance, little guidance is provided to local 

DEVELOPING A MATERIALS
    EVALUATION METHODOLOGY, PART I

Preservation Brief 16: The 
Use of Substitute Materials 
on Historic Building Exteriors

Preservation Briefs are techni-
cal assistance guides produced 
by the Technical Preservation 
Services division of the Na-
tional Park Service.  Initiated 
in 1975, there are currently 47 
briefs that cover a vast range 
of preservation and restoration 
topics.  Preservation Brief 16, 
released in 1988, covers the 
use of substitute materials on 
historic buildings, and is an-
other resource available to local 
commissions when reviewing 
these types of proposals on 
designated properties.  

Preservation Brief 16 empha-
sizes that substitute materials 
should only be used when all 
repair or restoration alternatives 
have been explored.  When 
considering the appropriate-
ness of a substitute material, a 
“thorough investigation” should 
be carried out to determine its 
durability, compatibility, and 
physical properties.  It further 
suggests that the consideration 
of substitute materials should 
be based on the unavailability 
of historic materials and crafts-
men, f aws in the original ma-
terials, and code compliance.  
Cost factors can vary depend-
ing on the area of the country, 
the amount of material needed, 
and the projected life cycle of 
the material.

The brief does not go into 
detail on common small-scale 
residential projects such as the 
installation of vinyl siding and 
replacement windows, noting 
the greater availability of in-kind 
materials and restoration solu-
tions for these types of propos-

Continued on next page
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preservation commissions to guide their thoughtful evaluation of such materi-
als and products. As a result, they often f nd themselves struggling to strike a 
balance between the preservation industry’ s standards and local community 
standards and policies. 

Since it is inevitable that commissions will continue to receive proposals for 
new materials and products, utilizing an evaluation methodology can help a 
commission when facing such requests. It will also improve community per-
ception of the commission’ s work when citizens observe a thoughtful review 
taking place in a predictable manner, which will reduce claims of dogmatic re-
fusal without analysis, or concerns of arbitrary and capricious decision-making. 

Starting with the Standards

Many communities have adopted The Secretary of Interior ’s Standards for 
Rehabilitation and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Building (Standards)  
for use by the local commission as their design review guidelines; some have 
local guidelines that are based upon the Standards. Given the Standards’ 
common usage and long history of development, they are a logical place to 
start in providing the underpinnings for an evaluation methodology.

Among the ten standards, the four cited below most directly address the issues 
related to alternative or replacement materials. The authors have recast them 
into “action paraphrases” that distill the guidance to be applied to our task:

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. 
The removal of historic materials or alteration of features and spaces 
that characterizes a property shall be avoided.

  Avoid…altering features…that characterize a property.

5. Distinctive features, f nishes, and construction techniques or exam-
ples of craftsmanship that characterize a historic property shall be 
preserved. 

 Preserve distinctive features…that characterize a historic 
property. 

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. 
Where the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinc-
tive feature, the new feature shall match the old in design, color , tex-
ture, and other visual qualities and, where possible, materials. Re-
placement of missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, 
physical, or pictorial evidence. 

 Replacement features…shall match…in design, color , 
texture,…visual qualities and, where possible, materi-
als…. Substantiate [with] evidence. 

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall 
not destroy historic materials that characterize the property . The new 
work shall be differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with 
the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect the his-

als.  However, the points listed 
in determining the appropri-
ateness of a substitute mate-
rial can be instructive for local 
commissions which are regu-
larly reviewing proposals for 
purported “maintenance-free” 
products such as engineered 
siding or trim.  “Green” and 
energy-eff ciency issues are 
also not addressed in the brief, 
although there is an emphasis 
on determining the performance 
expectations and sustainability 
of a proposed substitute mate-
rial.  In sum, the message is 
clear in Preservation Brief 16 
that the restoration and repair of 
original materials is always the 
preferred option.

All Preservation Briefs are view-
able online at the National Park 
Service’s website: 
http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/
TPS/briefs/presbhom.htm                                                                         
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toric integrity of the property and its environment. 
Do not destroy historic materials…when constructing…
exterior alterations. Differentiate the new work from the 
old and…protect…historic integrity…by requiring…com-
patible…architectural features. 

It is important to recognize that these are not the standards for Preservation or 
Restoration treatments. Rehabilitation provides additional latitude. The Stan-
dards are introduced with the def nition of rehabilitation as “the process of re-
turning a property to a state of utility….” The Standards further note that they 
“are to be applied in a reasonable manner, taking into consideration economic 
and technical feasibility.”

The Goals of Integrity and Authenticity 

The National Park Service acknowledges the authenticity of a resource as 
its paradigm. The introduction to the  Standards  explains that “the treatment 
‘rehabilitation’ assumes that at least some repair or alteration of the historic 
building will be needed in order to provide for an ef f cient contemporary use; 
however, these repairs and alterations must not damage or destroy materi-
als, features, or f nishes that are important in de f ning the building’ s historic 
character.” When adopting the Standards, a local government embraces this 
philosophy as a policy statement.  

It is, however, a dif f cult policy to apply . The preservation commission is the 
unit of local government that is called upon to implement this policy . It is im-
portant for local commissions to recognize that the Standards were created to 
serve specif c federal uses. “Initially developed by the Secretary of the Inte-
rior to determine the appropriateness of proposed project work on registered 
properties within the Historic Preservation Fund grant-in-aid program, the 
Standards for Rehabilitation have been widely used over the years—particu-
larly to determine if a rehabilitation quali f es as a Certi f ed Rehabilitation for 
Federal tax purposes.” [http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/tax/rhb/stand.htm]

The commission, on the other hand, must be responsive to the local commu-
nity’s culture of regulation and enforcement, and the “will of the citizenry.” The 
Standards cannot be applied by the commission in a vacuum detached from 
the local context, nor does the National Park Service suggest that they should 
be: “The Standards are neither technical nor prescriptive, but are intended to 
promote responsible preservation practices that help protect our Nation’s irre-
placeable cultural resources. For example, they cannot, in and of themselves, 
be used to make essential decisions about which features of the historic build-
ing should be saved and which can be changed.” [http://www.nps.gov/history/
hps/tps/standguide/overview/choose_treat.htm]

The tools commonly available to commissions are the nomination documents, 
design review guidelines, and the process of design review. Ideally, thorough 
and thoughtful documentation in each of these three areas is available to the 
preservation commission for guidance in performing its duties.

During the nomination process, the signi f cant features of the resource (indi-
vidual or district) are identi f ed thus establishing how the resource meets the 

Rehabilitation is def ned as 
“the process of returning a 
property to a state of utility, 
through repair or alteration, 
which makes possible an 

eff cient contemporary use 
while preserving those portions 

and features of the property 
which are signif cant to its 
historic, architectural, and 

cultural values.”
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criteria for placement on the local register. It also clarif es those features that 
are important to protect—that is, those elements essential to the integrity of 
the resource.

The design review guidelines establish the ac-
ceptable levels of change and where change 
can occur and do no harm to the resource. 
They should also address the acceptability of 
alternative materials—that is, where departure 
from original fabric can be accommodated and 
still retain authenticity. Because new materials 
and changing technology are a constant, no 
guidelines can provide a de f nitive list of ac-
ceptable choices. 

The process of design review sets out the 
type of information necessary for a fair and 
informed judgment as well as the sequences 
for evaluating the acceptability of the material. 
During this process, the twin goals of rehabilitation—continued or restored 
utility of the resource(s) and preserving historic character—are balanced.  The 
“trade off” between the two challenges many commissions.

Toward An Evaluation Methodology

A “top ten” (but unranked) list of today’s recurring requests might look like this:
1. Exterior Insulation and Finish System (Dryvit and other “synthetic stuc-

co” products)
2. Fiber-cement siding (HardiePlank and related products)
3. Metal roof systems
4. Molded f berglass/plastic exterior trim
5. Replacement shutters
6. Replacement windows
7. Roof ng shingles (synthetic slate, and the like)
8. “Spray-on Siding” e.g. Liquid Vinyl and other exterior coating systems
9. Wood/plastic composite lumber (Trex)
10. And the growing interest in sustainable design expands the list to include:

a. Energy retrof t “packages”
b. Green roofs
c. Photovoltaic (solar) panels
d. Photovoltaic shingles
e. Wind turbines

Since every community has its own preservation ethic, no one can provide the 
commission with the “right answer .” Moreover, today’s list does not look like 
1995’s list, and it is unlikely to look like 2025’ s list. While commissions often 
look to each other for examples of how to address dif f cult issues, in the long 
term, we are better served by developing the capability to make well-informed 
decisions about these products as opposed to polling each other for pat an-
swers. Each commission ultimately has the charge to f nd the best answer for 
its local circumstances. 

The Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for the Treatment 
of Historic Properties

 
The Secretary 
of the Interior’s 
Standards for 
the Treatment of 
Historic Proper-
ties are common-
sense principles in 
non-technical lan-
guage. They were 
developed to help 
protect our na-
tion’s irreplaceable 
cultural resources 
by promoting con-
sistent preserva-
tion practices. 
The Standards 

may be applied to all properties 
listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places: buildings, sites, 
structures, objects, and districts. 

The Standards are a series of 
concepts about maintaining, 
repairing and replacing historic 
materials, as well as design-
ing new additions or making 
alterations. They cannot, in and 
of themselves, be used to make 
decisions about which features 
of a historic property should be 
preserved and which might be 
changed. But once an appropri-
ate treatment is selected, the 
Standards provide philosophical 
consistency to the work.

There are Standards for four 
distinct, but interrelated, ap-
proaches to the treatment of 
historic properties: preservation, 
rehabilitation, restoration, and 
reconstruction. 

Preservation focuses on the 
maintenance and repair of exist-
ing historic materials and reten-
tion of a property’s form as it 
has evolved over time. (Protec-
tion and stabilization have now 
been consolidated under this 
treatment.) 

Continued on next page
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Thus, the commission’s decision will come down to f nding a community-ap-
propriate balance among a wide array of valid concerns, some of which may 
stand in opposition to others. What is proposed, then, is a framework for com-
missions to organize the questions to be asked and to provide a means for 
weighing and balancing multiple objectives.

A Sustainability Framework for Balanced Decision-Making

True sustainability is much more than energy eff ciency or various green rating 
systems for building construction, such as LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design). The “Three Pillars” framework for sustainability has 
three primary considerations to produce sustainable outcomes: economic, 
environmental, and social/cultural.  Each of the pillars must be given proper 
weight to achieve a balanced result. 

The trend is clear that we, as a global community , are moving toward a new 
decision-making paradigm—one that embraces these broader sustainability 
criteria as an umbrella under which individual decisions in a wide range of 
pursuits should be evaluated. With this background as our context, the next 
installment of this article will propose a means by which the framework of sus-
tainability can be applied to the decision-making process when considering 
alternative materials and/or systems promoting sustainable design.

Rehabilitation acknowledges 
the need to alter or add to a his-
toric property to meet continuing 
or changing uses while retaining 
the property’s historic character. 

Restoration depicts a property 
at a particular period of time in 
its history, while removing evi-
dence of other periods. 

Reconstruction re-creates van-
ished or non-surviving portions 
of a property for interpretive 
purposes. 

Source: http://www.nps.gov/his-
tory/HPS/TPS/standards_guide-
lines.htm

The three pillars of sustainability—environmental, economic, and social/
cultural responsibility—combine to ensure sustainable development.
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Dan Becker, City and Regional Planning Division Manager, Dept. of City Planning, Raleigh, NC 
Jack Williams, Hoshide Williams, Architects, Seattle, WA

This article builds upon the Working Roundtable, “Developing a Materials Evaluation 
Methodology,” conducted during the NAPC’s 2008 National Commission Forum hosted in 
New Orleans, Louisiana. The Forum session responded to requests from commissions to 
address alternative materials. During the session, the conversation expanded to new products 
embracing the ambitions of sustainable design. This article examines and integrates these 
twin themes in two installments; Part I appeared in the July-August issue of The Alliance 
Review, and this installment concludes the article. 

While this article focuses upon the evaluation of substitute materials, it is worth re-emphasizing 
at the outset that the most sustainable practice remains the recommended preservation 
treatment approach of repairing and reusing existing historic fabric. Only after the com-
mission determines by careful evaluation that the existing material cannot be repaired 
should replacement or substitute materials be considered. The core treatments for his-
toric preservation outlined in The Secretary of Interior’s Standards are demonstrably sustain-
able practices. The premise of this article is that preservation practitioners must take heed 
as sustainability concepts become increasingly mainstream. The authors believe that in the 
coming years, sustainability principles will become the language of decision-making in a broad 
array of human enterprises, including the preservation fi eld. In particular, when considering 
changes to historic resources or materials, preservationists have a choice of mindset: we can 
“defend” our standards in the face of sustainability arguments (which the authors contend will 
be a “no-win” scenario), or we can use our standards to lead the way toward more sustainable 
outcomes. As the decision-making precepts broaden, so too then must our response to them. 
We hope that the ideas presented here can be carefully explored by commissions in a 
retreat setting as part of the commission’s natural growth and evolution responding to 
a changing world. 

Readers of the July/August issue of The Alliance Review will recall that Part I of this article be-
gins with a summary of the challenges that local preservation commissions face from applicant 
requests for alternative materials. It then: 

• examines The Secretary of Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings as they apply to this issue;

• discusses the goals of integrity and authenticity and their implications for public policy 
at the local level in the process of design review;

• suggests that because the preservation ethic varies from community to community that 
commissions are better served by developing the capability to make well-informed deci-
sions regarding new materials and products that refl ect community values.

The conclusion of Part I introduces a conceptual framework for balanced decision-making 
at the local level utilizing sustainability principles in the evaluation of alternative materials for 
historic resources. Part II, beginning below, explores how this framework might be applied, 
and the fi nal section challenges us to expand our leadership role within our communities by 
embracing this broader paradigm of decision-making. 

A Sustainability Framework for Balanced Decision-Making
True sustainability is more than just environmental “green” sustainability. The “Three Pillars” 
framework for sustainability has three primary considerations to produce sustainable out-
comes: social/cultural, environmental, and economic. Each of the pillars must be given proper 
weight in order to achieve a balanced result. 

A SUSTAINABILITY FRAMEWORK FOR THE LOCAL CONSIDERATION 
    OF ALTERNATIVE OR SUBSTITUTE MATERIALS – PART II
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The following discussion of the three areas of sustainability offers a list of considerations that 
might be evaluated in examining proposals for alternative materials and systems. While the 
list is thorough, it is not presented as exhaustive; each community must respond to its own 
local requirements. It is intended to offer a starting point for the local commission to establish 
its own lines of inquiry to engage the emerging issue of sustainability during its decision-
making process. It should also be noted that while the list is organized to place the various 
considerations where they seem to have primary relevance, they may also have secondary 
relevance in other areas.

Social/Cultural Considerations
Commissions commonly utilize the Standards as the basis for design review. The following 
four guidelines from the Standards (as recast into “action paraphrases” in Part I of this article) 
offer the most direct guidance when evaluating alternative materials or systems. Boldface 
terms appear in the table that follows the list.

SOI Standard number 2: Avoid altering features that characterize a property. 
What does the designation documentation state regarding property signifi cance?
— landmark, contributing to a district, non-contributing
— architecture, historic event
Where is the location of the feature?
— primary structure, primary or secondary façade
— historic addition, non-historic addition, accessory structures
Which are the distinctive features?
— architectural details, siding, massing, space
What is the visibility of the feature?
— close, far, public setting, within property

There is a rational nexus for applying sustain-
ability principles to the evaluation of alternative 
or substitute materials that underlies the design 
review work that preservation commissions un-
dertake. A commission’s ordinance defi nes its 
powers and duties. Commissions commonly 
understand that their decisions have econom-
ic consequences. Their efforts stimulate the 
local economy and enhance the value of real 
estate. Environmental considerations fl ow 
from stewardship provisions of ordinances for 
the conservation of the built environment. This 
yields reduced pressure on further consump-
tion of the natural environment and reduced 
expenditure of energy resources for materials 
manufacture, shipping, and new construction 
activities. The Standards provide the basis for 
responsible evaluation of the social/cultural 
aspects of projects upon heritage values, in-
cluding the effect of substitute materials. It is 
from an awareness of local community stan-
dards that the commission determines the ap-
propriate weighting for each of the three ele-
ments to achieve a balanced decision. 

Sustainable     
     Natural and 
          Built 
          Environment

Environmental
Responsibility

Social/Cultural
Responsibility

Economic
Responsibility

         Sustainable
      Economic       
Environment

Equitable
Social

Environment

Historic 
Preservation

 IS
Sustainable 

Development
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SOI Standard number 5: Preserve distinctive features that characterize a historic property. 
Is there a condition assessment that evaluates the historic fabric?

— credible, complete, clear
Does the assessment support preservation of the feature?
—   preservability, repairability
Are there local trades persons who are skilled in preservation practices?

SOI Standard number 6: Replacement features shall match in design, color, texture, visual 
qualities and, where possible, materials. Substantiate with evidence. 

What are the visual qualifi cations of the character defi ning features?
— design, color, texture, et. al.
What is the resemblance of the proposed substitution to the feature?
— identical, passable, poor
— fabrication/installation details
Is the substantiating documentation credible?
— ASTM Standards for performances, manufacturer’s test data
Is the in-situ sample offered for inspection reliable?
— length of time, weather, fabrication, material quality, representative of fi eld con-

struction capabilities
What is the compatibility of the alternative material with the historic fabric
— coeffi cient of expansion, electrolysis

SOI Standard number 9: Do not destroy historic materials when constructing exterior al-
terations. Differentiate the new work from the old and protect historic integrity by requiring 
compatible architectural features. 

Can modern design materials and methods be employed?
— additions and new construction of modern design
— compatibility, differentiation
With what design elements should the substitute material be compatible?
— massing, size, scale
— architectural features
— integrity of the property
— environment
What is the visual effect on the resource?
— overwhelming, supportive, compatible
— character-defi ning features? (e.g. a solar collector that covers patterned slates)
— character-defi ning design qualities? (e.g. a solar collector that is placed on the 

primary façade’s roof slope)
Does the new work have a signifi cant historic fabric impact? 
— alteration, removal to accommodate installation
What is the reversibility of the new work?
—   restoration of resource to its earlier confi guration
— failure of untested material or design

This set of questions is neither exhaustive nor germaine to all communities. But they can form 
a core for deliberation during your retreat.

Environmental Considerations
Many communities are adopting policies and enacting legislation to implement a variety of cli-
mate change protocols, energy standards, and environmental initiatives, often under the rubric 
of sustainability. For commissions to act in concert with these actions, commission decision-
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making should support key components of these policies. As we receive requests to approve 
applications proposing alternative materials or systems, we tocan expect to increasingly be 
called upon to consider these physical characteristics as well as the energy consumed if a 
certifi cate of appropriateness is granted.

Durability:
If new to marketplace with no track record is any ATSM accelerated aging test data available?
Is today’s fast-growth wood farm product vs. old-growth wood really a “like” material?

Embodied energy: 
What is the energy of production that exists in the manufactured/installed product?

Energy effi ciency: 
What is reduction in greenhouse gases due to less energy input?
What is reduction in required capacity of energy grid?

Energy source: 
Is it carbon-based or renewable?  Is it centralized or off-the-grid? 

Toxicity: 
What are the human health implications of the manufacture/use of the new material? 
(Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) are a good source for general composition of 
products when marketing materials are not forthcoming.)

Recyclability: 
Is it possible?  Is there a market?  What are the energy costs of processing?

Transport:
What are the energy costs of shipping materials and systems to and from the building site?

Economic Considerations
The economic consequences of our decisions remain key to the viability of historic commu-
nities. Regardless of scale, whether it is the cost of an architectural detail, or the fi nancial 
consideration of entire building systems, or determinations about a district’s infrastructure, 
technical feasibility is tied to economic capability.  We need to apply tools that more fully ad-
dress both considerations.

Cost/benefi t analysis:
Is it an expense or an investment? 

Life-cycle analysis:
What are the costs per year of anticipated life span of alternative materials?

Maintenance cycles:
Is it reasonable to expect that the maintenance requirements of modern versions of tradi-
tional materials can be adhered to by the property owner? Can one really expect to keep 
all joints caulked and painted all the time on fast growth wood, etc.?

Labor:
What are the jobs created per unit of project cost?

Erection: 
What is the complexity/scale of material/system installation.

Proximity: 
How close is the harvest/manufacture/assembly of the material to the building site?
What is the monetary value of recycling of local dollars in local economy?

The following table graphically presents a consolidation of this information in summary form 
showing relationships among the evaluation fl ow chain, inquiry considerations, and sustain-
ability considerations.
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Applying the Sustainability Framework
This methodology provides a structured framework for commissions to work through 
a fl ow of issues prompted by four SOI standards to evaluate the social/cultural impact 
of the proposed change, as well as assessing environmental and economic consider-
ations. The list of considerations should not be considered exhaustive, nor should it be 
assumed that all issues will be present in every case. 

Presuming that the gathering of evidence has provided the commission with credible 
data, the commission can then balance the three pillars through application of the SOI 
defi nitions for rehabilitation. The Standards provide allowance for returning a resource 
to a “state of utility” (or looking forward to a new decision-making paradigm, “state of 
sustainability”) with an emphasis placed upon “reasonable manner, taking into consid-
eration economic and technical feasibility.” 

Final weighting and balancing during the decision-making process will require the appli-
cation of subjective judgment. Careful use of clearly-stated procedures will become in-
creasingly important to guide the process. Once the decision is made, the evidence and 
discussion should be carefully documented in the record. These are precedent-setting 
decisions that must be able to stand up to scrutiny; the commission will also want to be 
able to reference its decisions in the future to ensure consistency. 

Balance: historic preservation goals with functional needs
— SOI “state of utility”; 
— SOI “reasonable manner.” 
Burden of proof: upon applicant.
Competent evidence: and substantiation of claims.
Expert testimony: validation of expert’s credentials.
Consultation: when expertise to evaluate evidence is not present among com-
mission membership (e.g. SHPO, experienced trades persons, architects, etc.).

Because the trend toward this sustainability-based decision-making paradigm is in its 
infancy, fi nal weighting and balancing will prove to be a diffi cult process in the near 
term. For example, there is a dearth of information available to make informed decisions 
about the full cradle-to-grave energy-use implications for any given material, product, 
or system. Without such data, how can a credible comparison be made to evaluate one 
item against another? Nonetheless, we have to start somewhere. As we begin to ask 
questions that yield data, a challenge before us is developing information systems that 
will allow decision-makers to share and retrieve the results of their investigations. 

One probable outcome of this exercise is a predictive model that will enable revisions of 
your commission’s design review guidelines. These guidelines will refl ect more than the 
community’s expectations regarding the cultural value of historic resources. They will 
also incorporate the community’s attitudes regarding the economic and environmental 
value of historic resources. The intent is to broaden the reasoned discussions and 
decision-making activities of the commission.

Mainstreaming Local Preservation Leadership
There is no questioning the consciousness-raising impact the environmental movement 
has had during the past fi fty years. As a society, an environmental stewardship that did 
not exist fi fty years ago is now deeply ingrained in many aspects of government and in-
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dustry. Because preservation is so inherently a sustainability practice, we have a great 
opportunity to recast public perception of preservation values from the “hysterical” into 
the holistic. But to accomplish this, as we pursue our mission-driven objectives we need 
to engage in some soul-searching about how we connect with our fellow citizens.

Certainly the primary responsibility of commission review of exterior changes to cultural 
resources applies most directly to the social/cultural aspects of sustainability. If we are 
not the guardians of these values, who will be? However, no longer do we have the 
luxury of making these evaluations in social/cultural isolation; a case can be made that 
preservation commissions have sometimes (frequently?) applied the Standards that 
way in the past. Preservationists get agitated when people decide to install replacement 
vinyl windows based upon sustainability energy/environmental factors and fail to con-
sider our preservation cultural/social standards, but pot-kettle-black we risk agitating 
people with our insistence on the immutability of the SOI—Social/Cultural factors with 
no allowance for economic considerations.

We need to take to heart the fl exibility provided by the Standards when we are apply-
ing rehabilitation treatments. Too often perhaps we confuse rehabilitation treatments 
with restoration or preservation treatments, and hold applicants to too high a standard. 
Preservationists have long debated the underpinnings of material culture in our historic 
resources regarding “Authenticity” versus “Integrity.” Perhaps it is time to complicate 
matters further by bringing “Cultural Continuity” into the mix. Rehabilitation introduces 
the concept of human endeavor over time, suggesting a resultant imprint of current val-
ues on cultural resources. Setting aside resources of acknowledged signifi cance that 
demand preservation and restoration treatments, should we be more open to the evolu-
tionary continuum by acknowledging it, making it part of our process of evaluation, and 
ultimately embracing it? The social/cultural considerations of the preservation fi eld have 
evolved greatly during the last 30 years; environmental and economic considerations 
may now need to be part of our continued progress.

Because of their years of experience, local preservation commissions are already fre-
quently recognized as leaders in historic preservation by citizens that subscribe to pres-
ervation values. Our opportunity is to leapfrog the narrow focus of our society’s awak-
ening to “green” sustainability to take control of the holistic application of sustainability 
principles where places that matter meet the lives of the general public: their homes, 
places of business, and community common spaces. In the process commissions will 
become leaders in setting the dialog, educating the public, and advancing wide-ranging 
goals of society. We can offer ourselves a gift: the experience of being perceived by the 
broader citizenry not as fringe obstructionists but as mainstream leaders.
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