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Introduction 

NHL Bulletin: Guidelines for Preparing 
National Historic Landmark Nominations 
(2023). 

The National Historic Landmarks (NHL) Program and the National 
Register of Historic Places (National Register) are administered 
together by the National Park Service and share many similarities. 
Both recognize places significant in American history and culture; 
however, they are the products of different laws and are administered 
under different regulations. 

 NHLs are authorized by the Historic Sites Act of 1935 and are 
administered pursuant to 36 C.F.R. Part 65. NHLs are properties 
determined by the Secretary of the Interior to have exceptional 
national significance in illustrating the history of the United States; 
additionally, NHLs are by regulation required to have high integrity.  

 The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA) formally 
authorized a National Register of Historic Places. The National 
Register is administered pursuant to 36 C.F.R. Part 60. National 
Register-listed properties are those determined by the Keeper of the 
National Register to have local, state, or national significance; 
however, those listed at the national level are not held to the high 
integrity standard that is regulatorily required for NHL designation. 

As of this writing, there are over 98,000 National Register listed properties; by contrast, there are approximately 
2,600 designated NHLs. More than 85 percent of NHLs were designated by the Secretary more than 25 years 
ago and documentation for these older NHL designations often lacks key information helpful for effective 
management and preservation. This Best Practices Review addresses how to update NHL documentation.  

This special edition of the Best Practices Review addresses frequently asked questions about just how National Historic Landmark 
designations are updated. For additional information on National Historic Landmarks, please visit the NHL Program website. 

As always, your feedback is welcome; please contact Sherry Frear, Chief & Deputy Keeper, sherry_frear@nps.gov. 

For National Register Bulletins and other guidance, please visit the National Register Publications webpage. 

All images are from NHL or National Register nominations unless otherwise noted. 
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Understand the Process 

NHL designations are not, strictly speaking, “updated” but rather an 
entirely new NHL nomination is prepared and presented to the Secretary of 
the Interior for action. Nevertheless, in practice, the new NHL nomination 
that is prepared to update an existing NHL’s documentation is typically 
referred to by historians and proponents as “an update,” “updated 
documentation,” or “an updated nomination” and will be referred to as 
such in this Best Practices Review. 

Owners or other proponents may decide to prepare and submit an NHL 
update for a variety of reasons, such as adding additional areas of 
significance, expanding the period of significance, correcting inaccurate or 
supplementing incomplete information, or revising the boundary. For 
example, the boundary of one early NHL was described simply as the same 
as that of the state park in which it is located. 

The official record of an NHL has evolved in ways that mirror the growth 
and increased professionalism of cultural resource management, from brief 
statements of national significance in the 1960s, to additional historical and 
boundary information in the 1970s and 1980s, to more complete resource 
inventories and more robust analyses in the 1990s. Today, NHL 
nominations are grounded in peer-reviewed scholarship and include 
thorough resource inventories, comparative analyses, and geographic and 
visual information. Updated NHL nominations typically 

 expand the historic context for an NHL to reflect current scholarship 
and new research, 

 add additional areas of national significance, or NHL criteria, 
 change the NHL boundary, and/or 
 improve the inventory of contributing and noncontributing resources. 

Updated documentation is reviewed by NHL Program staff. It then 
proceeds along the typical path to designation, from peer review to the 
NHL Committee to the National Park System Advisory Board and, finally, 
to the Secretary of Interior. 

Prepare the Update 

The earliest NHL nominations were often only a few pages long. Today, updated documentation is expected to 
meet the same standards as new nominations, including a thorough justification for national significance based 
on scholarly sources; a clear description assessing the high historic integrity of the property; and a thoughtful 
analysis of comparable properties. After passing fully through the NHL process and being approved by the 
Secretary of the Interior, the updated nomination replaces the original documentation as the NHL’s official 
record. 
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“Listed” or “Designated” or Both? 
Understanding the Terminology 

A property designated by the Secretary of the Interior as a National Historic Landmark is, in fact, listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places upon designation (36 C.F.R. § 65.2(b)). This is what it means when an 
NHL is referred to as having been administratively listed. However, preservation professionals typically 
differentiate between NHLs and other National Register-included properties as “designated properties” for the 
former and “listed properties” for the latter. 

Like new designations, the first step in updating an NHL is to send a letter of inquiry (LOI) to NHL Program 
staff, either in the appropriate regional office or Washington, D.C. headquarters. (Contact information is found 
on the NHL Program website.) Although the national significance of an NHL was established by the original 
designation, the LOI formally initiates the process of updating an NHL. It contributes to a clear administrative 
record and provides an opportunity for NHL staff to provide guidance in a written response. The LOI should 
address the current integrity of the property, the status of the NHL boundary and any contemplated changes, and 
the intention to reaffirm or expand the national significance and/or the period of significance. As with proposed 
new designations, owner consent is required to update NHL documentation and should be confirmed at the 
beginning of the update process. 

Following approval by NHL Program staff to pursue the update, the original documentation and updated 
information is combined to create a single narrative, on NHL nomination form (NPS Form 10-934) following 
the detailed guidance found in NHL Bulletin: Guidelines for Preparing National Historic Landmark 
Nominations (2023). (The step-by-step instructions included in Chapter 9 of the NHL Bulletin for completing an 
initial nomination also apply to updated documentation.) Owners and proponents should stay in touch with 
NHL Program staff throughout preparation of the draft to insure a smooth process. 

NHL updates need not present a definitive or comprehensive history of a property but should utilize current 
scholarship in restating the national significance of the NHL. For example, some of the earliest NHL 
nominations’ statement of significance is a single page, with no citations. New areas of national significance or 
additional criteria will likely require an expanded comparative analysis and revised period of significance. 
Section 5 “Significance Statement and Discussion” of the nomination should start with an explanation of why 
and how the NHL designation is being updated, and note key changes from the original nomination such as an 
expanded context, revised boundary, new NHL criteria, or updated resource inventory. Section 6 “Property 
Description and Statement of Integrity” should address any changes to the property since its initial NHL 
designation and explain how it continues to retain high integrity. Current maps and photographs, and other 
graphics, such as historic images, should be included as part of the updated documentation.  

Striving for Balance 

As proponents strive to tell the fuller story of a property’s significance, nominations have become longer, often 
including information that, while interesting, is not directly relevant to a place’s national significance. A 
successful update balances the desire for expanded context and more inclusive information with a clear focus 
on the property’s national significance under the NHL Criteria and, if applicable, Criteria Exceptions. Property 
owners or stewards are encouraged to contact an NHL staff member for advice when contemplating an update 
to existing NHL documentation.  
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Making Technical Corrections 

Technical corrections to NHL designations are only available in very limited situations. This differs from 
National Register listings, for which both technical and substantive amendments may be made under the 
authority delegated by the Secretary to the Keeper of the National Register. NHL regulations do allow 
technical corrections for boundary issues in specific cases, with appropriate notification procedures. Please 
contact NHL Program staff if you have questions. 

Following completion of a draft, the updated nomination proceeds through the same process as a proposed new 
designation, with revisions made as needed along the way. First, it is peer-reviewed by one or more independent 
scholars and, if required, Tribal outreach or consultation is conducted by the NPS. It is then revised accordingly 
and presented to the NHL Committee of the National Park System Advisory Board (NPSAB) at one of its 
semiannual meetings. The Committee discusses the updated nomination and may make recommendations for 
changes and improvements; and votes on whether (or not) to refer it to the NPSAB. If referred, the NPSAB 
reviews the updated nomination, likewise at one of its semiannual meetings, along with all other NHL actions 
referred by the NHL Committee; and votes on whether (or not) to refer it to the Secretary. Throughout the entire 
process, the same owner and elected official notification requirements for NHL new designations and 
withdrawals applies to NHL updates. Upon approval by the Secretary, the updated nomination replaces the 
original nomination. 

Examples 

Updating NHL documentation is a way to recognize parts of the story overlooked in the original designation 
and may be inspired by new scholarship that presents a more complete understanding of nationally significant 
historic events or patterns, individuals, and architectural or artistic movements. Many recent updates for NHLs 
in NPS units were intended to support park interpretation, planning, and resource management. The examples 
below highlight several NHL updates approved by the Secretary of the Interior in 2023. 

Strentzel-Muir Ranch NHL (update to John Muir House and Martinez Adobe NHL) 

This NHL in Martinez, California, was designated as nationally significant in 1962 under NHL Criterion 1 
(events) for significance in the history of the conservation movement and under Criterion 2 for its association 

Counting and Classifying Resources 

It was not until the 1986 amendments to the Tax Reform Act of 1976 that resources in National Register and 
NHL nominations were required to be specifically identified as contributing or non-contributing. This 
distinction became important with the 1986 amendments to determine eligibility for federal historic 
preservation tax incentives. For NHLs designated prior to 1986 which do not have updated documentation 
approved by the Secretary of the Interior, all resources within the boundary of the NHL are considered 
contributing if they are within the period and areas significance identified in the nomination.  

National Register of Historic Places Best Practices Review July 2024 | Page 4 

https://irma.nps.gov/DataStore/DownloadFile/702555


        
 

 

 
  

  
 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 
 

   
  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

  

Many early NHLs were documented on “National Survey of Sites 
and Historic Buildings” forms. This image shows the first page of 
the original documentation for the John Muir House, designated 
in 1962 and updated in 2023 as the Strentzel-Muir Ranch NHL. 

with influential naturalist John Muir. Since 
1964, the John Muir House NHL has been part 
of the larger John Muir National Historic Site 
(NHS). The updated NHL documentation was 
completed on behalf of John Muir NHS to 
update the name, boundary, period of 
significance, resource and landscape 
descriptions, and discussion of national 
significance in accordance with current 
scholarship and NHL guidelines. The boundary 
of the NHL was expanded to include two 
additional discontinguous parcels—Mount 
Wanda and the Strentzel-Muir gravesite—that 
are part of the John Muir NHS. 

The updated documentation also addresses 
current scholarship on the conservation 
movement and on Muir as a complicated and 
multifaceted individual with responsibilities as a 
husband, father, agriculturalist, author, and 
advocate for the natural world. The period of 
significance was expanded to 1880 to 1914, to 
encompass the full period of Muir’s residence, 
starting with his marriage to the wealthy Louise 
Strentzel. Finally, the name of the NHL was 
changed to Strentzel-Muir Ranch to better 
reflect the expanded boundary based upon 
Strentzel’s contributions to the property and 
John Muir’s work. 

Strentzel-Muir Ranch NHL (update to John Muir House and Martinez Adobe NHL), Martinez, California. (Christopher E. Johnson) 
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Carter G. Woodson Home NHL 

The Carter G. Woodson House NHL in Washington, D.C., was designated in 1976. In 2003, the Carter G. 
Woodson Home National Historic Site was created. The property was initially designated as an NHL as 
nationally significant under NHL Criterion 2 (persons) for its association with Woodson, an educator and 
historian known as the “Father of Black History.” In addition to expanding the discussion of Woodson’s 
nationally significant career, the 2023 update successfully added NHL Criterion 3 (American ideals) to the 
designation, documenting Woodson’s work to promote Black history, debunk racist histories, and present 
education as a central tool in combatting all forms of discrimination. The NHL  update also included a minor 
name change, replacing “house” with “home” to align the name of the NHL with the NHS, and a revised period 
of significance, starting in 1922 when Woodson purchased the property and continuing to his death in 1950. 
The NPS worked with the Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH), originally 
founded by Woodson, and two consulting historians to prepare the update. 

Left: Carter G. Woodson Home, Washington, D.C., c. 1975. (NPS) 
Right: The original NHL nomination for the Carter G. Woodson Home was prepared in 1975 on a National Register “Inventory – Registration 

Form,” as were all NHL nominations at that time. It was not until 2016 that the NHL Program had its own registration form. 
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Waterford Historic District NHL 

Waterford Historic District NHL in Loudoun County, Virginia, was designated in 1970 as an exceptionally 
intact agricultural village landscape that evokes the economic, architectural, aesthetic, and cultural patterns 
characteristic of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America. The original documentation lacked an inventory 
of contributing and noncontributing resources. To support preservation planning, local officials worked with the 
NPS and a consultant to prepare updated NHL documentation that included a resource inventory and maps. The 
updated documentation more fully articulates Waterford’s national significance under NHL Criteria 4 
(architecture) and 5 (district), with a period of significance of 1733 to 1936. In addition, the update adds 
Criterion 1 (events and broad patterns of history) and Exception 8 (properties less than 50 years old) for the 
sustained and creative twentieth-century historic preservation campaign that ensured Waterford Historic 
District’s current high degree of integrity. A second period of significance for Criterion 1 is 1931 to 1992, 
encompassing the date of the first house restorations in the village to the completion of a series of pioneering 
studies guiding Waterford’s preservation. 

View of Waterford Historic District NHL, Waterford, Virginia. (Michael J. Emmons, Jr.) 
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    Historic Moravian Bethlehem Historic District, Second Single Brethren’s House. (Catherine Turton) 

Historic Moravian Bethlehem Historic District NHL 

Designated in 201l as an outstanding example of an eighteenth-century communal religious settlement built by 
the German Moravians, Historic Moravian Bethlehem Historic District in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, received a 
targeted NHL update. The boundary was redrawn, and the inventory revised to include the 1748 Second Single 
Brethren’s House as a contributing resource. Previous questions regarding integrity for this building that led to 
it being noncontributing in the original nomination were reconsidered and resolved. Furthermore, there was 
interest in incorporating the Second Single Brethren’s House into the NHL district prior to its pending inclusion 
in a multinational Moravian Church settlements UNESCO World Heritage listing. The discussion of national 
significance under NHL Criteria 1 and 4 and the period of significance of 1741 to 1810 were unchanged in the 
updated documentation. 

The National Register of Historic Places 
is the official list of buildings, structures, objects, sites, and districts 

significant in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and culture. 
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