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DESIGNED FOR 

- historic property owners 

- new members of district commissions 

- community officials 

- design professionals 

- architects and developers 

Bringing preservation “home" What do some 2,300 local historic districts have in common? In each one, a majority of its 

residents have decided they want to keep the look and feel of the place they call “home” by adopting a local preservation 

ordinance, then creating a local preservation commission to administer it. Local legislation is one of the best ways to protect 

the historic character of buildings, streetscapes, neighborhoods, and special landmarks from inappropriate alterations, new 

construction, and other poorly conceived work, as well as outright demolition. 

_________________________________________________________________________  

PEOPLE PROTECTING COMMUNITY RESOURCES 

Defining Historic Districts  

" Local historic districts are areas in which historic buildings and their settings are protected by public review. Historic district 

ordinances are local laws that are adopted by communities using powers granted by the state. Historic districts comprise the 

city's significant historic and architectural resources. Inclusion in a historic district signifies that a property contributes to an 

ensemble that is worth protecting by virtue of its historic importance or architectural quality…" City of Cambridge, 

Massachusetts.  

What is a local historic district? Beyond a general description, it’s best to go directly to the source—the local governments 

and communities that create and care for historic districts. Although there are many legal and administrative similarities to 

historic districts, at the heart of it, each historic district defines itself differently—and should! Each district across the country 

has a special story and unique personality. Consider these examples: 

In Seattle, Washington, Pike’s Place Market Historical District was rescued from an urban renewal project in 1971 and 

subsequently listed as both a local and National Register Historic District. “Today, it is a healthy, bustling community of 

merchants and residents.”  

Raleigh, North Carolina designated Oakwood as its first “local historic district” in 1975 to ensure the long-term protection 

of this diverse collection of 19th and early 20th century residences. As part of the local historic district designation, the 

design of all proposed exterior change is reviewed by the Raleigh Historic Districts Commission.  

In San Diego, California, the Gaslamp Quarter Historic District retains the unique turn of the century architectural 

character of the area, encouraging pedestrian-oriented uses, such as shops, restaurants, galleries, street vendors, and 

cultural facilities. Preserving the richness of the past and providing continuity with current and future development are dual 

planning goals of the local historic district. It is also listed in the National Register of Historic Places.  

Why local design review? Many towns, cities, and counties nationwide have already said “yes” to local historic district 

designation. More than 2,300 districts have historic preservation commissions that conduct design review and many such 

commissions work with multiple districts in their local jurisdictions! Why are the number of historic districts growing yearly? 

Residents know that their historic districts are far more than attractive places for tourists to visit, shop, and perhaps have 

lunch. Residents know that one of the best ways to keep the look and feel of the place they call "home" is through a local 

design review process. 

This is the National Register definition: "A district possesses a significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of sites, 

buildings, structures, or objects united historically or aesthetically by plan or physical development.". (How to Apply the 

National Register Criteria for Evaluation, p. 5)  

__________________________________________________________________________  

PEOPLE PROTECTING COMMUNITY RESOURCES 

Early Models  

http://www.nps.gov/
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Local historic districts are one of the oldest and strongest forms of protection for historic properties. The historic district 

movement began in the United States in 1931, when the City of Charleston, South Carolina, enacted a local ordinance 

designating an "Old and Historic District" administered by a Board of Architectural Review. This early ordinance said that 

no changes could be made to exterior architectural features that were subject to view from a public street or way.  

Following a 1936 amendment to the Louisiana Constitution, the Vieux Carre Commission was created in 1937 to protect and 

preserve the French Quarter in New Orleans. The City passed a local ordinance that set standards to regulate changes 

there.  

In 1939, San Antonio, Texas adopted an ordinance to protect La Villita, the original Mexican village marketplace. In 1950 

the U.S. Congress enacted legislation to protect the Georgetown neighborhood in Washington, D.C. . By 1965, 51 

communities nationwide had enacted preservation ordinances.  

Today, some 60 years later, over 2,300 U.S. communities have adopted preservation ordinances and the list is growing. 

These are just a few of the earliest models for local protection of historic areas. They represent those pioneering 

preservationists who led the movement that is now mainstream.  

Excerpts from A Guidebook for Historic District Commissions, Massachusetts Historical Commission, 1998, and Design 

Review in Historic Districts, Rachel S. Cox, National Trust for Historic Preservation, 1997. 

__________________________________________________________________________  

PEOPLE PROTECTING COMMUNITY RESOURCES 

Strengths of Local Listing 

"Experienced preservationists know that historic districts are preserved and enhanced through small steps, 

carefully taken. They know that the collective integrity of individual buildings imparts a distinct local identity, 

especially if they are complemented by street trees and landscaping, intact sidewalks, and flexible zoning that 

respects the historic geometry and function of existing neighborhoods… To achieve this goal, however, they must 

do more than rely on state and federal preservation laws…Historic district preservation usually occurs locally, 

beyond the scope of state and federal legislation. Erik Nelson, Senior Preservation Planner, City of Fredericksburg, 

VA  

"The primary strength of a local designation is that it can be tailored to specific community needs and provides 

greater protection for local resources." City of Prescott, Arizona, Master Plan, 1997. 

Does listing in the National Register mean that your house and neighborhood or city's main street will be protected from time 

and change—forever preserved? Many people think so, and this is a common misunderstanding. While National Register 

listing is a tremendous honor and carries some financial opportunities as well, "Under federal law, owners of private property 

listed in the National Register are free to maintain, manage, or dispose of their property as they choose, provided that there 

is no Federal involvement." Quote from the National Register of Historic Places. 

As opposed to the more honorary National Register listing and federal or state law, local designation can be a first step 

toward legally preserving historic landmarks, neighborhoods and downtown areas in your community. So, although private 

property owners do have rights under any type of listing or designation, it's important to be aware of what those rights really 

are—-and how effectively administered local laws, in particular, may work to protect the character of your neighborhood.  

NOTE the basic differences in protection and requirements between local designation and National Register listing:  

Local Designation (as part of a historic preservation ordinance)  

 

- Designates historic properties on the basis of local criteria and local procedures. 

 

- Sets boundaries based on the distribution pattern of historic properties, and other community considerations.  

 

- Provides recognition of a community's significant properties.  

 

- Coupled with a design review process, such as a historic preservation commission or architectural review board, provides 

protection of character-defining exterior features of a property, but, in many cases, not historic interiors or archaeological 

sites.  

 

- May qualify a property for a form of financial assistance, such as a local tax incentive for historic preservation, if the local 

government has passed a tax incentives ordinance. 
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- Can provide for review of proposed demolitions within the district, and provide delays to allow for preservation alternatives 

to be considered. 

 

- Can require local commission review and approval for all changes to the exterior appearance of historic properties, and 

review approval for all new construction, such as infill, e.g., adjacent new buildings on a site or on vacant parcels. 

National Register Listing (as an honorary status with some federal financial incentives) 

 

- Designates historic properties based on uniform national criteria and procedures. 

 

- Sets boundaries for historic districts based on the actual distribution pattern of intact historic properties in the area. 

 

- Provides recognition by the federal government that an area has historical or archeological significance. 

 

- Requires the effects of federally assisted work projects (actions) on historic properties be considered prior to the 

commencement of work. Makes available federal tax incentives for qualified rehabilitation projects. Requires conformance to 

the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation (36 CFR 67).  

 

- Makes a property eligible for HPF pre-development planning grants (such as plans and specs) and also "bricks and mortar" 

repair grants, if selected by the SHPO for grant assistance. Work projects require conformance to the Secretary of the 

Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties (36 CFR 68).  

__________________________________________________________________________  

PEOPLE PROTECTING COMMUNITY RESOURCES 

Summary of Benefits  

"Development that enhances the character of our historic districts is encouraged. We recognize that change is an important 

element in the city's evolution, an indicator of a healthy, vital neighborhood, and reflects the pride of residents in their 

community." Dan Becker, Executive Director Raleigh Historic Districts Commission, Raleigh, North Carolina.  

Benefits of Local Historic Districts 

- Local districts protect the investments of owners and residents. Buyers know that the aspects that make a particular area 

attractive will be protected over a period of time. Real estate agents in many cities use historic district status as a marketing 

tool to sell properties. 

- Local districts encourage better design. It has been shown through comparative studies that there is a greater sense of 

relatedness, more innovative use of materials, and greater public appeal within historic districts than in areas without historic 

designations. 

- Local districts help the environment. Historic district revitalization can, and should, be part of a comprehensive 

environmental policy.  

- The educational benefits of creating local districts are the same as those derived from any historic preservation effort. 

Districts help explain the development of a place, the source of inspiration, and technological advances. They are a record of 

ourselves and our communities. 

- A local district can result in a positive economic impact from tourism. A historic district that is aesthetically cohesive and 

well promoted can be a community's most important attraction. The retention of historic areas as a way to attract tourist 

dollars makes good economic sense. 

- The protection of local historic districts can enhance business recruitment potential. Companies continually re-locate to 

communities that offer their workers a higher quality of life, which is greatly enhanced by successful local preservation 

programs and stable historic districts. 

- Local districts provide social and psychological benefits. A sense of empowerment and confidence develops when 

community decisions are made through a structured participatory process rather than behind closed doors or without public 

comment. 

Excerpted and adapted from Maintaining Community Character: How to Establish a Local Historic District by Pratt Cassity. 

National Trust for Historic Preservation. 2000. 
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SECTION B 

LOCAL LAWS AS NEIGHBORHOOD GUARDIANS 

Need a Neighborhood Guardian?  

Do you live in an older or historic community that is not a designated “historic district”? A community, such as yours, 

represents a unique collection of resources, connected by time, place and feeling. Neighboring buildings and yards, streets, 

trees, sidewalks, alleys, public spaces, views, and vistas are all part of the “ensemble” you call home. This “collection” needs 

to be considered as important as each individual component, if the community character is going to remain for future 

generations to appreciate. Inappropriate changes that occur down the street or across town can ultimately affect an entire 

area.  

Is any of this happening in your community?  

-  Inappropriate alterations to buildings and sites, such as removal of distinctive later features (“earlying up”); removal or 

alteration of windows; application of aluminum, vinyl, or concrete siding where the use of wood is traditional; construction of 

highly visible rooftop additions or other out-of-scale additions to commercial and residential structures; installation of new 

parking lots and driveways in residential yards; radical changes to traditional planting schemes; or incompatible accessibility 

solutions.  

-  Inappropriate alterations to the streetscape, such as installation of oversize signs or inappropriate awnings; brick sidewalks 

where they never existed historically; use of stock items from a product catalog to “revitalize” a public space; installation of 

“fake-historic” benches, lighting and signage; and planting out-of-scale decorative street trees.  

-  Construction of out-of-character houses and businesses, such as “monster new homes” in residential neighborhoods or 

out-of-scale commercial buildings—or even entire new subdivisions of large-scale houses within or adjacent to a 

neighborhood of smaller houses.  

What can your community do now?  

Inform your local elected officials about the features that make your neighborhood special and that these are important to 

keep. Tell them how you feel about loss and change “where you live.”  

Write a local newspaper for the “letters-to-the-editor” column and get several signatures.  

Become a local historic district. Adopt a local preservation ordinance with provisions for designating historic resources, 

creating a local review board, and writing local design review guidelines.  

Check into National Register of Historic Places designation. The best combination is local historic district designation as 

well as federal National Register designation. While local designation creates an opportunity for local design review, federal 

designation provides additional potential for federal grant-in-aid funds and tax credits. 

_______________________________________________________________________  

LOCAL LAWS AS NEIGHBORHOOD GUARDIANS 

Need a Neighborhood Guardian?  

The preservation ordinance is a law. And, since the notion of a law may seem somewhat overwhelming at first, here is what 

a national expert says:  

"The preservation ordinance is nothing more than local legislation enacted to protect buildings and neighborhoods from 

destruction or insensitive rehabilitation…" Pratt Cassity, Maintaining Community Character: How to Establish a Local Historic 

District. National Trust for Historic Preservation, 2000. 

When it comes to preserving private property in a historic district, most people are surprised to learn that a local law is 

generally stronger than a federal law—that only sharp local teeth are able to guard the historic character of a community. 

http://www.nps.gov/
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Whereas federal historic preservation law is applied specifically to individual work projects when federal grants-in-aid or the 

federal rehabilitation tax credit are involved, a local historic preservation ordinance controls inappropriate "exterior 

remodeling," and demolition within an entire historic district.  

This superior legal strength is derived from the combined voice of residents. It means that the majority of a community—after 

discussion and debate—has agreed to use local laws as a tool to preserve the historic character of their residences, 

commercial businesses, and streetscapes for long-term public benefit. And best of all, the local laws can be enforced locally.  

Note that if your local government wants to become—or has already become—an official member of the national historic 

preservation partnership, there are some federal and state requirements for the local ordinance. [ See the page on Certified 

Local Governments (CLG) for more information. ] 

_______________________________________________________________________  

LOCAL LAWS AS NEIGHBORHOOD GUARDIANS 

Need a Neighborhood Guardian? 

A Preservation Ordinance DOES 

- Provide a municipal policy for the protection of historic properties  

- Establish an objective and democratic process for designating historic properties  

- Protect the integrity of designated historic properties within a design review requirement  

- Authorize design guidelines for new development within historic districts to ensure that it is not destructive to the area's 

historic character  

-Stabilize declining neighborhoods and protect and enhance property values.  

A Preservation Ordinance DOES NOT 

- Require that historic properties be open for tours  

- Restrict the sale of the property  

- Require improvements, changes, or restoration of the property  

- Require approval of interior changes or alterations  

- Prevent new construction within historic areas Require approval for ordinary repair or maintenance  

Georgia Alliance of Preservation Commissions, University of Georgia School of Environmental Design, Athens, Georgia, 

1999. 

 _______________________________________________________________________  

LOCAL LAWS AS NEIGHBORHOOD GUARDIANS 

Legal Basis in Land-Use Regulations 

"The legal framework in each state must be carefully considered before a local preservation ordinance is adopted…The case 

law interpreting that legal basis also varies somewhat from state to state. It, too, must be researched and considered to 

determine the constitutional basis of historic preservation in each state and the substantive and procedural points that must 

be addressed in a preservation ordinance…" Richard J. Roddewig, Preparing a Historic Preservation Ordinance, American 

Planning Association, 1983.  

Legal basis in land-use regulations. Because local historic districts have direct impacts on private property, the question of 

their legal basis and constitutionality often arises. Historic district controls exist within the broader context of land use 

regulations that have been extensively reviewed and examined by the courts. The basic origin for historic preservation 

controls lies with the development of municipal land use and zoning controls in the early twentieth century. In 1926, the U.S. 
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Supreme Court decision in Village of Euclid v. Amber Realty Co, 272 U.S. 365 (1926), upheld the constitutionality of local 

zoning ordinances and established the ability of municipalities to regulate land use through the exercise of their police 

powers.  

As land use controls evolved, they eventually began to encompass aesthetic considerations and the desire of communities 

to protect and preserve the character of their historic and architectural resources. In 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed 

the constitutionality of "aesthetic" zoning in the case of Berman v. Parker, 348 U.S. 26 (1954) (USSC+). With the 

development of historic district controls, state judicial opinions supported the use of such regulation as a valid exercise of the 

state's power to promote the general welfare.  

It was not until 1978, when the U.S. Supreme Court decided Penn Central Transportation v. City of New York, 438 U.S. 104 

(1978), that the constitutionality of local controls to further historic preservation was affirmed. In this landmark case, the 

Court considered whether historic preservation controls constituted a taking in violation of the Constitution's Fifth 

Amendment, which provides that private property shall not be taken for public use without just compensation. The Court 

found that historic preservation is a valid public purpose, and that the City of New York's landmark restrictions on Grand 

Central Station did not constitute a "taking," because the controls did not prevent a reasonable economic use of the property.  

Although the courts have recognized the basic constitutionality of local historic preservation controls, they are still subject to 

legal challenge, often involving the claim of a taking. However, unless the regulation is found not to advance a legitimate 

public interest, or the restrictions on designated property are so severe as to deprive the owner of any reasonable economic 

use, historic preservation controls will remain solidly within the broad spectrum of constitutional land use controls.  

Excerpt from A Guidebook for Historic District Commissions, Massachusetts Historical Commission, 1998. 

_______________________________________________________________________  

LOCAL LAWS AS NEIGHBORHOOD GUARDIANS 

Contents of the Ordinance Package 

"A municipal process for creating a local historic district and providing a regulatory method to protect a community's historic 

character is one of the strongest mechanisms to ensure that preservation occurs." Constance E. Beaumont, from A Citizen's 

Guide to Protecting Historic Places: Local Preservation Ordinances, 1992. National Trust for Historic Preservation.  

Typical Provisions of the Ordinance  

It is important to remember that a typical preservation ordinance "package" does all of these things: states a public purpose; 

creates a local preservation commission; designates historic districts and landmarks; sets out design criteria that govern 

commission design review; establishes a process for enforcing design review; and also establishes an appeal process for 

owners who are denied a "certificate of appropriateness." These components have been summarized below. Note that there 

are special rules for a Certified Local Government's ordinance.  

Public Purposes. The ordinance lists the public purposes served by the adoption of the preservation ordinance, including 

the promotion of aesthetic and architectural values, civic-mindedness or cultural education; the safeguarding of historical and 

cultural heritage; the improvement or stabilizing of property values; the enhancement of tourism or other types of business; 

the strengthening of the local economy; the encouragement of cultural diversity, or the provision of recreational amenities. 

The purposes section is important because it provides general direction for the implementation of the law. When an 

unforeseen situation arises and specific requirements do not exist or do not seem applicable, look to the purpose section for 

general guidance.  

Creation of the Local Preservation Commission. The ordinance creates a local preservation commission (often described 

as a landmarks commission, historic district commission, or board of architectural review) to administer the preservation 

ordinance. Commission members may be required to provide expertise within the diversity of professions bearing upon 

preservation concerns, such as law, architecture, history, archaeology, real estate, and engineering. Some ordinances have 

district residency requirements, and many specify an odd number of members to avoid the risk of a tie in voting. The 

ordinance outlines the scope of the commission's powers, including its power to adopt procedural rules (e.g., open meetings, 

conflicts of interest, etc.), its authority to hire staff, and possibly its opportunity to receive funding from non-government 

sources. Ordinances often require the commission to record minutes of its meetings and provide annual reports. Ordinances 

also usually describe the process for appointing commission members and the duration of the term of appointment.  
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Designation of Historic Districts and Landmarks. The ordinance requires the commission to conduct a "study and 

survey" of local historic (and sometimes prehistoric) resources and to maintain an inventory of the survey results. The 

ordinance also requires the maintenance of a list of those surveyed properties that the local government has chosen to 

designate with all of the associated benefits and restrictions. It also specifies the designation procedures for historic districts 

and landmarks, as well as boundary descriptions relating to that selection, and lists significance criteria a property or district 

must meet in order to be designated. The ordinance then describes the mechanics of designation, including application 

procedure, provision for notification of owners or other interested persons, public hearings prior to the designation decision, 

and notification of the ultimate decision. Because a careful evaluation of significance takes time, the ordinance may also 

impose a moratorium on applications for alteration or demolition while the application for designation is pending. Establishing 

common criteria for historic resource evaluation is a central objective. Local officials are therefore encouraged to ensure that 

preservation ordinances incorporate these criteria and standards. Many local ordinances contain criteria of significance that 

are based on those used for the National Register of Historic Places. In some instances, official local designation involves an 

amendment to the local ordinance specifically mentioning the historic district. Other kinds of ordinances just describe the 

mechanism for local designation.  

Certificates of Appropriateness. The ordinance requires that prior to material changes or major alterations to a designated 

historic resource, the commission or other local entity (such as a planning commission or city council) must approve a 

certificate of appropriateness. Maintenance, such as painting, caulking, and other minor repairs and targeted replacement in 

kind, usually does not require such a certificate). To make the ordinance understandable to property owners, it should 

carefully define the term or terms that trigger the need for the certificate, e.g., building/landscape alterations, new 

construction, etc.; the criteria for design review employed for the issuance of a certificate; the opportunity for a public 

hearing; and notification to the owner of the reviewing body's decision. To defuse potential takings and due process 

problems, ordinances should provide owners with an opportunity to claim economic hardship, and to require the reviewing 

body to prepare detailed findings supporting its decision on a certificate of appropriateness.  

Demolition Applications. Preservation ordinances vary in their descriptions of a commission's ability to participate in the 

process for reviewing an application to demolish a locally designated historic resource. The strongest ordinances provide the 

authority for outright denial of demolition applications. Many others authorize the commission to impose a delay of proposed 

demolitions to facilitate additional study and public review, while a weaker type of ordinance simply authorizes a commission 

to make comments prior to demolition. Even where the ordinance only authorizes delay rather than denial of a demolition 

permit, that commission "discretion" is likely to be sufficient to provide enough time to consider economically feasible 

alternatives to demolition. Open and informed decisionmaking is what is being sought here, as well as for every instance of 

design review.  

Some ordinances require consideration of post-demolition plans for the same site before the granting of a demolition permit. 

Some of the same considerations discussed in connection with certificates of appropriateness also apply to review of 

demolition applications, including the need for careful specification of review criteria, economic hardship provisions, and 

detailed findings.  

Government-Owned Property. Some ordinances also require commissions to develop and maintain registers of significant 

government-owned properties, including those that are designated landmarks or within historic districts. These ordinances 

may require the agency owning the property to seek the advice of the commission before approving significant alteration, 

demolition of the property, or any other action that might have an impact on the historic district.  

Maintenance of Historic Properties. The preservation ordinance often includes some requirement of minimum 

maintenance for designated historic resources, designed to control deterioration that leads to "demolition by neglect." 

Minimum maintenance provisions need to clearly specify what is required of property owners. In addition, ordinary 

maintenance of historic properties is often exempted from the requirement for a certificate of appropriateness. This and other 

consequences of local designation should become a part of the property's title information, so that new owners have 

adequate notice of their responsibility.  

Enforcement. Enforcement provisions are needed to ensure that a commission's authority (whatever it is) under a 

preservation ordinance is binding. In other words, the ordinance should describe the consequences of failure to follow the 

law or legal decisions made pursuant to the law. The ordinance may establish specific penalties for violation or provide for 

civil remedies. Although these provisions may appear within the preservation ordinance, the ordinance is sometimes part of 

a larger zoning code that contains enforcement provisions. Local governments and landowners should be aware that in 

extreme cases the courts have validated a sanction requiring unauthorized demolitions to be rebuilt.  
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Appeal. In many cases, the ordinance allows a property owner to appeal to another local decision-making body a decision 

denying a certificate of appropriateness or a demolition application, with the final determination generally provided by the 

elected city council or county board of supervisors. The ordinance should specify the procedures and timing governing the 

appeal, and whether the entity deciding the appeal should be allowed to consider new evidence. The ordinance should 

clearly indicate what constitutes a final decision, so that interested parties will know when a decision is appropriate for 

judicial review.  

Moratoria and Emergency Measures. Because time is often required before a local preservation commission or appeal 

body can carefully complete its review of a designation decision or a demolition application, a problem arises if the owner 

seeks to destroy or materially alter the property at issue while that determination is still pending. Moratoria are imposed to 

provide a period in which the consideration of designation or demolition application can occur free of concern about potential 

damage to the property. In addition, local jurisdictions sometimes specify a defined time period in which the commission is 

authorized to delay demolition and therefore permit further study. In general, preservation moratoria are likely to be upheld 

where they are of definite sduration. By contrast, moratoria that fail to provide reasonable time limits are likely to be 

invalidated as violating due process requirements  

Severability Clause. Many ordinances have a severability clause, which allows the ordinance as a whole to remain in effect 

even if a court has problems with a specific provision.  

Excerpted from a summary by Antonio Rossman of Stephen Dennis' Appendix A: Recommended Model Provisions for a 

Preservation Ordinance, With Annotations, pp. Ai-A127, in C. Duerksen, ed., A Handbook on Historic Preservation Law 

(1983, National Trust for Historic Preservation). Adapted for this learning web site by Susan Henry Renaud and John 

Renaud, Heritage Preservation Services, National Park Service.  
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