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Note:  The purpose of the discussion papers in this series is to provide a range of strategy options to start discussions for possible solutions for some key growth and quality of life issues.  Ideas represented in each paper have been written by agency staff and do not necessarily reflect the department’s position.

Historic preservation

Introduction

From many perspectives, historic preservation reflects Smart Growth principles and practices.  Preservation contributes to community sustainability, maximizes the conservation and reuse of resources, and contributes to local economic and civic well-being.  However, historic resources are being lost at an alarming rate.

Background

Well before passage of the National Historic Preservation Act in 1966, citizens around the nation rallied to save historic properties in their communities.  Often in response to postwar urban renewal and highway construction, preservationists were among the first to question the impacts of rapid development on our natural and built environments.  Since passage of the Act, growing numbers of jurisdictions have adopted preservation as a cornerstone of re-development, design, and Smart Growth policies.   

The preservation movement has grown and matured over the past 50 years, much like the environmental movement with which close parallels may be drawn.  Initially focused on saving individual buildings, such as depots and pioneer cabins, preservationists have come to recognize that historic places, much like natural ecosystems, are interconnected and closely woven into the fabric of every community.   

How does historic preservation merge with Smart Growth principles?  The following are a few examples:

· Historic properties represent an enormous investment of resources.  Smart Growth advocates maximizing these past resource investments through preservation and rehabilitation.  Deterioration and demolition represent a total loss of this investment while adding demand on increasingly expensive and scarce resources.

·  Historic neighborhoods, communities, towns, and cities embody Smart Growth principles.  These places are pedestrian- and transit-friendly.  Frequently developed with a mix of densities and uses, these neighborhoods and communities offer residents the option to walk or take transit to work, school, shop, or play.

·  Historic communities can provide needed housing for all income levels.  Without developing new infrastructure, historic properties may be rehabilitated and updated at lower costs than building in new suburban tracts.  Other types of historic properties can be converted to housing.  For each historic housing unit preserved and rehabilitated, one less housing unit needs to be built on undeveloped land. 

·  Preserving and adapting historic properties bring needed life to communities.  Through new businesses, shops, and housing in existing buildings, the local tax base is enhanced while the use of existing infrastructure is maximized.

·  Preservation means economic development.  Rehabilitation is labor intensive, thereby increasing employment and income.  Attractive federal and state preservation incentives can be combined with other funding sources resulting in lucrative development projects.  Preservation increases tourism spending, now a $10 billion industry in Washington. 

·  Preservation of historic properties and communities fosters community pride resulting in a more involved and informed citizenry.  By preserving existing historic resources, a connection is established with our past.  This connection sparks recognition that we have an obligation to responsibly manage our community for future generations. 

Historic preservation activity affects, and is closely affected by, land use decision making.  The preservation movement works to identify and protect buildings, sites, structures, districts, and objects that represent and are significant to understanding and appreciating our past.  These kinds of resources are interchangeably referred to as historic places or properties or cultural resources.  Examples of preservation efforts include:  (1) gaining and protecting information about archaeological sites; (2) maintaining and rehabilitating office blocks, stores, apartments, and industrial complexes; (3) supporting the retention of historic agricultural properties for future generations; and (4) crafting design policies and guidelines to preserve the historic character of entire communities, watersheds, and landscapes.  This gives a sense of the wide range of properties that are significant to our past.  It also hints at the complexity of issues that often surround preservation efforts of these diverse resources.  The common denominator is that cultural resources occupy space in the landscape.  Hence, the preservation of historic properties is extremely sensitive to land use management policies and decisions.  

Preservation acknowledges that change is inevitable.  Preservation acknowledges that not all historic properties are significant nor can all significant historic properties be forever protected.  However, random and haphazard development takes an enormous and often unnecessary toll on the continued existence of these cultural resources.  

With the advance of development outward from urban areas, archaeological sites, historic farms, schools, mills, and neighborhoods vanish.  In the wake of population growth at the fringe, urban centers face the prospect of dramatic change and uncertainty.  For many historic properties, this prospect often translates into disinvestment, under-utilization, deterioration, and demolition.

Strategy options

Here are some ideas that could be considered as part of a local, regional, or statewide strategy for Smart Growth.

A. Conduct a study to generate data on the economic benefits of historic preservation to the state.  Use this information to promote preservation statewide as an economic development tool.

B. Produce a packet of materials with a model local historic preservation plan, design guidelines, plus model zoning, subdivision, and critical area ordinances that incorporate protection of historic properties.

C. Evaluate existing preservation incentives, funding opportunities, and programs.  Based on this evaluation, revise or propose new incentives, funding, and programs and identify needed legislative strategy.

D. Evaluate state and local policies for funding new schools so that historic schools are recognized as historically significant and incentives are provided for preservation.  This links to Smart Growth principles because new schools inappropriately sited at the periphery of urban areas can contribute to spawling development. 

E. Work to heighten tribal government participation in local land use, particularly in regard to impacts upon tribal cultural resources.

F. Develop and maintain electronic databases to store cultural resource data and overlap with other environmental data layers.  Encourage access to these data for those who need to know.

G. Form partnerships with related professions to foster design and preservation curricula for all education levels.  The short-term priority should target secondary and graduate coursework.

Possible performance measures 

One or more measures could be used to track historic preservation and its success in providing for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Number of jurisdictions with historic preservation elements in comprehensive plans.

2. Number of jurisdictions with a local historic preservation program/commission.

3. Number of jurisdictions with development ordinances that recognize and protect historic properties.

4. Number of jurisdictions with historic property databases.

5. Number of historic properties benefiting from rehabilitation incentives.

6. Number of jurisdictions with ongoing consultation with tribal governments on cultural resource issues.

Comments on the above topic are welcomed and should be addressed to Shane Hope, Managing Director, Growth Management Program, Washington State Community, Trade and Economic Development, PO Box 48300, Olympia, WA  98504-8300, web: http://smartgrowth.wa.gov, or by e-mail at juliek@cted.wa.gov 
