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			Preface

		

		
			It is the power of the stars.

			—Taylor Wilson, Nuclear Physicist

			The “it” in Taylor Wilson’s observation is the fusion of two atomic nuclei, producing heat and light. In historic preservation, metaphorically, it occurs when politics fuses with preservation in a historic district. The heat produced is the passion to do good things for a community, and the light is intelligent insight into how to accomplish them.

			Are you a preservation star? You are in my book if you have proposed creating a historic district, are running a successful campaign for district designation, or are engaged in running an established district in your community.

			The Centrality of Politics

			Why politics? Jon Dewey has written me from Utah saying he wishes he had known about a first edition of this work when campaigning for historic district designation in Salt Lake City’s Yalecrest neighborhood. “Honestly I didn’t know this was going to be a political challenge, and really that’s ALL it was. It does comfort me to know we are not alone and that the same struggles are felt universally.”1

			The book he referred to was The Politics of Historic Districts: A Primer for Grassroots Preservation (2007). The Guide you’re reading now is an updated and expanded edition of that work that combines it with a second book, Preservation Politics: Keeping Historic Districts Vital (2012). The National Trust for Historic Preservation has named them to its list of “essential” books in historic preservation.2 

			The Historic District Action Guide takes you from the dawn of the idea of establishing a historic district through a successful designation campaign to the problems and prospects of older districts as we strive to keep them vital. I have used examples from all around the country, and you will have the benefit of transcribed conversations I’ve had with political actors, planners, consultants, opinion shapers, and preservation leaders. My goal is to show you how to think politically for successful action.

			That will be my story: how to recognize and use politics from your district’s conception to old age. Hurtling through brief chapters, we will end up light years from the start. So hold onto your seat and let’s get started!

			Notes

			1. Email on file.

			2. Emily Potter, “Fourteen Essential Preservation Books,” National Trust for Historic Preservation, www.savingplaces.org/stories/10-tuesday-10-preservation-books#.WdkxODApDIU, January 14, 2014.
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			Introduction

		

		
			What D’ya Know? 

			Not much, you?

			—Michael Feldman’s radio program, What D’ya Know?

			Isn’t that the way it goes? You start a project and when it’s finished you say, “If I’d only known then what I know now. . . .”

			My Start

			Some years ago I stood in front of a North Carolina Department of Transportation survey map hanging in the gym of the Oak Ridge Elementary School. Sketched on it was a highway improvement plan that would devastate our old crossroads community.

			The proposal surprised my neighbors, too. Several spoke in the whispers of the already defeated. One said it was a “done deal.” Another said you can’t fight DOT.

			Introduction

			But there was another fellow there, a Guilford County planner. He quietly told me that Oak Ridge could gain clout if we became the county’s first rural historic district. I took his business card like a drowning man grabs a straw.

			I spread the word. Soon a few of us were driving down to the county offices. It was the last moment of real peace we’d enjoy for two years. If we’d only known then. . . .

			Learning the Basics

			What do you know about local historic districts? I knew next to nothing then, not even the difference between federally designated and locally designated districts. So I also didn’t know that local districts are the ones with teeth in them—the ability to enforce compliance as part of the local zoning code.

			I still had to learn that the most typical form of local designation is the overlay district. That’s where the district is superimposed over existing zoning without affecting underlying permitted property uses. 

			A rough working definition of a local district is a defined area of historically, visually, or culturally related properties that are designated and administered by a city or county government to preserve the community’s identifying character. But a definition can take us only so far. We need to add that:

			
					District ordinances derive their authority from state and federal enabling legislation.

					All district properties are designated as contributing or noncontributing, though work done on all of them is subject to regulation. 

					Historic districts are typically administered by an officially appointed Historic Preservation Commission (HPC).1 

					HPCs issue Certificates of Appropriateness (COAs) as part of the local permitting process.

			

			Not knowing that, I knew nothing about getting a district designated. I just assumed we’d ask the County Commission to approve ours. You see, I didn’t know that:

			
					A district has to meet criteria for certifying its historic significance and integrity.

					Designation typically involves due process hearings before the HPC, Planning Commission, and the City Council or County Commission.

					The process can take many months, even a year or more, to complete.

			

			And I didn’t know all hell would break loose when we took the plan to our neighbors.

			I found that attitudes toward districting cut across all lines—political, economic, gender, ethnic, educational, or what have you. Any national statistics on preferences simply dissolve into individual personalities at the local level. Some folks you know will be just great. Some will break your heart if you let them.

			On the up-side, I had no idea how many fine people I’d meet in the preservation community. Local preservation groups pitched in, as did the statewide nonprofit group, Preservation North Carolina, and our State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). The National Trust for Historic Preservation and the National Alliance of Preservation Commissions (NAPC) were invaluable resources.

			Why an Action Guide?

			They all helped us learn what we didn’t know about preservation. They taught us what to say.

			But how to win, there was the problem. We got bits and pieces of political advice, all of it good, yet nothing systematic. I was intrigued by how little other folks actually thought about politics when politics was what they were doing every day. That holds true for running established districts, too.

			So, tell me now, as you step out to win your district’s designation: What do you know about preservation politics? If your answer is “not much,” then turn the page. 

			Note

			1. Or some similar name, such as Historic District Commission, Landmarks Commission, Board of Architectural Review. I will use “HPC” throughout for generic discussions.
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			Preservation & the Politics of Historic District Designation

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Before You Take Another Step

		

		
			History may not always repeat itself, but it sure tends to rhyme.

			—Thomas Boswell, sportswriter, The Washington Post

			Initiating a districting campaign is a great idea, but not an easy plan to carry out. Are you hesitant about stepping forward, wondering how to begin without getting off on the wrong foot?

			If you are, I have a simple answer. Do nothing until you get comfortable with the idea that preservation is only what you do get out of your campaign. In it, you’ll be doing politics for the foreseeable future. 

			That’s obvious, isn’t it? You yourself can’t create the historic district. All you can really do is start the designation process rolling, unsure of where you’re going next and what you have to do. 

			Well, you’re not alone and you no longer have to rediscover the wheel. Others have gone before you, and Tom Boswell sums up my discovery: that although each historic district is unique, there are still enough similarities in those experiences to permit some general observations to help you think more clearly. 

			Your basic story line has played out again and again across America. Local activists propose a historic district. An opposition arises. A rancorous community debate ensues. A divided city council or county board of commissioners1 looks for a way out. Usually an up or down vote settles the question. Sometimes, like in Newnan, Georgia, a compromise is struck that strings out hope beyond reason.

			Lost Chances

			“We could have been the best of the small towns,” Newnan’s Georgia Shapiro said in 2003.2 You might know her town. It’s where Fried Green Tomatoes and I’ll Fly Away were filmed. But to hear her tell it, what was happening to Newnan’s first historic district brings to mind another Southern movie, Dead Man Walking.

			“Every day is a danger,” Shapiro said. She was referring to the City Council’s last-minute decision to set up voluntary design guidelines instead of the proposed historic district with mandatory review and compliance. The city’s planning staff suggested the change as a compromise. Realists on both sides of the issue knew it was largely an empty gesture. The ordinance afforded no dependable protection, even from a property owner bent on mischief. Newnan’s historic properties were living on borrowed time, trusting in luck for a daily reprieve from the inevitable.

			Now I’ll bet that’s not what you wish for your own community. Yet it’s not an isolated event. From Palo Alto to Staten Island, elected officials often react coolly to the notion that communities with historic resources need the shelter of enforceable law.

			Why? At a very basic level, your average local legacy just doesn’t look like important history to many of them.

			Let’s call it the George Washington syndrome. I’ll lay you odds that once you start your districting campaign some opponent at a public hearing will complain, “Why is my property historic? George Washington didn’t sleep there!” It’s amazing how many people think such a lame line is brilliant analysis.

			My guess is that every place George slept is either gone or somehow already protected. He never even napped in most of the 2,500 districts across the nation. Some cities are chockablock with districts. Baltimore with thirty-three has more than twice as many as all of Arkansas. New opportunities abound. 

			In fact, we’ll never run out of new places to nominate. What is new sooner or later becomes old and may acquire historic significance. A presidential bedroom is no longer needed to justify interest, nor is a Frank Lloyd Wright design. A Michigan preservationist has argued that while Hartland Township hasn’t a single important structure, taken as a whole it’s historic. 

			But what does that signify? Opponents charge that we’ve sacrificed any meaningful definition of historic to a sacred cult of the merely old. As Mayor Bill Welch of State College, Pennsylvania, said when he vetoed the city’s preservation ordinance in 2002, “When everything is historic, nothing is historic.”3

			So, unless you discover George slept around in your neighborhood, you’ve got your work cut out for you.

			Alternative Futures

			So what’s a preservationist to do? Quite a bit, actually, as you’ll see. But while we’re here, let me try to get you to look at this from another angle.

			As the case for outright historic preservation has become increasingly difficult to make stick, we’ve actually shifted much of our talk over to the kinds of futures we prefer. Since its Charleston inception in 1931, the historic district movement has become strikingly forward-looking.

			This is something politicians can understand. Their eyes may glaze over when you mention ambience, character, sense of place, an intangible heritage, or cultural landscapes. But you speak their language when you bring up property values, economic vitality, tax bases, mixed-use development, managing sprawl, and securing a wide array of other measurable benefits.

			Councilwoman Wendy Scatterday in Wheeling, West Virginia, is convinced. She has said that “the purpose of historic districting is an economic development program, as well as a means to protect historic assets.”4

			If you worry that she’s putting preservation in the backseat, change your thinking. Those other interests can power up preservation for where we want to drive it.

			Playing the Game

			There is a downside, of course. Historic districts that are designated for any number of economic and social advantages may in fact have little to do with genuine preservation. Sometimes it’s just preservation as decoration. Other times, it’s not even that.

			My wife, Charlotte, and I once drove 8,000 miles coast to coast looking at historic districts. Some, like Santa Fe, were truly remarkable. Some unfortunately looked like they had never seen a design guideline, voluntary or not. If the local town council is trying to entice travelers to the bric-a-brac shops and alternative café at Broad and Elm, why worry about front porches on Third Street? Sometimes you just keep on driving.

			Even in our least successful communities, you can be sure that someone like you meant to do better. But historic district initiatives get shuffled together with all sorts of conflicting ideas, principles, and interests. Preservation gets you a seat at the table, but you don’t get to deal the cards.

			Which reminds me of something I learned on a Las Vegas stopover: If you want to preserve your resources, you’d better know how to play the game.

			Our game is the politics of historic districts. As in any other game, politics has its own rules. They are largely impervious to our preferences, and you ignore them at your peril. If you think that’s overly dramatic, I suggest you think again before you take another step. 

			Notes

			1. A note on terms: As a rule, I will specify “city council” to denote any local legislative body, be it city council or county board. Capital letters will refer to a specific “City Council” or the generic one I’ll use for instructive purposes. The same will go for mayors as well as other local bodies or positions of authority. To avoid tedium, “the Council” will usually mean “the Mayor and City Council,” except where a distinction is made concerning powers, as in chapter 31. 

			2. Kevin Duffy, “History a Matter of Heart in Newnan,” www.ajc.com, June 9, 2003.

			3. William Welch, “Why I Vetoed the Historic District Ordinance,” www.centredaily.com, September 9, 2002.

			4. As reported by Alec Berry, “Review Process Sought for Wheeling Historic Property Demolition,” www.theintell.com, October 5, 2016.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Thinking Politically about Historic District Designation

		

		
			You can’t reorder the world by talking to it.

			—Buckminster Fuller

			Like Tip O’Neill’s view of politics, all preservation is local—and nowhere more so than in the creation of a local historic district. From initiative to designation, the process is local. When the issue is in doubt, the process is also almost exclusively about local politics.

			On Winning

			Getting local designation under these conditions typically means winning a hard-fought political contest. For every successful campaign, other deserving proposals fall short. It is only by winning that we are able to translate what we want into public policy.

			Evidently that’s not as obvious as it seems. Some preservationists deplore the imperative to win and the competitive strategy it implies. They prefer a path of educating for consensus, trusting in reasoned discourse and the final persuasiveness of their vision. This approach has its advantages, but it’s hardly ever enough.

			John Herzan of the New Haven Preservation Trust in Connecticut reportedly was “shocked by the ‘level of discontent’ in response to the proposal to expand” even one of those minimally burdensome National Register districts. “We really thought we were doing a service to the people who lived in the area.”1

			The worst thing in politics is to be right and to lose. And still, as Peter Branson says, “You learn by doing, and by falling over.” Or, thankfully, from observing others.

			On Preservation Advocacy and Politics

			We don’t win historic districts because we’re right. The political landscape is littered with the bones of just causes. We win by outmaneuvering our opponents.

			When we fail, it’s often because we’ve confused issues with politics, overemphasizing policy relative to politics in the policy-making process. We anticipate an issue-driven designation process, only to find that policy considerations are but one—and not clearly the most important—factor in the political calculations that determine the outcome.

			Politicians are happy to use our arguments for preservation, or those of our opponents against it, as cover for the positions they end up taking for such political reasons as public opinion, ideology, party discipline, and political ambition. Their own personalities and subjective biases may also deflect an issues-focused agenda. 

			At best, policy issues are the input, and politics the process in public decision making. To mistake the one for the other is like confusing grain with the gristmill.

			National, state, and local preservation organizations have done an outstanding job of supporting citizen activists who typically spearhead the toughest historic districting campaigns. District proponents are time and again the best-informed party in the local policy debate. So how is it we can get outpointed in the political contest?

			Isn’t it because we like to think “politics” is what other people do? Other people, you know, like developers, who challenge us with change—as if preservation were the norm! When preservationists are forced into politics they like to dress up their politics as “advocacy.” 

			Consider the session titled “Advocacy: An Advanced Guide” offered at the National Trust’s 2003 National Preservation Conference in Denver. Its program blurb stated, “Successful advocacy for historic preservation is as diverse as the resources it strives to protect.”

			Not quite. If every preservation fight were that unique, what could we possibly learn from studying them? Battles won by heroic effort would simply pass into Homeric tales told around conference tables—or maybe just abbreviated into the “inspiring three-minute success stories” previewed for a Denver luncheon.

			I see it differently. Preservation campaigns are indeed very different when we’re looking at what things are to be preserved—a public space, a working-class housing tract, a waterfront commercial district—and why our communities should protect each one. That’s what I think of as advocacy.

			But when we look at how we actually win decisions to save historic resources, we find that the dynamics of what we do are essentially the same from case to case. Now that’s politics.

			When advocacy and politics are made to travel together, politics may get put in the trunk like shameful luggage. The moderator of a roundtable at the 2004 meeting of the NAPC in Indianapolis recognized a questioner who asked about politics. He froze, looked around the room, said “Ohhh . . . pol-i-tics!” and quickly changed the subject. And so it goes, more often than I can tell you.

			No Fault Zone

			So who’s to blame? No one, really.

			Politics is a natural activity, but hardly pleasant. It speaks a harsh language of power. Wanting to avoid it is a healthy impulse.

			Most of us prefer to orient our lives toward other pursuits—and our communities are better off for it. The proper study of preservationists is preservation, just as it is the law for lawyers, wealth for economists, and faith for ministers. If they all thought first in terms of politics, what a dreary and luckless world this would be! So, it’s right and proper for preservationists to hew to what they know best: our historical, architectural, and cultural legacy.

			But avoiding politics is one thing. Responding to it in ways that suit us rather than politics’ own requirements is something else altogether.

			I think we’d all be far better off if we simply broke politics out from under the cover of advocacy and gave it the attention it’s due on its own.

			On Political Thinking

			The best way to start is at the beginning with Politics 101.

			Politics—any politics, not just preservation politics—arises where interests come into conflict. Basically, two things can happen:

			
					The parties share enough common ground to resolve their differences and reach agreement, or

					Where agreement isn’t possible, politics decides the issue by a vote that favors one party over the other. 

			

			Advocacy, by which I will now mean persuasive education, plays a different kind of role in each scenario, as represented in figure 2.1.          

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Figure 2.1.  Where the degree of consensus among interests in a district is high (vertical axis), advocacy will be more important than politics in securing designation. Where conflict is high among interests (horizontal axis), politics will play the critical role.

					Created by the author.

				

			

			In the first, where conflict is low and agreement is possible, politics is mild background noise. Here the preservation specialist—maybe with the aid of an experienced mediator—may nudge differing interests toward final consensus by educating the parties to the merits of preservation on a case-by-case basis. In this high consensus/low politics setting, much hangs on the advocate’s technical excellence in framing the argument and getting the message out, saying the right thing the right way with the right attitude to the right people at the right time.

			But as conflict among competing interests escalates, the prospect for mediated consensus fades and advocacy is downgraded to a supporting role. In the high-intensity world of many preservation battles, the activist must take dead aim at winning the vote for designation, whether or not this involves changing people’s opinions by reasoned argument. Politics at this level values strategic thinking and tactical agility over technical expertise, and excellence is known by winning.

			The difference becomes obvious in a hotly contested campaign to designate a historic district:

			
					Going in, you’d better be superbly briefed as an advocate on all your preservation talking points: what designation does, what the law is, why the district deserves protection, and so forth. 

					Yet it is possible to know all this and still enter the fray as the best informed but least prepared participant—unless you yourself are politically astute enough to grasp the flow of the political contest on your own.

			

			This is why learning to think politically about preservation now will be critical to your success later.

			Preservation politics is about assuring we have an advantage over our opponents when we need it. Advocacy always plays the leading role in defining and nurturing worthy preservation ends for the community. But it can’t substitute its own standards and methods, which aim at specific outcomes, for the fluid expectations of competitive politics.

			Where conflict over districting

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Mastering the political process.

					Planning and strategy.

					Campaign organizing and the qualities of leadership.

					Framing a practical vision.

					Anticipating and handling the opposition.

					Conducting community meetings.

					Managing issues, petitions, and public opinion.

					Dealing with public officials.

					Strategizing for public hearings.

					Winning the vote for district designation.
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