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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This Preservation Ordinance Guidebook and Workbook is a tool to assist communities embarking 
upon or exploring the process of creating a historic preservation ordinance or implementing 
preservation zoning. This workbook serves as a roadmap for communities to develop 
implementable ordinances which meet community needs.  

This document is applicable to all classifications of Pennsylvania municipalities (Boroughs, 
Townships, Cities of all classes) and covers ordinances written pursuant to either the Pennsylvania 
Historic District Act or the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code.  

How to Use This Document: 

The Preservation Ordinance Guidebook and Workbook is set up as a step-by-step guide to take 
communities through the whole process. The Table of Contents is linked to the many sections in 
the Preservation Ordinance Guidebook and Workbook for easier navigation; simply put your mouse 
over the section in the Table of Contents chart, hold down the control button, and click with the 
mouse. Words contained in this glossary are indicated throughout the text as bold words. Items of 
special note are called out in highlighted text boxes as a reminder. For online viewers, links 
throughout the report will take you to the appropriate website.    

This publication is not a substitute for legal advice. Municipalities should refer any new 
ordinances or changes to existing ordinances to their municipal solicitor or another attorney 
with expertise in land use law.  
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Chapter 2: Getting Started 

The first step in developing a preservation ordinance must be to plan for and implement a robust 
community engagement, outreach, and education process. For the purposes of this document, 
community engagement and outreach will be used interchangeably. Community engagement, in 
this context, refers to the collaborative process of working with residents from a broad cross 
section of a community to better understand concerns, build relationships, and guide decision 
making. Preservation ordinances are a planning tool to assist communities in managing change 
over time. As such, preservation ordinance development must include a community engagement 
and education component. This process builds trust, creates more sustainable community 
outcomes, and a transparent process. In addition to being a best practice, community engagement 
and education is critical to defining what historic preservation means to your community and 
provides a process to identify collective goals.   

Community Engagement 

What does strong community outreach look like? This depends on the community, however there 
are general guidelines to determine the best way to engage with the community:    

• Ensure community engagement for ordinance development closely follows processes used
for other planning activities in the community.

• Identify established community groups such as community development organizations,
neighborhood associations, business groups, Main Street organizations, historic
preservation advocacy groups or historical societies, places of worship, events
organizations, and social organizations that may help reach a wide audience within the
community.

• Inform local elected officials and municipal boards and commissions as appropriate. In
some counties, the county planning department can also offer assistance or guidance.

• Notify local media including community newsletters, community Facebook, Instagram and
other social media groups, local newspapers and broadcast media, as appropriate.

• Identify groups that have not previously been engaged by leveraging the knowledge of
known groups, events, or networks.

• Ensure outreach efforts include varying accessibility needs such as ADA access to public
meetings, accommodation for those with audio or visual impairments, open, accessible
on-line surveys, accommodation for language barriers, information and response access
for those on time restrictions (i.e. people who work), etc. One public meeting, one method
of engagement, and one online survey are not enough.

• Provide residents with sufficient opportunity to learn more about and respond to why
preservation regulation is being pursued, including economic and community benefits.
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• Engage with residents early and often throughout the process.

• Clearly explain how community input will be considered and incorporated into the final
product.

Defining Historic Preservation in the Community 

Community engagement in this early phase should help identify whether the community is 
prepared for a preservation ordinance and, broadly, the goals and priorities of the ordinance. As 
with any new regulation, local preservation efforts can be polarizing, so transparency and seeking 
community buy-in throughout the process helps establish if and how historic resources are 
important to the community. While it is unlikely communities will reach consensus on every point, 
if there is major opposition to a regulatory historic preservation program it means more time and 
effort will be needed to educate the public on the value of preservation in the community. 
Community engagement should address fundamental questions such as: 

• What does preservation look like to your community?

• What historic resources does your community value?

• What is your community trying to protect and why?

• Does your community care about architectural details or is the preference to focus on
broad community character?

• What approach best suits your community and its historic resources?

• What are the implications for the place affected by the ordinance?

• Are there other regulatory tools needed to achieve community goals?

• Are there incentives that the municipality can provide which would be beneficial or
desirable to the community?

It is important to ensure community members have a shared understanding of the language being 
used and the purpose and need of the ordinance.  

Assessing Capacity 

Administering and implementing an historic preservation ordinance requires capacity both within 
municipal government and the community. Like any other ordinance, preservation ordinances 
require administrative support, especially for the review board responsible for implementation of 
the ordinances.1 Municipalities should consider the administrative burden on staff and volunteers 

1 The term ‘review board’ is intended to encompass any advisory body that reviews and makes 
recommendations in accordance with a preservation ordinance. This could be a Historic Architectural 
Review Board (HARB), Historic Review Commission (HRC), Historical Commission, Planning Commission, 
Zoning Hearing Board, etc.  



PA SHPO 
Preservation Ordinance Guidebook and Workbook for Pennsylvania 

Page 7 of 39 
Issued May 7, 2026 

and whether they have sufficient and qualified support to implement the ordinance. Municipalities 
should be able to satisfy the following statements: 

• Municipality has sufficient professional staff with the necessary experience and capacity to
administer the ordinance, e.g. assist in the onboarding of new board members, facilitating
intake and distribution of materials to the review board, preparation of meeting minutes
and agendas, creation of staff reports, capacity to make information available to the public.

• Municipality has the resources to manage a new review board in the same manner as other
existing Municipal board and/or commissions.

• Municipality has sufficient resources to ensure information about the ordinance and the
community’s historic resources are accessible to the public.

• The municipality has a property maintenance code on the books, and it is adequately
enforced.

• Municipality can integrate the preservation board into the planning and zoning process.

• Municipality has sufficient resources to enforce the ordinance.

• Municipality has sufficient resources to provide legal advice from the municipal solicitor to
the review board.

• Municipality has sufficient resources to support the administration of the ordinance
immediately and in the long term. E.g. periodic review and refreshment of historic property
surveys, design guidance, and the ordinance itself.

• Municipality has sufficient data on its historic resources to make defensible decisions on
how to manage them through an ordinance.

In addition to the capacity of the municipality, communities must also have the capacity to support 
a historic preservation ordinance. Communities should be able to satisfy the following statements. 

• Community has access to people who have the expertise and capacity to seat and sustain
a review board.

• Community has the capacity to provide ongoing, sustainable information and education
about the value of the ordinance and historic preservation in the community.

• Community has the ability to ensure new neighbors are informed about the requirements of
the ordinance.

Historic Resource Survey—Using a Data Driven Approach 

Good decisions are based on good information. Historic resource surveys are the primary method 
municipalities use to identify historic properties. Survey methodologies and scope can vary widely, 
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but the data gathered will identify and define historic resources in the community. Understanding 
the community’s resources facilitates defensible decision making for both historic property 
designation and implementation of the ordinance.  

Historic resource surveys can be completed by preservation consultants or as a community led 
initiative. The PA SHPO’s Community Preservation Coordinators can provide guidance on 
methodology and scope for community led survey efforts. Regardless of the methodology used, 
surveys should capture, at minimum, street address and construction date, but capturing 
additional information in the survey can facilitate administration of an ordinance. 

Data regarding a community’s historic resources must be publicly accessible. Accessibility helps 
increase awareness of historic resources, assists in developing community pride, and can create a 
culture of defensible actions by the municipality.  

Analysis of Survey Data 

Upon the completion of a historic resource survey, communities must evaluate the information 
collected. Questions to consider include following: 

• Is there a concentration of historic resources from a particular time period? Are there eras
of significant development? Are there periods of the community’s history that are rapidly
disappearing from the built environment? Are there resource types or eras that reflect a
community priority identified during community engagement?

• Where are the community’s historic resources located? Are they located in geographic
proximity or are they isolated? Does a historic district appear appropriate?

• Are there categories of resources, such as farms or commercial buildings, that have
emerged?

• If a district approach appears to be a good fit:

o How can the significance of that historic district be summarized?
o What would the boundaries be?
o What is the justification for those boundaries?

Analysis of data collected in conjunction with community priorities is critical to determining the 
legal approach that is the best fit for the community. 
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Chapter 3: Determining the Legal Approach 

Pennsylvania’s municipalities have a variety of approaches available to protect historic resources, 
including non-traditional methods such as conservation districts, traditional neighborhood design, 
form-based code and others which are outside of the scope of this workbook. Additionally, home 
rule communities have options available to them through their home rule charter. Home rule 
communities can contact their Community Preservation Coordinator for more information 2  

This document addresses only the two most common approaches: the Pennsylvania Historic 
District Act, Act 167 (HDA) and the Municipalities Planning Code, Act 247 (MPC). These two 
pieces of legislation enable a framework by which Pennsylvania’s municipalities can manage 
historic resources in their communities. In fact, the MPC requires the “...preservation of...historic 
values...” (Article VI, Section 604(1).   

Although it does not establish municipal authority to regulate preservation, Article 1, Section 27 of 
the Pennsylvania Constitution is often referenced in municipal ordinances. It states, “The people 
have a right to clean air, pure water, and to the preservation of the natural, scenic, historic and 
esthetic values of the environment. Pennsylvania's public natural resources are the common 
property of all the people, including generations yet to come. As trustee of these resources, the 
Commonwealth shall conserve and maintain them for the benefit of all the people,” thereby 
establishing that historic resources are fundamentally important to Pennsylvania’s communities. 

Historic District Act/Act 167-The Basics 

The Historic District Act (HDA) authorizes cities of the third class, boroughs, townships, and 
counties to designate local historic districts. The HDA is useful in communities where there is a 
high density of historic buildings and places such as residential neighborhoods or commercial 
districts. Municipalities can require property owners within these districts to receive a Certificate 
of Appropriateness (COA) before initiating a building project. The municipality may manage 
exterior changes visible from the public way only, including alterations or additions to a historic 
building demolition and new construction.  It is up to the community and municipality to choose 
what kinds of changes within the historic district require a COA.  

The HDA requires that municipalities appoint a Historic Architectural Review Board (HARB) to 
review building project applications and make recommendations to the governing body whether a 
proposed project merits the issuance of a COA. The HARB is never the deciding authority about 
whether a COA is appropriate; the HARB makes recommendations to the governing body which is 
responsible for the final approval (or not) of the COA.   

The HDA requires the Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission (PHMC) to certify the 
boundaries of a historic district prior to a municipality enforcing the ordinance. This process is 

2 Contact information can be found here. 

http://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/US/PDF/1961/0/0167..PDF
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/phmc/historic-preservation/community-preservation/contact-and-forms
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managed by the Pennsylvania State Historic Preservation Office (PA SHPO), a bureau within the 
PHMC.  PA SHPO policy requires that communities contact their regional Community 
Preservation Coordinator early in the planning process and prior to any certification requests. The 
PHMC’s HDA Policy can be found here. 

COA review by the HARB and approval/denial by the governing body must be based upon design 
parameters as described in the ordinance.  

Municipalities Planning Code (MPC)—The Basics 

The Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) includes provisions that allow municipalities to plan for 
their development and govern their communities through zoning, subdivision, and land 
development ordinances. This provides an avenue for communities to enact zoning ordinances 
that protect and enhance historic properties. The language in the MPC is broader and less specific 
than that of the HDA. Significantly, municipalities may use this authority provided in the MPC to 
protect individual properties and historic districts in contrast to the HDA, which can only apply to 
historic districts. The MPC also allows communities to require special consideration of historic 
preservation when reviewing variance, subdivision, and special exception applications. 

Most municipalities establish an historic review commission or review board to assess whether 
projects meet design standards referred to in the zoning ordinance. The review board then 
recommends approval/denial to either a planning board or commission, the governing body, or 
both. Additionally, municipalities with limited capacity may allow their Planning Commission or 
Zoning Officer to make project recommendations to the governing body for final review. 

Also, in contrast with the HDA, the MPC allows municipalities to provide development incentives 
that protect important characteristics of historic properties that are undergoing changes or 
development. This can include incentives allowed by right or with approval through the variance 
process, such as allowing for additional dwelling units, approved alternative uses, or variances to 
parking requirements. 

https://www.pa.gov/content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/phmc/documents/preservation/about/documents/hda%20certification%20policy%20and%20checklist.pdf
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/US/HTM/1968/0/0247..HTM
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HDA vs. MPC at a Glance 

Historic District Act Municipalities Planning Code 

Authorizes municipalities to review and 
approve or deny work on buildings or 
properties within a PHMC-certified historic 
district: 

• Repairs, alterations, and additions

• Signs

• New Construction

• Demolition/Relocation

Authorizes municipalities to review and 
approve or deny changes to historic buildings 
and properties in historic districts, including 
their setting and landscape.  

Municipalities can provide incentives to 
encourage preservation and discourage 
demolition or inappropriate changes 

Regulates within a defined historic district May establish a zoning overlay to regulate 
dispersed historic resources as well as historic 
districts.  

Historic district must be certified by the PHMC 
as “historical” 

No PHMC certification is required 

A Historical Architectural Review Board 
(HARB) is appointed by the municipal 
governing body. 

The HARB must include at least five members 
and must include the following: 

• A registered architect

• A licensed real estate broker

• A building inspector

PA SHPO recommends that municipalities 
establish a Historical Commission or review 
board to review and make recommendations 
on applications for changes to properties 
covered by the ordinance 

The HARB reviews applications and 
recommends COA action (approval/denial) to 
the governing body based upon design 
guidance established in the ordinance. 

Applications may be reviewed by the municipal 
Planning Commission (which makes its 
recommendations to the governing body), the 
Zoning Hearing Board, the Zoning Officer, or 
directly to the governing body.  

Governing body approves issuing a Certificate 
of Appropriateness 

Governing Body or Zoning Hearing Board grants 
a Special Exception or Conditional Use 

Zoning or Codes Enforcement Officer issues 
the appropriate COA in accordance with 
municipal procedures.  

Zoning or Codes Enforcement Officer issues 
the COA according to the requirements of the 
MPC 
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The Defensible Ordinance 

Both the HDA and MPC allow flexibility for communities to tailor a preservation ordinance for their 
specific needs. This flexibility has a downside, however, in that potential exists for practices that 
can undermine an ordinance’s defensibility. Ordinances that are vague in meaning or definition are 
difficult to implement and defend. Defensible ordinances include clear, concise, and 
implementable language and processes within the legal framework of the enabling legislation. 
The ordinance must respect the public preservation interest while providing equal treatment to 
applicants. Writing an ordinance is complicated and it should not be assumed because a nearby 
community follows a particular practice that it is necessarily legal or appropriate for every 
community. Always keep in mind: the passage of an historic preservation ordinance is serious 
business. Like any other ordinance, it is the implementation of municipal police power. 

Relying on a Best Practice Approach 

While the concept of a best practice approach largely relies on principles such as meaningful 
community engagement, municipal planning policies, and equal protection, there are a few 
elements that defensible ordinances have in common, including: 

• Clear, simple language that can be easily understood by most readers.

• Clear, simple processes for:

o defining and designating historic resources,

o project application processes

o documentation standards (usually by reference in the ordinance),

o incorporation of design standards (usually by reference),

o project review standards and processes and,

o paper work flow.

• Designation criteria which do not rely on National Register of Historic Places listing or PA
SHPO determination of National Register eligibility of properties as a basis for designation.

Municipalities may be inclined to rely on the National Register as a means of local designation. 
While there will undoubtably be crossover between properties that are listed in the National Register 
and those that are locally designated, the National Register should not be used as a basis for local 
designation. The National Register is not intended to place regulations on private property owners. 
As such, properties that are listed or eligible for listing in the National Register but not protected locally 
may have been altered to a point where they no longer retain integrity. In addition, properties are 
routinely determined eligible and listed in the National Register, requiring municipalities to closely track 
and add these resources should they use the National Register as a tool for designation. This level of 
monitoring and upkeep is often unrealistic for communities.   
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• For historic districts:

o Describe how the historic district meets the designation criteria in the
municipality’s historic preservation ordinance.

o A statement of significance for the historic district that connects to the
municipality’s designation criteria.

o A justification of the district boundaries including how the district meets the
municipal definition of a historic district and how the designation of the district
relates to the municipality’s comprehensive or preservation plan.

• Equal treatment of all designated historic resources.

• Inclusion of a statement of authority or legislative purpose.

• Clearly defined roles and responsibilities for the review board or commission.

• Inclusion of clear, compatible definitions of the following:

o Types of historic properties

o Types of work reviewable pursuant to the ordinance

o Terms unique to the implementation of the preservation ordinance

o Individuals or bodies responsible for ordinance implementation

• Inclusion of an economic hardship process.

• Inclusion of enforcement processes and penalties.

• Inclusion of an appeal process.

• Decisions by the governing body are binding.

• No categorical exclusions.

These elements are meant to outline best practices, while providing wide flexibility to determine 
approaches that will work best in the community.  
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Chapter 4: Ordinance Types 

Historic preservation ordinances exist on a spectrum; preservation ordinances can be as limited as 
review of demolitions and as intensive as review of all exterior project types, up to and including 
paint color. What follows is a general outline of potential categories to help a municipality decide 
on the right fit. 

Demolition/New Construction Ordinances 

On the least restrictive end of the preservation ordinance spectrum is demolition and new 
construction review only. These ordinances focus on big picture changes that occur within a 
community. Whether communities opt for an ordinance that relies on the HDA or the MPC, the 
scope of demolition review is generally the same. The goal of demolition review is generally to 
ensure that historic resources are not lost without some degree of public input. 

While ordinances that are limited to demolition review are possible, PA SHPO staff strongly 
recommend including provisions to allow for the review of new construction to ensure sensitive 
and compatible infill.  

Demolition, New Construction, and Major Changes 

In the middle of the spectrum of preservation ordinances are those that apply to major exterior 
changes in addition to demolition and new construction. The definition of ‘major changes’ is 
dependent upon how the community defines the term. Major changes generally include addition or 
removal of features or spaces visible from the public way, changes to roof pitch or shape, or 
wholesale material changes. If an ordinance includes review of major exterior changes, the term 
must be defined within the ordinance and must also include incorporation of design guidance by 
reference. Design guidance provides a defensible framework with which to evaluate whether 
proposed changes are compatible with the defined historic resource. 

All Projects Impacting Exterior Details (Visible from the Public Way) 

Ordinances may be created which apply to all or most exterior changes in addition to demolition, 
new construction, and major changes. This category of ordinance focuses on preserving materials 
in addition to overall historic character. This approach requires relatively extensive design 
guidance and a review board trained and prepared for the level of detail required to complete 
material reviews. By their nature, reviews of replacement of architectural features are more detail-
oriented and intensive. As with all other types of project review, review of material repair or 
replacement should rely solely on interpretation of design guidance as referenced in the ordinance. 
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Review of Historic Interiors 

The Historic District Act is very clear: “The governing body shall pass upon the appropriateness 
of exterior architectural features which can be seen from a public street or way, only.”3 
Municipalities relying on the HDA should not review interiors of historic properties within 
designated districts. 

While the Municipalities Planning Code is less specific, interior review under this piece of 
enabling legislation is complicated. It is critical that the ability to designate interiors be explicitly 
authorized in the ordinance, criteria and circumstances for designation clearly defined, and 
triggers for review clearly articulated. Generally, designated interiors are typically those which are 
publicly accessible such as theaters, churches, or lobbies of commercial buildings rather than 
residential properties. It is strongly recommended that municipalities interested in the review of 
historic interiors discuss this effort with a Community Preservation Coordinator.   

Ordinance Types at a Glance 

Project Type Demolition/New 
Construction 

Demolition/New 
Construction/Major 

Exterior Changes 

All Exterior Details 
(visible from the 

Public Way) 

New Construction Yes Yes Yes 

Demolition/Relocation Yes Yes Yes 

Addition No Yes Yes 

Porch enclosure No Yes Yes 

Changes to openings No Depends on 
community 
definitions 

Yes 

Material changes No No Yes 

Painting (esp. 
previously unpainted 
masonry) 

No No Depends on 
community 
definitions 

This chart is for illustrative purposes only. As noted, communities can be selective about what they 
review so these categories should not be considered "rules” but rather as a spectrum of possible 
reviews. 

3 Bold and italics added for emphasis. 
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Multi-Municipal Collaboration 

For a variety of reasons, including municipal capacity, it may be possible to consider a cooperative 
intergovernmental agreement with another municipality to pool resources for the administration of 
a historic preservation ordinance.4 Such an agreement could take many forms: from a joint 
program to shared staff or consultant to assist with program administration, to pooling resources 
for preservation projects such as historic resource surveys.  

4 Guidance for multi-municipal cooperative agreements and models can be found here. 

https://dced.pa.gov/download/intergovernmental-cooperation-handbook/?wpdmdl=56790
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Chapter 5: Writing the Ordinance 

Once communities have completed initial community engagement and outreach effort, evaluated 
historic character, assessed capacity, and evaluated options, a rough outline of the approach for a 
historic preservation ordinance should emerge. In addition to developing an approach that is the 
right fit for the community, consideration must be given to how an ordinance is structured. Below is 
a list of sections that should be included in the ordinance. Each section will be described in further 
detail within this chapter. 

• Legal Authority

• Purpose

• Definitions

• Establishment of the review board

• Designation Process and Criteria

• Administration/Review Procedure

• Adoption of/Reference to Design Guidelines

• Enforcement and Penalties

• Appeal Process

• Economic Hardship

Optional Sections to Consider 

• Demolition by Neglect

• Incentives

The Ordinance Team 

When writing an ordinance, whether though a consultant or in-house, it is important to assemble a 
team to serve as both writers and internal reviewers. There is no hard and fast rule for the 
composition of the writing and review team, but it is advisable to include citizens interested in 
historic preservation, municipal planning staff, a member of the governing body, and the municipal 
solicitor or other legal counsel versed in land use law. The PA SHPO Community Preservation 
Coordinator for your region should also be used for technical assistance. The team should be large 
enough to accommodate differing expertise and commitment but should also be small enough to 
be manageable.  
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Legal Authority 

This section must reference the enabling legislation upon which the ordinance relies. This could 
include reference to the Municipalities Planning Code or the Historic District Act, and Article 1, 
Section 27 of the Pennsylvania State Constitution. This section is critical to formally establish the 
legal foundation upon which the ordinance rests.  

Purpose 

The purpose section of the ordinance should include the overarching goals and community benefit 
of the ordinance. For example, one of the goals articulated in this section could be to protect the 
historic resources in the community or foster appreciation of the community’s history. The purpose 
section of the ordinance should help define the regulation set up later in the ordinance. 

Definitions 

The definition needs of each ordinance will vary depending on what is regulated in that ordinance 
however, there are a variety of definitions that are applicable to many ordinances such as: 

• Addition: Zoning codes may only define additions as adding “heated space,” but the
community may intend to review these and other kinds of additions, such as porches
(covered spaces) and/or decks (uncovered spaces).

• Alteration: What types of exterior changes, if any, will the community review? Alteration of
openings such as windows and doors? Material changes? Should there be exceptions to
the type of alterations subject to review?

• Demolition: Demolition can take many forms. Some communities define demolition as
including the removal of the exterior of a certain percentage or more from a structure while
others define it as total removal. The definition must be clear on the intent and scope of
demolition review.

• Enclosure: Porch enclosures can be a popular way for homeowners to use an existing part
of their home’s structure to add year-round living space. Is this a project type that could be
of concern to the community? What constitutes an enclosure? Does it have to be a
permanent structure to require review?

• General Maintenance and Repair: Defining what constitutes general maintenance and
repair can help create clear expectations for what is subject to the ordinance versus what
can be done without review. For example, the community may opt to allow repainting wood
siding or replacing a few wood boards—which requires definition—to be considered
general maintenance and repair and not require approval.

• In-Kind Replacement: As with general maintenance and repair, in-kind replacement of
features or materials may be permitted by the ordinance without review if this is the right fit
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for your community. For example, replacement of an asphalt shingle roof with an asphalt 
shingle roof may be appropriate in your community. 

• Integrity: Generally, integrity is the ability of a property to convey its significance typically
based on seven aspects: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and
association. Integrity should be defined in the ordinance, and the definition can differ
based on the community context and preservation priorities.

• New Construction: The community’s zoning code may already define new construction;
however, it may not include buildings under a certain square footage or prefabricated
structures which may be important to review through a preservation ordinance.

• Public Way: Most communities, regardless of ordinance type, review what is visible from
the ‘public way.’ However, that definition should be defined specifically to meet the needs
of the community. For example, if there are public alleys that run behind structures, would
the visibility from those alleys be a part of what is visible from the ‘public way’, or should
that be excluded from review? Does the community have private roads or alleys? If so, will
these areas be subject to the ordinance? This should be established in the definition.

• Rehabilitation: The Secretary of the Interior (SOI) defines four different treatments for
historic properties, including rehabilitation which, in the SOI definition, acknowledges the
potential need to alter or add to historic buildings to allow for continued or new uses.5

• Substitute Materials: By defining the expectations for substitute materials, communities
can create clear direction for the use of substitute materials when replacement of historic
material is proposed. Note: In-kind replacement and the use of substitute materials should
be clearly discussed in the design guidelines.

If the ordinance is authorized by the MPC, the zoning code may already have a definitions section, 
but it likely does not include all the definitions that are necessary for or unique to a preservation 
ordinance. Zoning definitions do not necessarily align with accepted preservation practice and 
nomenclature. Zoning definitions should be reviewed thoroughly to determine if they are sufficient 
for what is intended for preservation regulation. The definition section of the zoning code should be 
amended to include the additional definitions or if a definition will differ in the context of the 
preservation section of the ordinance, and this should be addressed clearly in the ordinance.  

If the community intends to pursue a historic district through the Historic District Act, the 
ordinance needs to include a full list of definitions as these ordinances should not exist within the 
zoning code. A careful review of the ordinance language and other municipal code language is 
necessary to ensure all language is compatible and no conflicts within Municipal code are created. 

5 Definitions of all four treatments can be found on the National Park Service website here. 

https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/secretary-standards-treatment-historic-properties.htm
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Establishing or Denoting the Review Board 

This section of the ordinance should establish the review board, either by creating a new municipal 
board dedicated to preservation review or identifying an existing board or commission to serve this 
function. If the ordinance creates a review board, this section should provide a name for the board, 
identify the minimum and maximum number of positions, describe any required positions, and 
outline the duties. For specific requirements and guidance regarding HARB composition, refer to 
the chart in the HDA vs. MPC at a Glance. 

In addition to reviewing and recommending local landmark designations, reviewing projects, and 
providing recommendations to the governing body, duties and responsibilities of the review board 
should also include consideration of ongoing needs for local preservation programming and 
planning. For example, historic property survey refreshment and identifying new historic resources 
or districts should be an ongoing goal and the review board should play a role in that process. Other 
duties and responsibilities to consider for inclusion are ongoing public education and outreach, 
continuing education for the review board, advising other land use boards regarding historic 
resources as applicable, providing technical assistance to the public and applicants, and annual 
reporting to the governing body. 

Designation Process and Criteria 

This section of the ordinance should define how historic resources or districts will be designated, 
why they are significant, and whether they retain integrity. The designation process section should 
also articulate who can nominate a historic resource or district for designation. 

Steps to Consider for the MPC: 

• Review by the review board.

• Review by the Planning Commission (if this aligns with how other zoning changes are
reviewed).

• Final determination is made by the governing body.

Steps to Consider for HDA Historic Districts: 

• Review by the HARB or designated review board.

• Approval by the governing body.

• Certification of the district’s historic significance by PHMC.

Regardless of the ordinance type, each step of the process should be accompanied by a timeline. 
For example, the HARB could have thirty (30) business days to review and make a determination for 
approval of a new historic district or return the nomination with questions. 
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Designation criteria are how a property or district will be evaluated for significance to determine 
whether they may be designated as historic under the municipality’s ordinance. There are typically 
at least four designation criteria, although some communities opt for more criteria that are more 
specific. These criteria should be broad enough to capture different historic property types but 
specific enough to establish that designated properties are significant. 

Also, using the NR/NHL as the basis for local designation creates confusion regarding the purpose 
and scope of both the ordinance and the NR/NHL programs. The National Register is only an 
honorific program and though in certain cases it can lead to financial incentives, NR listing does 
not obligate a property owner to treat their property in any specific way, unlike a local ordinance 
and designation.  

Administration/Review Procedure 

The administration section of the ordinance should establish the process and timeline by which 
municipal staff, the review board, and the governing body review, evaluate, and make decisions on 
applications that fall within the jurisdiction and scope of the preservation ordinance, i.e. the 
process a property owner with a designated resource must follow when they submit an application 
for a Certificate of Appropriateness or similar approval mechanism.   

This section of the ordinance should address the following questions: 

• To whom does the applicant submit the project?

• What happens once the application is submitted?

• What specific documentation is an applicant required to submit for the application to be
considered complete?

• Who will review the documentation package once submitted?

• Who is responsible for passing this documentation to the review board?

• How many business or calendar days must an application be received before a regularly
scheduled review board meeting?

These criteria should not directly reference programs outside of the municipality’s control such as 
the federal National Register of Historic Places (NR) or the National Historic Landmark (NHL) 
programs. There will undoubtedly be overlap in the historic places that are important to the community 
and those that are or could be included in those programs, and the ordinance language criteria can even 
closely resemble language used in the NR and NHL programs. However, ordinance designation criteria 
must not rely on or refer to inclusion or eligibility for inclusion in those programs. These programs are 
outside municipal control, and local designation has legally enforceable implications. Articulating 
criteria that do not reference outside programs is a more defensible approach, whereas leaning on 
programs outside the municipality’s control is legally problematic. Click here for more information. 
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• Where and how will review board meetings and agendas be advertised? 

• How many days in advance of the meeting will be advertised?  

• Once the review board makes a recommendation, how is that recommendation 
communicated to the governing body?  

• What documentation is forwarded from the review board to the governing body?  

• What is the timeline for that communication?  

• What happens if the timeline is not met?  

• Once the governing body receives the recommendation from the review board, how long 
does the governing body have to render their decision?  

• How will that decision be communicated to the applicant?  

• Where in this process should evaluation of economic hardship take place and when is that 
appropriate?  

Note: Pursuant to the HDA, denials of COAs by the governing body must be reported to the PHMC. 

Communities with qualified staff may want to consider creating a staff or administrative review 
process. Administrative reviews should be limited to minor activities which have little to no impact 
on historic districts or individually designated resources, such as in-kind replacement of damaged 
materials, determination of visibility of additions or alterations from the public way, removal of 
non-contributing alterations such as vinyl siding, or additions or alterations not visible from the 
public way. Ultimately the scale and scope of what can be reviewed at staff level depends on the 
experience of the municipal staff tasked with these responsibilities and the time they have to 
dedicate to these reviews.  

Municipalities may also provide opportunities for applicants to have pre-application meetings or 
presentations to receive preliminary feedback from either qualified municipal staff or the review 
board. These meetings or presentations should be focused on general feedback for an applicant on 
the direction of their project. As these are not formal reviews, it should be clear to applicant that 
the guidance provided is not binding, but it can be a helpful tool to create dialogue between 
applicants and staff reviewers or the review board. Both administrative reviews and pre-application 
meetings or presentations need to be authorized in the ordinance. Care must also be taken to 
ensure sunshine laws and transparency policies are followed.    

Adoption of/or Reference to Design Guidelines 

The most defensible way to address criteria by which projects will be reviewed is through the 
adoption, by reference, of community-specific design guidelines. Design guidelines allow 
municipalities to be significantly clearer in their guidance to applicants regarding the appropriate 
treatment of historic properties. This creates explicit expectations for both applicants and the 
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review board. Design guidelines define the preservation policy for a community and the basis for 
which the municipality will make defensible decisions on projects. Additionally, design guidelines 
can serve as an education and outreach tool, providing specific information about a community’s 
preferred design ethic.  

The ordinance language can, potentially, embed established, recognized, and accepted design 
guidance or reference the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings on a temporary basis.6 The ordinance can state that until such 
time as community design guidelines are developed, by an established date, the review body and 
governing body shall use the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards as design guidelines.  

Enforcement and Penalties 

While having an ordinance is an important first step to protecting historic resources in a 
community, the municipality needs to plan for enforcement of the ordinance when there is a 
violation. This section of the ordinance should outline the penalties associated with a violation or 
violations and clearly indicate who will be responsible for enforcement. An ordinance enabled by 
the MPC can reference other sections of the zoning code which outline a process for similar 
violations.  

Appeal Process 

All ordinances must have reference to the fact that applicants/property owners can appeal 
decisions of the governing body. Typically, appeals go to Court of Common Pleas. 

Economic Hardship 

The purpose of this section is to provide an avenue for the review board and the governing body to 
assess whether enforcement of the ordinance would create undue economic hardship. In most 
cases, the definition of economic hardship aligns with the legal standard of a regulatory taking—
when the government restricts the owner’s rights to a degree that the government’s action 
becomes the equivalent of physical seizure of the property.7 This is generally understood to mean 
that enforcement of the standards outlined in the preservation ordinance and/or design guidelines 
would create costs above a reasonable rate of return for the property. 

Review boards should evaluate more in an economic hardship case than expenditures as this will 
not provide a full picture of economic impact of enforcement of the ordinance. Instead, review 
boards should evaluate other factors such as vacancy rates (both of the property and of adjacent 
properties), operating expenses, financing, tax incentives, potential sale or rental value (including 
comparative properties), any factors created by the property owner, and other issues related to 
economic impact. Review boards must also know whether any taxes or liens on the property are 

6 The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation can be found here. 
7 Wex Definitions Team, “Takings,” Legal Information Institute, Cornell Law School, 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/takings. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-rehabilitation.htm
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held by public agencies, especially the Municipality and County. The ordinance should outline 
clear expectations regarding documentation that property owners must submit as well as clear 
evaluation criteria for the review board to consider. 

There are several factors to keep in mind when reviewing economic hardship. First and foremost, 
the hardship exists with the property not the owner. As a result, the government is not obligated to 
compensate owners for poor business decisions or to guarantee a return on a speculative 
investment. Likewise, the review board ought to consider whether the property owner has created 
the circumstances that have resulted in hardship. For example, if a property has deferred 
maintenance that may constitute a self-created hardship which may not require the review board 
to grant an economic hardship exception.8 The defensibility of economic hardship proceeding 
relies as much on the ordinance as it does on the execution of the proceedings by the review board, 
their establishment of the record, and the documentation of the proceedings. 

As with all else, the review board then recommends to the appropriate body whether to accept an 
economic hardship application.  

Additional Procedures and Provisions 

Demolition by Neglect 

While not required to make an ordinance defensible, demolition by neglect can be a tool to 
address deterioration of historic properties. Demolition by neglect is the failure to maintain a 
property to the extent that it creates hazardous, unsafe conditions, or causes structural collapse.  
While the municipality has avenues to enforce neglect through zoning code, demolition by neglect 
provisions can provide a formal role for the review board in these processes, allowing for historic 
preservation to be a part of the resolution of maintenance issues. It is important, however, to have 
realistic expectations as demolition by neglect provisions will not correct existing enforcement 
issues within a municipality or replace enforcement of a property maintenance code. 

A demolition by neglect provision should establish how historic preservation considerations will 
factor into existing code enforcement procedures and practices or how the process will differ when 
designated historic resources have code violations. Consideration should be given to when and 
how the review board or staff will provide comment/support to ensure corrective action is 
compliant with the requirements of the preservation ordinance. 

Incentives 

Municipalities may wish to include incentives in their ordinance, which can be accomplished 
through zoning considerations or with financial incentives.  

 
8 Julia Miller, “Assessing Economic Hardship Claims Under Historic Preservation Ordinances,” News from 
the National Alliance of Preservation Commissions, https://brunswickmd.gov/vertical/Sites/%7B6128680E-
2B73-4AA3-90D8-2ADE82D7827D%7D/uploads/06-Assessing-Econ-Hardship-Claims_(1).pdf. 
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When using zoning incentives, as with other overlay districts, special provisions or incentives can 
be attached to historic resource or historic district overlays. For example, additional uses can be 
permitted for historic resources that may not be available to other similar but non-historic 
properties. Other incentives can allow historic properties to have a greater number of dwelling 
units, additional uses, or can remove or reduce parking requirements by right. These types of 
incentives do not create added costs for municipalities but can make a significant difference in 
guiding property owners toward preservation. It is generally advised to require comment from the 
review board be considered as a part of the process to develop incentives and that they participate 
in any review procedure required to obtain an incentive.  

Communities that wish to rely primarily on the Historic District Act can still use a zoning overlay 
pursuant to the MPC to add incentives for properties within the district without adding additional 
regulation.  

Municipalities can consider financial incentives which typically exist outside the scope of 
regulation created in a preservation ordinance. Financial incentives can range from local tax 
abatement programs to façade grants to homeowner repair programs to subsidized loans, but 
which program is best suited to the community depends on the types of designated properties and 
the need that exists within the community.  

Review by the Municipal Solicitor 

If the municipal solicitor has not been actively involved in the ordinance writing, remember to share 
it with them before releasing a draft for public comment.   

CLG Program Participation 

While Certified Local Government (CLG) designation evaluates preservation programs holistically, 
the preservation ordinance plays an important role in achieving CLG standards. During the process 
of creating or updating a preservation ordinance, communities may wish to explore CLG ordinance 
standards.9  The items previously outlined in this chapter as essential components of an ordinance 
are required for CLG certification. Please be sure to review the most recent edition of the CLG 
Guidelines and Procedures for Pennsylvania Communities on the PHMC website.  

  

 
9 The CLG certification checklist can be found here. 

The Ordinance Checklist can be found here in Appendix C. 

https://www.pa.gov/content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/phmc/documents/preservation/about/documents/CLG_RequirementsStandards.pdf
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Chapter 6: Adopting the Ordinance 
 
Assuming public engagement and planning has continued during ordinance development, once a 
draft ordinance is complete, the next step is to circulate a public draft of the ordinance for 
comment.  

The goal of sharing the public draft is to continue to create awareness of coming historic 
preservation regulations and what they mean for property owners. This outreach will also give the 
ordinance development team a sense of whether the ordinance accomplishes community goals 
related to historic resources and whether outstanding concerns exist with the proposed regulation. 
Considering reasonable community concerns is important in the effort to gain support for the 
ordinance. Having a member of the governing body as a part of the ordinance development team 
can be a significant strength at this stage. 

Once the public comment period has closed, the ordinance team should assess and document 
any comments received. All comments should be evaluated and assessed, if not incorporated into 
the ordinance.  

Adoption 

Once the ordinance team has finalized the draft based on comments received during the final 
community outreach period, the ordinance should move through the municipality’s standard 
ordinance and zoning change review process. This typically includes, at minimum, review by the 
Planning Commission and governing body. If the community is relying on the MPC, the county in 
which the municipality is located is required to review and provide comments on the ordinance. 
Contact county Planning Commission staff for review times and procedures.  

If the community has opted for an HDA district, the district must be certified as historic by PHMC 
for it to be legally enforceable per the enabling legislation.10 Please note: PHMC only certifies the 
historic nature of the district and NOT the ordinance itself. To find the most up to date guidance on 
the certification process and requirements, visit the Community Preservation section of the PA 
SHPO portion of the PHMC website. 

  

 
10 CLG communities should discuss any boundary reductions with their region’s Community Preservation 
Coordinator prior to adoption to ensure continued compliance with CLG Ongoing Performance Standards. 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/phmc/historic-preservation/community-preservation
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/phmc/historic-preservation/community-preservation
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Chapter 7: Ordinance Implementation 
 
Implementation of a local historic preservation program does not begin and end with an ordinance. 
Once an ordinance is adopted, municipalities need to train and/or seat a review board, develop 
application forms, and begin to administer the ordinance. Plans should be made for the 
development and adoption of design guidelines, opportunities for the review board to attend 
continuing education programs, continued public outreach and education, and ongoing historic 
resource surveys.  

Administration 

The administration of the ordinance is as critical as its development. An ordinance is only as good 
as a municipality’s ability to implement its regulations routinely and consistently and with 
transparency. It is imperative that the preservation ordinance be incorporated into existing 
municipal processes and that municipal staff be trained to understand how the new preservation 
ordinance fits into their role. For example, if the municipality uses permitting software, alerts for 
historic properties should be incorporated to notify permitting staff that preservation reviews are 
required. Likewise, permitting staff need to know what to do when permits require preservation 
review. Making these modifications to systems should occur in tandem with adoption of the 
ordinance, or as soon after as is practical. When administration of the ordinance begins, training 
and continuing education play a critical role. Good administration supports defensible decision 
making. 

Training and Continuing Education 

Training and continuing education are not only necessary for the review board, but also for 
municipal staff involved in administering the municipality’s historic preservation program and the 
governing body. Initial training should seek to educate the review board, municipal staff, and the 
governing body on the processes as defined in the ordinance, the role that each individual or group 
plays, and the standards they must adhere to in making decisions. While members of the governing 
body often do not attend historic preservation training when offered, it is important that they 
understand the importance of the ordinance and the standards for their decisions. Training should 
be offered to members of the governing body even if they choose not to attend. 

Continuing education for the review board, municipal staff, and the governing body can take a 
variety of forms and cover a variety of topics. While what is most pertinent for these groups will vary 
community to community, it is generally advised that these groups attend at least four hours of 
continuing education per year. Topics that might be covered include: 

• Defensible decision making; 
• Applying your design guidelines; 
• Understanding alternative materials; 
• Historic resource surveys and how to use them; 
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• Running a review board meeting/meeting best practices. 

The PA SHPO puts out a monthly newsletter with training opportunities, but communities can also 
contact the Community Preservation Coordinator for their region for more individually tailored 
training opportunities or suggestions. Municipalities with preservation ordinances should consider 
becoming a member of the National Association of Preservation Commissions (NAPC), a 
nationwide non-profit that serves the training and advocacy needs of review boards. Membership 
fees are very reasonable and provide access to trainings, a resource library, and a national listserv 
with other review boards and municipal staff.   

Ongoing Planning for Preservation 

As has been discussed, planning for preservation does not begin and end with the adoption of a 
preservation ordinance. Planning efforts to support and maintain relevancy of the preservation 
ordinance and preservation generally should be ongoing or revisited every few years. Some of these 
efforts can occur concurrently with ordinance development, while others should happen 
independently. 

As municipalities think broadly about how to protect the historic places that are important to their 
community, they may want to consider developing a preservation plan. Preservation plans 
should include a brief history of the community, evaluate current conditions, assess current and 
future needs, articulate community goals and needs, present an action plan, and identify ways to 
implement the action plan. Preservation plans can either be stand-alone documents or serve as a 
section of a community’s comprehensive plan. As noted previously, municipalities are required by 
the MPC to consider historic resources in their planning efforts.  

In addition to including preservation in long-range planning for the municipality, it is also strongly 
advised to align other ordinances and zoning with the community’s preservation goals. If a 
municipality’s preservation ordinance seeks to ensure that demolition is the last resort for historic 
properties, then the underlying zoning should be aligned with uses that are appropriate for 
designated properties.  
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Chapter 8: Other Tools for Historic Preservation 
 
Below are just a few other tools municipalities may want to consider pursuing or encourage in their 
community. 

Agricultural Protection Zoning 

Pennsylvania is known for its rich agricultural history and preserving agricultural heritage is 
important to communities across the Commonwealth. Agricultural Protection Zoning allows 
municipalities to preserve agricultural land for farming. For more information on Agricultural 
Protection Zoning visit WeConservePA here. 

Open Space Act of 1996 

The Open Space Act of 1996 amended previous legislation allowing municipalities to preserve, 
acquire, or hold land for open space purposes. This act amended the Pennsylvania Conservation 
and Land Development Act of 1967 and broadened the ability of local government to purchase 
property, including development rights, for the purpose of preserving open space. For more 
information guidance on municipal open space visit WeConservePA here for a guide. 

Easements 

Easements are perhaps the strongest tool for both open space and historic resource preservation. 
This tool allows property owners to grant legal limitations on the use, subdivision, and 
development of their property to a non-profit or government entity in return for tax benefits. 
Municipalities can encourage the use of easements in their community or sponsor easement 
programs. For more information on the basics of conservation easements visit the Brandywine 
Conservancy’s resource page here. For more information on building easements visit the 
Preservation Alliance for Greater Philadelphia resource page here. 

  

https://library.weconservepa.org/guides/67-agricultural-protection-zoning
https://library.weconservepa.org/library_items/22-Implementing-a-Municipal-Open-Space-Program-A-Guide-for-Pennsylvania-s-Municipalities
https://www.brandywine.org/conservancy/landowners/conservation-easements
https://preservationalliance.com/about-us/easement-program/
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Glossary 
 
Certificate of Appropriateness (COA): the approval statement, recommended by the Historic 
Architectural Review Board (HARB) and approved by the governing body, that certifies the 
appropriateness of a particular request for the construction, alteration, reconstruction, repair, 
restoration, demolition, or razing of all or part of any building within a historic district, following a 
determination of suitability according to applicable criteria, and that authorizes the issuance of a 
building permit for such request. The term Certificate of Appropriateness comes directly from the 
Historic District Act.  

Community Preservation Coordinator (CPC): PA SHPO staff who provide support for local 
historic preservation matters, including ordinance writing and updates, historic resource surveys, 
and comprehensive plans. Coordinators are organized regionally. A map of each region and 
contact information can be found here. 

Demolition by Neglect: the destruction of a building or structure caused by failure to perform 
basic maintenance. 

Design Guidelines: an illustrated tool which helps inform and manage appropriate change to 
historic resources and districts to meet modern needs while supporting the historic fabric which 
makes historic resources and districts significant. 

Enabling Legislation: the Historic District Act and Municipalities Planning Code; legislation 
created by the legislature which allows municipalities to take certain actions. 

Historic Architectural Review Board (HARB): the review board enabled by the Historic District 
Act; a HARB must have a minimum of five (5) members including a registered architect, a licensed 
real estate broker, and a building inspector. 

Historic District Act (HDA or Act 167): passed as Act 167 by the Pennsylvania General Assembly 
in 1961, the statewide enabling legislation authorizes Pennsylvania’s counties, cities, boroughs, 
incorporated towns, and townships to create and regulate historic districts within their geographic 
boundaries following certification of the historic district by the Pennsylvania Historical and 
Museum Commission (PHMC). 

Historic Resource: places considered significant by the community or designated by a local 
historic preservation ordinance. 

Historic Resource Survey: the process to identify and document the historic places in a 
community. 

Integrity: the ability of a property to convey its significance typically based on seven aspects: 
location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/phmc/historic-preservation/community-preservation/contact-and-forms
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Municipalities Planning Code (MPC): the statewide enabling legislation which allows 
Pennsylvania’s municipalities to plan their development, create zoning, subdivision, and land 
development ordinances.  

PA SHPO: the Pennsylvania State Historic Preservation Office is a bureau of the Pennsylvania 
Historical and Museum Commission. The SHPO administers the state’s historic preservation 
program as authorized by the Constitution of Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania History Code, the 
Pennsylvania Historic District Act, the National Historic Preservation Act, and other federal laws 
and regulations. 

PHMC: the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission serves as Pennsylvania’s official 
history agency. Created in 1945, PHMC is responsible for the collection, conservation, and 
interpretation of Pennsylvania’s historic heritage.  

Preservation Plan: a planning tool which provides local governments a working document to 
identify historic and cultural resources in the county or municipality; to consider the issues, 
problems, and opportunities associated with those resources; to explore the possibility of county-
wide and regional approaches to management of important resources; and to develop goals, 
policies, and strategies for their appropriate use, conservation, preservation, and protection that 
are consistent with those established for other comprehensive plans. 
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Appendix A: Assessing Capacity 
 
Municipal Capacity 

Municipalities must consider whether they can adequately support and administer a historic 
preservation ordinance before adopting an ordinance. Municipalities should be able to satisfy the 
following statements. 

• Municipality has sufficient professional staff with the necessary experience and capacity to 
administer the ordinance, e.g. assist onboarding of new board members, facilitating intake 
and distribution of materials to the review board, preparation of meeting minutes and 
agendas, creation of staff reports, capacity to make information available to the public.  

• Municipality has the resources to manage a new review board in the same manner as other 
existing Municipal board and/or commissions.   

• Municipality has sufficient resources to ensure information about the ordinance and the 
community’s historic resources are accessible to the public. 

• The municipality has a property maintenance code on the books and it is adequately 
enforced. 

• Municipality can integrate the preservation board into the planning and zoning process. 

• Municipality has sufficient resources to enforce the ordinance. 

• Municipality has sufficient resources to provide legal advice from the municipal solicitor to 
the review board. 

• Municipality has sufficient resources to support the administration of the ordinance 
immediately and in the long term. E.g. periodic review and refreshment of historic property 
surveys, design guidance, and the ordinance itself. 

• Municipality has sufficient data on its historic resources to make defensible decisions on 
how to manage them through an ordinance. 

Community Capacity 

In addition to the municipality itself, communities must also have the capacity to support a historic 
preservation ordinance. Communities should be able to satisfy the following statements. 

• Community has access to people who have the expertise and capacity to seat and sustain 
a review board. 
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• Community has the capacity to provide ongoing, sustainable information and education 
about the value of the ordinance and historic preservation in the community. 

• Community has the ability to ensure new neighbors are informed about the requirements of 
the ordinance.  
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Appendix B: Sample Public Meeting Questions or Prompts 
 
The following questions are some examples of those which may be helpful to consider at different 
stages of the public engagement process. 

Sample Questions to Consider Internally Prior to Public Engagement 

• Do you have sufficient data on your historic resources to make defensible decisions on 
how to manage them through an ordinance?  

• How does historic preservation factor into your community’s comprehensive plan? 

• What other community priorities, as defined in the comprehensive plan or other planning 
efforts, could historic preservation support or further? 

• How can historic preservation be integrated into your community’s economic development 
strategy? 

• How will you document and share information gained through public involvement? 

Sample Questions to Ask the Public 

• What physical aspects of your community do you value? 

• What historic resources define your community? 

• What makes your community unique? 

• What should be protected and preserved in your community? 

• What does historic preservation mean to you? 

• What do you think are the benefits of historic preservation? 

• What do you think are the drawbacks of historic preservation? 

• What could the municipality be doing better to encourage the stewardship of the things you 
value in your community? 

• What might make people more likely to preserve an historic property? 

Sample Questions to Consider while Developing Goals Following Public Engagement 

• What were some of the key points that emerged from your public engagement? 

• How do those key points inform your goals for a local historic preservation program? 

• How will you address public comments? 
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• Can your municipal and community capacity support the goals for historic preservation in 
your community? 

• What does your municipality or community need to bridge the gap between your goals for 
historic preservation and capacity? Try to think beyond funding. 

• What does historic preservation mean for the place affected by the implementation of an 
ordinance? 

• Are there other regulatory tools that are needed to achieve your community’s goals?  

• Are there non-regulatory tools that would assist in achieving your community’s goals? 

• Are there other ways to achieve the identified goals, outside of the traditional preservation 
toolbox? 

• How will the goals, identified during the public engagement, be conveyed to the public? 

• What on-going educational materials/efforts/training will be needed to address concerns 
members of the public may have about an ordinance? 

• Did your community engagement process verify the public’s interest in creating a 
preservation program? 

• Is there sufficient municipal capacity to achieve the identified goals? 
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Appendix C: Ordinance Checklist 
This checklist was created to assist communities in including all necessary aspects of an 
ordinance during the development and editing phases. 

Ordinance Item 

Legal authority/legislative intent 

Historic District Act and/or Municipalities Planning Code ☐ 

Purpose 

Goals of the Ordinance ☐ 

Definitions 

Addition ☐ 

Alteration ☐ 

Certificate of Appropriateness ☐ 

Demolition ☐ 

Economic Hardship ☐ 

Enclosure ☐ 

General Maintenance and Repair ☐ 

Historic District, referencing Criteria for Designation ☐ 

Historic Resource, referencing Criteria for Designation ☐ 

In Kind Replacement ☐ 

Integrity ☐ 

New Construction ☐ 

Public Way ☐ 

Rehabilitation ☐ 

Relocation ☐ 

Substitute Materials ☐
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Ordinance Item  

Establishment of the Review Body 

Number of members ☐ 

Terms of membership ☐ 

Duties and responsibilities ☐ 

Professional qualifications, if any are required ☐ 

Designation Process and Criteria 

Who can nominate a property ☐ 

Criteria for designation which do not reference the National Register of Historic 
Places 

☐ 

What information should be included in a nomination (documentation 
requirements) 

☐ 

Timeframe for review of a nomination ☐ 

Who reviews a nomination ☐ 

Notification requirements ☐ 

Administration/Review Procedure 

What is reviewed ☐ 

Who is involved in the review process ☐ 

Municipal Staff ☐ 

Review Board ☐ 

Governing Body ☐ 

Timeline for reviews ☐ 

Notification requirements ☐ 

Administrative review criteria and procedures (optional) ☐ 

Adoption of/reference to Design Guidelines ☐ 

Enforcement and Penalties 
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Ordinance Item 

Reference to a standard enforcement procedure and penalties ☐ 

OR ☐ 

Who is responsible for enforcement ☐ 

Enforcement procedures ☐ 

Definition of penalties ☐ 

Appeal Process 

Court to which appeals should be submitted ☐ 

Timeframe to submit an appeal ☐ 

Economic Hardship 

Review process and timeline ☐ 

Submission requirements—e.g. efforts to rent or sell the property, cost to 
rehabilitate vs. cost of demolition and expected return on investment 

☐ 

Criteria for Hardship ☐ 

Optional Items 

Incentives Enabled Through the Ordinance 

Adjustment of parking requirements ☐ 

Additional by-right uses - e.g. bed and breakfast, event space artist studio, etc. ☐ 

Allowance for an accessory dwelling unit ☐ 

Demolition by Neglect 

Definition (also included in the definition section) ☐ 

Procedure and role of the historic preservation review board ☐ 

Plan for Enforcement ☐
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Appendix D: Additional Resources and Links 
 
Historic District Act- Notification and Certification Policy 

Pennsylvania Authorizing Political Subdivisions to Create Historic District Act 

Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code 

PA SHPO Community Preservation 

Community Preservation Coordinator’s Contact Information 

Secretary of the Interior’s Treatments for Historic Properties 

Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

Guidance for Multi-Municipal Coordination 

PA SHPO Training Newsletter Sign Up 

National Alliance of Preservation Commissions (NAPC) 

National Park Service Preservation Briefs 

 

https://www.pa.gov/content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/phmc/documents/preservation/about/documents/hda%20certification%20policy%20and%20checklist.pdf
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/US/PDF/1961/0/0167..PDF
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/US/HTM/1968/0/0247..HTM
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/phmc/historic-preservation/community-preservation
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/phmc/historic-preservation/community-preservation/contact-and-forms
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/secretary-standards-treatment-historic-properties.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/taxincentives/secretarys-standards-rehabilitation.htm
https://dced.pa.gov/download/intergovernmental-cooperation-handbook/?wpdmdl=56790
https://phmc.us5.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=2072f65b1ca66b4d2cc6c2d0b&id=7289c09aca
https://www.napcommissions.org/
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/preservation-briefs.htm
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