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Chapter 1: Introduction

The regulation of form for new construction and large alteration projects,
including additions, in historic districts is a significant task because a failure to regulate
new construction can destroy the defining character of a district. This is especially true if
the new construction regulations are mismatched with the historic district building size,
site planning, materials, or window and door rhythms. In some worst-case scenarios,
regulations that are too lenient regarding the form of new construction in historic
districts can ultimately lead to an increase in demolitions because, for many developers,
an empty lot is more attractive than renovating an existing building. Justification for this
may vary, but often the reason is a mismatch between the zoning and the historic built

environment. Demolitions, of course, are an irreversible loss of historic fabric.

Fortunately, the regulation of form for new construction and large alterations
can assist in retaining the look and feel of the historic environment. When successful,
such regulations should result in new construction that contributes to the district.
However, developing form regulation that will be used to address new construction in
historic districts, as opposed to form regulation that is used for new construction

greenfields or empty lots, is particularly tricky.

This thesis will focus on three primary challenges that arise when developing
form regulations for new construction in historic districts: the first challenge is legibility,
the second challenge is ensuring that the regulations focus on form rather than

function, and the third challenge is the strength of the regulations.



If the historic district form regulations are poorly written, misunderstood by
applicants, regulators, or the public, or otherwise flawed, the risk of new construction
merely copying existing forms is very high. This is especially true when the new
construction can be substantially larger by right than the historic context. In the world of
preservation design, copying is not often seen as a high form of flattery. Poor form
regulation may also result in a construction project that disrupts the underlying holistic
rhythm that characterizes the district, which could ultimately result in the erosion if not
entire loss of a district’s historic value. In order to achieve quality and sensitive design,
the regulations for new construction, large-scale alterations, and additions should be
legible to non-professionals, be form-focused rather than use-focused, and be powerful

enough to influence form without promoting copying.

Legibility of development regulations has been overlooked by code writers for
far too long. Many historic districts primarily consist of residential properties or small
businesses, which means that any type of development proposal will likely come from a
range of interests, including homeowners, developers, and landlords. While these are
not always nonprofessionals in terms of development, they may be inexperienced with
historic districts and their regulations. Development in historic districts is often tightly
regulated and includes a commission review on top of the typical work permit review. If
the individual or organization proposing the work cannot understand the regulations
that dictate this unfamiliar review process, they are more likely to stray from, or even

ignore, the review process and the regulations. This, of course, increases the of non-



compatible proposals within the sensitive environment of the historic district. This
leaves the correction to retroactive enforcement procedures, which are typically not as
strong as regulatory review procedures. For this reason, the burden of understanding
the regulations necessitates their clarity to the full range of stakeholders they affect in
support of the municipalities, which are the entities charged with protecting public
assets, including historic building fabric. This also applies to the review boards for
historic districts, which are often comprised of citizens with varying degrees of
professional skill and knowledge. For the sake of preservation, municipalities would

benefit from regulations that are more legible to all readers.

In the mid-20t" Century, the modernist movement began using the phrase “form
follows function.” The phrase refers to the idea that the use of the building should be
reflected in the look of the building.! This phrase has since been applied beyond
architecture and can be seen in the zoning regulations that emerged around the same
time. The idea behind the regulation of function, or use, can be seen in zoning, which
has been used to separate residential uses from nuisance or non-residential uses. For all
its benefits, the extreme separation of uses over large swaths of land has often emerged
into what planners now refer to as sprawl. Beginning in the late 20t Century, planners
began to acknowledge that such extreme separation of uses can kill the public life of

places; this is particularly true for dense, old places that were originally designed to

1 “E H. Gombrich’s Adoption of the Formula Form Follows Function: A Case of Mistaken Identity?” Michl,
Jan, Human Affairs, 2009. http://janmichl.com/eng.gombrich-fff.pdf. Accessed March 4, 2019.
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accommodate a mix of uses, such as retail and residential. This is one instance where
zoning plays a big role. The zoning should permit an appropriate mix of uses for the area
so that the supplemental form regulation document can focus on form rather than
function. The documents regularly do not communicate, but the idea of regulating form
rather than function in historic areas through form-first regulatory language is one that
intends to honor, at a minimum, the original design and, where appropriate, mixed
used, of the historic place and thus requires the support of zoning. In some cases, the
regulations have been altered to address form and function, in an attempt to promote

the return of a historic district to its former mixed-use glory.

In conjunction with the push for form-first regulation, most historic districts are
formalized on their distinctive look and feel, rather than their uses. When it comes to
new construction in historic areas, it is the design compatibility, or lack thereof, that will
be most obvious when compared to its context, not the use. With this in mind, cities
would benefit from ensuring that their regulations in historic districts paid as much

attention to the form of new construction as to the function.

As seen later in this thesis, many cities approach the regulation of form for new
construction, additions, and large-scale alterations through suggestive design guidelines,
rather than prescriptive form regulations. Such guidelines, while they often provide
insight to the city’s history and the unique architecture, often lack regulatory power on
their own, but rather support the regulations they illustrate. The complexity of form

regulation will be discussed in the case studies, but a lack of clear codified form



regulation runs a high risk of yielding incompatible new construction. Cities charged
with protecting their historic assets must establish enforceable form regulations for new
construction projects within the historic district in order to accurately protect the look
and feel of those districts. As mentioned previously, a lack of strong regulation for new
construction in historic areas can lead to a loss of fabric through incompatible design or
even through unchecked demolitions. Cities should take the time to establish codes and

review processes to protect and manage change within their historic districts.

This thesis will evaluate several tools that cities are currently using to regulate
the form of new construction, large alterations, and additions in designated historic
areas. A number of tools are available to achieve this type of regulation, but the most
popular tools tend to be place-specific design guidelines derived from the study of a
historic district, associated with an overlay designation established by the city’s zoning
code. Throughout this thesis, this type of regulation will be referred to as “traditional
tools.” “Non-traditional tools,” as used herein, include things like form-based codes or
neighborhood conservation districts. These are tools that have not been as widely used
or are relatively new to the regulatory landscape. The tools evaluated in this thesis will
be examined through case studies and include a mix of traditional tools and non-
traditional tools. The traditional tool case studies are New Orleans, LA, and Savannah,
GA. The non-traditional tool case studies are Beaufort, SC, which is used a case study for

both traditional and nontraditional tools, and Philadelphia, PA.



Additionally, it should be noted that this thesis, though not specifically about
zoning, will touch on zoning because the issue of form regulation is inherently a zoning-

related topic.



Chapter 2: Methodology

This thesis will examine a range of regulatory tools that focus on the form of new
construction, additions, and large-scale alterations in historic districts. As mentioned,
the tools will be examined through case studies. The selection of the tools and the case
studies occurred almost simultaneously, as the case studies needed to be representative
of a particular tool. It would be impossible for this thesis to examine every tool or every
city using a particular tool. Thus, the case studies had to also be representative of other
common uses of the same tool. Needless to say, selecting case studies to represent
tools was a difficult task, necessitating comparison of how a similar tool has been used

in multiple municipalities, and then selecting the most apparently representative use.

The first tool selected would be obvious: the traditional design guideline and
historic district by zoning method. This may be one of the most widely-used tools in the
United States partially, but not solely, due to its age. These traditional tools have been
explained many times over. For example, in 1980, Robert Cook published his instructive

book, Zoning for Downtown Urban Design: How Cities Control Development. This book,

an excellent reference for other tools that cities can use, discusses the importance of
preserving historic fabric and recommends historic districts as a tool that can help cities
manage new construction proposals. This book arrived at a time when suburbs were
booming, but downtowns had largely been left untouched. At the time Cook published

this book, developers were re-examining downtowns for cheaper real estate and cities



were interested in revitalization efforts but needed advice on how to manage

developments that were not on greenfields.?

The selection of the case studies for the traditional tools was difficult due to the
sheer number of cases available. New Orleans, LA, and Savannah, GA, were finally
selected because they were early adopters of this tool and have each broadened and
refined its use throughout periods of significant growth within their historic districts.
Additionally, the architecture of these cities is well known and the amount of
information available about each city’s architecture and development periods was
plentiful. Though these cities use the same tool, they implement the tools differently—
differences that would help to explain the full breadth of the tool as it applies to the

regulation of form for new construction in historic districts.

The first non-traditional tool was fairly easy to identify. Form-based codes are on
the rise in planning dialogues but were an obvious selection in this context because they
are almost the opposite of the traditional zoning tool. Form-based codes were
introduced in the 1980s as an alternative to the results of traditional zoning code, in
particular to sprawl. The new codes were designed by architects, planners, and urban

designers to capture the elements of construction that feel most important to the public

2 “Greenfield: Farmland and open areas where there has been no prior industrial or commercial activity,
and therefore where the threat of contamination is much lower than in urbanized areas.” A Planner’s
Dictionary, Davidson, Michael and Dolnick, Fay, American Planning Association, 2004.
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realm. Elements include walkability, a mix of uses, revitalization of old buildings, and

sustainability.3

Form-based code is a tool that is designed to replace a traditional zoning code,
meaning it would be applied to an entire municipality rather than just a district like an
overlay. The structure of a form-based code includes graphic-heavy content to
communicate form regulations than typically seen in a traditional zoning code. In terms
of content, form-based codes are considered to be more focused on form than use. This
is not to say that traditional zoning is completed devoid of form regulation. Traditional
zoning tends to regulate the form of single developments using ratios, like the number
of dwelling units per acre or the number of parking spaces per square foot of retail
space, or through hard limits, like the minimum distance a building is allowed to be
setback from the street or the maximum distance a wall can extend before it is required
to have an indentation that also extends for a maximum distance.* Any additional form
regulations, such as fenestration or architectural detail, are added in the form of
supplements, like design guidelines that, as “guidelines” are typically optional, or at

least have less explicit regulation than their underlying regulations.

A major concern with this method, according to supporters of form-based codes,

is that the traditional zoning code does not address the building’s relationship to the

3 parolek, Daniel, Parolek, Karen, and Crawford, Paul, Form-Based Codes: A Guide for Planners,
Municipalities, and Developers (John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2008), Page 9.

4 “Conventional Zoning Vs Form-Based Code.” Harriman, accessed April 20, 2019,
https://harriman.com/inspirations/conventional-zoning-vs-form-based-code/.
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public realm, nor the public realm itself. Form-based codes tend to include topics like
architectural detail for the primary facade, a range of acceptable heights, desired ratio
of window to wall, and/or even a menu of acceptable materials. All of these regulatory
items are put into context with the form-based code’s emphasis on the public realm.
Simply put, the context of a form-based code focuses on how the look of a building
influences the physical character of a place and the people who experience it, rather

than how its use fits in with other uses.

One organization, Place Makers, a promoter of the form-based code tool,
conducted a study in 2017 to identify the municipalities that had adopted, or were in
the process of adopting, either full or parts of a form-based code.> There are over 650
municipalities on this list. The list can be organized by category, including by cities that
prioritized historic preservation in their codes. The City of Beaufort is on this list and is
identified as having an award-winning code.® A review of these codes helped to narrow
down the options. The review examined the age of the code and the coverage area of
the code (an overlay vs a whole municipality). Most importantly, the review examined
which codes included significant language regarding historic preservation, preferably in
the form of its own chapter. The City of Beaufort was finally selected because it has a

long history of using traditional tools, as defined by this thesis, and because of its path

5> “Form-Based Codes? You’re not alone,” Place Makers, accessed April 20, 2019,
http://www.placemakers.com/how-we-teach/codes-study/.

® The Driehaus Form-Based Code Award is an annual award sponsored by the Form-Based Code Institute,
a professional organization that focuses on promoting form-based codes. More information on the award
criteria can be found here: https://formbasedcodes.org/driehaus-form-based-codes-award/
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from the use of the traditional tools to its adoption of the form-based code, and
because of the documentation that exists about how the code applies to the city’s

preservation goals.

Representative examples of conservation districts, the second non-traditional
tool, were more difficult to find. Again, many cities are using the conservation district
method as part of their suite of traditional tools. At first it seemed like there might be
some variation in the conservation district methods, but after some examination it was
determined that the tool is broadly similar across many cities. Fortunately, a meeting
with the Philadelphia Planning Department revealed that conservation districts are
another tool used to regulate new construction in areas with distinct physical character
that may or may not be formally considered historically significant. Further research
revealed two theses from the University of Pennsylvania Historic Preservation
Department that have assessed conservation districts in Philadelphia. The first, a 1990
thesis by Laura Trieschmann called Neighborhood Conservation Zoning: A Feasibility
Study for Philadelphia, PA, evaluated conservation districts as a tool that could be used
to preserve the integrity of the historic built environment in Philadelphia before
conservation districts were utilized in the city.” The second, written two decades later by

Lindsey Allen, is titled Philadelphia Neighborhood Conservation: Using Public Policy to

" Trieschmann, Laura Virginia, “Neighborhood Conservation Zoning: A Feasibility Study for Philadelphia,
PA (Master’s Thesis Historic Preservation)”, University of Pennsylvania School of Design Department of
Historic Preservation.
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Protect Historic and Threatened Residential Neighborhoods.? Allen’s thesis, slightly
broader than Trieschmann’s, examined how the tool was currently being used in

Philadelphia.

Since Allen’s thesis, Philadelphia has increased the number of conservation
districts. There are now six, and each has its own section in the city’s zoning code.
Interestingly, none of these districts are local historic districts, but some overlap with
the National Historic Register. The conservation districts are focused on regulating the
form of new construction, but do not additions. These nuances, along with the existing
documentation around the Conservation Districts, led to the selection of Philadelphia as

the final case study.

& Allen, Lindsey E., “Philadelphia Neighborhood Conservation: Using Public Policy to protect Historic and
Threatened Residential Neighborhoods (Master’s Thesis historic Preservation),” University of Pennsylvania
School of Design Department of Historic Preservation.
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Chapter 3: Traditional Tools

The traditional tools that cities use to regulate the form of new construction in
historic districts often include an overlay district, defined by the zoning code, with an
external, non-codified design supplement, or a design guideline. This type of regulation
tool is attractive for three primary reasons. First, this is the most common method of
regulating form in historic districts and often appears to be the tried-and-true method.
The National Park Service has even published guides for writing and using such design
guidelines.® Second, neighborhood-specific guidelines can be more detailed than zoning
codes. For example, a zoning code cannot regulate roof shape, but a design guideline
can offer more specific suggestions based on historical evidence. Third, neighborhoods
often feel pride in their design guidelines because the guidelines are specific to that
place. For example, the design guidelines that work in New Orleans, Louisiana, would
not work well in Savannah, Georgia. This is because each place has its own distinct
architectural character, or sense of place, that is captured in the guidelines, often

leading communities to formally celebrate their architectural values.

Unfortunately, design guidelines are often seen as a one-time investment,
meaning municipalities tend to not update their design guidelines as frequently as they

probably should, an issue also seen with zoning codes. Of course, updating a zoning

9 “Creating + Using Design Guidelines: Role They Play,” National Park Service, US Department of the
Interior, accessed April 20, 2019,
https://www.nps.gov/tps/education/workingonthepast/roletheyplay.htm.

13



code or its related regulations, especially in a major city, is a massive undertaking. Other
cities that have recently redone their zoning codes include Chicago, Miami, and Denver.
The City of Philadelphia, for example, has worked to improve their zoning multiple
times. The original code was adopted in 1962. The first major edits occurred in the
1980s as a huge re-mapping effort that was aimed at bringing the zoning in self-
selecting neighborhoods into conformance with the existing conditions. The second
effort was a complete re-write that occurred between 2007 and 2012. The re-write
addressed legibility and simplifications. At the time, the code contained more than 50
zoning classifications.'° This 5-year re-write brought the code down from about 700

pages down to about 400 pages.!!

Design guidelines can be left behind in the same way a zoning code can. While a
city may have initially adopted design guidelines in response to a change within the
historic district, a lack of upkeep to the design guidelines will permit them to become
outdated with current trends, specifically in regard to new construction, additions, and
alterations. The regulatory priority is misplaced in this scenario because the real threat
to historic districts is often new construction and large alternations. Design guidelines
additionally fail to address this threat if they only focus on the existing historic urban

fabric and do not include sections that address new construction or additions. The issue

10 “News & Resources: A Brief History of Land Use Regulations,” Kaplan Stewart Blog, February 14, 2017,
accessed April 20, 2019, https://www.kaplaw.com/blog/brief-history-land-use-regulation/.

11 “The Philadelphia Code,” City of Philadelphia, PA, accessed April 30, 2019,
http://library.amlegal.com/nxt/gateway.dll/Pennsylvania/philadelphia_pa/thephiladelphiacode?f=templa
tesSfn=default.htmS$3.0Svid=amlegal:philadelphia_pa.
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that this traditional tool then poses is not about whether form is regulated in historic
districts, rather it is about how well the forms of new construction, additions, and
alterations are regulated. Do the design guidelines, as a supplementary tool within a
traditional zoning and overlay context, actually serve the historic district through form

regulation of new constriction?

Section 3.1: Case Study of Savannah, Georgia — Traditional Tools

Savannah, Georgia, makes for an interesting study in design guidelines as a
component of a traditional zoning overlay, because it was one of the first cities in
America to adopt this method in the mid-1960s. The method continues to be used
today. An important note here is that the City of Savannah does not itself regulate the
historic districts. Instead, it is the County, through its Metropolitan Planning
Commission, or MPC, that carries the authority and responsibility of creating regulations

and reviewing projects for Savannah’s historic districts.

Savannah’s first historic district was the Downtown Historic District, shown in
Figure 1 in Appendix A, established in 1966 following the National Historic Preservation
Act.?? The county then partnered with a local historic foundation to conduct a historic

building survey of the district in 1968, a survey that has been used and amended

12 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 5.
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throughout the years. This survey was followed by an update to the state’s constitution
to allow Savannah to adopt a unique set of zoning policies that would specifically
pertain to the historic areas. The constitution amendment also enabled the city to
review and regulate historic preservation projects, similar to the way they were
reviewing and regulating non-historic district construction projects. Once the
amendment was passed, an official Historic District ordinance was adopted in Savannah.
The ordinance also established the county’s Historic District Board of Review in 1968.13
In 1973, the historic preservation ordinance was updated to include design elements
called “Visual Compatibility Factors.” The Visual Compatibility Factors identify the
primarily character-defining elements of a district, such as height and massing, both of

which are typically under the purview of traditional zoning.

Despite consistent updates to the design guidelines, maps, and other
supplemental documents related to the historic district, the city and county realized
that the original form regulations were not working to regulate new constriction in the
historic district. From the mid-1970s to the end of the 1980s, numerous demolitions and
inappropriate new construction had occurred.** Demolitions occur for many reasons in
historic areas, but one major issue that plagues many cities is the mismatch between

the existing historic fabric and the size of new construction permitted by the zoning

13 Design Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 5.
14 |bid. Page 6.
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code. For example, if a historic lot is plotted at 60 feet wide by 100 feet long, the historic
houses would be thin and long. If the zoning code has a maximum lot size of 120 feet
wide by 100 feet long, then new construction projects are more likely to use two lots
and demolish the existing historic structures in order to take advantage of the maximum

allowable zoning.

The last straw for Savannah was the Lucas Theater.® In 1986 the historic theater
was slated for demolition. The Lucas Theater was built in the 1920s and was a popular
place for entertainment through the late 1940s. Once television became popular, and
Savannah’s downtown populations left for the suburbs, the theater struggled to stay
relevant until 1976 when it closed completely. Over the next decade the building
decayed. Once word of the proposed demolition got out, a group of concerned citizens
got together to purchase and restore the building.'® These events drew attention to the
failure of the historic preservation regulations in Savannah. A gem like the Lucas Theater

should have never found itself on the chopping block.

Through the 1990’s, the MPC and City of Savannah worked to create new design
standards that would address new construction in an attempt to yield more historically
compatible designs. The new language specifically attempts to regulate the height and

massing of new construction. These extensive revisions, developed by a hired

15 Reiter, Beth Lattimore, “Preservation in Savannah,” accessed April 20, 2019,
http://www.davenporthousemuseum.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/Reitertimeline.pdf.

16 “The History of the Lucas Theater,” Tybee vacation rentals, April 15, 2018, accessed April 20, 2019,
https://www.tybeevacationrentals.com/blog/local-tips-tidbits/history-lucas-theatre.
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consultant, were adopted in 1997.17 An additional set of revisions were developed by a
committee of citizens working with the MPC and the City through the early 2000s.8
These revisions were adopted by the City in 2001. Unfortunately, just a few years after
these new regulations were adopted, they were yet again challenged. Savannah’s
downtown, the primary historic district, experienced a lot of new construction,
particularly large-scale developments, between 2003 and 2007. These large
developments frequently received variances, or relief from regulations. The result of
these variances, when they occurred in the historic districts, were either buildings that
did not match the character of the historic district or the demolition of historic
buildings.'® Variances, however, are not a flaw from the design guidelines; variances
come out of the zoning code, and are an inherit and, from a regulatory standpoint,
essential component of zoning codes. In 2008, another committee was formed to
address this issue. This committee decided that they needed to improve the clarity of
the historic district’s “Visual Compatibility Factors,” to improve the public’s
understanding of Savannah’s significant architectural features. The committee hired an
urban design consultant who helped the committee to draft regulatory language that
would address the look and feel of large-scale new construction projects in historically-

sensitive areas. The new language for large-scale developments in historic areas

17 Design Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 5.

18 |bid. Page 5.

19 |bid. Page 7.
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addressed footprint, massing, height, materials, entrances, and windows. Additionally,
the section is written in a way that does not dissuade large-scale buildings, but instead
encourages developers to consider the historic significance of smaller-scale buildings.
The new language was adopted into the zoning code in December of 2009.2° The
reaction to the variances that triggered such regulatory change gives an insight into how

strongly Savannah feels about its historic fabric.

In 2009, the goal of the revisions was to create more compatible developments
within the defined historic districts. The revised Visual Compatibility Factors, shown in

Appendix A as Figure 2, regulate the following:

e building’s height

e the proportion of the structure’s front facade

e the proportion of the door and window openings

e the rhythm of solids and voids in the front fagade

e the rhythm of structures on the street

e the rhythm of the building’s entrance or porch projection
e the relationship of materials in both texture and color

e roof shapes

e walls of continuity

20 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 7.
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e scale of the building
e directional expression of the front facade.?!
This set of regulations looked a lot like design guidelines, but it wasn’t until 2011 that

Savannah finally published the Design Manual for the Savannah Historic District.

As mentioned, during the massive design guideline overhaul, the City of
Savannah had also added a section for historic districts into their zoning code in an
attempt to codify and strengthen some basic design regulations. The zoning code talks
about the same Visual Compatibility Factors as the design guideline and uses the word
the “shall” to indicated what is required for permit approval.?? The City’s codified
standards address the same Visual Compatibility Factors that exist in the Design
Manual. Additionally, the zoning code, relevant section of which are shown in Appendix
A as Figure 3, has been expanded to include the same Design Standard elements as the

Design Manual including:

street and lanes

e height
e building form
e setbacks

e entrances

21 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Pages 14-15.

22 A regulation that is required usually uses the word “shall.” A variance is required to depart from these
regulations. However, variances from the Historic District Height Map are not permitted.
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e exterior walls

e windows, shutters, and commercial storefronts

e awnings, canopies, and shade structures

e roofs

e lanes, garages, and carriage houses

e Parking areas

e Service areas, utilities, and mechanical systems

e Large-scale development

e stoops and porches

e monumental buildings

e character areas 2
As before, the zoning code identifies how such elements are required and evaluated,
while the Design Manual goes into depth regarding the best practices, historical
context, and desired outcome for each item. The Design Manual could be considered a
road map for obtaining a “Certificate of Appropriateness”, the approval of the Historic
District Review Board that is needed to receive building permits when building in a local
historic district. The “Certificate of Appropriateness” review process and the typical new

construction building permit processes are shown in Figures 4 and 5 of Appendix A.

3 City of Savannah Zoning Ordinance, Section 8-3030 Historic District, Table of Contents.
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Despite the similarities between the two documents, each one addresses the
standards in very different ways. Take for example the Visual Compatibility Factor, roof
shapes. The zoning codes states: “The roof shape of a structure shall be visually
compatible with the contributing structures to which it is Visually Related.”?* The Design
Manual states: “The shape of a roof should be visually compatible with contributing
structures. Historic buildings should determine the predominant roof shape, such as
hipped, gable, shed, gambrel, or mansard, on a block or ward, and new construction
should provide a roof line and shape that is compatible with the historic roof line of the
block or ward.”?®> The Design Manual also includes an image of a sequence of similar
roof types to further explain the objective of the factor. This example demonstrates how
the zoning code and the Design Manual should jointly communicate in order to achieve
compatible designs, particularly for new construction projects.

Like most cities, Savannah requires a project in the historic district to be granted
a Certificate of Appropriateness, which is granted by the Historic District Review Board.
The zoning code expresses the elements that are required, (or would need an approved
variance request if the developer did not want to include those elements.) In this case,
Savannah has included the same elements in the zoning code as they did in the Design

Manual. If a developer only looks at the zoning code, they will at least include the items

24 City of Savannah Zoning Ordinance, Section 8-3030(1)(m)(8)
% pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 15.
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listed. This system is safer than only identifying the Visual Compatibility Features in the
Design Manual, which could be ignored due to its suggestive nature.

The relationship of the zoning code historic district standards and the historic
district design guideline standards is made evident when the context of their
development is understood. The first iteration of what would become the Design
Manual was used to identify the major contributing features of the existing urban fabric
through survey and documentation. However, this method failed to regulate the visual
compatibility of new construction in the district, so the tool was revised, in conjunction
with the zoning code, in an attempt to address this problem. This initial revision took
over 10 years to complete. The process included civic engagement and resulted in the
tools becoming more refined, as evident through the changes in the height regulation

map.2®

Revisions occurred yet again when the height restrictions proved to lack strength
by themselves. This time, the visual compliance was expanded to the 11 elements seen
today and the height restrictions were strengthened by not allowing variance
departures from it. Through this process, the governing bodies have learned that their
tools are not perfect and require revisions in order to stay up to date with trends and
balances concern for preserving the City’s character with demands from the

development community. The regulatory bodies acknowledge within the design

26 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 6.
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guideline document that new construction and diverse architecture can add to the
character of a district: “Savannah differs from other historic cities, which often rely on a
small palette of development patterns and street elevation types, because the power of
Savannah's grid, its system of subdivision, its courtyards, and the lushness of vegetation
on its streets and squares, both encourages and tolerates significant architectural

diversity and richness.”?’

Additionally, Savannah benefits from an in-depth understanding of its own
development history, which is integrated as justification and context throughout the
design guidelines. The guidelines include original maps of the city, sequencing images of
the same street, historic photographs of significant buildings, and written explanations
of each guideline to explain its context and importance. This contextual evidence and in-

depth analysis separates the design guidelines from the zoning regulations.

The zoning regulations do not include images or examples of “good design;” the
guidelines do. Instead, the zoning code articulates very specific regulations that must be
met. For example, under the section about balconies, stairs, stoops, porticos, and
porches, the zoning code states “Front stair treads and risers shall be constructed of
brick, wood, precast stone, marble, sandstone, or slate.”?® Compare this to the language

of the design guidelines: “Additionally, Savannah’s architecture is rich in carefully

27 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 3.
28 City of Savannah Zoning Ordinance, Section 8-3030(n) (10) d.
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crafted details, often integral to the overall design of the building. Contemporary artistic
craftsmanship can enrich the visual texture of the city. Incorporation of the follow kinds
of details are encouraged: cast iron decorative railings, downspouts such as the dolphin
downspout, etched and stained glass, moulded terracotta, lamp brackets, decorative
vent covers, decorative tiles, corner quoining”?° In just this single example, the
guidelines are more approachable, use common language, give visual examples, and
offer flexibility in design and materials as compared to the zoning code regulations,
which are rigid, lack graphics, use professional language, and offer limited options in
material or designs. These two documents support each other because each one fills in
what the other lacks. In this case, the zoning code enforces a base standard of design
that must be met. If a new construction project were to only follow the zoning
regulations, the result would be likely minimally compatible to the district. Despite all
this, the codes and design guidelines are not what make a design good. A good designer,
or team of designers, who understand historic sensitivities and compatibilities of new
construction are essential components of good design results. The codes and guidelines
are designed for applicants who may lack this ability or experience. They increase the

likelihood that bad design will, at the very least, be minimized.

2 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 37.
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Luckily, the Historic Overlay District, which is established by the zoning code,
requires new construction projects to be reviewed by the Design Review Board.3° As
seen in a previous example, the board can then use the design guidelines to ask the
design to refine or otherwise improve their compatibility elements, or even to reject the
design completely based on non-compliance which could halt a project. In a sense, the
historic district review process is an opportunity for the Historic District Review Board to
explain why certain elements matter. Of course, the overall review process is complex
when elements of the zoning code come into play, like variances. As seen earlier in
Savannah’s history, the variance requests could result in a design that is non-compatible
to the historic district. For this reason, design guidelines need to be backed by the

III

zoning code, like the way Savannah uses “shall” to support the Visual Compatibility
Factors or completely elements the possibility of a height variance. The zoning code can

and should act as a safety net for the design guidelines, because the design guidelines

do not have any regulatory power in and of themselves.

Section 3.2: Case Study: New Orleans — Traditional Tools

In contrast to Savannah, the City of New Orleans takes on the full responsibility

of regulating their historic districts. Not long after the federal government passed the

30 pesign Manual for the Savannah Historic District, (Chatham County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning
Commission, 2011), Page 11.
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National Historic Preservation Act and Savannah created its first historic district, New
Orleans adopted its own enabling legislation that ultimately would prove flexible
enough to create space for historic form regulation.3! Except for the earlier Vieux Carre
Commission, as described below, the ordinance created the first historic district
commission, the New Orleans Historic District Landmarks Commission, or HDLC, to
regulate the entire city’s historic districts, and the first historic district. Two years later
in 1968, the Central Business District Historic District Landmarks Commission, or CBD

HDLC, was created to focus on downtown historic elements.3?

As of 2019, the City of New Orleans has 19 established local historic districts that
vary from residential to commercial to industrial uses, shown in Figure 1 of Appendix B.
New Orleans is unique because the majority of its design guidelines for these districts
are organized by architectural type and material, rather than by district as most cities
tend to do. The full list of Design Guidelines is shown in Figure 2 of Appendix B. This
allows the city to take a unified approach to its preservation efforts, which is important

because of the amount of historic fabric that exists in New Orleans.

The sole exception to this is the Vieux Carré Commission, or VCC, which was
established by the State Constitution of Louisiana in 1936, about thirty years before the

National Preservation Act. The State considered the Vieux Carré, also called the French

31 “Historic District Landmarks Commission: Mission & Governing Policies,” City of New Orleans, accessed
January 23, 2019, https://www.nola.gov/hdlc/hdlc-mission-ordinances/.
32 |bid.
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Quarter, to have value at a state level as well as a local level. The VCC became a National
Historic Landmark District in 1965, adding to the protection and value of the area.?® Due
to the VCC'’s long history and nationally ranked value, the area has its own preservation
commission, its own design guidelines, and its own enabling ordinance. For the purpose
of this study, the VCC is not included in discussions the city-wide design guidelines and
districts. Within the City of New Orleans, the VCC operates independently from the rest

of the HDLC or the CBD-HDLC, as reflected in this thesis.

To understand the historic districts outside of the VCC, one must read three
documents: first, the Guidelines Introduction, second, the Historic District maps, and
third, the Building Types and Architectural Styles. The Guidelines Introduction document
introduces the districts and explains the review process, common definitions, and work
categories that might occur within the districts, including new construction. The Historic
Districts document is the map and description of the historic districts, excluding the
VCC. This document identifies the character-defining features and primary architectural
styles found in each district. Finally, the Building Types and Architectural Styles
document is designed to help a user to identify the building types and architectural
styles either within their district or of their own building. The document uses accessible

language, for example when it compares a building to a wedding cake or a Greek

3 “Guidelines Introduction: Vieux Carré Commission,” City of New Orleans, January 2019, Accessed April
30, 2019, https://www.nola.gov/nola/media/HDLC/Guideline%20Update/20190111/2019-01-11_01-
Introduction.pdf.

28



temple. The Styles document is arranged by date and includes a brief history of each
building type with simple floor plans and basic elevation drawings that show how the
style might have changed over time. The document even provides the source material,
in case any questions arise. While not explicitly stated on the City’s website, it seems
that these documents should be read prior to reading the rest of the guidelines,

especially the New Construction Guideline.

The City does in fact provide a specific guideline to address new construction and
additions in the historic districts, shown in Figure 3 of Appendix B. The guide begins by
discussing the review process before moving on to discuss the Compatible Design
Principles. Similar to Savannah, New Orleans has identified 10 design features that could
make or break a new construction project or an addition’s compatibility assessment
within the defined historic context. This list includes: scale (height and width), building
form and massing, setback, site coverage, orientation, architectural elements and
projections, alignment (which includes rhythm and spacing), facade proportions
(includes windows and door patterns), trim and detail, and materials.3* Each element is
given a short description, a simplified illustration, and a bulleted list of what is
“generally appropriate” and “generally inappropriate.” Without even reading the

descriptions, a user could obtain a general sense of compatible design and incompatible

34 “City of New Orleans HDLC — Guidelines for New Construction, Additions, and Demolitions,” City of New
Orleans, January 2019, Accessed April 30, 2019,
https://www.nola.gov/nola/media/HDLC/Guideline%20Update/20190111/2019-01-11-
12_NewConstruction-Additions-Demo.pdf
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design just based on the illustrations. The goal of the New Construction and Additions
guidelines is clearly to allow for, and even promote, architectural creativity while
protecting the existing historic fabric. The guidelines state: “To continue the evolution of
the built environment, the HDLC encourages creative solutions that reflect current
design and are sensitive to the character of their historic surroundings.” By simply
acknowledging that new construction occurs, the guidelines become more like a
statement of values rather than a list of tasks to accomplish in a design. Similar to
Savannah, the New Orleans Design Guidelines fit within the Certificate of

Appropriateness review, as shown in Figure 4 of Appendix B.

New Orleans should receive high praise for creating easy to read and image-
heavy documents. Additionally, their organization approach of addressing common
needs, rather than organizing the guides by district, feels more useful but does require
the user to read three sizable documents before addressing their initial question.
However, this is a unique organizational style, as most cities organize their design
guidelines by district. The organization style also seems likely to require less work when
a new district is created because the regulations for the district’s architectural styles and
materials likely already exist. Additionally, the design guideline’s organizational style is

also followed in the City’s zoning code.

The City of New Orleans Zoning Code include four articles that address historic
districts. The articles, however, are arranged by use as either residential or non-

residential and by period of development, either the colonial period or the 19t
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Century.3> The zoning code is surprisingly traditional, given how forward-thinking the
design guidelines are. The articles include a list of uses, site design standards, and other
typical zoning regulations. As seen in Figure 5 of Appendix B, a few photos of building
forms are included, but the code generally refers to the design guidelines for anything
beyond site standards. One reason for this might be that the zoning code yields to the
design guidelines. In other words, even though the zoning code has more power than
the design guidelines, because it is codified rather than suggestive, the absence of
design-centric language leaves space for the design guidelines to dictate. Aside from the
photographs and illustrations that use recommended historic building forms, the zoning
code for the historic districts could easily be confused with any other traditional, non-

historic zoning code due to its lack of form regulation.

35 City of New Orleans Zoning Code, Articles 9-12.
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Chapter 4: Non-Traditional Tools

The tools explored in this section are primarily used by cities that have found
that “Traditional Tools” —i.e. as used in this thesis’ terminology, the typical historic
district regulations—were unable to adequately meet their specific needs. Many of the
cities used as case studies in this section tried the traditional tools method of design
guidelines with zoning code support. For one reason or another, that method failed to
regulate new construction, additions, and large renovations in a way that was
acceptable by the city. Some cities, like Beaufort, South Carolina, completely scrapped
their zoning code in favor of something totally new. Other cities, like Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, decided to incorporate a new civic-led tool. While the tools and codes
used in these cities are different, and the issues that led to these tools are the same,
events proved them to be not fully responsive. Those traditional tools did not put form

first, did not have enough strength, and were not legible to all code users.

Section 4.1 Case Study of Beaufort, South Carolina — Path to Form-Based Code

The City of Beaufort, located in South Carolina, has a long development history
coupled with a relatively long history of trying to control the form of new construction in

the oldest parts of the city.3® Beaufort is a significant case study because the city used

36 Beaufort was likely established in the early 1700s, as a British outpost, according to the 1979 Beaufort
Preservation Manual.
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traditional tools to regulate the form of new construction in the historic district, before
turning to the current non-traditional tools—i.e. both of the tool categories defined in
this thesis. For most of its regulatory history, Beaufort relied on design guidelines to
regulate the form of new construction, additions, and large-scale alterations.
Throughout the late 20" century, Beaufort updated its design guidelines several times,
citing a concern about a lack of clarity from both developers and regulators as
justification for the update. Skip ahead to 2017, the City of Beaufort had adopted a city-
wide form-based code. If clarity, or lack thereof, is the primary reason for utilizing this

new tool, does the form-based code help or hinder the city?

The earliest documentation of Beaufort’s historic fabric was published in 1968.
The Report on the Inventory of Historic Buildings, 1968-1969, contained a thorough
evaluation of the City’s historic built environment. Likely a response to the recent influx
of restorations, new construction projects, and demolitions, the Report gives a detailed
explanation of the residential development in Beaufort, including site orientation,
exterior architectural details, and interior features.3” The Report, written in prose with
little imagery, summarizes the Beaufort Style as “...a two story building more or less
square in plan, raised on a high masonry foundation, approached on the south by a
central outdoor stair. The south facade front is faced with a two level verandah

supported by light wooden columns, frequently of different design on the first and

37 Beaufort Preservation Manual (1979), page 12.
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Figure 4: Map of Philadelphia’s Central Roxborough Neighborhood Conservation Overlay
District, from the zoning code.
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Figure 5: Map of Philadelphia’s Ridge Park Roxborough Neighborhood Conservation Overlay
District, from the zoning code.
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Figure 6: Map of Philadelphia’s Powelton Village Neighborhood Conservation Overlay District,
from the zoning code.
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Figure 6: Map of Philadelphia’s Powelton Village Neighborhood Conservation Overlay District,
continued
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Figure 7: Philadelphia’s NCO Districts Compared
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APPENDIX E: List of Acronyms

S

NCD — Neighborhood Conservation District
BOAR- Board of Architectural Review

FBC — Form-Based Code

HPC — Historic Preservation Commission
P&Z — Planning and Zoning Commission
ZBA / ZBOA- Zoning Board of Adjustments
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