
 
RePoint Comments on PHPTF – Jan 14th 2019 
 
RePoint would like to thank Mayor Jim Kenney for forming the Philadelphia Historic 
Preservation Task Force. We commend the group’s members for months of diligent 
work, for their efforts to engage the public, and for producing a coherent and actionable 
set of recommendations. Although we disagree with some of these recommendations 
and wish others had been included, the Task Force’s final report is in many respects a 
model document. The process that produced it was also laudable. We especially value 
the role played by the National Trust for Historic Preservation and hope the organization 
will continue to advise the City as the work of implementation begins. 
 
 
Key Recommendations We Support 
 
1. Demolition Review: We are pleased to see the issue of demolitions addressed in 
section four of the Report with the index of potentially significant buildings (IV.A) and 
creation of new historic district types (IV.B). The protections afforded to PHC-1 and 
proposed PHC-2 districts should also be extended in a significant and meaningful way 
to CD-1 districts. We believe that a workable form of demolition review beyond what is 
offered here is possible to implement, without creating uncertainty in the marketplace.  
The demolition review could apply to buildings whose value is known, as the index of 
potentially significant buildings suggestion shows, and it could be limited so as to be 
manageable.  Please do not delay in creating the list of unprotected historic resources 
and creating an interim process for protection. 
 
2. Tax Abatements: The recommendation to revise the ten-year tax abatement program 
to zero basis for improvement abatements (VI.J Regulatory section) is a step in the right 
direction to correct the problem of the abatement program effectively funding 
demolitions of historic properties, like Marian Anderson’s first performance space (her 
childhood church) being replaced by tax-abated new construction. The Task Force's 
final recommendation pertains specifically to the tax abatement for rehabilitated 
properties. We would like the definition of an "eligible property" pursuant to the 
applicable abatement ordinance to be carefully reevaluated during the implementation 
stage of this recommendation. As currently stated, the definition of an eligible property 
under this abatement ordinance is too narrowly construed with restrictive parameters, 
and should be broadened to allow for the rehabilitation and preservation of a broader 
subset of historic properties.  
 
3. Financial Incentives: The variety of incentives outlined in section six of the report are 
a good start to help place preservation and reuse/rehabilitation on a level playing field 
with the City’s current regulatory and financial incentives for new construction.  The 
recommendations in the Funding to Building Owners section are a welcome change. 
 
 
 



Problematic Recommendations 
 
1. Recommendation V.D – Establish process for expeditiously notifying property owners 
of designation applications. While the objective of this recommendation is clear and 
understandable to everyone, the proposed solution is unnecessary, potentially 
confusing to the property owner, and harmful to preservation. If the recommendations in 
V.C. (Streamline the Philadelphia Historical Commission nomination review process) 
are implemented there will be little or effectively no real delay in the PHC staff review 
and nomination calendaring of new nominations.  Notification will be sent to the property 
owner directly and a concrete and actionable plan action as outlined in the PHC Rules & 
Regulations open to them. Sending a notification letter out while the PHC staff is 
reviewing nominations can confuse the property owner into thinking they have an 
actionable option in regard to the nomination at this stage when they do not. 

Sending out notification prior to PHC protection also opens the possibility that the 
nominated historic building or site could be demolished or severely altered regardless of 
its historical significance. This recommendation is in clear opposition to the intent of the 
1984 Ordinance which vested the PHC with the power to review permits for properties 
“being considered by the Commission for designation” (1986 Ordinance § 7.l). If drafters 
of the 1984 Ordinance did not consider alterations or demolitions to nominated buildings 
a serious threat, that provision would not be in the Ordinance. 

The current problem is the slow processing of nominations. The solution is to 
speed up the process through the sound administrative changes outlined in section V.C. 
 
2. Recommendations in section III.A – Create a review system for properties already 
subject to existing historic district review. The various suggested changes and creation 
of guidelines this section presents are helpful and can go a long way toward creating 
predictability for property owners as they plan improvements and changes to their 
historic properties. This system should not, however, be used as way to 
comprehensively revisit or alter previously approved historic district or individually listed 
properties. (Given the work the City has before it to protect more unknown buildings, it 
should not and cannot afford to use limited resources on going over the known older 
work to the disadvantage of new work.) Moreover, it is crucial that any such review 
process be the responsibility of the PHC’s Committee on Historic Designation rather 
than of Commission staff. This step maximizes relevant expertise and minimizes the 
possibility of political influence, a notable problem in recent years. 
 
3. Recommendation in section III.C – Establish new PHC regulatory oversight.  Giving 
the PHC the ability to direct new construction in historic districts is a valuable tool that 
brings Philadelphia in line with many of its peer cities.  However, the recommendation to 
give City Council the ability to “legislatively remap historic districts to better align zoning 
requirements" is dangerous.  Historic districts have boundaries defined by the criteria by 
which they were added to the Philadelphia Register.  The PHC has the expertise both in 
the staff, Commission and committees to review this. Opening the process to City 
Council can potentially subvert the clearly defined powers established by the 1986 
Ordinance vested in the Administrative branch (Mayor). 
 



 
4. Recommendation in section VI.Regulatory Changes.B – Accelerate permit approval 
for contributing or significant buildings in districts or individually listed ones, for all City 
and National Register listings.  Though it is not explicitly stated, this recommendation 
should clearly not be applied demolition permits.  If it is left in its current state, it could 
actually allow for the accelerated issuance of demolition permits in National Register 
districts which is not what the Task Force intended. 
 
 
Future Areas That Should Be Addressed in Implementation and Beyond 
 
1. Leadership During Implementation.  We believe it is imperative that a new leader be 
appointed to the Managing Director’s office, to guide the changes that will be needed to 
make progress in protecting our cultural resources. This person should appreciate the 
importance of the historic built environment, understand the technical aspects of his or 
her charge, and be able to coordinate efforts between the various city agencies that are 
mentioned in the Task Force Recommendations. This person should have the trust of 
the preservation community. 
 
2. Make L&I Part of the Solution.  Licenses & Inspections plays a role in the city’s rising 
tide of demolitions but the agency is all but absent from the Task Force’s 
recommendations.  At one point, the agency retained a staff member familiar with 
historic and older buildings.  It no longer does so.  This means that when developers 
want a particular building declared “imminently dangerous,” the agency generally 
accedes to the demand without consulting qualified third-party experts who might offer 
an alternative professional opinion.  More importantly, with Philadelphia possessing the 
second largest number of pre-War buildings in the United States, the City could and 
should benefit from an individual and staff specifically trained in older building systems, 
engineering and materials. Such staff could also be a valuable in-house resource to 
which the PHC could turn when reviewing historic structures or seeking viable 
preservation solutions to abate imminently dangerous violations. 
 
3. Attending to Core Issues.  Upon its formation, the Task Force was charged with 
exploring workable solutions to Philadelphia’s varied preservation challenges. However, 
while the City urged the body to focus on technical issues and “best practices” in other 
locales, the larger political and administrative context in which Philadelphia preservation 
policy is conducted went unaddressed.  Put in layman’s terms, the Task Force was 
asked to focus on “the rules” at a time when many members of the preservation 
community believe that more fundamental problems lie in the current interpretation and 
application of those rules. This is not to overlook the value of certain new tools and 
adjustments to old ones. A reworked tax abatement, for instance, could indeed do much 
to slow the rate of demolition simply by changing the way valuations are made. 
However, the ordinance and rules under which the PHC operates are fundamentally 
sound. It is the application of certain provisions, e.g. those pertaining to economic 
hardship and effective demolition by neglect, that has been especially problematic. 
 



Solving these problems requires political will. Indeed, even the narrower and more 
technical suggestions the Task Force has advanced will go nowhere without the support 
of public officials and the public at large.  While political considerations necessarily lie 
outside the Task Force’s purview, the question of implementation does not.  It is 
insufficient simply to declare that implementation now falls to the “advocacy community” 
as some Task Force spokespeople have recently done.  The onus of implementation 
falls at least partly on the Mayor, his Planning & Development Director, and City 
Council.  The appointment of an individual in the Managing Director’s Office to work on 
the implementation of the recommendations along with preservation community will 
ensure the Final Report Task Force on Historic Preservation is one that is successful 
and makes Philadelphia a model for other cities to follow. 
 
We would again like to thank all those who served on the Task Force, the various 
members of the PHC and DPD staff as well as the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation who worked hard to produce the report.  We look forward to assisting with 
the implementation of the recommendations of the final report that will insure 
Philadelphia retains the unique character of its built environment that defines our 
neighborhoods and our citizens. 
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