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In 1966 the Virginia General Assembly
passed an act establishing the Virginia
Historic Landmarks Commission. To this
commission the legislature gave a series of
responsibilities that make it, in effect, the
state's historic preservation agency.
Coincident with the General Assembly's
creation of the Commission, the U.S.
Congress adopted the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966, which had as its
purpose "to expand and maintain a national
register of districts, sites, buildings,
structures, and objects significant in
American history, architecture,
archaeology, and culture...." The act
further provided for matching grants to the
states for conducting the necessary statewide
comprehensive surveys and for carrying out
specific restoration projects; in Virginia, this
program is also administered by the Historic
Landmarks Commission. Consequently, the
Commission operates under both state and
federal mandate to record and encourage the
preservation of Virginia's cultural resources.

The statute creating the Landmarks
Commission carefully provided for nine
members, seven of whom must come from
specified organizations having an interest in
the fields of architecture and history. The
governor makes appointments from lists
provided by the Association for the
Preservation of Virginia Antiquities, the
Virginia Historical Society, Colonial
Williamsburg, Incorporated, the School of
Architecture at the University of Virginia,
and the Virginia Society of the American
Institute of Architects, while the State
Librarian and the Director of the Virginia
Department of Conservation and Economic
Development serve as ex officio members.

The Landmarks Commission is best
known for its work in identifying the state's
principal historic, architectural, and
archaeological sites. In its fourteen years of
existence, the Commission has placed over
eight hundred and fifty buildings, sites,
structures, and districts on the Virginia
Landmarks Register. All entries on the
Virginia Landmarks Register are then
nominated to the National Register of
Historic Places, as the criteria for the two
registers are virtually the same. (The
National Register is maintained within the
Department of the Interior by the Heritage
Conservation and Recreation Service.) This
news letter reviews the Commission's
preservation efforts and its various
programs, which have grown and matured in
the years since 1966 as a result of both the
state and federal responsibilities.

THE COMMISSION'S PROGRAMS

Comprehensive Survey. The greatest
addition to the Landmarks Commission's
staff and responsibilities has been the
Virginia Research Center for Archaeology,
headquartered in Williamsburg. Though
technically established by the legislature as a
division of the Commission in 1966, the
Research Center received no funding from
the General Assembly until 1976. The
Research Center is responsible for
conducting the statewide survey of
archaeological sites and recommending the
outstanding examples both for inclusion on
the Virginia Landmarks Register and for
nomination to the National Register. The
Commission's files now include information
on over seven thousand archaeological sites,
a number which barely scratches the surface
of Virginia's archaeological resources. The
Research Center has also sought and
received additional funding from various

sources to conduct extensive excavations of
highly significant sites in the state. With the
activation of the Research Center, the
Commission now maintains a staff of
architectural historians, archaeologists,
architects, and historians. The
Commission's responsibilities have grown
far beyond basic survey and registration of
landmarks in the effort to encourage the
preservation of such structures.

While the aim of a comprehensive survey
appears obvious, completing such a project
is a major undertaking. Some survey work is
done directly by Commission staff members,
but the Commission also has provided
matching funds to colleges and universities,
planning district commissions, and local
governments to assist in the task, and they in
turn have employed professional
architectural historians and archaeologists.
Working through planning district
commissions and local governments ensures
that the information obtained from the
survey work does not simply stay on file in
Richmond but will be readily available to
those responsible for local planning and
community development decisions. The
Commission also makes available to local
and regional planners the contents of its files
from previous survey work. Those files now
total nearly twenty thousand sites and
structures.

Environmental Review . For the
Landmarks Commission, environmental
review has become a major agency function.
Projects subject to review include not only
those receiving federal funds, but also those
needing any federal license or permit. The
Commission also has an excellent working
relationship with the Virginia Department of
Highways and Transportation, whereby that
department seeks Commission advice on all
projects whether or not there is federal
involvement. The total number of projects
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coming to the Commission for review each
year ranges upward from two thousand.
Projects submitted run the gamut from a
bulkhead on a riverbank to the occupancy of
a landmark by a bank; in the first instance, a
permit from the Army Corps of Engineers
was needed, while in the other one fe,deral
involvement through the Federal Deposit
Insurance Corporation was the catalyst for
review.

The Commission's role In the
environmental review process IS often
misunderstood. Environmental review is
simply an effort to ensure that a proposed
project's benefits are weighed against that
project's potential harm to existing
resources. The Commission's function is to
review project proposals and to comment on
their effect on any buildings, sites, or
structures listed on or eligible for the
National Register; the Commission submits
its comments to the appropriate sponsoring
federal agency.

When the Commission believes that the
proposed project will have an adverse effect
on a landmark, the concerned federal agency
enters negotiations with the President's
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation
to determine whether the project can be
altered to mitigate or eliminate the harmful
effects. In cases where mitigation is not
possible, a decision must be made about
whether the project's benefits outweigh its
potential harmful effects. The decision
ultimately rests with the sponsoring federal
agency 'I and not with the President's
Advisory Council of the Landmarks Com-
mission.

At the state level, the Commission
exercises a similar review function for state
owned landmarks. Under an executive order
originally issued by Governor Godwin in
1976 and reissued by Governor Dalton,
agencies planning alterations to registered
landmarks must submit their plans to the
Landmarks Commission for review and
comment. In the event that the Commission
and the sponsoring agency cannot agree, the
governor resolves the dispute. As is the case
at the federal level, the Commission's review
process does not include any veto power;
rather, it is a mechanism for ensuring full
consideration of a proposal. Other state
sponsored projects are similarly reviewed
under the terms of the Virginia
Environmental Impact Reports Act.

Financial Assistance and Tax Incentives.
Beyond the protective effort of
environmental review, the Landmarks
Commission administers a combination of
state and federal programs that actively
encourage the rehabilitation, preservation,
and continued use of landmark properties.
These programs offer a package of financial
assistance and tax incentives to owners of
registered landmarks seeking to rehabilitate
them.

As noted previously, the federal funds for
these restoration projects come from the
matching grants to the states provided by the
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National Historic Preservation Act of 1966.
The 1980 allocation to Virginia for this
program was $453,672. From this allocation
the Commission is responsible for making
specific grant awards to individual property
owners according to federal and state criteria
for judging grant applications. Competition
for these grant awards has become
increasingly keen, with the Commission in
1980 selecting twenty grant recipients from
over one hundred applications filed.

Once grant awards have been made,
supervision of the projects by the
Commission's staff begins. Staff architects
closely monitor projects to ensure that they
are conducted in accordance with the
Secretary of the Interior's "Standards for
Historic Preservation' Projects." These
standards and their accompanying
guidelines address general questions
concerning the appropriate preservation
philosophy for dealing with old buildings
and more specific questions about proper
construction techniques for actual
restoration work.

Within the last two years the General
Assembly has begun making grant awards of
state funds for restoration projects. The 1980
Assembly set aside $199,000 for nine
specified restoration projects during the
1980-82 biennium. Various local groups
bring these projects to the attention of their
legislators or the governor. The governor
may include some of the projects for funding
in his executive budget proposal, while the
legislature may add others during its
consideration of that budget proposal.
Oversight of these projects is the Landmarks
Commission's responsibility, and the
legislature has made clear its intent that the
same high federal standards for restoration
work should apply to these projects.

In addition to direct grant assistance, both
the state and federal governments have tax
benefit programs that encourage the
preservation of historic structures. The state
program, enacted in 1966 as part of the
Commission's charter, allows the
Commission to solicit and accept
preservation easements on landmarks
properties. Under the terms of such an
easement, the property owner encumbers the
deed to require the perpetual preservation of
the structure and to prohibit any
construction on a specified amount of land
surrounding the structure. Financially, the
easement amounts to a forfeiture of
development rights, the value of which can
be determined by appraisal. That value is
then deductible from taxable income as a
charitable donation. In addition, local
assessors are required by law to take the
easement restrictions into account in
assessing the property for local real estate
taxes.

The easement program ensures the
permanent preservation of significant
landmarks without any direct outlay of
public money for acquisition or
maintenance. The property remains In

private hands, in a use compatible with its
historic fabric. The Commission presently
holds easements on over sixty landmarks,
ranging from significant townhouses to great
country estates. Because easement decisions
are permanent, and because they involve
restrictions on land use and some loss to the
public of tax dollars, the Commission
considers very carefully any offers of
easements, to assure itself that the public
interest would be best served by accepting
the offer.

Finally, a package of tax benefits enacted
by Congress in 1976 encourages the
rehabilitation of depreciable historic
structures. Prior to 1976 federal tax law
favored the investor who demolished a
historic structure and replaced it with a new
building. That investor could write off his
demolition expenses and take accelerated
depreciation on the new structure. Had the
same investor chosen instead to rehabilitate
the existing historic building, he would have
been allowed to take only straight-line
depreciation on his rehabilitated building.
However, as a part of the Tax Reform Act of
1976, Congress reversed this situation.
Today the investor who chooses to demolish
a historic structure and erect a new one in its
place must capitalize the demolition
expenses and take only straight-line
depreciation on the new structure. If the
investor now chooses to rehabilitate the
historic structure, either he may take
accelerated depreciation on the rehabilitated
structure or he may take straight-line
depreciation on the acquisition cost of the
building and amortize the rehabilitation
expenses over five years. In addition, if the
investor chooses the accelerated
depreciation rather than amortization, and if
the structure is not a residential rental· unit,
then the Revenue Act of 1978 allows the
investor to take a tax credit equal to 10
percent of the rehabilitation cost.

A key item in this tax program, as with
environmental review and restoration
grants, is the National Register. While the 10
percent credit can be taken on any older
building, the amortization and depreciation
schedules for rehabilitation and the
disincentives for demolition apply only to
structures that are individually listed on the
National Register or are determined by the
Landmarks Commission and the Heritage
Conservation and Recreation Service to
contribute to the significance of a National
Register historic district. To prevent tax
benefits from going to those whose
renovations damage the integrity of the
structure, projects must be reviewed by both
the Commission and the Heritage
Conservation and Recreation Service. As
with the grant program, the yardstick here is
the Secretary of the Interior's Standards,
which are strictly enforced. To date nearly
fifty projects totalling over $13 million in
rehabilitation costs have been approved in
Virginia for these tax benefits. However, this
tax program will expire in 1981 unless



renewed by Congress, an action that
preservationists are hopeful will be forth
coming.

PROGRESS AND PROBLEMS

Eight years ago, in the March 1972 issue of
this news letter, authors Taylor Sanders and
Tucker Hill made several observations that
can provide a benchmark for a reassessment
of preservation in Virginia. In their article,
"The Changing Face of Historic
Preservation in Virginia," they noted that
over three hundred structures, sites, and
districts had been placed on the Vir$inia
Landmarks Register. Today that number
exceeds eight hundred and fifty, and the
coming years undoubtedly will see a similar
expansion of that list. Virtually all properties
listed on the Virginia Register are also
routinely accepted for listing on the National
Register of Historic Places. Given the still
long list of property owners who have
requested registration, designation as a
landmark appears to be generally regarded
as a badge of some distinction.

Yet misgivings remain. The 1980 General
Assembly acted to prohibit the Landmarks
Commission from registering any additional
state-owned properties without the prior,
written consent of the governor. This action
was taken in the belief that while the act of
registration carries no legal protection
against insensitive alteration or demolition,
such registration does galvanize substantial
public opinion in favor of preserving the
structure. The lawmakers argued that
historic structures are expensive to maintain
and often stand in the way of new
construction to meet growing state needs.
While there is some question about the
validity of the argument concerning
maintenance costs, several examples come
quickly to mind of situations in which the act
of registration has stood in the way of state
plans. In the first of these, in 1970, the
historic Green Springs district in Louisa
County stood in the way of the construction
of a correctional reception and medical
center proposed by the Virginia Department
of Welfare and Institutions. The dispute and
court cases that ensued are discussed at
length by Sanders and Hill, but suffice it to
say here that the facility has not been built.

More recently, the old First Baptist
Church building in Richmond stood in the
way of a proposed new medical facility for
the Medical College of Virginia. A
combination of preservationist outcry and
inflationary price increases caused by delays
in starting the project have resulted in a
reassignment of funds originally earmarked
for the building's demolition; the funds will
now be used to renovate the structure.

A final example is the case of Old City
Hall in Richmond. The state's efforts in 1979
to acquire the building from the City of
Richmond originally failed because of the
state's refusal to guarantee the preservation
of the structure. The Richmond City Council
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firmly insisted on the building's
preservation, and the state finally agreed.
Legislation effective July 1, 1980 authorizes
the state to acquire the property in the
coming months and then to lease it to allow
for renovation as private office space.

While some preservationists may be
disheartened by the legislature's action
concerning registration, that action also
signals a recognition of the growing
influence of preservationists in public
decision making. In the days of the Green
Springs dispute, preservationists were
fighting in court for the right to be heard and
seriously considered in the public decision
process; today, preservationists are regarded
as substantial voices in the public arena.
Further evidence of that substantial voice is
readily apparent in other actions taken by
the same session of the General Assembly:
the previously mentioned restoration grants,
a substantial appropriation to help fund an
archaeological excavation project on Lord
Cornwallis's sunken fleet in the York River,
and the creation of a special House-Senate
subcommittee to study the state's proper role
in fostering historic preservation in Virginia.

In their 1972 news letter article, Sanders
and Hill noted that preservation had grown
from the concept of simply protecting
individual gems to the notion of recognizing
the importance of entire districts that are
architecturally and historically significant.
The classic examples of Old Town
Alexandria, downtown Fredericksburg, and
Richmond's Church Hill, among others,
come quickly to mind. An examination of
some of the districts subsequently registered
shows a growing sophistication in the
appreciation of preservationists for the built
environment. This appreciation has grown
to include such areas as a tobacco warehouse
district in Danville, a World War I federal
housing project in Newport News known as
Hilton Village, and a turn-of-the-century
Norfolk neighborhood called Ghent. In
addition, the inexorable march of time
increasingly lends the "historic" mantle to
the products of the early part of this
century-and not only to entire districts but
also to individual structures, such as the
elaborate movie palaces of the 1920s or the
stately bank bulding of the same period.
Clearly, the notion of exactly what
constitutes a landmark is expanding both for
the layman and for those professionally
trained in the field. Because the professional
preservationist will always be at the cutting
edge of this expansion, public debate will
continue over the merits of various specific
structures.

Another development that is perhaps even
more important is the increasing realization
that preservation of existing structures is not
some special burden that society should
bear, but rather a course ofaction that can be
economically justified. Eight years ago
Sanders and Hill argued the case for
preservation solely on an aesthetic basis.
They spoke of salvaging "the softer, more

pleasing, old portions of our cities and
countryside from encroachment and
demolition." They argued that immediate
economic demands should be balanced
against the right of future generations to
enjoy a historic area or unspoiled scenery.
Undeniably, this argument remains a
powerful one today. While disagreements
may exist over whether a specific structure is
pleasing ("Victorian monstrosity" is a term
still abroad in the land), there is no question
that the resource is irreplaceable and
provides us all with a feeling for that which
has gone before. For many, this argument is
sufficiently compelling to need no supple
ment.

Fortunately, however, there is now a
supplementary argument. In a society where
conservation of resources increasingly is a
virture, buildings are coming to be seen by
many as resources that can and should be
preserved. Since they represent a
commitment of resources-brick, lumber,
and so on-buildings should not be
wantonly abandoned. This new appreciation
of the finite nature of our world certainly has
not been entirely the result of visionary
thinking. It has instead been thrust upon us
by shortages and skyrocketing prices. As a
society we have learned the conservation
lesson primarily from our pocketbooks, and
historic preservation is now benefiting from
pocketbook issues.

The 1980 observance of National
Preservation Week, sponsored by the
National Trust for Historic Preservation,
had as its theme "Preservation: Reusing
America's Energy." The Trust's posters,
which cleverly showed a fanciful three-story
building with a huge gasoline can spout on
the top, pointed out that the manufacture,
delivery, and installation of only eight bricks
use the equivalent energy of one gallon of
gasoline. For major buildings this energy
equivalent becomes several million gallons.
The Trust also noted that properly
renovated old buildings on the average
require no more energy for operation than
do new structures of equivalent size.

Other calculations also have been made
concerning renovation and new
construction. Studies have shown that, while
both renovation and new construction costs
vary substantially from project to project
around the country, renovation costs are
generally 25 to 33 percent lower. The same
studies also show that renovation is
completed more quickly than new
construction because virtually all work is
indoors and not subject to disruption from
the weather. Finally, the studies show that
because many of the building materials are
already in place, a higher percentage of
renovation costs go for labor: renovation is
more labor intensive and, therefore,
produces more jobs per unit of expenditure
than does new construction.

In fact, the conservation ethic and
financial reasons for the preservation of
existing structures are now so well



established that some historic'
preservationists are beginning to argue for
formal distinctions between "truly historic
landmarks" and those buildings and
neighborhoods that are simply good, sound,
serviceable structures. Such an argument has
sparked disagreement within the
preservation community-disagreement
that is yet another healthy sign for
preservation. A movement that is strong
enough and diverse enough to allow for a
substantial difference of opinion within it
has obviously grown far beyond a small
group crying in the wilderness.

At the same time, perhaps the most
difficult problem facing the preservation
movement today stems from this expanded
notion of what should be preserved. The idea
of neighborhood conservation clearly
includes the preservation of buildings, but it
also implies preservation of the
neighborhood as a functioning social unit.
Where the social fabric of such
neighborhoods has been torn by crime,
violence, and other anti-social behavior,
funds for renovation and proper
maintenance must often come from outside
the neighborhood. Even though a
substantial investment in renovation can
mean the return of middle- and upper
middle-class citizens to inner cities, it also
necessarily reduces the amount of low-cost
housing available for those citizens who can
afford no more. The displacement of these
citizens can change the character of the
neighborhood completely.

Some argue that this change is
unavoidable and desirable, and that the
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return of the more prosperous classes to
downtown living is the key to revitalization
of cities. Others argue that, while the return
of upper-income citizens to the cities is
desirable, efforts must be made to minimize
the disruption of existing neighborhoods
that could continue to function as good
neighborhoods. The difficulty of the
problem lies in the fact that both goals are
worth pursuing. Fortunately a number of
communities are making efforts to achieve
both goals, but attainment of both goals
obviously will require study and hard work.
For its part, the Landmarks Commission is
currently helping to fund such a study in the
East End of Richmond.

CONCLUSION

Clearly, historic preservation has come of
age. The enactment of various g.overnment
programs makes clear that public policy is to
encourage preservation, and preservation is
now sufficiently widespread that it must
temper and be tempered by other social
programs. While some sense of urgency still
surrounds the desire to reverse the American
instinct for replacing the old with the new,
there is also some sense that such a reversal is
occurring. The increasing efforts of local
governments to protect historic areas
through zoning controls and the financial
success of various commercial ventures
housed in rehabilitated old buildings lend
added credence to the idea that preservation
enjoys increasingly widespread acceptance

among the general public. In a society of
intense competition among values and ideas,
historic preservation appears to have earned
at least the respect necessary to compete as
an equal.

In assessing the Landmarks Commission's
accomplishments, one can easily point to
structures properly restored through a grant
from the Commission, or to buildings and
sites saved through the environmental
review process, or to mistakes avoided
because a property owner consulted the
Commission's staff. Certainly the size of the
Commission's programs and budget have
gro n over the years, another common
measure of success. However, it is clear, and
indeed appropriate, that the great bulk of
prese,vation work is done by property
owners themselves, and not by a government
agency. Consequently, the Commission's
proper role has been and will be to advise,
encourage, and educate. The advice may
come through a formal review or in response
to a phone call asking for help. The
encouragement comes through the various
programs described earlier. Finally, the
education comes in large measure from the
act of registering ,a landmark. This official
designation e ucates people to the value of
the resources around them; it is a signal that
something is worth saving. If the continued
existence of these landmarks is any measure
of the educational value of registration, then
it is appropriate to note in closing that of the
nearly eight hundred structures individually
registered by the Virginia Historic Land
marks Commission, only six are no longer
standing:
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