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The historic preservation commi ssion has a long traditi on of helpin g to protect 

local hi storic resources throu gh designation and design review. There are, 

however, a num ber of oth er services th at a preservation commission and it s 

staff can offer to internal customers th at can pot entiall y benefit all stakeh olders 

and citize ns. Thi s articl e will explore some of these services in relation to 

how the stru ctur al placement of the preservation commi ssion can imp ede or 

facilitate thi s goal. An argum ent can be made th at the historic preservation 

commi ssion shou ld play a central role in all local governm ent activities 

rath er th an bein g relegated to a small corner of th e plannin g departm ent. 

The overall bu reaucratic structu re of many local government s­
how agenc ies, departments, offices, boards, and commission s 
are charged with their tasks- has changed little since the early 
part of the twentiet h century. One reason for th is situat ion is 
that change in bureaucracies, such as local government s, can 
be difficult because these environments rend to "promote the 
sufficiency of mediocr ity" and encourage a "don't rock th e boar" 
mental ity. 1 City governmen t tends to be organized into groups 
by primary functi on or service provided and so, across the coun ­
try, it is com mon to have organ izational enti ties that focus on 
plannin g, parks, human resources , public works, librarie s, and 
fire safety among other possibilities. The stability of many of 
these entiti es has been remarkab le over th e past seventy-fi ve 
years. For instance, a survey in 1935 of Pennsylvania local gov­
ern ment found th at a third-class city's typical organiza tional 
stru cture consisted of departments of publ ic affairs, accounts 
and finance, public safety, streets and pubEc improvem ent s, 
and parks. These entiti es were politically created and, as is th e 
case today, the heads of these departments and agenc ies arc 

political appoi ntees.2 Even though the names of some of these 
departments have changed over the years-s treets and public 
improveme nt s became pub lic works and public safety became 
planning and zoning, for instance-the overall duties of these 
departments have remained relatively stable over time. 

In the past two decades, however, there has been an effort to 
consolidate activities across departments in order to reduce 
duplication and waste and to provide better customer service. 
Such change has been driven by critics such as Alan Karche r 
who wrote a scathing critique of New Jer sey's municipal frame ­
work that he characterized as being "the opposi te of everything 
[ we have) learned about effective management, efficient control 
[and ] economy of scale."3 In reaction , cities have created int er­
disciplinary departments and offices wit h the ostens ible charge 
of working across departments, agencies, and offices toward 
com mon goals.• Examples include th e "development services" 
department th at comb ines the functions of planning, permjt­
ting, zon ing, inspections, and econom ic development as well 
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Photo J: Traditionally, localgo ve mm ent structure has been a complex network of departm ental entities, ojien leading to inejjicient operation 

as susta inability offices created as part of cities' efforts to pro­
mote environmental leadership . Examples of the se departments 
and offices can be found in Denver, San Diego, San Antonio, 
Phoenix, and Dallas among many othe r cities. 

Hi storic preservation has always been an interdisciplinary ac­
tivi ty, bringing disciplines as diverse as architecture, history, and 
mate rials science together. In city govern ment, however, the 
typical home for the preserva tion commiss ion is the plan ning 
depar tm ent. There is an historical precedent for this placement 
as early preservation commissions, such as Charleston's in 1931 

and New Orleans in 1933, were exclusively focused on desig na­
tion and design review and as such, found natural alliances with 
th e city agencies involved in planning and permitting. Today 
th ere are a few excep tions to this unw ritt en rule, such as in 
Milwaukee where the commiss ion is loca ted in the city clerk's 
office.5 As historic preservation diversified in the decades since 
the estab lishment of these early comm issions, oth er act ivi­
ties, such as tax credits, arts and tourism , and sustainab ility are 
push ing the arti ficial bounds of the plann ing departme nt into 
natural alliances with other city de partments and agencies (see 
table 1 for derails) . 

Preservation commission and staff activity Closest affinity in city government 
Historic resource surveys Planning department 

Designation of structures and districts Planning department 

Design review Building permitt ing and inspections department 

Tax credit reviews Economic developme nt department 

Environmental (Section 106) review Building permitting and inspections departme nt 

Cultu ral landscapes Parks department 

Changes to city-owned bui ldings Building maintenance and operations department 

Sustainabi lity issues Sustainab il ity and "green" offices and co mmissions 

Culture, arts, tourism Arts and cult ure offices and commissions 

Table I: Preservation commission and staff activ ities and closes t departmental affinities 

Internal customers 

For goo d reason, much of th e forns of the work of a preservat ion commission and its professional staff is externally driven by the 
needs of stakeholde rs and cons titu ents. Wh at is lost in this emphasis, howe ver, is the role that the preserva tion commissio n can play 
in providing internal services within city governme nt. These activities happen to some extent with all comm issions, bu t are rarely 
formalized much less officially acknowle dged . Technically, th e core of preservation experti se in city government is the staff that 
supports its preservation commissio n and th en seconda rily with the comm ission members themselves, yet outside of the home de­
partment in which th e commiss ion is based, this subject matter exper tise may be rarely tapped. Typ ically, comm issions are included 
at the very last stage of the int erventi on planning process, a poi nt at which changes can be very difficult and costly to make. There 
exists, therefore, an opportuni ty for preservation commiss ions to provide int ernal customer service across departments, agencies, and 

offices wit hin city governmen t. T able 2 summarizes some possibilities. 
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Preservation commission and staff activity Department that could benefit 
Identification, planning , and treatment 
of historic resou rces (including cultu ral 
landscapes) within park systems 

Advisemen t of economic development 
incentives related to histo ric preservation 

Preservation and sustaina bility 

Advisement of issues with materials 
conservation and histo ric integ rity 

Promotion of a municipality's histori c 
resources to citizens and visitors 

Table 2: Potentia l se rv ices to internal city clients 

Parks department 

Economic development department 

Sustainability offices and commissions 

Building maintenance and operat ions 

Parks and cultu re and arts dep artments/o ff ices 

For instan ce, parks department s provide their cit izens with 
recreational opportu nitie s, green space, and oft en facilitate ac­

Simi lar opportu nities exist wit h partn ersh ips between the 
preservation commission and the economic development de­

cess to historic resources; they 
arc also charged with maintain ­
ing these resources. Example s 
include the Beaux-Arts stru c­
tures in Denver's Ci vic Center 
Park, the entirety of N ew York's 
Olm sted designed Central Park , 
and the cast- iron fountains in 
Portland's (OR) Washington 
Park. Unless there is a design 
review case that is required by 
ordinance to be proce ssed, the 
preservation comm ission and 
its staff arc usually only tangen­
tially involved in these projects, 
if at all. On e reason for this situ ­
ation is the artificial separation 
between departments-the plan­
ning department and the parks 
department are separate entitie s 
with different enabling charter s, 
different power st ructure s, and 
separate levels of accountab ility. 
Not only is such collaboration dif­
ficult becau se of these boundaries, 
but staff wh o engage in cross -de­
partmental engagement without 
high -level sanction s from man­
agement are purring them selves 
into difficult situa tions with little 
institutional support. Preservation 
staff could offer advice and as­
sistance with the iden tification, 
planning, and treatment of his­
toric resources (including cultural 
landscapes) within park system s. 
The preservation commiss ion 
could be utilized in an advisory 
capacity where design review is 
nor required by ordinance, and, in 

Photo 2: The historic cast- iron fo untains in Port/ands (OR) 
Washington Park are maintained by the citys Parks & Recreation 
Department 
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Photo 3: The City of Boulder, CO promotes historic preservation 
as an enviro11mentallysustainahle practice 

partment. There is a large body of 
knowledg e on the links between 
preservation and economic 
developm ent, includin g the re­
lationship between "sense of 
place" and building an economy 
based on the creative class and 
rcstorarion .6 Preservation staff 
arc knowledgeable about these 
connections and can provide in­
sightful advice that can inform 
economic development plans and 
individual projects. For instance, 
all development projects that 
may involve histo ric resources 
could benefit from expertise on 
preservation econom ic incen-
tives such as federal and state 
rehabilitation tax credits, tax­

abatement programs, and other 
funding oppo rtunities that will 
vary from state to stare and differ­
ent mun icipalities. 

A similar potential exists in 
collaboration with offices of sus­
tainability and "green" opera tions, 
where preservat ion could play a 
leading role in making cities more 
sustainable. A leader in this kind 
of activity is the city of Bould er, 
Colorado, where historic preser­
vation is being promot ed as a way 
to integrate historic preservation 
and environmental sustainability 
across the city.7 Citizens receive 
a unified message from the city 
that unambiguously link s preser­
vation and sustainably ; even city 

situations where design review is required, early collaboration 
could be beneficial in mitigating adverse effects at a stage where 
they are less costly to address. 

staff from other departments can 
benefit thr ough learning about how preservation and sustain­
abi lity arc linked and secondarily through becoming aware of 
the greater range of activitie s that the ir municipality's preserva­
tion comm ission cond ucts. 
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Even in situations where cit ies own historic (or older) buildings, 
preservation staff and commissions could provide expertise and 
advice on mat erials conservation and design issues to preserve 
the historic integrity of buildings and places that are arguab ly 
iconic and of grea t importance to a community. As is often the 
case, however, the preservation commission and its staff tend to 
only be involved when there is a regulatory requirement to do 
so and at a late stage in the planning process. The early involve­
ment of the commission could help facilitate creative solutions 
to issues with high profile, city owned buildings. 

The Future 

The future of the preservation commiss ion and its potential in 
city government brings us back to where we began : the struc­
ture of local government. It has long been recognized that 
departments in government tend to operate as "sovereign en ­
tities" that discourage rather than promote collaboration and 
information sharing. 8 This overall trend in dissolving tradi ­
tional barriers among departments is nearly universal among 
all types of organiza tions, including private business. 9 While 
integrating planning, zoning, perm ittin g, and inspection s under 
the "development services" roof is one way of dealing with this 
issue, the larger question remain s as to locati ng the best fit for 
the preservation commission and its staff within local govern­
ment. If we recognize that planning is only a part of what a 
commission and its staff performs, the placement of a preserva­
tion comm ission within a planning department may not be the 
best option; indeed placing the preservation commission within 
any department may compromise its potential and ability by 
firewalling it from the rest of the city. 

An example of a city that redefined the placement of its 
preservation commission is Boston . Boston's Landmarks 
Commi ssion was created in 1975 in the Boston Redevelopment 
Authority office, but by the 1990s, had been moved into the 
Environment Department along with the Boston Conservation 
Commission, the City Archaeology Program, the Air Pollution 
Contro l Commissi on, and Environmental Review/Impac t 
Assessment. 10 Whether or not this has been more effective 
than the traditional placement in a planning department has 

Lastly, agencies focusing on arts, recreation and tourism wou ld 
benefit from a partners hip with a preservation commission and 
its staff toward the common goal of promoting the historic 
buildings, structures, and places in a community. It is surpris­
ing how few city's arts and culture and parks web sites focus on 
promoting historic assets within their community. This activ­
ity could easily expand to partners hips with local preservat ion 
advocacy organization s that are often the only entity in a city 
that promotes these places for the enjoyment of its citizens and 
visitors. 

not been established conclusively-there does not appear to be 
any studies addressing this unique structure-but it does of­
fer an alternate templat e that proves that the status quo is not 
necessarily th e only opt ion. 

But even Boston's placement of its preservation commission is 
within another department and it is likely that any city that 
places a comm ission within an existing department will still 
encounter siloing issues between departments. One option is to 
organize the preservat ion commission into its own department 
or office, which, because of the political and power structures in 
city government, wou ld help upper- level management to more 
regularly engage with preservation solutions and issues. A more 
radical change would be to do away with the concept of de­
partments and instead organize people into team s addressing 
common issues, an idea that has been discussed with in higher 
educat ion organization, but has yet to be implemented to any 
significan t degree. The concept works around self-directed dy­
namic teams that are reform ed on a regular basis to address 
different problems and issues as they arisc.11 

Whi le it would be fallacious to think that a one-s ize-fit s-all 
ideal structu ral placement for a preservat ion commission with­
in local government exists, surely we can begin to question the 
traditional placement of commissions within plann ing depart­
ments. It is also time to recogniz e the broader scope of potential 
roles that the comm ission and its staff can provide to other de­
partments, agencies, and offices within local government. ■ 
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