
Historic Preservation In 
Washington DC



Purpose of the D.C. 
Preservation Law:
● To retain and enhance landmarks and those 

properties which contribute to the character 
of the historic district

● To encourage adaptation for current use

● To assure that alterations of existing 
structures, new construction, and 
subdivision of lots are compatible with the 
character of the historic district 

F Street looking west from Ninth Street, 1900, photo by Henry Arthur Taft, Washingtoniana Division, D.C. Public Library











The Historic Preservation Office (HPO) and Historic Preservation Review Board (HPRB) are charged with 
identifying, evaluating, protecting, and enhancing the historic properties and archaeological resources that 
are significant to local communities, the District of Columbia and the Nation.

IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE
Survey and document potential historic and archaeological resources

PROTECT
Designate landmarks and districts
Review alterations, new construction, demolitions and subdivisions to ensure compatible 

treatments

ENHANCE AND PROMOTE
Encourage reuse, rehabilitation and adaptation
Provide direction through Standards, Guidelines, and Regulations
Administer Incentives
Neighborhood outreach

The Historic Preservation Office (HPO) and Historic Preservation Review 
Board (HPRB)



Historic Preservation Review Board (HPRB)
● 9 members (currently 8), all residents appointed by the Mayor, subject to approval by the Council 

of the District of Columbia.
● HPRB typically reviews concept applications (as opposed to building permits). Once approved at 

the concept level, final construction approval is delegated to HPO staff for clearance of the DCRA 
permit.

● Applicants are required to notify neighbors, recent out to neighborhood organizations, and 
present their proposal to their ANC prior to presenting to HPRB

● New construction, substantial additions, significant alterations that are not consistent with 
regulations and razes are reviewed by HPRB.

● Reviews Proposed Landmark and Historic District nominations and Design Guidelines
● Meets monthly 11 months out of the year. Meetings open to the public, and anyone is welcome to 

submit written comments on a case and participate at a meeting without signing up in advance. 
HPRB actions and video recordings of HPRB meetings are available to the public on the Office of 
Planning’s website: www.planning.dc.gov

http://www.planning.dc.gov


Historic Preservation Office

● HPO is part of the Office of Planning and serves as the 
staff to the Historic Preservation Review Board and 
Mayor's Agent for historic preservation.

● Design professionals with expertise in architectural 
history, historic preservation, and archeology

● HPO guides property owners through the HPRB review 
process and writes evaluative reports with 
recommendations to HPRB.  Reports are available to 
the public and posted online prior to the HPRB 
meetings.

● If consistent with preservation guidelines and 
standards, HPO can approve permits for repair, in-
kind replacement, alterations, and small additions 
without referral to HPRB.



Types of Designations: D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites

● Official list of historic landmarks and historic districts in the District 
of Columbia

● List of properties designated for protection by the under the local 
preservation law.

● Properties designated to the Inventory are typically also nominated to 
the National Register of Historic Places.

● There are more than 70 historic districts in DC, including 
monumental civic complexes. Local neighborhoods account for more 
than 30 districts, and there are more than 12 military and campus 
districts. Cemeteries, parks and parkways make up the remainder.

● https://planning.dc.gov/page/historic-preservation-office

https://planning.dc.gov/page/historic-preservation-office


American Theater (Sylvan Theater): 104-108 Rhode Island 
Avenue NW

● Opened as the American Theatre in 1913, this early movie 
palace designed by architect Nicholas Haller has a long 
history in Bloomingdale. 

● Originally for whites only, it was renovated and 
rebranded as the Sylvan Theatre in 1930, and opened to 
African Americans in 1950. 

● After decades as a neighborhood movie house, it served as 
home to the influential Black American Theater (BAT) 
from 1969 to 1972, Washington’s first African-American 
company to control a commercial theatre venue. 

● The rare early theater illustrates the transition from 
storefront nickelodeons to full-scale neighborhood 
motion picture theaters to incubators of local live theater 
performance.

Nominated by the DC Preservation League; designated on April 
25, 2019



Types of Designations: National Register of Historic Places 

The National Register of Historic Places is the 
nation’s official list of resources worthy of 
preservation and commemoration. 

Listing in the National Register confers 
recognition and ensures review of federal 
government undertakings that might affect the 
character or setting of listed properties. 

Makes certain properties eligible for federal 
preservation tax incentives and preferential 
consideration in federal leasing

https://www.nps.gov/nr

FY 19 National Register Listings

https://www.nps.gov/nr


Types of Designation: CFA and OGB

The Commission of Fine Arts is an independent federal agency charged with giving expert advice 
to the President, the Congress and the federal and District of Columbia governments on matters of 
design and aesthetics, as they affect the federal interest and preserve the dignity of the nation’s 
capital.

● The Commission reviews designs proposed for memorials, coins, medals, and new or 
renovated government buildings, as well as privately owned properties in certain areas of 
Washington under the Shipstead-Luce Act and Old Georgetown Act.

● The Old Georgetown Board reviews projects within the Georgetown Historic District and 
forwards its recommendation to the Commission of Fine Arts for formal action.

● Due to the coronavirus (Covid-19) public health emergency, the U.S. Commission of Fine 
Arts is continuing to review projects via virtual meeting, with staff remaining on duty through 
telework and intermittent office hours. 

● For general inquiries, please email cfastaff@cfa.gov or call (202) 504-2200. (Updated: 
4/9/21)

● Check this website for updates on submission portal and requirements: https://www.cfa.gov

mailto:cfastaff@cfa.gov
https://www.cfa.gov


Types of Designation: CFA and OGB



Landmark, Historic District, CFA, OGB??
How do you know which designation applies to your property? 
https://propertyquest.dc.gov/#

https://propertyquest.dc.gov/


Design Guidelines and Rules
● The Historic Preservation Review Board (HPRB) and Historic Preservation Office (HPO) use 

written design standards and guidelines to review construction affecting historic properties in 
the District of Columbia. 

● In some cases, HPRB and HPO also use the nationwide historic preservation standards and 
guidelines issued by the National Park Service 
https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/page_content/attachments/DCMR%2010
A%20Chapter%2020.pdf

● Certain types of work can receive an HPO staff sign off on a DCRA permit without going 
before the HPRB if it conforms to the DC Preservation Law and HPO’s Design Guidelines

● Topical design guidelines provide essential guidance on many commonly encountered 
preservation issues. There are separate guidelines for building additions, new construction, 
commercial buildings, alteration of various building components, certain Historic Districts, and 
site work. 

● Full text of the DC Preservation Law and all Design Guidelines are available on the Office of 
Planning website

● Referring to the guidelines prior to filing with DCRA can expedite the permit process and 
ensure a staff level approval

https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/page_content/attachments/DCMR%2010A%20Chapter%2020.pdf




Enforcement and Violations
● Inspectors and Project Reviewers inspect 

properties to ensure consistency with 
approved plans and standards 

● Inspectors can halt work and issue Notices of 
Infractions (fines) as appropriate when 
projects are not properly permitted or 
implemented. 

● The property owner is responsible
● Unaddressed violations run with the property
● Notices of violations, infractions and stop-

work orders must be corrected or disclosed to, 
and accepted by,  purchasers (DCMR 12G, 
107.6)

● Properties may also be cited for deterioration 
because of neglect



Preservation Resources: ANCs and Neighborhood Preservation Groups

Several neighborhoods have preservation groups that can provide guidance to homeowners. Some ANCs have 
preservation and zoning committees for projects that qualify. 

ANCs submits letters to HPRB and Preservation groups can come and testify to HPRB on projects located in 
their neighborhood.



When in doubt, ask HPO:  historic.preservation@dc.gov

HPO staff are assigned historic districts. You 
can call and/or email them with specific 
questions.

If you are unsure if something requires a 
permit or not, ok to ask HPO staff (better 
than receiving a violation).

If you want to know if a building has an 
active violation open you can reach out to 
HPO staff.

mailto:historic.preservation@dc.gov


Historic Homeowner Grant Program
Homeowner grants are available for exterior and 
structural work on historic buildings in fifteen DC 
historic districts and landmarks. 

The grant program is administered by the  DC 
Historic Preservation Office (HPO).

Grants are available to low- and moderate-income 
households living in specific historic districts. 
Grants may be up to a maximum of $25,000, except 
the Anacostia Historic District where the maximum 
is $35,000.

Questions regarding the program should be 
directed to Brendan Meyer at (202) 741-5248 or 
brendan.meyer@dc.gov



Grants are available to homeowners of historic houses in the following historic districts and 
landmarks: 

Anacostia | Emerald Street | Mount Pleasant | Strivers' Section | Blagden Alley/Naylor Court | 
Fourteenth Street | Mount Vernon Square | Takoma Park | Bloomingdale | Kingman Park | 
Mount Vernon Triangle | U Street | Capitol Hill | LeDroit Park | Shaw | Wardman Flats

Grants are available to DC residents registered as currently receiving the Homestead Deduction 
for property taxes on their home. To qualify, the taxpayer must have a household income of 120% 
or less of the area median income (AMI) and be currently receiving the homestead deduction for 
property taxes. 

Depending on income, a grant recipient may also be required to match the grant by contributing 
to the cost of rehabilitation.

A grant recipient must meet application requirements and enter a preservation covenant 
ensuring the funded improvements are maintained in good repair for at least five years.

Historic Homeowner Grant Program



Grants are awarded on a competitive basis with preference given to major structural 
repairs and work that restores important and prominently visible architectural 
features, such as:

● Repair of original front wood windows and doors
● Replacement of non-original windows and doors
● Repair and painting of wood siding and trim
● Repair or reconstruction of front porches and stairs
● Roof repair and replacement

Grants cannot be provided for heating and air conditioning systems, plumbing, 
interior work, or additions. 

Grants are not available for houses that do not contribute to the character of the 
historic district. Grant funding is not retroactive and cannot be awarded for work 
that has already been started or completed. 

Historic Homeowner Grant Program



Preservation Resources: www.planning.dc.gov

Additional Preservation Grants: District of Columbia community groups, 
organizations, and nonprofits are eligible to apply for preservation grants from 
several grant-making entities—HumanitiesDC, the DC Preservation League, and 
the National Trust for Historic Preservation.

http://www.wdchumanities.org/humanities-project-funding/dcchp-grant/

http://www.dcpreservation.org/grants/

https://savingplaces.org/grants#.V2wLP00UVaR

http://www.planning.dc.gov
http://www.wdchumanities.org/humanities-project-funding/dcchp-grant/
http://www.dcpreservation.org/grants/
https://savingplaces.org/grants#.V2wLP00UVaR


Preservation Resources: www.planning.dc.gov

HistoryQuest DC: HistoryQuest DC, is an interactive GIS map that provides historical data on 
approximately 127,000 extant buildings in Washington, DC. The map offers several operational 
layers of information for the user including historic data on individual buildings, original dates of 
construction, architects, owners and builders of the city’s historic buildings.

https://dcgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=2ab24bc3b6da4314b9f2c74b691
90333

Ward Heritage Guides: The Historic Preservation Office (HPO) has been working with local 
communities to prepare a series of heritage guides for the District’s eight wards. Each illustrated 
guide describes the ward’s historical development, shows recognized historic properties, and 
identifies other sites that may be significant to local culture or valued by neighborhood residents.

https://planning.dc.gov/node/1184536

http://www.planning.dc.gov
https://dcgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=2ab24bc3b6da4314b9f2c74b69190333
https://planning.dc.gov/node/1184536


Questions/Comments

Connect With Us

1100 4th Street, SW, Suite 650 East, Washington, DC 20024

Phone: (202) 442-7600

Fax: (202) 442-7638

Best Contact Info Email: imania.price@dc.gov

Office Email: historic.preservation@dc.gov

mailto:imania.price@dc.gov
mailto:historic.preservation@dc.gov

