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• Legal Foundations 

• Designating Local Landmarks 

• Inventories 

• Types of historic properties 

• Significance and Integrity 

• Defining Historic Districts  

• Politics of Local Designation 

 

 

 

 

 



Legal Foundations 

State Laws Enabling Local Preservation 

Ordinance 

 1) Counties – 59.69 

  Planning and Zoning Authority 

 2) Cities (and Villages) – 62.23 – City Planning  

 (7)(em) – Historic Preservation 

3) Towns – 60.64 

 Historic Preservation 

*(SEE Handout for more detail) 



HPC’s in Wisconsin 

• Currently there are about 170 communities that 

have passed historic preservation ordinances 

• About 2/3 are active (rough estimate) 

• Many are paper commissions – law on the 

books but no commission appointed/active. 



CLG’s in Wisconsin 

68 are Certified Local 

Governments (CLGs) 
 

2 CLGs - counties 

(Jefferson, La Crosse) 
 

2 CLGs - Towns 

(Westport, Perry – Dane 

County) 

*Map is on our website 



Naming Conventions 

• The names of the commission can vary – 
– Landmarks Commission (Madison) 

– Historic Preservation Commission (Evansville) 

– Heritage Preservation Commission (La Crosse) 

– Historic Sites Preservation Commission (Jefferson 

County) 



What does a HP ordinance do? 

• Authorizes the creation of a commission: 

– Usually 5-7 members appointed by chief elected 

official/approved by governing body 

• Ordinance gives commission primary authorities: 

– Designation 

– Design Review 

– Demolition Delay/Denial 



Authority Can Vary 

• HPC either: 

– Has sole authority to designate – or - 

– It can be advisory to a governing body  

• Designation - Some communities require owner 

consent before designating  

– CLG program does not allow for owner consent 

• Design review is either  

– HPC has authority or (strong) 

– HPC is advisory only to property owner (weak) 



Locally Landmarking 

 

• The designation document should 

include: 

- Description of the historic, architectural, or 

archeological significance of the property 

- Statement of Significance 

- Boundaries of the property 

- Specific Reference to Criterion in Ordinance 

*Form available  

 



Steps in the Designation 

Process 

1. Prepare the nomination 

2. File the nomination with the HPC 

3. Schedule a HPC hearing 

4. Preservation commission decision 

5. Council/county meeting 

6. Appeal (if requested) 
 



The Commission’s Role 

1. Review the nomination 

2. Hold informational meetings 

(highly recommended) 

3. Hold Public Hearing 

4. Make formal recommendation to 

the elected body (if necessary) 

 



Local Inventories 

• Critical first step  

• Best if done before you start designating 

properties 

• Collection of data about the potential 

significance of historic properties 

• Maintain as an informational resource 

• Survey itself is usually not controversial since 

it doesn’t trigger any regulation  



What is an inventory? 

• Can be funded thru CLG 

program 

• Can survey for both National 

Register eligible and for local 

landmarks 

• Should be updated every 15-20 

years 



How is an inventory used 

at the local level? 
 

• As a reference point in determining if any properties 

would merit consideration for designation  

• As a means of developing educational materials 

• As a reference when developing neighborhood plans 

• As a reference when evaluating development 

proposals under other permitting regulations 

 



National Register Bulletin 16 

www.nps.gov/nr/publicati

ons/bulletins/nrb16a/ 

How to Complete 

The National 

Register Form 



Types of Historic Properties 
 

Building 

• A structure which is intended to shelter some sort of human 

activity. Examples: a house, barn, or church.  
 

Historic District 

• A geographically definable area, possessing a significant 

concentration of sites, buildings, structures, or objects united by 

past events or aesthetically by plan or physical development.  
 

Object 

• Constructions that are usually is artistic in nature, or small in scale 

when compared to structures and buildings, and is generally 

associated with a specific setting or environment. Examples: 

monuments, sculptures and fountains. 

 



Types of Historic Properties 

Site 

• A discrete area significant solely for activities in that location in the 

past, such as a battlefield or designed landscape (parks and 

gardens) 
 

Structure 

• A functional construction intended to be used for purposes other 

than sheltering human activity. Examples include, an aircraft, a ship, 

a grain elevator, and a bridge 
 

• Other categories include: 

- Cultural landscape 

- Traditional cultural property 

- Maritime sites 

- Archaeological resources 

 



Landmarks & Districts 
 

Contributing Property: 

• Any building, structure, object or site within the 

boundaries of the district which reflects the 

significance of the district as a whole, because of 

historic associations, historic architectural qualities 

or archaeological features.  

• Another key aspect of the contributing property is 

historic integrity. 



Landmarks & Districts 
 

Non-contributing Property: 

• In a historic district, those properties that do not 

have historic significance are termed "non-

contributing."  

• This does not indicate that the property is 

incompatible in its character with the district; that is 

a different consideration. 



What Makes a  

Non-contributor? 

 

• Recent Construction 

• Substantially Altered  

• Insufficient Information 



Significance & Integrity 

Age of Historic Resources: 
 

• In general, properties must be at least 50 years old 

• Exceptions do exist when a more recent property 

clearly has historic value 

• Should be spelled out in ordinance 

 

 

Dorcas Chapel, Marian College 

Fond du Lac, WI 

Constructed 1966 



Significance Criteria 

 

Most local governments use criteria adapted from 

those of the Secretary of the Interior 

• Association with events or trends important in the 

history of the community 

• Association with individuals who made a 

demonstrable and lasting contribution 

• Architectural merit 

• Potential to Yield Information (Data) 



Significance Criteria 

Embody the distinguishing characteristics of 

an architectural type specimen, 

inherently valuable for a study of a period, 

style, method of construction, or of 

indigenous materials  



Aspects of Integrity 

Integrity includes: 

• Location 

• Design 

• Setting 

• Materials 

• Workmanship 

• Feeling 

• Association 

The historic appearance of a building can 

be greatly altered by the removal of 

original architectural trim, replacement of 

siding with new materials that are too 

wide, and alterations to windows and 

entries. 

Conserve this    Avoid this 



What are Character-

Defining Features? 

An example of 

an illustration of 

character-

defining features 



Integrity 

Local and National Standards Can Differ 

Concordia Ballroom Hall 

La Crosse 

Built 1891 

Stucco  

Fake Stone exterior 

Not Eligible for NRHP 

Locally Landmarked 



Character–Defining Features 

www.nps.gov/hps/tps/briefs/brief17.htm 



Character-Defining Features 

in Historic Districts 

In many commercial 

districts, similarity of floor 

heights at the street level, 

and horizontal moldings 

combine to create a 

horizontal alignment that 

establishes a distinctive 

scale for a block. This can 

be a key character-

defining feature. 



 



Setting Boundaries 

Factors to Consider in Establishing Boundaries: 
 

Historical Factors 

• Original settlement boundaries 

• Early concentration of buildings 
 

Visual Factors 

• Views 

• Gateways 

• Topography 

 

 

Mineral Point 

Historic District 

 

Original mining 

claim as district 

boundaries 



Historic Districts - Boundaries 

Defining Boundaries for 

National Register Properties 
 

National Register Bulletin 21 
 

www.nps.gov/nr/publications/

bulletins/boundaries 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDMQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nps.gov%2Fnr%2Fpublications%2Fbulletins%2Fboundaries%2F&ei=YnhxUd-SGYOa2gXLloHYCQ&usg=AFQjCNFwUdfQM5WCZY5mAYicT1qtW2yK0A
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDMQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nps.gov%2Fnr%2Fpublications%2Fbulletins%2Fboundaries%2F&ei=YnhxUd-SGYOa2gXLloHYCQ&usg=AFQjCNFwUdfQM5WCZY5mAYicT1qtW2yK0A


Historic Districts - Boundaries 

A Guide to Delineating Edges of 

Historic Districts 
 

National Trust, 1985 
 

Available on Amazon for $5.00 



Historic Districts - Boundaries 

San Xavier Del Bac 

“White Bird of the 

Desert” 

Construction started 

1783 

“Viewshed as District 

Boundaries” 



Politics of Landmarking 

• Learn to Read the Political Landscape 

• Who supports what you do? 

• Mayor/Alder? 

• Planner? 

• Neighborhood? 

• Landowner? 



Politics of Landmarking 

Start with something that: 

• Everyone Agrees is Historic 

• Is Already listed – NRHP 

• Is Publicly-owned 

• Ask yourself is this the  

best way to protect this? 

 



Politics of Landmarking 

Ben Hunt Cabin 

Hales Corners, WI 

Hales Corners’ First Local Landmark 

Owned by City/Leased to Local 

Historical Society 



Politics of Landmarking 

When NOT to Landmark 

– When There is No Public Support 

• Owner/Government/General Public 

• Can Become a Lose/Lose Situation 

• Makes Your Commission Appear Anti-development 

–  During a Compliance Review (Chip Brown) 



Politics of Historic Districts 

Think carefully before you try to locally 

landmark a local historic district 

Stoughton’s Historic Districts 



Politics of Historic Districts 

Most municipalities require a 

plurality of property owners 

petition the government before 

starting the designation process 

for a local historic district 

“People who want to keep the old 

crap should pool their resources, 

take out a loan and do it 

themselves instead of constantly 

demanding that others do what 

they say instead of doing what will 

make money.” 



Plan to Preserve 

• Determine Priorities/Develop Work Plan 

– Consult “Survey Results” in survey report 

• Which properties are most important? 

• Which properties are most threatened? 

• Which would benefit the most from being 

landmarked? 

• Where is there the greatest support? 

• Educate, Educate, Educate 



Funding 

Certified Local Government Funding 

 Architectural/Archaeological Surveys 

 Can Evaluate for both NRHP and Landmark eligibility 

 National Register/Local Landmark Nominations 

 Up to $25,000 (No match required) 

 www.wisconsinhistory.org/hp/grants/ 

http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/hp/grants/


Online Training 

http://preview.wisconsinhistory.org/Content.aspx?dsNav=N:4294963828-

4294963805&dsRecordDetails=R:CS245 



 

 

Questions? 



Thank You! 

Collecting, Preserving and Sharing Stories Since 1846 


