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POSITIONING PRESERVATION
IN A GREEN WORLD



This is an exciting time to be involved in
historic preservation. The convergence of a
focus on climate change, the economic crisis,
and a new administration and Congress in
Washington, D.C., has made the work we
do as preservationists more important and
relevant than ever. The Sustainability
Initiative at the National Trust for Historic
Preservation has been up and running for
nearly two years and is now poised to seize
the great opportunities that come with this
period of tremendous change. And we are
also prepared to tackle the significant
challenges that will accompany efforts to
simultaneously address climate change and
revive the economy.

Chief among these challenges is that the
“green” community does not always recog-
nize the critical role that older and historic
buildings can play in addressing both the
global warming and economic crises. If fact,
there is a danger that the mass of federal
incentives headed our way—whether as
stimulus funding or climate related legisla-
tion—will fail to encourage reuse of build-
ings, reinvestment in our communities, and
effective retrofits.

The articles in this issue express a level
of frustration on the part of the historic
preservation community at the lack of
recognition of preservation’s value among
the green and environmental communities—
and understandably so. It is obvious to those

of us who are involved in historic preserva-
tion that we have valuable knowledge and
expertise to bring to the table concerning
the current environmental and economic
situations. We know that existing buildings
are responsible for more than 43 percent
of carbon emissions in this country and
account for about 75 percent of our
electricity use. Clearly, if we are going to
have an impact on global warming, we need
to immediately begin to make it a priority
to reuse existing buildings, invest in energy
efficiency, and create incentives to make that
happen. Increasing energy conservation in
existing buildings is a relatively quick and
easy way to begin to have an impact at a
scale that can make a difference in carbon
emissions in this country.

Older buildings and communities are our
business. Preservationists know how to
appropriately rehabilitate and retrofit build-
ings in ways that can conserve energy, and
we have experience in reinvesting in older
towns and cities as a community revitaliza-
tion tool and as a means for supporting the
local economy. What could be greener than
recycling existing buildings and reinvesting
in existing infrastructure, both from the
greenhouse gas emissions and land-use
perspectives?

This is our issue, and it’s our time to be at
the table as solutions to global warming are
discussed at all levels of government.
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Right now in Washington and in communi-
ties across the country, however, that table
seems less like a place for constructive dia-
logue and more like a feeding frenzy, as hun-
dreds of billions of federal dollars are being
handed out. All kinds of interest groups are
battling to get their issues in front of deci-
sion makers. And frankly, preservationists
are at a bit of a disadvantage. We often tend
to think small—much of our work is build-
ing-by-building (or dare I say window-by-
window) and even when we deal with
communitywide issues, it tends to be place
specific. Also, we are relatively new to the
energy/climate change world. And we are
perceived by others as caring more about
saving old buildings than saving the planet.

But things are beginning to change, and we
are making progress in getting our voices
heard. National Trust President Richard
Moe, rightly, has challenged our organiza-
tion to think big, to go beyond the world of
historic buildings and to include older build-
ings and communities. His vision focuses on
policy change at the local, state, and federal
levels to create the incentives and tools
needed to rehabilitate and retrofit older
buildings and reinvest in older communities,
while protecting the historic integrity of
these places.

The value of this broader vision is beginning
to pay off—literally. Foundations that have
traditionally funded environmental efforts
are now beginning to see how essential our
work is in a comprehensive approach to
addressing climate change. And policy
makers are beginning to listen.

Here, very briefly, is a summary of the
current policy work we are doing at the
National Trust and with our partners
around the country.

FEDERAL POLICY
Climate change and energy legislation is
taking shape in the 111th Congress. Our
sustainability priorities are focused in the
following areas:

• Incentives for owners of homes and
commercial buildings to conserve energy
through energy-efficiency retrofits, with
a 120 percent bonus for owners of prop-
erties listed in or eligible for the National
Register of Historic Places.

• Rehabilitation tax credit amendments
that increase incentives to support
certified, substantial rehabilitation
projects, including a “green supplement”
for buildings that achieve a high level of
energy performance.

• Older and historic buildings experts
within the federal agency structure to act
as liaisons between the Department of
Energy, the Environmental Protection
Agency, the Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation, and the Department of the
Interior to conduct research, develop
demonstration projects, and address
standards for energy conservation and
historic preservation.
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It is more important now than ever
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country pull up our chairs and take a
seat at those tables where climate
change, economic redevelopment,

and job creation funding, programs,
and policies are being developed.
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• Transportation reauthorization not only
to protect the enhancements program
and Section 4(f) but to redirect federal
dollars away from road construction
that promotes sprawl and toward pro-
grams that support reinvestment in
older communities.

• Federal funding for the Historic Preserva-
tion Fund to support the state and tribal
public infrastructure that is the founda-
tion of preservation work across the
country, including Save America’s Treas-
ures and Preserve America grants.

STATE AND LOCAL POLICY
The National Trust hopes to both directly
influence state and local policy and to be an
information and best practices resource for
our Statewide and Local Partners, Main
Street communities, state historic preserva-
tion officers, and others interested in sustain-
able development policy across the country.

PRESERVATION GREEN LAB
In March the National Trust launched the
Preservation Green Lab (PGL) in Seattle.
This is our first regional office with a pro-
grammatic focus. The PGL will work with
selected cities and states on policies that can
serve as models for other communities and
states. Initially we will work with the cities
of Seattle, San Francisco, and Dubuque,
Iowa. The goal is to tackle issues such as
energy efficiency and building codes, zoning
and climate action plans, or legislation that
encourage reuse and retrofitting of buildings
and reinvestment in older communities.

CENTER FOR STATE AND LOCAL
POLICY
Housed within our Public Policy Department
in Washington, D.C., the Center for State

and Local Policy will provide support to the
Preservation Green Lab, be an information
clearinghouse, provide technical assistance,
and disseminate information to our network
of partners.

It is more important now than ever that
preservationists all over the country pull
up our chairs and take a seat at those tables
where climate change, economic redevelop-
ment, and job creation funding, programs,
and policies are being developed. That
means remaining in frequent contact with
your congressional representative and
senator and encouraging them to include
policies favorable for older and historic
buildings in upcoming climate change,
energy, and transportation legislation. It
means attending meetings in your city or
county to make sure that preservation has
a prominent place in your community’s
climate action plan. Also log on to
PreservationNation.org/sustainability to
keep in touch, and learn how you can
help spread the word that preservation is
sustainable development.

Emily Wadhams, the vice president for public
policy, directs the National Trust for Historic
Preservation’s Sustainability Program.




