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T
he federal historic Pre s e rv a t i o n
Tax Incentives program has gener-
ated over 25,000 projects and
m o re than $17 billion in private

investment in the rehabilitation of historic build-
ings over the past 20 years. Behind these
i m p ressive statistics are thousands of individual
stories of interested pro p e rty owners, new occu-
pants of the rehabilitated buildings, and the
communities that benefited from taking often
vacant buildings and turning them into tre a s u re d
assets. 

In addition to the sheer number of tax
c redit projects, the Pre s e rvation Tax Incentives
p rogram re p resents a successful model for federal
g o v e rnment programs. The program sets forth a
framework for private decision-making and serv e s
as a catalyst for leveraging private investment. As
demonstrated in several studies, the pro g r a m
plays a key role in enhancing state and local tax
revenues, increasing pro p e rty values, generating
jobs, and improving the quality of life in commu-
nities. The program is administered in part n e r-
ship with the State Historic Pre s e rvation Off i c e s ,
which deliver program services to the public. This
is the model to which many other govern m e n t a l
p rograms aspire. 

The purpose of this special issue of C R M i s
to provide a better understanding of the bro a d
impacts of the Pre s e rvation Tax Incentives pro-
gram. Charles E. Fisher summarizes the achieve-

ments of the Pre s e rvation Tax Incentives pro g r a m
over the past 20 years. His essay traces the devel-
opment of tax legislation that encouraged pre s e r-
vation, the current status of the program, new
d i rections, and how the program pioneered now
accepted methods and approaches to re h a b i l i t a-
tion. 

The provision of housing for all income lev-
els is one of the great success stories of the
p re s e rvation tax incentives. Brooks Pru e h e r
describes how community organizations and
developers have used the Rehabilitation Ta x
C redit and the Low Income Housing Tax Credit to
t r a n s f o rm historic buildings into attractive aff o rd-
able housing. Fre q u e n t l y, these buildings are
located in central cities and are close to trans-
p o rtation, employment, and shopping, making
them strong contributors to community sustain-
a b i l i t y. Sharon Park follows this essay with guid-
ance on how to incorporate housing units into
rehabilitated historic buildings. 

The Pre s e rvation Tax Incentives program is
one of the most important tools to the thousands
of communities that participate in the national
historic pre s e rvation partnership. The tax cre d i t s
have been important to the national parks as
well. Guy Lapsley describes several key tax cre d i t
p rojects in parks or adjacent to them, including
Grand Canyon National Park, Lowell National
Cultural Park, the Presidio, and Independence
National Historical Park. These projects pro v i d e
visitor services and help protect the enviro n m e n t
a round parks. 

The Main Streets of America have been
beneficiaries of thousands of tax credit pro j e c t s .
These include often modest buildings that serv e
as anchors in small communities, as well as
whole groups of commercial buildings that pro-

I n t ro d u c t i o n

“ While a $1 million re h a b i l i t a t i o n
e x p e n d i t u re would cost the Tre a s u ry
$200,000 in lost tax revenues, it would at the
same time generate an estimated $779,478 in
wages. Taxed at 28%, the investment would
p roduce $218,254 in federal tax re v e n u e .
Corporate income, capital gains, and re a l
estate taxes would further complement gains
in household income tax. Thus, while the
C o n g ressional Joint Committee on Ta x a t i o n
estimates that restoration of the credit [to its
status prior to the Tax Reform Act of 1986]
would result in a loss of $1.4 billion in fed-

eral revenue from 1993–1998, these off s e t t i n g
factors make the Historic Rehabilitation Ta x
C redit a largely self-funding program. Best of
all, it would provide cities with much-needed
private investment capital for re d e v e l o p m e n t
and housing.”

—Mayor Edward G. Rendell
City of Philadelphia 
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vide character and definition to central business
districts. Numerous tax credit projects have been
u n d e rtaken in cities and towns that are part i c i-
pants in formal Main Street programs associated
with the National Trust for Historic Pre s e rv a t i o n ,
as well as many that are using the Main Stre e t
lessons without formal ties to the national pro-
g r a m .

In his essay on former “white elephants,”
Michael Crowe describes the process by which
“ p roblem” historic buildings have found new life
in successful adaptive uses. Tu rning schools,
mills, churches, and departments stores into
housing, entertainment facilities, and re s t a u r a n t s
is an important aspect of historic re h a b i l i t a t i o n
work because it is unlikely that the original uses
could have continued. Rather than having the
buildings sit vacant, these white elephants have
been turned into “white knights.”

The Pre s e rvation Tax Incentives pro g r a m
also has been a critical tool in ensuring the con-
tinued life and use of landmark buildings that
appear in standard architectural textbooks.
R o s e m a ry Infante describes the use of the tax
c redit in the rehabilitation of the famed Rookery
Building in Chicago, Union Station in
Washington, DC, and the New Amsterd a m
T h e a t e r, part of the world famous Times Square
a rea in New York City. These are the “icons” of
American architectural history that might not
have been so carefully rehabilitated without the
P re s e rvation Tax Incentives pro g r a m .

The Rehabilitation Tax Credit is one of the
most important tools in the pre s e rvation “tool-
box.” It also has served to spur broad community
i n t e rest in historic pre s e rvation. In their article on
Wi s c o n s i n ’s experience with the tax credit pro-
gram, Jim Sewell and Brian McCormick describe
the tremendous spin-off effect that is felt thro u g h-
out the state. Not only did the state enact its own
historic pre s e rvation tax program, it also estab-
lished the Wisconsin Main Street program and
encouraged a more sensitive treatment of all his-
toric pro p e rties in the state. 

In her second essay, Sharon Park outlines
how National Park Service experience with the
p rogram over two decades provided the basis for
developing technical assistance, while Kay We e k s
describes the evolution of the Te c h n i c a l
Publications Services publications series. These
publications have become indispensable re f e r-
ences because they provide guidance not only for
tax credit projects, but also for the treatment of
historic pro p e rties throughout the nation and
a b road. 

F i n a l l y, David Listokin and Michael Lahr
describe the studies on the economic benefits of
historic pre s e rvation that they are undert a k i n g
with the New Jersey Historic Trust, with funding
f rom the National Center for Pre s e rv a t i o n
Technology and Training, Natchitoches,
Louisiana. This project and its resultant re p o rt s
will provide more ways to analyze the impacts of
the Rehabilitation Tax Credits. 

The Pre s e rvation Tax Incentives pro g r a m
often has been described as “one of the most suc-
cessful urban revitalization tools implemented by
the federal government.” These essays are a testi-
mony to this statement. 

—Antoinette J. Lee

National Park Service
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