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The Downtown Historic District encompasses Johnson Cityôs original central business district. This area, centering on Main and Market Streets, 

includes the cityôs oldest commercial buildings and much of its historical architecture.   Johnson City was started as a depot on the East Tennessee 

and Virginia Railroad in mid-1856.  It was not until completion of the East Tennessee and Western North Carolina Railroad (ET & WNC) in 1881 that 

the current downtown began to take shape.  The central business district moved from Market Street to Main Street and businesses, houses, and 

retail establishments began to fill in along Public Square (now Fountain Square) and on both sides of Main Street.  Some buildings still exist from 

this 1885-1890 boom period. Downtown is unique and special within the community with many buildings reaching over 100 years of age and if 

properly maintained they can have an indefinite life span. 

 
Like many central business districts, the appearance and composition of downtown Johnson City changed during the latter decades of 

the 20th century.  In the absence of design guidelines, demolition of historic structures, and adverse new development occurred.  

ñModernizationò and insensitive renovation of historic facades as well as deterioration resulting from a lack of maintenance took its toll.  

In an effort to reverse the decay process, municipal ñimprovementsò made to the public streetscape further eroded the historic character 

of the district. 

 

The local movement to rehabilitate and preserve historic districts is now infusing new life into downtown Johnson City.  This manual is 

intended to help property owners and others understand the value and methods of respectful rehabilitation and maintenance of the 

historical character of their buildings.  It makes sense now, from every perspective, to preserve and build on the investment of previous 

generations and to restore, enhance, and preserve downtown Johnson City. 

 

These design guidelines are intended to guide restoration and preservation of the districtôs historic character for the benefit of Johnson 

City residents and the enjoyment of tourists and visitors. The guidelines seek to develop and maintain an environment that enhances 

commerce, increases pedestrian activity, and contributes to the social, cultural, and economic quality of life while preserving the 

communityôs historical legacy for future generations.  The guidelines, which shall be used as the objective standards for the design 

review process, pertain to modifications of the exterior facade and new construction.  They are rooted in design principles and 

preservation standards used by historic districts across the country.         

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

If your property lies within the Downtown Historic District (see the map on page 7), it shall be subject to design review when you plan 

certain types of construction work.  To determine if design review is necessary the following  chart page shall be used as a guide. 

 

The Downtown Historic Design Guidelines are for the Downtown building owners. The companion document for the public component 

is the Downtown Revitalization Element, which is part of the cityôs Comprehensive Plan. 

INTRODUCTION 
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DESIGN GUIDELINES APPLICATIONS 

 

DOES NOT REQUIRE A CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATNESS  

¶ Glass Replacement (simple replacement with same or similar glass) 

¶ Interior Renovations 

¶ Landscaping 

¶ Routine Exterior Maintenance (cleaning, painting {except for brick buildings not previously painted}) 
 

CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS (CofA) REQUIRED 

STAFF APPROVAL - Existing Structures & Temporary Displays (For the following items, staff has authority to issue CofA without 

submission to the HZC, if proposed change conforms to the Design Guidelines and are in like kind.) 

¶ Replacement of awnings, signs & lighting fixtures 

¶ Replacement of doors (including the installation of storm doors) 

¶ Replacement of fences & retaining walls 

¶ Replacement of windows (including frame & installation of storm windows)  

¶ Replacement of roofs, gutter & downspouts 

¶ Replacement of mechanical equipment 

¶ Replacement of exterior building material (brick, stone, etc.)  

¶ Installation, construction or application of temporary signs, exhibits or other temporary elements, not to exceed 45 days. 
 

HZC APPROVAL ï New Structures, Major Alterations  

¶ New structures 

¶ New additions which increase the buildings square footage 

¶ Major exterior alterations (including finish materials, awnings, doors & windows, gutter/ downspouts, light fixtures, mechanical 
equipment, and storm doors & windows when new or not in like kind) 

¶ Demolitions 

¶ Moving existing structures 

¶ New parking lots 

¶ Paint material and color changes for any new or existing buildings 
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A.  Design Goals  
The design guidelines are based on several explicit goals for the Downtown Historic District. 

¶ To develop an environment that encourages commerce, increases pedestrian activity, and contributes to the cityôs quality of life. 

¶ To restore and preserve historic character when rehabilitating a building. 

¶ To design new construction that shall respect and be compatible with the scale, setback, and rhythm of existing buildings. 

¶ To avoid demolition by properly maintaining existing buildings. 

¶ To ensure that public improvements complement district character. 

¶ To promote visual harmony among buildings while allowing for variety and creative design. 

¶ To develop a visually interesting and appealing environment for residents and visitors that recognizes downtown as the ñvisualò center 
of the community and a unique community asset. 

¶ To preserve the historic character and architectural resources of downtown for future generations. 

B.  Design Guidelines and Design Review 

The design guidelines address exterior features, particularly the defining characteristics on facades and readily visible sides of buildings.  
Rather than rules dictating a particular style, the guidelines offer flexibility for achieving design compatibility to maintain a harmonious feel 
within the district.  As the standards for the design review process, the guidelines emphasize preservation over complete restoration.  
This approach is illustrated by descriptors such as repair, retain, maintain, and protect.  The preference and emphasis is to repair original 
material rather than replace; to retain original storefront elements; to maintain, for example, the original brick cornices; and to protect the 
original upper fa­ade features that mark a buildingôs historical integrity.   
 
For new development, the overall relationship of the structure to the street and its surrounding area is reviewed.  The building width, 

height, setback, floor levels, and pattern of repeated elements such as windows and doors is important in assuring that infill development 

harmonizes with the rhythm of the existing streetscape. 

C.  Uses and Benefits of Guidelines and Design Review 

The guidelines are based on design principles and preservation standards used in historic districts across the country.  These 

guidelines shall be used as the standards in the review process for all renovations and new construction projects which involve work 

visible to the public and for all demolition / relocation projects within the district.  They also contain design guidelines for signs and other 

I. Purpose of Design Guidelines 
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streetscape elements. Building owners, tenants, and professional designers are encouraged to use these guidelines early in the 

planning of buildings, alterations, or improvement projects to assure appropriateness and minimize later design changes. 

The guidelines shall be helpful in: 

¶ Beginning a design.  Unnecessary guesswork as to the appropriateness or acceptability of a design shall be avoided. 

¶ Working with an architect.  Knowing which types of design are encouraged shall help owners to formulate clearer design requests. 

¶ Working with the Historic Zoning Commission (HZC).  Because the guidelines establish a common language of communication, 
both building designers and the Historic Zoning Commission (HZC) shall have a common reference point from which to evaluate a 
design. 
 

The guidelines and design review are developed to promote and protect the architectural integrity of the individual buildings as well as 

the historical character of the downtown district as a whole.  They benefit: all of Johnson City; the downtown area; and individual property 

owners. 

What Design Guidelines Do: 

¶ Restore, maintain, and reinforce district character; 

¶ Guide and improve district growth and development; 

¶ Protect property values by avoiding inappropriate design; 

¶ Enhance and protect the visual integrity of the district; 

¶ Provide the standard for objective design review (a level playing field) which applies equally to all; 

¶ Serve as a common reference for architects, contractors, merchants, and property owners; 

¶ Heighten public awareness of the value of historic structures and architecture; 

¶ Provide the framework for making new construction and additions to historic structures as compatible as possible with the rest of the 
district; and 

¶ Provide a pedestrian oriented downtown. 
 

What Design Guidelines Do Not Do: 

¶ Do not address the use or zoning of the property; 

¶ Do not address the interior; 

¶ Require or force owners or tenants to make changes to a property, if they are not already making changes (Design review only occurs 
when an owner proposes change or construction that requires a Certificate of Appropriateness and a possible Building Permit.); 

¶ Prohibit new construction or additions to historic buildings; or 

¶ Dictate design decisions.  
 

Every building in the district is influenced by the actions of other building owners and has an impact on the property value of adjacent 
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properties.  All property ownersô rights are protected from the adverse economic impact which could result from inappropriate actions 

through failure to adhere to the design guidelines. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DESIGN STANDARDS FORMAT 

The historic preservation guidelines are presented in a standardized format as illustrated below. Each of 

the components is used by the city in determining appropriateness. Additional features that appear on a 

typical page of the historic preservation standards are summarized at right. 

Windows 

Policy 1: Historic windows help convey the significance of 

historic structures, and shall be preserved. They can be 

repaired by re-glazing and patching and splicing elements 

such as muntins, the frame, sill and casing. Repair and 

weatherization also is more energy efficient, and less 

expensive than replacement. If an original window cannot be 

repaired, new replacement windows shall be in character with 

the historic building. 

A.       Maintain and repair historic windows. 

ü Preserve historic window features including the frame, 

sash, muntins, mullions, glazing, sills, heads, jambs, 

moldings, operation and groupings of windows. 

ü Repair and maintain windows regularly, including trim, 

glazing putty and glass panes. 

ü Repair, rather than replace, frames and sashes, when 

possible. 

ü Restore altered window openings to their historic 

configuration, when possible. 

 

Key 

 Design Topic Heading 

 Policy Statement: This 

explains the desired outcome 

for the specific design element 

and provides a basis for the 

design standards that follow. If 

a standard does not specifically 

address a particular design 

issue, then the city will use the 

intent statement to determine 

appropriateness. 

 Design Standard: This 

describes a desired outcome 

related to the intent statement. 

 Additional Information: This 

provides a bullet list of 

examples of how, or how not to, 

comply with the standard. 

 Illustration(s): These provide 

photos and/or diagrams to 

illustrate related conditions or 

possible approaches. They may 

illustrate appropriate or 

inappropriate solutions as 

described at right. 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

A 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

Sidebars 

These provide 

additional information 

that will be helpful in 

understanding the 

guideline. In some 

cases a sidebar 

includes links that direct 

users to additional 

material; this may be 

technical information 

about a rehabilitation 

procedure or other 

helpful information. 

Appropriate and 

Inappropriate 

Solutions 

In many cases, images 

and diagrams in the 

historic preservation 

standards are marked 

to indicate whether they 

represent appropriate or 

inappropriate solutions 

 

 

 

A check mark 

indicates an 

appropriate solution. 

An X mark 

indicates solutions 

that are not 

appropriate.  
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A. FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

Shall the Historic Zoning Commission take into account cost and affordability?  

In specific cases where affordability becomes an issue, the HZC shall work with the applicant to find an alternative that shall be satisfactory 

to all.  However, any such solution must still meet the overall intent of the design guidelines and enabling ordinance of the HZC. 

What happens if I make a change without applying to the Historic Zoning Commission? 

Community cooperation and knowledge are important if the HZC is to serve its purpose.  If the HZC becomes aware of a change within 

a district made without approval, it shall, as a matter of policy notify the owner and request an explanation.  Depending on the specifics 

of the project, the HZC may take remedial action.  This could take the form of a fine or could result in an order to restore the building to 

its original condition.  If the project is still in progress, a stop work order may be issued. 

Is design review constitutional? 

The courts have recognized the importance of preserving the character of a community.  In 1978, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor 

of the legality of preservation as a planning tool.  It stated, ñThe objective of preserving areas with specific historic or cultural significance 

is an entirely permissible government goal.  States and cities may enact land use restrictions or controls to enhance the quality of life by 

preserving the character and desirable aesthetic features of a city.ò 

How shall the design guidelines affect functional concerns for a property owner? 

While appearance is important, owners are also concerned that their properties be safe, easy to maintain and meet their functional needs.  

In general, the design guidelines take these interests into consideration and make recommendations for practical, cost-effective 

alternatives that shall be compatible with the context. 

Do I have to fix my building or can the Historic Zoning Commission make me restore my building? 

The city and the HZC can not make you restore your building, unless there is a health and safety issue.  These design guidelines are to 

be used when the property owner decides to modify the exterior elements of the building. 
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Are there any funds available to assist me in restoring a building? A Façade Grant program is available through Johnson City 

Development Authority. Contact JCDA for additional details (423-202-3510 | downtownjc.com) 

II. Understanding the Downtown Historic District 
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B. DOWNTOWN HISTORIC DISTRICT 
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C. PREDOMINANT ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES OF THE DISTRICT 

Buildings in the Downtown Historic District are not of one particular style, but rather are a combination of several styles.  Buildings that 

have been altered and modernized have, in many cases, had original architectural elements destroyed. 

The predominant architectural style needs to be identified when rehabilitation work is planned. The use of old photographs, architectural 

research on the building, and knowledge of the basics of commercial architecture styles are all necessary to assure that the rehabilitation 

planned shall be appropriate and complementary to the district.  The examples provided are to be used as a guide.  If you have particular 

questions, contact the staff for the Historic Zoning Commission in the Planning Department. 

The Districtôs commercial buildings have several basic design elements in common.  It shall help in the use of this manual if you can 

identify these features: 

DECORATIVE 

FEATURES 

 

  

 

 

THE BODY 

 

 

Upper 

Façade 

 

Cornice 

Window Hoods 

Upper Windows 

 

Transom 

Display Windows 

Recessed Entry  

 

Storefront 

 

Bulk Head 

Panels 
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A. Before You Begin Work ï Step by Step Process 
 
Statement of Purpose 
The Downtown Historic District Design Guidelines are intended as the starting point for the design of buildings, additions, and renovations 

in the District. They are intended to encourage design creativity utilizing modern materials and techniques, yet blend with the existing 

architecture.  The Guidelines do not encourage copies of existing architecture.  Remember, new construction shall not be ñcopiesò --- it 

shall be a ñgood neighborò.   

Incorporating certain design elements shall assist/encourage the development of an appropriate overall design.  The roof line, building 

form, and the proportions and groupings of windows and doors shall harmonize with those in the district.  

Design Guidelines (the ñGuidelinesò) are criteria and standards which the Historic Zoning Commission (HZC) must consider in determining 

the appropriateness of proposed work within the District.  These Guidelines shall be interpreted in such a manner as to foster and preserve 

the character of the District. 

For the purpose of these Guidelines, definitions are located in the Appendix II, Glossary of Definitions and Architectural Terms. These 
Guidelines shall not apply to routine maintenance. 
 

Appropriateness of work must be determined to accomplish the following goals of historic zoning as outlined in the guidelines and bylaws 

of the HZC: 

¶ To promote the educational, cultural, and economic welfare of the citizens of Johnson City; 

¶ To preserve and protect the historical and architectural value of buildings, other structures, or historically significant areas; 

¶ To ensure the compatibility within the Historic/Conservation District by regulating exterior design, arrangement, texture, and materials; 

¶ To create an aesthetic appearance which complements the historic buildings or other structures; 

¶ To stabilize and improve property values; 

¶ To foster civic beauty and community pride; 

¶ To strengthen the local economy; 

¶ To establish criteria and procedures to regulate the construction, relocation, demolition or other alteration of structures or 
appurtenances within any Historic/Conservation District; and 

¶ To promote the use of Historic/Conservation Districts for the education, pleasure, and welfare of the present and future citizens of 
Johnson City. 

 

III. Procedures 
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Design Review 
 

The HZC is responsible for reviewing changes in the exterior appearance of existing façades.  It also reviews new construction to ensure 

compatibility with existing buildings in the District in regard to scale, materials, and siting. Buildings moved into the district also come 

under review, and no structure can be demolished until reviewed by the HZC. Interior changes and routine maintenance are not reviewed 

by the HZC. A Certificate of Appropriateness from the HZC is required before construction begins. Appropriate design characteristics 

shall be approved for a Certificate of Appropriateness and inappropriate design characteristics shall not be approved for a Certificate of 

Appropriateness. 

It is beneficial for the HZC staff to meet with the property owner and/or design professionals at pre-design stages to become familiar with 

the site and discuss the guidelines.  This shall help ensure that the proposed design shall have a complementary relationship to the 

existing buildings that have earned the historic district status. 

In reviewing applications for Certificates of Appropriateness, the HZC shall consider the historic and architectural significance of the 
structure.   The HZC also takes into account the following elements to ensure that the exterior form and appearance of the structure is 
consistent with the historic or visual character of the District:    
 

¶ The height of the building in relation to the average height of the nearest adjacent and opposite buildings; 

¶ The setback and placement on lot of the building in relation to the average setback and placement of the nearest adjacent and opposite 
buildings; 

¶ Exterior construction materials, including textures and patterns; 

¶ Architectural detailing, such as lintels, cornices, brick bond, and foundation materials; 

¶ Roof shapes, overhangs, forms, and materials; 

¶ Proportions, shapes, positioning and locations, patterns and sizes of any elements of fenestration; 

¶ General form and proportions of neighboring buildings and structures; 

¶ Appurtenant fixtures and other features such as lighting; 

¶ Structural condition and soundness; 

¶ Architectural scale; 

¶ The rhythm of doors and windows; 

¶ The size, location, number, and materials of signage; and 

¶ The type, materials, and character of the streetscape. 
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B. Building and Fire Codes Relative to Rehabilitation 
 

When reviewing building rehabilitation plans, the city of Johnson Cityôs Codes Enforcement Division and Fire Marshalôs Office are bound 

to codes approved by the City Commission. Many existing buildings were constructed before the advent of modern building codes yet 

they may be sound and structurally safe. When new construction is the benchmark, it is difficult to apply these codes rationally and 

predictably to existing structures. The cost of bringing historic buildings into compliance with the current codes required for new 

construction can be unpredictable and prohibitive.  The Chief Building Official and Fire Marshal are granted latitude by the currently 

adopted building code and National Fire Protection Association Code and Standards when applied to the rehabilitation and renovation of 

historic designated buildings. 

When considering the renovation of an existing building, discussions with both the Codes Enforcement Division and the Fire Marshalôs 

Office shall be contacted before any design or construction is started.  Working with both of these city divisions shall help to avoid 

surprises and possible problems during design and construction.  These divisions are willing to work with property owners, developers, 

architects, and contractors. 

C. Design Review Process 

PROCEDURE FOR A CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS  

 

A. An application for a Certificate of Appropriateness must be filed with the Planning Office on or before the tenth (10th) day of the month of 

the Historic Zoning Commission (HZC) meeting.  The Historic Zoning Commission requires only plans for matters that are being reviewed 

for a Certificate of Appropriateness and not a complete set of plans. Those plans must include a drawing which is drawn to scale so that the 

Commission may get an accurate idea of the proposed work.  If plans are not drawn to scale, they shall not be reviewed. Applicants may 

apply for a waiver for scale design requirement on a case by case basis. The HZC meets monthly in the Municipal and Safety Building. 

It is the sole responsibility of the applicant to obtain a Certificate of Appropriateness before applying for a building permit or 

beginning work on exterior changes.  The applicant shall be subject to fines and/or other legal expenses for non-approved work. 

B. It shall be the policy of the HZC in regard to an application involving new structures or extensive alterations and/or additions to existing 

structures that a subcommittee or staff of the HZC shall be available to meet with representatives of the persons or organization involved in 

the application at an early stage in the design process in order to advise them informally concerning the HZCôs guidelines, the nature of the 

area where the proposed construction is to take place, and any other relevant factors.  This subcommittee, collectively and individually, shall 

refrain from any indication of approval or disapproval, but shall not, for that reason be barred from a reasonable discussion of the applicant's 

proposals.  No advice or opinion given, or reported as having been given, by any member of the sub-committee at such an informal meeting 
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shall be in any way official or binding upon the HZC at any time.  Notice of the desire for such a conference shall be given to City in enough 

time to schedule a meeting with the subcommittee prior to the regular HZC meeting. 

 

C.  The HZC must issue or deny a Certificate of Appropriateness within thirty (30) days after the hearing of an application, except when the 

time limit has been extended by mutual agreement between the applicant and the HZC.  Acceptance is defined to be the time at which the 

secretary certifies the application to be complete. If the applicant is not notified within the required thirty (30) days of receiving a completed 

application, the application shall be deemed approved.  

D.  The secretary for the HZC shall notify the applicant of the disposition of the application by personal service or by registered mail and 

shall file a copy of the decision in the Planning Department.  If an application is denied, such notice shall include the reasons for such 

actions as defined in the design guidelines. 

E.  A Certificate of Appropriateness shall be valid for 1 year (12 months) from the date of issue. If building permits are not pulled within 

the 12 month period, the applicant shall request a review of the original application at no fee. If no changes have been proposed, staff 

shall have authority to approve the permits. If changes are proposed the applicant shall be required to reapply for COA. 

 

CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS PROCESS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complete Application Submitted 

Staff Consideration HZC Consideration 

Approval Denial 

Building Permit Appeal to HZC 

Approval Denial 

Building Permit Can Appeal to Court 

For more information on the HZC Process and Procedures: 

See Section 6.26 Zoning Ordinance dealing with the Historic 

Zoning Overlay. 
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A. Essential Principles for Rehabilitation  

The alteration of any façade of an existing building within the Downtown District is subject to review by the Historic Zoning Commission 

reviewing requests the HZC shall be guided by the following principles of the Secretary of the Interiorôs Standards for Rehabilitation: 

 

1. A property shall be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal change to its distinctive materials, features, 
spaces, and spatial relationship. 

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved.  The removal of distinctive materials or alteration of features, 
spaces, and spatial relationship that characterize a property shall be avoided. 

3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use.  Do not try to make the building look older than it 
really is.   

4. Changes to a property that have acquired significance in their own right shall be retained and preserved. 
5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship that characterize a property shall 

be preserved. Avoid removing or altering original historic material or distinctive architectural features: if original and in good shape, it 
shall not be removed or altered. 

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced.  Where the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a 
distinctive feature, the new feature shall match the old in design, color, texture, and, when possible, material.  Replacement of missing 
features shall be documented. Avoid removing or altering original historic material or distinctive architectural features: if original and in 
good shape, it shall not be removed or altered.  

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, shall be undertaken using the gentlest means possible.  Treatments that cause damage 
to historic materials shall not be used. 

8. Archeological resources shall be protected and preserved in place.   
9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic materials, features, and spatial relationships 

that characterize the property.  The new work shall be differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with the historic material, 
features, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment. 

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a manner, that if removed in the future, the 
essential form and integrity of the historic property would be unimpaired. 

 

 

 

 

IV. Guidelines for Rehabilitation & New Construction 
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B.  Essential Principles for New Construction 

The construction or erection of any structure or improvement within the Downtown Historic District, including new construction which 

utilizes existing party walls and any additions to existing buildings are subject to review by the Historic Zoning Commission (HZC) pursuant 

to the Historic/Conservation District Ordinance.  

The principal facades (front) and street-related elevations of proposals for new buildings shall be more carefully reviewed than other 

facades.  New buildings shall complement and be compatible with other buildings in the District. New construction shall be consistent 

with the existing District in terms of height, scale, rhythm, and other design characteristics.  The dominance of the pattern and rhythm 

design characteristic must be respected and not be disrupted.  Infill construction is encouraged on vacant sites in the District. 

New construction shall not appear old.  The intent of a historic district is not to "freeze" an area in time, but rather to encourage new 

buildings which fit contextually within the existing historic district.  New construction shall not attempt to replicate the old or to introduce a 

false "historicò appearance.  For most new construction projects, the best approach is to HARMONIZE with and reinforce the context of 

existing buildings.  The purpose of the design guidelines is to encourage new buildings that complement the best of the existing 

environment.   

When a new building is constructed in the District there are certain design aspects that need to be included in order to maintain the 

character.   The dominant character shall be a pedestrian- friendly environment.  

Key design aspects included the following: 

¶ Buildings aligned at the sidewalk edge; 

¶ Two-story traditional commercial buildings (some buildings reach greater heights); 

¶ Masonry construction dominates; 

¶ Transparent ground floor with smaller windows into predominantly solid upper floors; 

¶ Flat-roof (low slope) buildings; 

¶ Additions are compatible in size, form, materials, and design; 

¶ Maintain traditional mass, size, form, and building materials; 

¶ To design commercial buildings with storefront elements similar to those seen traditionally (e.g., recessed entry, display windows, 
bulkhead, transom windows, midbelt cornice, cornices, and vertically oriented upper-story windows); and 

¶ To promote friendly, walkable streets. 
 
 
 



19 
 

 Building Mass, Scale, and Form 

Building heights vary in the Downtown Historic District yet there is a strong sense of similarity in scale. 

New construction shall blend in the streetscape and not stand out.  Buildings used as infill shall be 

similar in height to adjacent buildings, and of a height of no more than 15 feet higher than the tallest 

adjacent building, and shall not overpower the character of the District. The infill building shall line up 

with existing setbacks, reinforce the established horizontal lines of the elevations, and maintain the 

rhythm in the widths of new buildings for a single lot. 

Policy 1: A building shall appear similar in scale to traditional commercial buildings. A 

variety in building heights is appropriate; however, the dominate scale of two stories shall be maintained.  

A. Maintain the established building scale in height. 

¶ Develop a primary façade that is in scale and aligns with surrounding traditional buildings. 

¶ Consider stepping the mass of a tall building down to a lower height as it approaches surrounding 
buildings. 
 

B. Buildings shall appear similar in width to those historically in the block. 

¶ Consider dividing a large building into ñmodulesò that are similar in scale to traditional buildings.  

¶ If a larger building is divided into ñmodules,ò they shall be expressed three-dimensionally throughout the 
entire building façade. 

 
C. Floor-to-floor heights shall appear to be similar to those seen in adjacent buildings.  

¶ In particular, those windows in a building shall appear similar in height to those seen in adjacent 
buildings.  
 

D. A building shall maintain the alignment of horizontal elements along the block.  

¶ This alignment occurs because many of the buildings are similar in height. 

¶ Window sills, moldings, and cornices are among those elements that may be seen to align.  
 

E. Establish a sense of human scale in a building design.  

¶ Use vertical and horizontal articulation techniques to reduce the appearance of a larger building and to 
create visual interest. 

¶ Changes in cornice lines combined with variations in wall planes can help a new, larger building appear 
consistent with traditional development patterns. One of the most prominent unifying elements of a 
Downtown Historic District is the similarity in building form.  
 

For more information: 

Section 6.15.4.1 and section 

6.15.4.3 of the Zoning 

Ordinance list the criteria for 

Building Placement and 

Building Height.  
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Policy 2: Commercial buildings were simple rectangular solids, deeper than they were wide. This characteristic 

shall be continued.  

A. Rectangular forms shall be dominant on commercial facades. 

¶ Rectangular forms shall be vertically oriented. 

¶ The façade shall appear as predominantly flat, with any decorative elements and projecting or  
setback ñarticulationsò appearing to be subordinate to the dominant form. 
 

B. Maintain the scale of traditional building widths in the context. 

¶ Design a new building to reflect the established range of traditional building widths in the district. 

¶ Where a building must exceed this width, use changes in design features so the building reads as separate building modules reflecting 
traditional building widths and massing. Change in the expression and details of materials, change in window design, façade heights or 
materials are examples of techniques that shall be considered. 
 

C. Use flat roof lines as the dominant roof form. 

¶ Parapets of side facades shall step down towards the rear of the building. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
   
 

 

 

 

 

 

Mass, Scale and Height at Different Levels 

Building mass, scale and height shall be considered in these ways: 

(1) As experienced at the street level immediately adjacent to the building. 

a. at this level of perception, the actual height of the building wall at the street edge is a key factor. The 

scale of windows and doors, the modular characteristics of building materials, and the expression of floor 

heights also contribute to perceived scale. 

(2) As viewed along a block, in perspective with others in the immediate area. 

a. The degree of similarity (or diversity) of building heights along a block, and the repetition of similar 

features, including openings, materials and horizontal expression lines, combine to establish an overall 

sense of scale at this level of experiencing context. 

(3) As seen from public viewpoints inside and outside of the historic district. 

a. In groups, historic buildings and compatible newer structures establish a sense of scale for the entire 

district and define the skyline. 
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Architectural Character & Materials 

Policy 3: Building Materials shall be visually compatible with the 

predominate materials of this area. Brick is the 

predominate building material and shall continue to be 

the material of choice.  

A. Material shall appear similar to those used traditionally. 

¶ Brick was the traditional material and shall continue to be the primary 
material used for all new construction and façade renovations. 

¶ Wood and metal were used for windows, door and storefront surrounds and 
shall be continued. 

¶ New materials shall be considered on a case-by-case basis.  If used, they 
shall appear similar to those used traditionally and shall be detailed to provide human scale. 

¶ New materials shall have a demonstrated durability.  Some new materials are susceptible to weather and do not last as long as brick. 

¶ Existing metal shall be maintained. If it needs to be stripped, use a chemical paint designed for that purpose, not dry grit blasting.  

¶ Preserve cast iron by maintaining and restoring original cast iron columns and pilasters.  Do not conceal or obscure original cast iron 
columns or pilasters.  

¶ When it is necessary to replace brick, it shall match in color and size to the original, if at all possible.   

¶ Unless necessary to protect the surface, previously unpainted masonry shall be left unpainted. 

¶ Previously painted surfaces may only be repainted with silicate paint or chemically cleaned with 
approved chemicals. Repoint mortar, if necessary, before painting brick.  

¶ Sometimes missing details and appropriate materials can be recreated with a one-dimensional paint 
scheme.  

¶ Masonry shall not be covered with stucco, wood siding, aluminum or other artificial materials. 
 

B. Maintain significant architectural details. 

¶ Retain and treat exterior stylistic features and examples of skilled craftsmanship with sensitivity. 

¶ Do not remove or alter distinctive architectural details that are in good condition or that can be repaired. 

¶ Avoid adding architectural details that were not part of the historic structure. For example, decorative 
millwork shall not be added to a building if it was not a historic feature, as doing so would convey a 
false history. 

 
 
While it is important that buildings be compatible with the surrounding traditional commercial context, it is not to imitate the older building 
styles. 
 

 

For more information: 

See web link to Preservation 

Brief 16: The Use of 

Substitute Materials on 

Historic Building Exteriors. 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-

to-preserve/briefs/16-

substitute-materials.htm 

 

 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/16-substitute-materials.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/16-substitute-materials.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/16-substitute-materials.htm
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Policy 4: The building shall be visually compatible with traditional commercial buildings.  
 
A. Maintain the distinction between the street level and upper floors. 

¶ The first floor of the primary façade shall be predominantly transparent glass, not tinted. 

¶ A minimum of 65% of a street level façade of all buildings (except civic and institutional which 
the minimum is 25%) shall be windows, doors, display areas, or similar architectural features.  
Consider using storefronts, decorative surfaces or other features to provide visual interest to 
pedestrians.  Avoid large expanses of featureless wall surface at the street level: these shall 
discourage pedestrian activity in the District. 

¶ Upper floors shall be perceived as more opaque than the lower floors. 

¶ Express the traditional distinction in floor heights between street levels through detailing, 
material, and fenestrations.  The presence of a belt course is an important feature. 
 

B. Upper-story windows with vertical emphasis are encouraged. 

¶ A typical, upper-story window is twice as tall as it is wide.  Upper-story windows shall relate to 
historic window proportions. 

¶ Windows, lintels, and their trim elements shall align with those on adjacent historic buildings.  
 
C. Orient the primary entrance of a building toward the street. 

¶ A building shall have a clearly-defined primary entrance.  For most commercial buildings, this shall be a recessed entryway. 

¶ Original entrances shall be maintained, restored, or replaced (do not enclose, cover, or alter) including the design, material, depth, 
and placement. 

¶ New entrances may be added to a storefront, on a case by case basis, to allow for 
access to an upper floor from the exterior of a building.  However, doors added to 
storefronts shall match the original in design and materials. New entrance openings shall 
not damage the architectural character or remove important features of a building.  
 

D. Roofs, Cornices, & Gutters 

¶ Roofs shall be retained in their original shape and pitch, with original features, and, if 
possible, with original roof materials. 

¶ New roofs covered with modern rolled composition, asphalt materials, or rubber 
membranes are appropriate.  The installation of a higher pitched roof to improve water 
runoff is acceptable as long as the new roof is not visible on the primary elevation and 
is constructed below the roof parapet wall. 

¶ Do not use mansard roof with wooden shingles.  

¶ Metal flashing shall be used with new roof materials extending along the brick walls to protect against leaks. 

¶ Buildings with flat roofs shall have cornices or decorative bands to ñcapò the fa­ade. 

 

 

Downspout does not blend with building façade. 
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¶ Replacement gutters and downspouts shall not result in the removal of significant architectural features on the building and shall be 
in a color complementary to the building.   

¶ Gutters and downspouts of boxed or built-in type shall be repaired rather than replaced if possible. 
 

E. Foundations  

¶ Preserve (maintain or restore, not enclose or alter) original foundation materials and design -- whether solid or pier, brick, stucco or 
stone, etc. 

¶ Foundations shall not be concealed with concrete block, plywood panels, corrugated metal, or other non-original materials.  
 
Windows & Doors 
 
Historic windows and doors help covey the significance of historic structures, and shall be preserved. 
When repair is needed, the new shall be in character with the building, especially when it is located on 
a primary wall. 

 
A. Doors 

¶ Aluminum replacement doors and storefronts shall be made compatible by painting a dark color.   

¶ Do not use doors decorated with molding, cross bucks, or window grills. Do not use solid wood 
doors in storefronts, unless original. 

¶ If original design of a door is unknown, replace with a plain wood door with plain glazing (glass area), 
as opposed to solid wood doors, decorative doors, or any kind of period reproduction door. 

¶ Preserve historic and decorative features, including door frames, sills, heads, jambs, moldings, 
detailing, transoms and flaking sidelights. 

¶ Do not alter the historic size and shape of a historic door opening. 
 
 
B. Windows 
 

¶ Maintain all aspects of the storefront (including doors, windows, and details) when possible. 

¶ Preserve existing original storefronts elements (windows, transoms, lintels, sills, hoods, bulkheads, 
cornices, and parapets) by maintaining or restoring, do not remove or alter. It is better to repair than 
replace deteriorated storefront features. Covering or removing significant elements such as 
transoms, panels below store windows, or original doors results in a substantial loss of historic 
character.  

¶ Use a traditional storefront arrangement with features, materials, and proportions typical of similar 
structures of the same (not earlier or later) architectural style or period when the original design and 
features cannot be determined. Storefront material shall be simple.  

Historic Door & Entry 

Components 

Historic door and entry features 

include: 

- Door Detailing 

- Sills 

- Surrounds 

- Transoms 

- Heads 

- Threshold 

- Moldings 

- Jambs 

- Landing (mosaic tiles) 

- Flanking sidelights 

- Hardware 

 

Historic Window Components 

Window components include: 

- Sash 

- Frame 

- Number of lights (panes) 

- Shutters 

- Security Devises (bars and 

screens) 

- Insect screens 

- Storm windows 
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¶ Do not allow storefront design to stray out of its natural place within the façade. Generally, there shall be more glass and fewer walls 
at the storefront level, balanced by more walls and less glass on the upper façade.  

¶ Display windows which are new, shall match the original in location, design, size, configuration, and materials.  

¶ Display windows which are missing and the original design is unknown, shall be replaced with traditionally scaled windows. 
Traditionally scaled windows have large glass lights and few structural divisions to maintain a traditional transparent storefront 
appearance. If aluminum framed windows are used, utilize anodized or baked enamel finishes.  

¶ When replacing missing or damaged features and based on historic evidence such as photographs or ñghostsò marking or cornice 
locations or through newspaper or photographic research, base new building features from a similar building of the same design, use 
simple (but to scale) decoration. 

¶ Windows which are not original shall not be added, unless required by codes for fire access. If so, windows must be added in a way 
not to damage architectual character.  

¶ Windows shall be repaired rather than replaced, but if replacement is necessary the replacement windows shall always fill the entire 
original opening and duplicate the original pattern, including dimensions, number and 
arrangements of lights in each sash, materials, and detailing. If aluminum framed windows 
are used, use anodized or baked enamel finishes. 

¶ If original window design is unknown, use window type and detailing of the architectural style 
or period of the building. 

¶ Storm windows shall be painted to match the color of the window sash and window shape 
shall be duplicated. It may be desirable, to install storm windows inside where they shall not 
be seen. Storm windows use full view or sash proportionate, blind-shop type of wood or 
aluminum with anodized or baked-on enamel finish. 

¶ New windows shall not have snap-on or flush muntins. True divided muntins are preferred 
over these types of muntins that do not have the same appearance as historic windows.  
Properly sized muntins permanently attached to windows are acceptable. 

¶ Decorative glass windows which are original shall be preserved in their original location, size, 
and design and with their original materials and glass pattern.  

¶ On the interior, shall the buildingôs ceiling interfere with the transom space, recess ceiling space 
slightly away from the transom, or paint rear (interior) of the transom black. 

¶ Do not reduce a historic opening to accommodate a smaller window or increase it to accommodate 
a larger window.  

¶ Windows cannot be blocked in 
The Downtown Historic District shall continue to develop as a pedestrian-oriented environment. 
Streets, sidewalks, and alleys shall encourage walking, sitting and other outdoor activities; buildings 
also shall be visually interesting to invite exploration by pedestrians. Existing pedestrian routes shall 
be enhanced. A building shall express human scale through material and forms that were seen 
traditionally. This is important because buildings are experienced at close proximity by the pedestrian. 
 

 

 

 

 


