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I. Background and Project Overview 
 

Portland’s Historic Resources 

Portland has 20 historic and conservation districts — covering 1,500 acres and containing more 

than 3,500 contributing properties — along with approximately 700 individual historic and 

conservation landmarks .  
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Background and Project Overview 

 
What is HRCIP? 

In an 8-month public process, the Historic Resource Code Improvement Project (HRCIP) 

proposes amendments to the Zoning Code to make it easier for property owners to make minor 

home improvements in the City’s historic and conservation districts. The first step of the public 

process was to identify the issues, provide context, and identify potential solutions for 

consideration. Draft code amendments were the subject of further community discussion at the 

Historic Landmarks Commission on December 10, 2012. The draft code amendments were 

further refined for a hearing before the Planning and Sustainability Commission on January 22, 

2012. This Recommended report responds to community feedback and the Commission’s 

recommendations for adoption. The full project schedule is shown in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Schedule 

July – Aug 

2012 

Problem identification, 

research and background 

Check-in with Planning and Sustainability Commission, 

Historic Landmarks Commission, and the Development 

Review Advisory Committee 

Sept - Oct 

2012 

Develop alternative 

concepts 

Issues and Options Paper released on September 11 - met 

with stakeholders to discuss concepts 

Nov – Dec 

2012 
Discussion Draft  

Discussion draft of code amendments released November 16 

for a Historic Landmarks Commission hearing with public 

testimony on December 10 

Jan 2013 Public Hearing 

Proposed draft of code amendments released January 7 for  

a Planning and Sustainability Commission hearing on  

January 22 

Feb 2013 Public Hearing 
City Council hearing on February 27 – adopted amendments 

will be effective 37 days after the last hearing 

 

Background 

Property owners in Historic and Conservation Districts are concerned about the fees and time 

involved for historic review. Fees for small home remodeling projects start at $900, and the 

design review process can take from 6-8 weeks. The fees, in some cases, can be more than the 

cost of the job itself. As a result, some property owners decide to make exterior home 

improvements without going through historic review, while others decide not to make 

improvements at all. 
 

Project Goals 

� Improve the historic review process to help preserve the historic character of Portland.   

� Create a quicker, easier to understand, and more predictable review process for proposals 

with minor impacts on historic resources. 
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What will this project do?  

Under the City’s current regulations pertaining to historic resources, the majority of exterior 

alteration and development proposals are reviewed through historic review. While historic 

review provides for flexibility and public dialogue, it also takes time and money on the 

applicant’s part. The overall purpose of this project is to reassess when historic review is 

necessary and appropriate.  
 

The following amendments were explored:  
 

1. Historic Resources Definitions – Clarify terminology related to historic resources 

regulations, including the terms “repair,” “maintenance” and “replacement.” 

2. Redefine Historic Review Triggers/Exemptions – Determine the appropriate level of 

review in historic and conservation districts for the following: 

a. minor alterations to structures; 

b. alterations on non-street facing facades. 

3. Procedure Type – Create a land use review procedure with a shorter timeline and no 

local appeal.  
 

Research 

City staff conducted research to inform this process by reviewing permit data over the past 18 

months and conducting a survey of other cities in the country to help identify best practices. 

Below is a summary of the information collected. The issues on the following pages have 

numerous references to the research material as well. More detailed summaries of the data are 

available upon request.  
 

Permit Data 

Over the course of the 18 months, Bureau of Development Services staff processed 179 land use 

cases related to historic resources. Of these cases, approximately 54 percent are outside the 

scope of this project (e.g. signs, radio frequency antennas, and other large scale remodels or new 

constructions that trigger the Type III Historic Review process). However, the remaining 46 

percent, do fall within the scope of the project. These cases provide helpful focus for the minor 

code improvements contemplated in this project. A summary of the permit data is below: 
 

Table 2: Permit Data - November 1, 2010 to May 30, 2012 

Review Categories Number of 

Cases 

Percent of 

Total 

Rear additions  24 12.9% 

Windows – main facades 19 10.2% 

Windows – basement 4 2.2% 

Minor repairs 27 14.5% 

Restoration   3 1.6% 

Repair and maintenance 1 0.5% 

Mechanical equipment 5 2.7% 

Garages and other accessory structures 3 1.6% 

Not in scope: signs, radio frequency facilities 100 53.8% 

Total 186* 100 

*some cases fall into two categories. The total number of cases was 179. 
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Background and Project Overview 

 
Several themes emerge from the permit data, including: 

� Approximately half of the cases reviewed by BDS could benefit from some form of code 

amendment. 

� Creating exemptions or a minor review may encourage additions at the rear of a house 

where the impact is the least. 

� Relatively few cases involve true restoration work. 

� Although only 23 cases relate to windows, windows account for the bulk of inquiries to 

BDS staff. 

� Creating exemptions, standards or minor review for window replacements under certain 

circumstances may help reduce time and cost for homeowners. 
 

In addition to permit data, Bureau of Development Staff estimate that they receive 

approximately 150 inquiries each year from homeowners with questions about what types of 

work are considered repair and maintenance. It is anticipated that the BDS workload could be 

reduced by clarifying these definitions in the code.  
 

Survey of Other Cities 

Bureau of Planning and Sustainability staff conducted a survey of nine cities that have historic 

resource protection programs that offer lessons for Portland. The survey clearly shows that 

every jurisdiction is unique and has a different approach to protecting historic resources. The 

themes of their approaches are as follows: 

� Repair and maintenance are largely exempt or reviewed administratively in one day 

� Temporary structures (e.g. wheelchair ramps) and foundation work are often 

exempted. 

� Minor projects are defined and reviewed administratively (percentage of resource 

affected or under a certain square footage addition). 

� Visibility from defined viewpoints is a factor in determining the level of review – facades 

visible from the street have a higher level of review. 

� The level of review applied to window replacement varies depending on 

conspicuousness and type of materials used. 

� Restoration projects typically require administrative review. 
 

Identifying Issues, Opportunities and Potential Code Amendments 

Staff kicked off the project in the summer of 2012 and released an Issues and Opportunities 

Paper in September to start the community conversation. The paper included information 

about issues and concerns related to Portland’s historic resource regulations and ideas for 

potential code changes. The conversation continued through the fall with the release of the 

Zoning Code Amendments Discussion Draft. Staff addressed numerous requests and issues and 

prepared the Zoning Code Amendments Proposed Draft for the January 22 Planning and 

Sustainability Commission hearing. In addition to numerous individual conversations, staff 

attended the following meetings to discuss the project scope, identify issues and get feedback 

on ideas for minor code amendments:  
 

� Development Review Advisory Committee 6/12/12, 10/18/12 

� Bosco-Milligan Foundation 6/22/12 

� Historic Landmarks Commission 7/23/12, 10/8/12, 12/10/12 

� Planning and Sustainability Commission 7/24/12, 10/9/12, 1/22/13 
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� Buckman Neighborhood Association 9/13/12 

� Irvington Community Association 9/13/12 

� SE Uplift Land Use / Transportation Committee 9/17/12 

� Irvington Land Use Committee 10/10/12 

� Remodelers Association  10/11/12 

� Portland Coalition for Historic Resources 10/11/12, 11/16/12, 1/16/13 

� Downtown Neighborhood Association 11/19/12 

� NE Coalition of Neighborhoods 11/30/12 

� Historic Landmarks Commission Leadership 12/14/12 
 

Summary of Community Feedback 

General 

� Strong support for the goals of the project – mainly to reduce the time and cost 

associated with historic review for homeowners. 

� Concern about the narrow scope of the project – many expressed a desire for the City to 

fix the myriad of issues associated with the City’s historic resource program. 

� Concern that this project was not addressing high fees directly – although many 

understood that many of the concepts could indirectly reduce fees with added 

exemptions and/or a lower level of review.  

� Support for revisiting the code revisions after they have been implemented to assess the 

project’s success in addressing the project goals.  

� Support for considering different treatment (exemptions, review level, etc.) for 

contributing versus non-contributing structures.  

� Support for facades not facing the street having more lenient regulations. 

� Concern about potential damage to resources with the discussion draft code 

amendments that suggested either exempting or a lower level of review for alterations 

and additions less than 200 square feet.  

� The Zoning Code is very hard to understand; a matrix and illustrations would help, or 

other material that help homeowners interpret the code. 

� Concern that many homeowners are unaware that their property is subject to historic 

resource regulations; there is a desire for better notice procedures when districts are 

formed and when a home is purchased. 
 

Exemptions 

� Many activities should be exempt (re-roofing, paint color, interior light wells, fire escape 

removal, fences, retaining walls, decks, removal of kitchen chimneys). 

� Big projects (additions, new construction, or large scale exterior remodels) should 

continue to be reviewed as it is today. 

� Some things need to be reviewed and thus can’t be exempt, although a lesser review 

than the typical Type II may be appropriate for some types of activities (basement 

window replacement, restoration, roof replacement). 
 

New Review Procedure 

� Support for a new, quicker procedure. 

� Concern about no local level appeal – neighborhoods in particular feel strongly that local 

appeal is necessary to achieve preservation goals.
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Summary of Code Amendments 

II. Summary of Code Amendments 
 

This section includes general information about the draft code amendments, included to 

summarize the intent of the recommended changes. Please refer to the specific code language 

and associated commentary in Section III for details.  

 

General review categories 

One purpose of this project is to reassess when and if historic review is necessary and 

appropriate. There are three general review categories that are useful for thinking about this 

issue: 

 

Exemptions –  

Expanding and clarifying the list of exemptions is intended to direct reviews toward 

projects that have greater impact on the significance of historic resources and help 

homeowners understand what activities are exempt from review. In other words, 

activities that do not require any review or approval by the City. In addition to adding 

definitions for repair and maintenance, the exemptions will help provide clarity to 

homeowners, remodelers, and neighborhood associations about when historic review is 

required. 
 

New Type I – Small Projects 

The challenge of this project is determining what projects should fall into this new 

review procedure. For example, a restoration project requires some level of review by 

City staff to ensure that the work is consistent with the period of significance, but it is 

also an activity that the City would like to encourage through a lower review threshold. 

Additionally, smaller projects of less than 150 square feet, such as a new dormer, 

moving a window, or adding a back porch, should also require a review -- but a lesser 

review than the traditional Type II. This draft includes a new Type I procedure that still 

ensures the appropriate approval criteria are met, but does it in half the time and 

potentially half the cost. See Table 4 below for a comparison of procedures. 
 

Type II or III – Large Projects 

No change is recommended to large projects that currently go through a Type II or 

Type III review. These are typically one or two story additions that have significant cost. 

The additional time and cost of a review is justified and proportionate for these types of 

projects. 
 

Recommended Changes to Historic Review Triggers  

Table 3 outlines the general recommended changes to activities subject to historic review and 

the associated procedure type; Table 4 describes the range of current procedure types and the 

revised review procedure type recommended as part of this project. 
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Table 3: Summary Table of Recommended Zoning Code Amendments 

Activity Review Type 

Change from Current 

Regulations  

(% of historic reviews) 

Basement Windows 
Exempt on non-street facing facades. 

Includes egress window replacements. 

Exempt 
New exemption  

(2.2% of reviews)  

Storm and Screen 

Windows/Doors 
Includes both removal and addition of 

storm and screen windows/doors. 

Exempt 
New exemption 

(<1% of reviews) 

Accessibility Structures  

(e.g. wheelchair ramps) 
Exempt if the structure can removed 

without destroying existing materials. 

Exempt 
New exemption  

(<1% of reviews)  

Light Wells 
Exempt if light well is completely 

contained within a building. 

Exempt 
New exemption 

(<1% of reviews) 

Skylights and Roof Hatches 
Exempt if on flat roofs or non-street 

facing pitched roofs. 

Exempt 
New exemption 

 (<1% of reviews) 

Fire Escapes 
Exempt if removal is required by Fire 

Marshal. 

Exempt 
New exemption  

(<1% of reviews) 

Accessory structures  

(e.g. detached garages, gazebo) 
In RH through RF zones. 

Exempt < 200 sq ft 

New Type I > 200 sq ft 

Reduced exemption 

from 300 to 200 sq ft  

(1.6% of reviews) 

Restoration 
A lower level of review to encourage 

activities that accurately restore historic 

features in RH through RF zones. 

New Type I 

New definition and 

procedure 

(1.6% of reviews) 

Contributing Non-contributing Alterations  

(e.g. replacement of windows, 

doors, porch, siding, exterior 

trim, or other features) 
Creates a lower level of review for 

smaller projects in RH through RF zones. 

Street Facing 

New Type I < 150 sq ft  

Type II > 150 sq ft 

Additions  

(e.g. dormer, porch) 
Additions are considered alterations in 

the Zoning Code. 

New Type I                            

<150 sq ft 

 

Type II >  

150 sq ft  

 

Non-street Facing 

Exempt < 150 sq ft  

Type II > 150 sq ft 

Currently all alterations 

and additions go 

through a Type II 

procedure 

(38% of reviews) 

Notes: 

1. In addition to the actions listed in this table, the following actions will continue to remain exempt under certain 

circumstances: retaining walls, fences, decks, rooftop mechanical equipment and solar panels.  

2. Definitions for maintenance, repair and restoration are recommended to clarify when review is required. 

3. RH through RF Zones include the following zones: RH, R1, R2, R2.5, R3, R5, R7, R10, R20, and RF. 
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Summary of Code Amendments 

Table 4: Current and Recommended Procedure Types 

Procedure 

Type 

Decision 

Maker 

Days to 

Decision 

Notice Appealable 

at local level  

Appealable 

to LUBA 

Historic Review 

Examples 

Type I (existing 

procedure 

type, 

recommended 

to be renamed 

“Type Ix”) 

Staff 30-45 Property owners 

within 100 ft of site 

and Associations 

No Yes Signs < 150 sq ft 

Type I (revised 

procedure 

type for Type I 

reviews in RH 

through RF 

zones) 

Staff 14-21 Property owners 

within 100 ft of site 

and Associations 

No Yes Restoration; 

accessory 

structures and 

exterior  

alterations of less 

than 150 sq ft 

Type II Staff 56 Property owners 

within 150 ft of site 

and Associations 

within 400 ft of site 

Yes Yes Exterior alterations 

> 150 sq ft and 

< $396,200 to a 

structure that is 

not an individual 

landmark 

Type III Local review 

body (e.g. 

Landmarks 

Commission) 

103 Property owners 

within 400 ft of site 

and Associations 

within 1000 ft of 

site 

Yes Yes Exterior alterations 

> $396,200 to a 

structure that is 

not an individual 

landmark 

Notes: 

1.  The vast majority of historic reviews are currently processed through a Type II review.  

2.  RH through RF Zones include the following zones: RH, R1, R2, R2.5, R3, R5, R7, R10, R20, and RF. 

 

Why 150 square feet? 

The discussion draft released in November 2012 proposed a 200 sf review threshold for 

alterations and additions, but community members expressed concern about the amount of 

damage to historic resources that could be done within a 200 sf area. To respond to those 

concerns, staff lowered the recommended threshold to 150 sf and limited the exemption to 

work on non street-facing facades of non-contributing structures. All other work will still 

receive some level of review. See alterations and additions in Table 3 for more information.  

 

150 sf is a reasonable threshold between a small and large project for the purposes of historic 

review. 150 sf allows a homeowner to add a small dormer, a new back porch or replace several 

windows. These projects are fairly simple and reducing the review threshold, or exempting the 

project in some instances, is the most promising way to reduce the time and expense for 

homeowners wanting to make minor improvements that don’t have a major impact on the 

historic resource.  
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Contributing versus Non contributing Resources 

Stakeholders identified “contributing status” as a distinction that could be used to allow a 

quicker and less expensive review process for projects that have less impact on the historic 

significance of resources. This information is readily available to homeowners and staff and 

would be easy to implement, but would potentially allow actions to non-contributing structures 

that impact the overall character of a district.  
 

An alternative approach is to distinguish between street facing and non street-facing facades. 

The benefit of this approach is ease of implementation and ability of a homeowner to quickly 

understand where it applies. It also encourages alterations on facades that are less visible from 

the street.  

 

Both approaches are applied in the code amendments in this package – minor alterations and 

additions to non-contributing, non street-facing facades are exempt; all others go through 

some level of review. Refer to the diagram below for an illustration.  
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Summary of Code Amendments 

Other minor changes 

The current terminology in chapters 33.445 and 33.846 uses Design Guidelines and Historic 

Design Review. This terminology implies that the review of alterations to historic resources is 

the same as the review of architectural designs. However, architectural design and historic 

preservation are distinct disciplines with very different concerns and approaches, which is 

reflected with separate overlay chapters in the Zoning Code and separate overseeing 

commissions. The emphasis in federal, state and most other local historic preservation 

programs is on the appropriateness of recommended historic treatments rather than on other 

design considerations (e.g. the roof pitch of an addition to a historic structure should generally 

match that the existing roof, rather than be determined purely by design preference, 

independent of historic context).  

 

The following terms are recommended to be replaced throughout Title 4, Original Art Murals, 

Title 32, Signs and Title 33, Planning and Zoning: 
 

� Change Historic Design Review to Historic Resource Review 

� Change Historic Reviews to Historic Resource Reviews 

� Change Historic Resource Protection Overlay Zone to Historic Resource Overlay Zone 

� Change historic design districts to historic districts 
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Code  Amendments 

   

III. Code Amendments 
 

How to read this document 

The following pages show recommended changes to the Zoning Code. Even numbered pages 

show code language with adopted changes. Language added to the Zoning Code is underlined 

and language deleted is shown in strikethrough. 

 

Odd-numbered pages contain staff commentary on the recommended changes. 
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Code Amendments - Chapter 33.445, Historic Resource Overlay Zone 
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Review 

Type 

Decision 

Maker 

Days to Decision 

from complete 

application 

Notice Local 

Appeal  

LUBA 

Appeal 

Historic Resource 

Review Examples 

"New"  

Type I 

(for Historic 

Review) 

Staff 26 Property owners within 100 

ft of site and Associations 

No Yes Restoration; 

accessory structures, 

and exterior 

alterations of less 

than 150 sq ft 

"old" Type I 

(to become  

"Type Ix") 

Staff 50 Property owners within 100 

ft of site and Associations 

No Yes Signs < 150 sq ft 

Type II Staff 49 Property owners within 150 

ft of site; 

Associations within 400 ft of 

site 

Yes Yes Exterior alterations  

> 150 sq ft and 

< $396,200 to a 

structure that is not a 

landmark 

Type IIx Staff 61 Property owners within 150 

ft of site; 

Associations within 400 ft of 

site 

Yes Yes N/A – applies to land 

division reviews only 

Type III Local review 

body (e.g. 

landmarks) 

82 Property owners within 400 

ft of site; 

Associations within 1000 ft of 

site 

Yes Yes Exterior alterations  

> $396,200 to a 

structure that is not a 

landmark 
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Code Amendments – City Code Titles 4, 32, and 33�
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