Community Meeting on Historic Neighborhoods

Organized by West Mt Airy Neighbors (WMAN)
Location: Commodore John Barry Irish Center, 6815 Emlen St
May 29th, 2025

WMAN held a community-wide meeting to share information and hear the community’s thoughts
about the historic preservation nomination and designation process for Pelham and other areas
interested in neighborhood designation. A panel of experts from across the city were invited to
explain the benefits of both local and national historic designation and to answer common
questions. A significant portion of the meeting was reserved for the questions, concerns, and
insights of the community.

Panel speakers:

Heather Hendrickons and Kim Chantry, Philadelphia Historical Commission Staff

Paul Steinke, Preservation Alliance

Mark Brack, resident of Powelton Village, locally designated as a historic district in 2022
Lisa Kolakowsky Smith, resident of Pelham

The meetings began with a slide show and the panel speaking to various aspects of historic
preservation. The slides can be found at
https://wman.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/25_0529 WMAN-HPI-Intro-COM-MTG-Finalsm.

df.

Community Questions/Comments:

Timelines
e How much time do we have to digest this [potential Pelham Historic Neighborhood
designation]?

o There is not a specific known timeline. Right now, we are engaging with the
community through a series of meetings. If the community seems in favor, the
rest of the steps could take a year or more.

o Why does it take so long? (for example, Washington Sq West was first nominated in
2009, and only just designated)

o The nomination process is very involved - research on every house, photograph
every property, a detailed essay of historic significance, a word for word
boundary description. All of this has to be reviewed, and then there is a public
approval process.

e Can people build/demolish while this process is going on?

o Once the nomination is submitted, then notice is mailed out to all the property
owners. At this point, the same protections are in place as if it were designated.

o However, anything can happen during the time it takes to research and build the
nomination.

Socio-economic impact
e What is the relationship between gentrification and historic preservation?

o PlaceEconomics (“specialists in the analysis of historic preservation’s impacts”) is
a great resource on this.

o Historic districts contain a greater diversity of housing types and price points than
non historic districts.



https://wman.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/25_0529_WMAN-HPI-Intro-COM-MTG-Finalsm.pdf
https://wman.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/25_0529_WMAN-HPI-Intro-COM-MTG-Finalsm.pdf
https://www.placeeconomics.com/

o West Diamond Street was the first historic district, and it is definitely not
gentrified. Conversely, there are old historic neighborhoods in West Philly that
are not designated, that have been very gentrified.

e Pelham is the longest running continuously integrated neighborhood in the nation. We
want to make sure that everyone who is here now, can stay here if there is a historic
designation. Particularly as older neighbors move on, those houses are flipped and
prices go up significantly.

o The city has some home repair programs
https://www.phila.gov/services/property-lots-housing/get-home-improvement-help

e Mark Brack from Powelton Villages notes that they have an Aging in Place committee.

o There was a push to set up a fund for this by the City, but it was never
established.

e General concern over cost of repairs.

Regulation/Enforcement

e How does enforcement happen, what if a resident doesn't file for a permit like they
should? What if a developer does whatever they want anyway?

o There is a lot of reliance on community reporting via 311. L&l does the
enforcement. If the Philadelphia Historical Commission learns or sees that things
are not right, then L&l is asked to send a violation.

m There will be a fine, and they also have to fix the issue. Eventually there
could be a court summons.

o Mark Brack from Powelton Village notes that it’s really easy to put in a call to 311,
has done it in his neighborhood when someone was putting in vinyl windows.

e [s there a list of things that are regulated?

o It varies per house. For Pelham, a lot of the original blueprints and other artifacts
are known. What triggers the review by the Philadelphia Historical Commission is
pulling a permit.

o Doors and windows do need review by PHC (note: windows can often be
repaired rather than replaced).

e A lot of houses have been modified over time. If you have to make repairs, what
“version” of the house do you need to match?

o The way that a property is when it is designated, it doesn't need to inherently
change from that (restoration not required). But if you go to replace something
like windows, there is a regulation on that, and it will be based on what is outlined
as the historic time period in the designation.

e Wil there be a different determination on windows if it is a single window versus all the
windows in the house?

o It will vary, and could depend on what is visible to the public.

Incentives
e Is there an incentive for multifamily dwellings?

o If a building has a former or current specific use (church, school, movie theaters,
etc), then adaptive reuse is encouraged (like multifamily dwellings). This is
turning out to not be popular in some neighborhoods.

o Accessory Dwelling Unit: designated buildings (single family owner occupied
home) can add an ADU without a zoning variance (but, will still need to comply
with any other zoning requirements).

New Construction
e How does new construction or a new addition work with the design review for a historic

neighborhood?


https://www.phila.gov/services/property-lots-housing/get-home-improvement-help

o When a district is nominated, there is an inventory taken. If there is a building in
disrepair (or a non-contributing building) and it is demolished, then PHC has full
jurisdiction over the design. However, for new construction on an empty lot or a
parking lot, PHC only has review and comment power on the designs.

o Additions are reviewed all the time, and many go through a quick review process.
They are generally looking for something that is “differentiated but still compatible
with the historic resource”.

Solar Panels
e Will designation run contrary to environmental goals of having solar panels installed?

o PHC gets many solar panel applications, and many are routinely approved at the
staff level. Some do have to go through the higher level of review.

o In addition to the panels, the disconnect boxes must be considered. In Pelham
there are most likely ways to camouflage that effectively.

e A clear policy rather than a judgment call would be preferred.
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