Community Meeting on Historic Neighborhoods

Organized by West Mt Airy Neighbors (WMAN)
Location: Commodore John Barry Irish Center, 6815 Emlen St
September 25th, 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. 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. Questions from previous meetings were
reviewed, and new questions/topics were addressed.

Panel speakers:

Heather Hendrickson, Philadelphia Historical Commission Staff

Paul Steinke, Preservation Alliance

Mark Brack, resident of Powelton Village, locally designated as a historic district in 2022

Morrie Zimmerman, VP of WMAN; member of WMAN’s Historic Preservation Initiative

Lisa Kolakowsky Smith, resident of Pelham; member of WMAN’s Historic Preservation Initiative
Sherman Aronson, member of WMAN'’s Historic Preservation Initiative

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/2025/11/25_0925_WMAN-HPI-Intro-COM-MTG-FIN.pdf.

Please see the notes from previous meetings for additional questions and answers.
Questions

Permit review timelines
e What is the duration of the permitting/review process?

o If you are submitting a building permit, you don’t have to submit anything
additional for the Historical Commission review. It will automatically get forwarded
to the Commission as part of its review process. The Commission has 5 days to
review, but usually does it in much less time.

o The permits applications are submitted to L&l which have 15 days to review, and
the Commission review is part of that 15 days (does not add any additional time
to the whole L&l timeline)

o If there is an emergency situation like a tree falling on a roof, you can call the
Historical Commission directly and they are extremely accommodating.

Utilities
e What happens to water/electric/gas costs and payments if the designation goes forth?

o Nothing, there is no impact to utility costs, and no change to your current process

of paying utilities.
Historic District
e /s it a geographical area that gets designated, or individual buildings?

o It's a geographical area, and every single building gets marked as significant
(these are usually ones that are or could be individually designated), contributing,
and non-contributing. Non-contributing buildings are less regulated, and the
impact to the district is considered rather than the impact to the specific property.


https://wman.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/25_0925_WMAN-HPI-Intro-COM-MTG-FIN.pdf

e [fthe district were focused on just the large houses, perhaps some opposition to the
designation would melt away. Why not individually nominate just the big properties?

o The point of a historic district designation is its shared history as a specific area,
and the research needs to support what is historically connected and what isn’t.

e We have a wide range of income levels in Pelham. How do you balance the big houses
with the big money, with small houses with little money?

o Homeowners may be discouraged from making the cheapest repairs if they are
not in the best interest of the longevity of the building or un-sympathetic to the
character of the building.

o The Commission works with the homeowners and contractors, and the solution
will be different for every property and every situation. There is flexibility in the
materials that can be approved for a given repair or project, and the Commission
tries to have a variety of materials at different price points as options.

m For example, slate roofs don’t need to be replaced with slate, asphalt
shingle roofs are approved every day. A particular shape of the shingle
may be required, but that does not impact the cost.

e What happens to a building that isn’t surviving, and what happens to an empty lot?

o For an empty lot, the only thing that could come up that would result in any
restrictions is archeological value. Otherwise, the Historical Commission has
review and comment power only. If there is an existing building, the Historical
Commission has full jurisdiction over what happens to it.

Preparing a Nomination
e Do you have to pay a consultant to do the nomination, or can you do it yourself?

o Technically anyone can submit a nomination, but they are very involved. Some
district nominations are over 1000 pages. There is a lot of research involved to
uncover the story of the neighborhood and why it is historically significant. Each
property needs to be documented with current photographs and a physical
description. The photographs could be done by the community, but the
descriptions require more architectural expertise.

o Powelton Village had 900 properties, and felt it was expeditious to pay a
consultant.

e Do we need $45,000 to pay the consultants before we know the boundaries? When do
we know the boundaries?

o We do need the research to be done in order to know the exact boundaries for
this nomination. We do have a lot of information collected on the neighborhood
already, and don’t necessarily need the full fee in order to do the research on the
boundaries.

For Doctor’s Row, the initial research cost $5,000.
A separate district nomination was prepared and written by the Historical
Commission itself, and cost the neighborhood nothing.

Comments

Homeowners Insurance
e My homeowners insurance premium is going up because of old materials, the insurance
company wants to make sure that existing materials like lath and plaster are NOT used
for repairs.
o Other attendees did not have this experience with their home insurance, and this
scenario is not an issue that the panel experts have heard of from residents from



other historically designated buildings/districts. More inquiries are needed to
determine if this is an isolated case, or if others are experiencing this as well. It
was noted that you should always shop around for insurance policies especially if
premiums are increasing.

Historic Designation for Pelham?

e | don’t know of any houses in Pelham that have been torn down, and don’t know that
historical designation would make any difference in Pelham because of that. It doesn’t
feel like there is much risk.

o Several other neighbors pointed out some examples, including wondering how
the recent renovation of 319 Pelham might have been different if the
neighborhood was designated.

o Another neighbor mentioned “I have tears in my eyes over the weird construction
going up in Mt Airy”

e Having expert advice on our buildings is really important

o Once designated, in addition to permit application review, the Historical
Commission is available to provide expert advice free of cost

e |lived on Black Doctor’s Row, which is a historic district, and that prevented ugly
construction and bad demolition.

e The blanket designation of a district is not appropriate.

Community Involvement Process

Neighborhood Consensus
e How will neighborhood consensus be reached on whether to move forward or not?
Petitions?

o There is not a clear answer here, or a once-size-fits-all model. Consensus is not
required for the nomination process, but it is something that WMAN is choosing
to pursue to determine whether to move forward with the nomination or not. We
(Pelham) need to figure out what that looks like for us.

o Powelton Village held a vote, which was 114 in favor to 4 against

e We need to know more of the story of Pelham before a straw poll on proceeding with the
nomination.

e ['ve noticed a sense of defensiveness from some neighbors against a historic district.
Defensiveness can show up on both sides. The information provided has been good, a
lot of people don’t know the difference between zoning, historic preservation, etc.

Meeting Format
e The presentation felt like a sales pitch
e This format of meetings hasn’t helped me as a homeowner
o This was the last meeting in this format, we are considering what kinds of formats
to do going forward. Perhaps pop up meetings, remote meetings, different times,
different locations.
o If you have a suggestion, please reach out to wmanhpi@gmail.com

Attendance/Getting the word out
e We don’t have the representation of people with diverse incomes in this room
e The word is not getting out about these meetings



Agreed, we were hoping to get a broader audience for this meeting. WMAN sent
emails, placed flyers in hundreds of mailboxes, and created yard signs.

If you have a suggestion or can help spread the word, please reach out to
wmanhpi@gmail.com
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