
 

Brisbane Baylands F-1 ESA / 206069 
Draft EIR  June 2013 

APPENDIX F 
Cultural Resources 

Appendix F contains the following components: 

 F.1  Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation  

 F.2 National Park Service - Preservation Brief #17, Identifying the Visual Aspects of 
Historic Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their Architectural Character 

 F.3 National Park Service - Preservation Brief #18, Rehabilitating Interiors in Historic 
Buildings - Identifying and Preserving Character-Defining Elements 

 F.4 National Park Service - Preservation Brief #31, Mothballing Historic Buildings 

 F.5  Southern Pacific Company Coast Division Station Plan for Bayshore-Visitacion, 
Revised August 11, 1950 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This page intentionally left blank 



Appendix F 

Cultural Resources 

Brisbane Baylands F.1-1 ESA / 206069 
Draft EIR  June 2013 

F.1 
Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This page intentionally left blank 



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

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

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. 
Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding 
conjectural features or elements from other historic properties, will not be 
undertaken.  

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right 
will be retained and preserved.  

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples 
of craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved.  

6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the 
severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature 
will match the old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials. 
Replacement of missing features will be substantiated by documentary and physical 
evidence.  

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

8. Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources 
must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken.  

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not destroy 
historic materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize the property. 
The new work shall be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the 
historic materials, 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 will be undertaken in a 
such a manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the 
historic property and its environment would be unimpaired.  

Guidelines for Rehabilitation-->

-GUIDELINES- 
 
The Approach 
 
Exterior Materials 
Masonry 
Wood 
Architectural Metals 
 
Exterior Features 
Roofs 
Windows  
Entrances + Porches  
Storefronts  
 
Interior Features 
Structural System 
Spaces/Features/Finishes 
Mechanical Systems 
 
Site 
 
Setting 
 
Special Requirements 
Energy Efficiency  
New Additions 
Accessibility  
Health + Safety 
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17  

Architectural Character 
Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic 
Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their 
Character 

Lee H. Nelson, FAIA 

»Three-Step Process to Identify the Visual Character 
»Step 1: Overall Visual Aspects 
»Step 2: Visual Character at Close Range 
»Step 3: Interior Spaces, Features and Finishes 
»Conclusion 

»The Architectural Character Checklist/Questionnaire 

The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic 
Properties embody two important goals: 1) the preservation of historic materials and, 
2) the preservation of a building's distinguishing character. Every old building is unique, 
with its own identity and its own distinctive character. Character refers to all those visual 
aspects and physical features that comprise the appearance of every historic building. 
Character-defining elements include the overall shape of the building, its materials, 
craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces and features, as well as the various 
aspects of its site and environment.  

The purpose of this Brief is to help the owner or the architect identify those features or 
elements that give the building its visual character and that should be taken into account
in order to preserve them to the maximum extent possible.  

There are different ways of understanding old buildings. They can be seen as examples 
of specific building types, which are usually related to a building's function, such as 
schools, courthouses or churches.  

Buildings can be studied as examples of using specific materials such as concrete, wood, 
steel, or limestone. They can also be considered as examples of an historical period, 
which is often related to a specific architectural style, such as Gothic Revival 
farmhouses, one-story bungalows, or Art Deco apartment buildings. 

There are many other facets of an historic building besides its functional type, its 
materials or construction or style that contribute to its historic qualities or significance. 
Some of these qualities are feelings conveyed by the sense of time and place or in 

A NOTE TO OUR USERS: The web versions of the Preservation Briefs differ somewhat from the printed versions. 
Many illustrations are new, captions are simplified, illustrations are typically in color rather than black and white, and 
some complex charts have been omitted.  

Page 1 of 14Preservation Brief 17: Architectural Character: Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic ...

3/28/2012http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/briefs/brief17.htm



buildings associated with events or people. A complete understanding of any property 
may require documentary research about its style, construction, function, its furnishings 
or contents; knowledge about the original builder, owners, and later occupants; and 
knowledge about the evolutionary history of the building. Even though buildings may be 
of historic, rather than architectural significance, it is their tangible elements that 
embody its significance for association with specific events or persons and it is those 
tangible elements both on the exterior and interior that should be preserved.  

Therefore, the approach taken in this Brief is limited to identifying those visual and 
tangible aspects of the historic building. While this may aid in the planning process 
for carrying out any ongoing or new use or restoration of the building, this approach is 
not a substitute for developing an understanding about the significance of an historic 
building and the district in which it is located. If the various materials, features and 
spaces that give a building its visual character are not recognized and preserved, then 
essential aspects of its character may be damaged in the process of change.  

A building's character can be irreversibly damaged or changed in many ways, for 
example, by inappropriate repointing of the brickwork, by removal of a distinctive side 
porch, by changes to the window sash, by changes to the setting around the building, by 
changes to the major room arrangements, by the introduction of an atrium, by painting 
previously unpainted woodwork, etc.  

A Three-Step Process to Identify A Building's Visual 
Character  

This Brief outlines a three-step approach that can be used by anyone to identify those 
materials, features and spaces that contribute to the visual character of a building. This 
approach involves first examining the building from afar to understand its overall setting 
and architectural context; then moving up very close to appreciate its materials and the 
craftsmanship and surface finishes evident in these materials; and then going into and 
through the building to perceive those spaces, rooms and details that comprise its 
interior visual character.  

Step 1: Identify the Overall Visual Aspects 

Identifying the overall visual character of a building is nothing more than looking at its 
distinguishing physical aspects without focusing on its details. The major contributors to 
a building's overall character are embodied in the general aspects of its setting; the 
shape of the building; its roof and roof features, such as chimneys or cupolas; the 
various projections on the building, such as porches or bay windows; the recesses or 
voids in a building, such as open galleries, arcades, or recessed balconies; the openings 
for windows and doorways; and finally the various exterior materials that contribute to 
the building's character. 

Step One involves looking at the building from a distance to understand the character 
of its site and setting, and it involves walking around the building where that is possible. 
Some buildings will have one or more sides that are more important than the others 
because they are more highly visible. This does not mean that the rear of the building is 
of no value whatever but it simply means that it is less important to the overall 
character. On the other hand, the rear may have an interesting back porch or offer a 
private garden space or some other aspect that may contribute to the visual character. 
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Such a general approach to looking at the building and site will provide a better 
understanding of its overall character without having to resort to an infinitely long 
checklist of its possible features and details. Regardless of whether a building is 
complicated or relatively plain, it is these broad categories that contribute to an 
understanding of the overall character rather than the specifics of architectural features 
such as moldings and their profiles. 

Step 2: Identify the Visual Character at Close Range 

Step Two involves looking at the building at close range or arm's length, where it is 
possible to see all the surface qualities of the materials, such as their color and texture, 
or surface evidence of craftsmanship or age. In some instances, the visual character is 
the result of the juxtaposition of materials that are contrastingly different in their color 
and texture. The surface qualities of the materials may be important because they 
impart the very sense of craftsmanship and age that distinguishes historic buildings from 
other buildings. Furthermore, many of these close up qualities can be easily damaged or 
obscured by work that affects those surfaces. Examples of this could include painting 
previously unpainted masonry, rotary disk sanding of smooth wood siding to remove 
paint, abrasive cleaning of tooled stonework, or repointing reddish mortar joints with 
gray portland cement.  

There is an almost infinite variety of surface materials, textures and finishes that are 
part of a building's character which are fragile and easily lost.  

Step 3: Identify the Visual Character of Interior Spaces, Features 
and Finishes 

Perceiving the character of interior spaces can be somewhat more difficult than dealing 
with the exterior. In part, this is because so much of the exterior can be seen at one 
time and it is possible to grasp its essential character rather quickly. To understand the 
interior character, Step Three says it is necessary to move through the spaces one at a 
time. While it is not difficult to perceive the character of one individual room, it becomes 
more difficult to deal with spaces that are interconnected and interrelated. Sometimes, 
as in office buildings, it is the vestibules or lobbies or corridors that are important to the 
interior character of the building. With other groups of buildings the visual qualities of 
the interior are related to the plan of the building, as in a church with its axial plan 
creating a narrow tunnel-like space which obviously has a different character than an 
open space like a sports pavilion. Thus the shape of the space may be an essential part 
of its character.  

With some buildings it is possible to perceive that there is a visual linkage in a sequence 
of spaces, as in a hotel, from the lobby to the grand staircase to the ballroom. Closing 
off the openings between those spaces would change the character from visually linked 
spaces to a series of closed spaces. For example, in a house that has a front and back 
parlor linked with an open archway, the two rooms are perceived together, and this 
visual relationship is part of the character of the building. To close off the open archway 
would change the character of such a residence. 

The importance of interior features and finishes to the character of the building should 
not be overlooked. In relatively simple rooms, the primary visual aspects may be in 
features such as fireplace mantels, lighting fixtures or wooden floors. In some rooms, 
the absolute plainness is the character-defining aspect of the interior. So-called 
secondary spaces also may be important in their own way, from the standpoint of 
history or because of the family activities that occurred in those rooms. Such secondary 
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spaces, while perhaps historically significant, are not usually perceived as important to 
the visual character of the building. Thus we do not take them into account in the visual 
understanding of the building.  

Overall Visual Character: Shape 

The shape of a building can be an important 
aspect of its overall visual character. The building 
illustrated here, for example, has a distinctive 
horizontal boxlike shape with the middle portion 
of the box projecting up an extra story. 

This building has other visual aspects that help 
define its overall character, including the pattern 
of vertical bands of windows, the decorative 
horizontal bands which separate the base of the 
building from the upper floors, the dark brown 
color of the brick, the large arched entranceway, 
and the castle-like tower behind the building. 

Overall Visual Character: Openings  

 
 
The opening illustrated here dominates the visual 
character of this building because of its size, shape, 
location, materials, and craftsmanship. Because of 
its relation to the generous staircase, this opening 
places a strong emphasis on the principal entry to 
the building. Enclosing this arcade-like entry with 
glass, for example, would materially and visually 
change the character of the building.  

  

 
Overall Visual Character: Roof and 
Related Features  
 
This building has a number of character-defining aspects 
which include the windows and the decorative stonework, 
but certainly the roof and its related features are visually 
important to its overall visual character. The roof is not 
only highly visible, it has elaborate stone dormers, and it 
also has decorative metalwork and slatework. The red and 
black slates of differing sizes and shapes are laid in 
patterns that extend around the roof of this large and 
freestanding building. Any changes to this patterned 
slatework, or to the other roofing details would damage the 
visual character of the building. 

  

Overall Visual Character:  
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Roof and Related Features 

On this building, the most important visual 
aspects of its character are the roof and its 
related features , such as the dormers and 
chimneys. The roof is important to the visual 
character because its steepness makes it 
highly visible, and its prominence is 
reinforced by the patterned tinwork, the six 
dormers and the two chimneys. Changes to 
the roof or its features, such as removal or 
alterations to the dormers, for example, 
would certainly change the character of this 
building. This does not discount the 

importance of its other aspects, such as the porch, the windows, the brickwork, or its 
setting; but the roof is clearly crucial to understanding the overall visual character of this 
building as seen from a distance.  

Overall Visual Character: Projections  

A projecting porch or balcony can be very 
important to the overall visual character of 
almost any building and to the district in 
which it is located. Despite the size of this 
building (3-1/2 stories), and its distinctive 
roofline profile, and despite the importance 
of the very large window openings, the lacy 
wrap-around iron balcony is singularly 
important to the visual character of this 
building. It would seriously affect the 
character to remove the balcony, to enclose 
it, or to replace it with a balcony lacking the 
same degree of detail of the original 
material.  

Overall Visual Character: Trim  

If one were to analyze the overall shape or form 
of this building, it would be seen that it is a 
gable-roofed house with dormers and a wrap-
around porch. It is similar to many other houses 
of the period. It is the wooden trim on the eaves 
and around the porch that gives this building its 
own identify and its special visual character.  

Although such wooden trim is vulnerable to the 
elements, and must be kept painted to prevent 
deterioration; the loss of this trim would 
seriously damage the overall visual character of 
this building, and its loss would obliterate much 

of the closeup visual character so dependent upon craftsmanship for the moldings, 
carvings, and the see-through jigsaw work. 

Overall Visual Character: Setting  
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Even architecturally modest buildings frequently will have a setting that contributes to 
their overall character. In this very urban district, setbacks are the exception, so that 
the small front yard is something of a luxury, and it is important to the overall character 
because of its design and materials, which include the iron fence along the sidewalk, the 
curved walk leading to the porch, and the various plantings. In a district where parking 
spaces are in great demand, such front yards are sometimes converted to off-street 
parking, but in this instance, that would essentially destroy its setting and would 
drastically change the visual character of this historic property.  

 
Arm's Length Visual Character: Materials  

At arm's length, the visual character is most often 
determined by the surface qualities of the materials 
and craftsmanship; and while these aspects are often 
inextricably related, the original choice of materials 
often plays the dominant role in establishing the 
close range character because of the color, texture, 
or shape of the materials.  

In this instance, the variety and arrangement of the 
materials is important in defining the visual 

character, starting with the large pieces of broken stone which form the projecting base 
for the building walls, then changing to a wall of roughly rectangular stones which vary 
in size, color, and texture, all with accentuated, projecting beads of mortar, then there is 
a rather precise and narrow band of cut and dressed stones with minimal mortar joints, 
and finally, the main building walls are composed of bricks, rather uniform in color, with 
fairly generous mortar joints. It is the juxtaposition and variety of these materials (and 
of course, the craftsmanship) that is very important to the visual character. Changing 
the raised mortar joints, for example, would drastically alter the character at arm's 
length.  

Arm's Length Visual Character: Craft Details  

There are many instances where craft details 
dominate the arm's length visual character. As seen 
here, the craft details are especially noticeable 
because the stones are all of a uniform color, and 
they are all squared off, but their surfaces were 
worked with differing tools and techniques to create a 
great variety of textures, resulting in a tour-de-force 
of craft details. This texture is very important at close 
range. It was a deliberately contrived surface that is 
an important contributor to the visual character of 
this building.  

Interior Visual Character: Individually 
Important Spaces  

In assessing the interior visual character of any 
historic building, it is necessary to ask whether 
there are spaces that are important to the 
character of this particular building, whether the 
building is architecturally rich or modest, or even if 
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it is a simple or utilitarian structure.  

The character of the individually important 
space, which is illustrated here, is a combination of 
its size, the twin curving staircases, the massive 
columns and curving vaulted ceilings, in addition to 
the quality of the materials in the floor and in the 
stairs. If the ceiling were to be lowered to provide 
space for heating ducts, or if the stairways were to 
be enclosed for code reasons, the shape and 
character of this space would be damaged, even if 
there was no permanent physical damage. Such 

changes can easily destroy the visual character of an individually important interior 
space. Thus, it is important that the visual aspects of a building's interior character be 
recognized before planning any changes or alterations.  

Interior Visual Character: Related Spaces  

Many buildings have interior spaces that are 
visually or physically related so that, as you 
move through them, they are perceived not as 
separate spaces, but as a sequence of related 
spaces that are important in defining the 
interior character of the building. The example 
which is illustrated here consists of two spaces 
that are visually linked to each other.  
The top photo shows a vestibule which is of a 
generous size and unusual in its own right, but 
more important, it visually relates to the 
staircase off of it. 
 
 
The stairway, bottom photo, is the second part of this sequence of 
related spaces, and it provides continuing access to the upper floors. 
These related spaces are very important in defining the interior 
character of this building. Almost any change to these spaces, such 
as installing doors between the vestibule and the hallway, or 
enclosing the stair would seriously impact their character and the 
way that character is perceived. 

  

Interior Visual Character: Interior Features 

Interior features are three-dimensional building elements or 
architectural details that are an integral part of the building as 
opposed to furniture. Interior features are often important in 
defining the character of an individual room or space. In some 
instances, an interior feature, like a large and ornamental 
open stairway may dominate the visual character of an entire 
building. In other instances, a modest iron stairway (like the 
one illustrated here) may be an important interior feature, 
and its preservation would be crucial to preserving the interior 
character of the building.  
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Such features can also include the obvious things like 
fireplace mantles, plaster ceiling medallions, or paneling, but 
they also extend to features like hardware, lighting fixtures, 
bank tellers cages, decorative elevator doors, etc. 

Interior Visual Character: Surface Materials and 
Finishes  

When identifying the visual 
character of historic 
interior spaces one should 
not overlook the 
importance of those 

materials and finishes that comprise the surfaces of 
walls, floors and ceilings. The surfaces may have 
evidence of either handcraft or machine made 
products that are important contributors to the visual 
character, including patterned or inlaid designs in the 
wood flooring, decorative painting practices such as 
stenciling, imitation marble or wood grain, 
wallpapering, tinwork, tile floors, etc.  

The example illustrated here involves a combination of real marble at the base of the 
column, imitation marble patterns on the plaster surface of the column (a practice called 
scagliola), and a tile floor surface that uses small mosaic tiles arranged to form 
geometric designs in several different colors. While such decorative materials and 
finishes may be important in defining the interior visual character of this particular 
building, it should be remembered that in much more modest buildings, the plainness of 
surface materials and finishes may be an essential aspect of their historic character.  

Interior: Exposed Structure  

 
 
 
 
If features of the structural system are 
exposed, such as loadbearing brick walls, cast 
iron columns, roof trusses, posts and beams, 
vigas, or stone foundation walls, they may be 
important in defining the building's interior 
visual character.  

 
 

  
 
Fragility of A Building's Visual Character 

Some aspects of a building's visual character are fragile and are 
easily lost. This is true of brickwork, for example, which can be 
irreversibly damaged with inappropriate cleaning techniques or by 
insensitive repointing practices. At least two factors are important 
contributors to the visual character of brickwork, namely the brick 
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itself and the craftsmanship. Between these, there are many more 
aspects worth noting, such as color range of bricks, size and shape 
variations, texture, bonding patterns, together with the many 
variable qualities of the mortar joints, such as color, width of joint 
and tooling.  

These qualities could be easily damaged by painting the brick, by 
raking out the joint with power tools, or repointing with a joint that 
is too wide. As seen here during the process of repointing, the visual 
character of this front wall is being dramatically changed from a wall 
where the bricks predominate, to a wall that is visually dominated by 
the mortar joints. 

Conclusion 

Using this three-step approach, it is possible to conduct a walk through and identify all 
those elements and features that help define the visual character of the building. In 
most cases, there are a number of aspects about the exterior and interior that are 
important to the character of an historic building. The visual emphasis of this brief will 
make it possible to ascertain those things that should be preserved because their loss or 
alteration would diminish or destroy aspects of the historic character whether on the 
outside, or on the inside of the building.  

The Architectural Character Checklist/Questionnaire 

This checklist can be taken to the building and used to identify those aspects that give 
the building and setting its essential visual qualities and character. This checklist 
consists of a series of questions that are designed to help in identifying those things that 
contribute to a building's character. The use of this checklist involves the threestep 
process of looking for: 1) the overall visual aspects, 2) the visual character at close 
range, and 3) the visual character of interior spaces, features and finishes.  

Because this is a process to identify architectural character, it does not address those 
intangible qualities that give a property or building or its contents its historic 
significance, instead this checklist is organized on the assumption that historic 
significance is embodied in those tangible aspects that include the building's setting, its 
form and fabric.  

STEP ONE  

1. Shape  

What is there about the form or shape of the building that gives the building its identity? 
Is the shape distinctive in relation to the neighboring buildings? Is it simply a low, squat 
box, or is it a tall, narrow building with a corner tower? Is the shape highly consistent 
with its neighbors? Is the shape so complicated because of wings, or ells, or differences 
in height, that its complexity is important to its character? Conversely, is the shape so 
simple or plain that adding a feature like a porch would change that character? Does the 
shape convey its historic function as in smoke stacks or silos?  
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Notes on the Shape or Form of the Building:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

2. Roof and Roof Features  

Does the roof shape or its steep (or shallow) slope contribute to the building's character? 
Does the fact that the roof is highly visible (or not visible at all) contribute to the 
architectural identity of the building? Are certain roof features important to the profile of 
the building against the sky or its background, such as cupolas, multiple chimneys, 
dormers, cresting, or weather vanes? Are the roofing materials or their colors or their 
patterns (such as patterned slates) more noticeable than the shape or slope of the roof?  

Notes on the Roof and Roof Features:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

3. Openings  

Is there a rhythm or pattern to the arrangement of windows or other openings in the 
walls; like the rhythm of windows in a factory building, or a threepart window in the 
front bay of a house; or is there a noticeable relationship between the width of the 
window openings and the wall space between the window openings? Are there distinctive 
openings, like a large arched entranceway, or decorative window lintels that accentuate 
the importance the window openings, or unusually shaped windows, or patterned 
window sash, like small panes of glass in the windows or doors, that are important to 
the character? Is the plainness of the window openings such that adding shutters or 
gingerbread trim would radically change its character? Is there a hierarchy of facades 
that make the front windows more important than the side windows? What about those 
walls where the absence of windows establishes its own character?  

Notes on the Openings:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

4. Projections  

Are there parts of the building that are characterdefining because they project from the 
walls of the building like porches, cornices, bay windows, or balconies? Are there turrets, 
or widely overhanging eaves, projecting pediments or chimneys?  

Notes on the Projections:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  
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5. Trim and Secondary Features  

Does the trim around the windows or doors contribute to the character of the building? 
Is there other trim on the walls or around the projections that, because of its decoration 
or color or patterning contributes to the character of the building? Are there secondary 
features such as shutters, decorative gables, railings, or exterior wall panels?  

Notes on the Trim and Secondary Features:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

6. Materials  

Do the materials or combination of materials contribute to the overall character of the 
building as seen from a distance because of their color or patterning, such as broken 
faced stone, scalloped wall shingling, rounded rock foundation walls, boards and battens,
or textured stucco?  

Notes on the Materials  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

7. Setting  

What are the aspects of the setting that are important to the visual character? For 
example, is the alignment of buildings along a city street and their relationship to the 
sidewalk the essential aspect of its setting? Or, conversely, is the essential character 
dependent upon the tree plantings and out buildings which surround the farmhouse? Is 
the front yard important to the setting of the modest house? Is the specific site 
important to the setting such as being on a hilltop, along a river, or, is the building 
placed on the site in such a way to enhance its setting? Is there a special relationship to 
the adjoining streets and other buildings? Is there a view? Is there fencing, planting, 
terracing, walkways or any other landscape aspects that contribute to the setting?  

Notes on the Setting:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

STEP TWO  

8. Materials at Close Range  

Are there one or more materials that have an inherent texture that contributes to the 
close range character, such as stucco, exposed aggregate concrete, or brick textured 
with vertical grooves? Or materials with inherent colors such as smooth orange colored 
brick with dark spots of iron pyrites, or prominently veined stone, or green serpentine 
stone? Are there combinations of materials, used in juxtaposition, such as several 
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different kinds of stone, combinations of stone and brick, dressed stones for window 
lintels used in conjunction with rough stones for the wall? Has the choice of materials or 
the combinations of materials contributed to the character?  

Notes on the Materials at Close Range:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

9. Craft Details  

Is there high quality brickwork with narrow mortar joints? Is there hand tooled or 
patterned stonework? Do the walls exhibit carefully struck vertical mortar joints and 
recessed horizontal joints? Is the wall shinglework laid up in patterns or does it retain 
evidence of the circular saw marks or can the grain of the wood be seen through the 
semitransparent stain? Are there hand split or handdressed clapboards, or machine 
smooth beveled siding, or wood rusticated to look like stone, or Art Deco zigzag designs 
executed in stucco?  

Almost any evidence of craft details, whether handmade or machinemade, will 
contribute to the character of a building because it is a manifestation of the materials, of 
the times in which the work was done, and of the tools and processes that were used. It 
further reflects the effects of time, of maintenance (and/or neglect) that the building has 
received over the years. All of these aspects are a part of the surface qualities that are 
seen only at close range.  

Notes on the Craft Details:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

STEP THREE  

10. Individual Spaces  

Are there individual rooms or spaces that are important to this building because of their 
size, height, proportion, configuration, or function, like the center hallway in a house, or 
the bank lobby, or the school auditorium, or the ballroom in a hotel, or a courtroom in a 
county courthouse?  

Notes on the Individual Spaces.  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

11. Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces  

Are there adjoining rooms that are visually and physically related with large doorways or 
open archways so that they are perceived as related rooms as opposed to separate 
rooms? Is there an important sequence of spaces that are related to each other, such as 
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the sequence from the entry way to the lobby to the stairway and to the upper balcony 
as in a theatre; or the sequence in a residence from the entry vestibule to the hallway to 
the front parlor, and on through the sliding doors to the back parlor; or the sequence in 
an office building from the entry vestibule to the lobby to the bank of elevators?  

Notes on the Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

12. Interior Features  

Are there interior features that help define the character of the building, such as 
fireplace mantels, stairways and balustrades, arched openings, interior shutters, 
inglenooks, cornices, ceiling medallions, light fixtures, balconies, doors, windows, 
hardware, wainscoting, panelling, trim, church pews, courtroom bars, teller cages, 
waiting room benches?  

Notes on the Interior Features:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

13. Surface Finishes and Materials  

Are there surface finishes and materials that can affect the design, the color or the 
texture of the interior? Are there materials and finishes or craft practices that contribute 
to the interior character, such as wooden parquet floors, checkerboard marble floors, 
pressed metal ceilings, fine hardwoods, grained doors or marbleized surfaces, or 
polychrome painted surfaces, or stenciling, or wallpaper that is important to the historic 
character? Are there surface finishes and materials that, because of their plainness, are 
imparting the essential character of the interior such as hard or bright, shiny wall 
surfaces of plaster or glass or metal?  

Notes on the Surface Finishes and Materials:  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

14. Exposed Structure  

Are there spaces where the exposed structural elements define the interior character 
such as the exposed posts, beams, and trusses in a church or train shed or factory? Are 
there rooms with decorative ceiling beams (nonstructural) in bungalows, or exposed 
vigas in adobe buildings?  

Notes on the Exposed Structure:  

____________________________________________________________________  
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____________________________________________________________________  

This concludes the three-step process of identifying the visual aspects of historic 
buildings and is intended as an aid in preserving their character and other distinguishing 
qualities. It is not intended as a means of understanding the significance of historical 
properties or districts, nor of the events or people associated with them. That can only 
be done through other kinds of research and investigation.  
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A floor plan, the arrangement of spaces, and features and applied finishes may be 
individually or collectively important in defining the historic character of the building and 
the purpose for which it was constructed. Thus, their identification, retention, protection, 
and repair should be given prime consideration in every preservation project. Caution 
should be exercised in developing plans that would radically change character-defining 
spaces or that would obscure, damage or destroy interior features or finishes.  

While the exterior of a building may be its most 
prominent visible aspect, or its "public face," its 
interior can be even more important in conveying 
the building's history and development over time. 
Rehabilitation within the context of the Secretary of 
the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation calls for 
the preservation of exterior and interior portions or 
features of the building that are significant to its 
historic, architectural and cultural values.  

Interior components worthy of preservation may 
include the building's plan (sequence of spaces and 
circulation patterns), the building's spaces (rooms 
and volumes), individual architectural features, and 
the various finishes and materials that make up the 
walls, floors, and ceilings. A theater auditorium or 
sequences of rooms such as double parlors or a 

A NOTE TO OUR USERS: The web versions of the Preservation Briefs differ somewhat from the printed versions. 
Many illustrations are new, captions are simplified, illustrations are typically in color rather than black and white, and 
some complex charts have been omitted.  

 
The interiors of mills and industrial 
buildings are frequently open, 
unadorned spaces with exposed 
structural elements. While these spaces 
can serve many new uses, the floor to 
ceiling height and exposed truss system 
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lobby leading to a stairway that ascends to a 
mezzanine may comprise a building's most 
important spaces. Individual rooms may contain 
notable features such as plaster cornices, millwork, 

parquet wood floors, and hardware. Paints, wall coverings, and finishing techniques such 
as graining, may provide color, texture, and patterns which add to a building's unique 
character.  

Virtually all rehabilitations of historic buildings involve 
some degree of interior alteration, even if the buildings 
are to be used for their original purpose. Interior 
rehabilitation proposals may range from preservation of 
existing features and spaces to total reconfigurations. In 
some cases, depending on the building, restoration may 
be warranted to preserve historic character adequately; 
in other cases, extensive alterations may be perfectly 
acceptable.  

This Preservation Brief has been developed to assist 
building owners and architects in identifying and 
evaluating those elements of a building's interior that 
contribute to its historic character and in planning for 
the preservation of those elements in the process of 
rehabilitation. The guidance applies to all building types 
and styles, from 18th century churches to 20th century 
office buildings. The Brief does not attempt to provide 
specific advice on preservation techniques and 
treatments, given the vast range of buildings, but rather 
suggests general preservation approaches to guide 
construction work.  

Identifying and Evaluating the Importance of Interior 
Elements Prior to Rehabilitation 

Before determining what uses might be appropriate and before drawing up plans, a 
thorough professional assessment should be undertaken to identify those tangible 
architectural components that, prior to rehabilitation, convey the building's sense of time 
and place--that is, its "historic character." Such an assessment, accomplished by walking 
through and taking account of each element that makes up the interior, can help ensure 
that a truly compatible use for the building, one that requires minimal alteration to the 
building, is selected.  

Researching The Building's History 

A review of the building's history will reveal why and when the building achieved 
significance or how it contributes to the significance of the district. This information 
helps to evaluate whether a particular rehabilitation treatment will be appropriate to the 
building and whether it will preserve those tangible components of the building that 
convey its significance for association with specific events or persons along with its 
architectural importance. In this regard, National Register files may prove useful in 
explaining why and for what period of time the building is significant. In some cases 
research may show that later alterations are significant to the building; in other cases, 

are character-defining features that 
should be retained in rehabilitation. 
Photo: NPS files.  

 
Not only are the features of this 
early 20th century interior worthy 
of preservation, the planned 
sequence of spaces impart a 
grandeur that is characteristic of 
high style residences of the period. 
Photo: Jack E. Boucher, HABS 
collection. 
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the alterations may be without historical or architectural merit, and may be removed in 
the rehabilitation.  

Identifying Interior Elements 

Interiors of buildings can be seen as a series 
of primary and secondary spaces. The goal of 
the assessment is to identify which elements 
contribute to the building's character and 
which do not. Sometimes it will be the 
sequence and flow of spaces, and not just the 
individual rooms themselves, that contribute 
to the building's character. This is particularly 
evident in buildings that have strong central 
axes or those that are consciously 
asymmetrical in design. In other cases, it may 
be the size or shape of the space that is 
distinctive.  

The importance of some interiors may not be 
readily apparent based on a visual inspection; 
sometimes rooms that do not appear to be 
architecturally distinguished are associated 
with important persons and events that 

occurred within the building. 

Primary spaces, are found in all buildings, both monumental and modest. Examples may 
include foyers, corridors, elevator lobbies, assembly rooms, stairhalls, and parlors. Often 
they are the places in the building that the public uses and sees; sometimes they are 
the most architecturally detailed spaces in the building, carefully proportioned and 
finished with costly materials. They may be functionally and architecturally related to the 
building's external appearance. In a simpler building, a primary space may be 
distinguishable only by its location, size, proportions, or use. Primary spaces are always 
important to the character of the building and should be preserved.  

Secondary spaces are generally more utilitarian in 
appearance and size than primary spaces. They may 
include areas and rooms that service the building, 
such as bathrooms, and kitchens. Examples of 
secondary spaces in a commercial or office structure 
may include storerooms, service corridors, and in 
some cases, the offices themselves. Secondary 
spaces tend to be of less importance to the building 
and may accept greater change in the course of work 
without compromising the building's historic 
character.  

Spaces are often designed to interrelate both visually 
and functionally. The sequence of spaces, such as 
vestibule-hall-parlor or foyer-lobby-stair-auditorium 
or stairhall-corridor-classroom, can define and 
express the building's historic function and unique character. Important sequences of 
spaces should be identified and retained in the rehabilitation project.  

 
Many institutional buildings possess distinctive 
spaces or floor plans that are important in 
conveying the significance of the property. This 
grand hall, which occupies the entire floor of 
the building, could not be subdivided without 
destroying the integrity of the space. Photo: 
NPS files. 

 
The interior of this 19th worker's 
house has not been properly 
maintained, but it may be as important 
historically as a richly ornamented 
interior. Its wide baseboards, flat 
window trim, and four-panel door 
should be carefully preserved in a 
rehabilitation project. Photo: NPS files.  
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Floor plans may also be distinctive and characteristic of a style of architecture or a 
region. Examples include Greek Revival and shotgun houses. Floor plans may also reflect 
social, educational, and medical theories of the period. Many 19th century psychiatric 
institutions, for example, had plans based on the ideas of Thomas Kirkbride, a 
Philadelphia doctor who authored a book on asylum design.  

In addition to evaluating the relative importance of the various spaces, the assessment 
should identify architectural features and finishes that are part of the interior's history 
and character. Marble or wood wainscoting in corridors, elevator cabs, crown molding, 
baseboards, mantels, ceiling medallions, window and door trim, tile and parquet floors, 
and staircases are among those features that can be found in historic buildings. 
Architectural finishes of note may include grained woodwork, marbleized columns, and 
plastered walls. Those features that are characteristic of the building's style and period 
of construction should, again, be retained in the rehabilitation.  

Features and finishes, even if machine-made and not exhibiting particularly fine 
craftsmanship, may be character defining; these would include pressed metal ceilings 
and millwork around windows and doors. The interior of a plain, simple detailed worker's 
house of the 19th century may be as important historically as a richly ornamented, high-
style townhouse of the same period. Both resources, if equally intact, convey important 
information about the early inhabitants and deserve the same careful attention to detail 
in the preservation process.  

The location and condition of the building's existing heating, plumbing, and electrical 
systems also need to be noted in the assessment. The visible features of historic 
systems--radiators, grilles, light fixtures, switchplates, bathtubs, etc.--can contribute to 
the overall character of the building, even if the systems themselves need upgrading.  

Assessing Alterations and Deterioration 

In assessing a building's interior, it is important to ascertain the extent of alteration and 
deterioration that may have taken place over the years; these factors help determine 
what degree of change is appropriate in the project. Close examination of existing fabric 
and original floorplans, where available, can reveal which alterations have been additive, 
such as new partitions inserted for functional or structural reasons and historic features 
covered up rather than destroyed. It can also reveal which have been subtractive, such 
as key walls removed and architectural features destroyed. If an interior has been 
modified by additive changes and if these changes have not acquired significance, it may 
be relatively easy to remove the alterations and return the interior to its historic 
appearance. If an interior has been greatly altered through subtractive changes, there 
may be more latitude in making further alterations in the process of rehabilitation 
because the integrity of the interior has been compromised. At the same time, if the 
interior had been exceptionally significant, and solid documentation on its historic 
condition is available, reconstruction of the missing features may be the preferred 
option.  

It is always a recommended practice to photograph 
interior spaces and features thoroughly prior to 
rehabilitation. Measured floor plans showing the existing 
conditions are extremely useful. This documentation is 
invaluable in drawing up rehabilitation plans and 
specifications and in assessing the impact of changes to 
the property for historic preservation certification 
purposes.  
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Drawing Up Plans and Executing Work 

If the historic building is to be rehabilitated, it is critical 
that the new use not require substantial alteration of 
distinctive spaces or removal of character-defining 
architectural features or finishes. If an interior loses the 
physical vestiges of its past as well as its historic function, 
the sense of time and place associated both with the 
building and the district in which it is located is lost.  

The recommended approaches that follow address 
common problems associated with the rehabilitation of 
historic interiors and have been adapted from the 
Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation 
and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings. 
Adherence to these suggestions can help ensure that 
character-defining interior elements are preserved in the 
process of rehabilitation. The checklist covers a range of 
situations and is not intended to be all-inclusive. Readers 
are strongly encouraged to review the full set of 
guidelines before undertaking any rehabilitation project.  

Recommended Approaches for Rehabilitating Historic 
Interiors  

1. Retain and preserve floor plans and interior spaces that are important in 
defining the overall historic character of the building. This includes the size, 
configuration, proportion, and relationship of rooms and corridors; the relationship of 
features to spaces; and the spaces themselves such as lobbies, reception halls, entrance 
halls, double parlors, theaters, auditoriums, and important industrial or commercial use 
spaces. Put service functions required by the building's new use, such as bathrooms, 
mechanical equipment, and office machines, in secondary spaces.  

2. Avoid subdividing spaces that are characteristic of a building type or style or 
that are directly associated with specific persons or patterns of events. Space 
may be subdivided both vertically through the insertion of new partitions or horizontally 
through insertion of new floors or mezzanines. The insertion of new additional floors 
should be considered only when they will not damage or destroy the structural system or 
obscure, damage, or destroy character-defining spaces, features, or finishes. If rooms 
have already been subdivided through an earlier insensitive renovation, consider 
removing the partitions and restoring the room to its original proportions and size.  

3. Avoid making new cuts in floors and ceilings where such cuts would change 
character-defining spaces and the historic configuration of such spaces. 
Inserting of a new atrium or a lightwell is appropriate only in very limited situations 
where the existing interiors are not historically or architecturally distinguished.  

4. Avoid installing dropped ceilings below 
ornamental ceilings or in rooms where high 
ceilings are part of the building's character. In 
addition to obscuring or destroying significant 

 
This corridor has glazed walls, 
oak trim, and marble 
wainscotting, typical of those 
found in the late 19th and early 
20th century office buildings. 
Corridors such as this, displaying 
simple detailing, should be a 
priority in rehabilitation projects 
involving commercial buildings. 
Photo: NPS files. 
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details, such treatments will also change the space's 
proportions. If dropped ceilings are installed in 
buildings that lack character-defining spaces, such as 
mills and factories, they should be well set back from 
the windows so they are not visible from the 
exterior.  

5. Retain and preserve interior features and 
finishes that are important in defining the 
overall historic character of the building. This 
might include columns, doors, cornices, baseboards, 
fireplaces and mantels, paneling, light fixtures, 
elevator cabs, hardware, and flooring; and 
wallpaper, plaster, paint, and finishes such as 
stenciling, marbleizing, and graining; and other 
decorative materials that accent interior features and 
provide color, texture, and patterning to walls, 
floors, and ceilings.  

6. Retain stairs in their historic configuration and to location. If a second means 
of egress is required, consider constructing new stairs in secondary spaces. The 
application of fire-retardant coatings, such as intumescent paints; the installation of fire 
suppression systems, such as sprinklers; and the construction of glass enclosures can in 
many cases permit retention of stairs and other character-defining features.  

7. Retain and preserve visible features of early mechanical systems that are 
important in defining the overall historic character of the building, such as 
radiators, vents, fans, grilles, plumbing fixtures, switchplates, and lights. If new 
heating, air conditioning, lighting and plumbing systems are installed, they should be 
done in a way that does not destroy character-defining spaces, features and finishes. 
Ducts, pipes, and wiring should be installed as inconspicuously as possible: in secondary 
spaces, in the attic or basement if possible, or in closets.  

8. Avoid "furring out" perimeter walls for insulation purposes. This requires 
unnecessary removal of window trim and can change a room's proportions. Consider 
alternative means of improving thermal performance, such as installing insulation in 
attics and basements and adding storm windows.  

9. Avoid removing paint and plaster from 
traditionally finished surfaces, to expose 
masonry and wood. Conversely, avoid painting 
previously unpainted millwork. Repairing 
deteriorated plasterwork is encouraged. If the 
plaster is too deteriorated to save, and the walls and 
ceilings are not highly ornamented, gypsum board 
may be an acceptable replacement material. The use 
of paint colors appropriate to the period of the 
building's construction is encouraged.  

10. Avoid using destructive methods--propane 
and butane torches or sandblasting--to remove 
paint or other coatings from historic features. Avoid harsh cleaning agents that can 
change the appearance of wood.  

 
Furring out exterior walls to add 
insulation and suspending new 
ceilings to hide ductwork can change a 
room's proportions and cause interior 
features to appear fragmented. The 
interior character of this school 
classroom that was converted to 
apartment use has been destroyed. 
Drawing: Neal A. Vogel 

 
Plaster has been removed from 
perimeter walls, leaving brick exposed. 
The plaster should have been retained 
and repaired, as necessary. Photo: NPS 
files. 
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Meeting Building, Life Safety and Fire Codes  

Buildings undergoing rehabilitation must comply with existing building, life safety and 
fire codes. The application of codes to specific projects varies from building to building, 
and town to town. Code requirements may make some reuse proposals impractical; in 
other cases, only minor changes may be needed to bring the project into compliance. In 
some situations, it may be possible to obtain a code variance to preserve distinctive 
interior features. (It should be noted that the Secretary's Standards for Rehabilitation 
take precedence over other regulations and codes in determining whether a 
rehabilitation project qualifies for Federal tax benefits.) A thorough understanding of the 
applicable regulations and close coordination with code officials, building inspectors, and 
fire marshals can prevent the alteration of significant historic interiors.  

Sources of Assistance 

Rehabilitation and restoration work should be undertaken by professionals who have an 
established reputation in the field.  

Given the wide range of interior work items, from ornamental plaster repair to marble 
cleaning and the application of graining, it is possible that a number of specialists and 
subcontractors will need to be brought in to bring the project to completion. State 
Historic Preservation Officers and local preservation organizations may be a useful 
source of information in this regard. Good sources of information on appropriate 
preservation techniques for specific interior features and finishes include the Bulletin of 
the Association for Preservation Technology and The Old-House Journal; other useful 
publications are listed in the bibliography.  

Protecting Interior Elements During Rehabilitation 

Architectural features and finishes to be preserved in the process of rehabilitation should 
be clearly marked on plans and at the site. This step, along with careful supervision of 
the interior demolition work and protection against arson and vandalism, can prevent 
the unintended destruction of architectural elements that contribute to the building's 
historic character.  

Protective coverings should be installed around architectural features and finishes to 
avoid damage in the course of construction work and to protect workers. Staircases and 
floors, in particular, are subjected to dirt and heavy wear, and the risk exists of incurring 
costly or irreparable damage. In most cases, the best, and least costly, preservation 
approach is to design and construct a protective system that enables stairs and floors to 
be used yet protects them from damage. Other architectural features such as mantels, 
doors, wainscoting, and decorative finishes may be protected by using heavy canvas or 
plastic sheets.  

Summary 

In many cases, the interior of a historic 
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building is as important as its exterior. The 
careful identification and evaluation of interior 
architectural elements, after undertaking 
research on the building's history and use, is 
critically important before changes to the 
building are contemplated. Only after this 
evaluation should new uses be decided and 
plans be drawn up. The best rehabilitation is 
one that preserves and protects those rooms, 
sequences of spaces, features and finishes 
that define and shape the overall historic 
character of the building. 

  

Selected Reading List 

There are few books written exclusively on preserving historic interiors, and most of 
these tend to focus on residential interiors. Articles on the subject appear regularly in 
The Old-House Journal, the Bulletin of the Association for Preservation Technology, and 
Historic Preservation Magazine.  

Ferro, Maximilian L., and Melissa L. Cook. Electric Wiring and Lighting in Historic 
American Buildings. New Bedford, Massachusetts: AFC/A Nortek Company, 1984.  

Fisher, Charles E. "Temporary Protection of Historic Stairways During Rehabilitation 
Work." Preservation Tech Note. Washington, D.C.: Preservation Assistance Division, 
National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1985.  

Jennings, Jan, and Herbert Gottfried. American Vernacular Interior Architecture 1870-
1940. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1988.  

Johnson, Ed. Old House Woodwork Restoration: How to Restore Doors, Windows, Walls, 
Stairs and Decorative Trim to Their Original Beauty. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1983.  
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Woodstock, New York: The Overlook Press, 1980.  

The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings. Washington, D.C.: Preservation Assistance Division, 
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After rehabilitation, this severly deteriorated 
space was returned to its original elegance. 
Plaster was repaired and repainted; scagliola 
colums were restored to match marble; and 
missing decorative metalwork was re-installed 
in front of the windows. Photo: Carol M. 
Highsmith. 
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standards, guidelines, and other educational materials on responsible historic 
preservation treatments for a broad public. 
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When all means of finding a productive use for a historic building have been exhausted or when funds are not 

currently available to put a deteriorating structure into a useable condition, it may be necessary to close up 

the building temporarily to protect it from the weather as well as to secure it from vandalism. This process, 

known as mothballing, can be a necessary and effective means of protecting the building while planning the property's 

future, or raising money for a preservation, rehabilitation or restoration project. If a vacant property has been declared 

unsafe by building officials, stabilization and mothballing may be the only way to protect it from demolition.

This Preservation Brief focuses on the steps needed to "de-activate" a property for an 

extended period of time. The project team will usually consist of an architect, 

historian, preservation specialist, sometimes a structural engineer, and a contractor. 

Mothballing should not be done without careful planning to ensure that needed 

physical repairs are made prior to securing the building. The steps discussed in this 

Brief can protect buildings for periods of up to ten years; long-term success will also 

depend on continued, although somewhat limited, monitoring and maintenance. For 

all but the simplest projects, hiring a team of preservation specialists is 

recommended to assess the specific needs of the structure and to develop an 

effective mothballing program. 

A vacant historic building cannot survive indefinitely in a boarded-up condition, and 

so even marginal interim uses where there is regular activity and monitoring, such as 

a caretaker residence or non-flammable storage, are generally preferable to 

mothballing. In a few limited cases when the vacant building is in good condition and 

in a location where it can be watched and checked regularly, closing and locking the door, setting heat levels at just above 

freezing, and securing the windows may provide sufficient protection for a period of a few years. 

But if long-term mothballing is the only remaining option, it must be done properly. 

This will require stabilization of the exterior, properly designed security protection, 
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Boarding up without adequate ventilation and 

maintenance has accelerated deterioration of 

this property. Photo: NPS files.

generally some form of interior ventilation—either through mechanical or natural air 

exchange systems—and continued maintenance and surveillance monitoring. 

Comprehensive mothballing programs are generally expensive and may cost 10% 

or more of a modest rehabilitation budget. However, the money spent on well-

planned protective measures will seem small when amortized over the life of the 

resource. Regardless of the location and condition of the property or the funding 

available, the following 9 steps are involved in properly mothballing a building: 

Documentation

1. Document the architectural and historical significance of the building.

2. Prepare a condition assessment of the building.

Stabilization

3. Structurally stabilize the building, based on a professional condition assessment.

4. Exterminate or control pests, including termites and rodents. 

5. Protect the exterior from moisture penetration. 

Mothballing

6. Secure the building and its component features to reduce vandalism or break-ins.

7. Provide adequate ventilation to the interior.

8. Secure or modify utilities and mechanical systems.

9. Develop and implement a maintenance and monitoring plan for protection.

These steps will be discussed in sequence below. Documentation and stabilization are critical components of the process 

and should not be skipped over. Mothballing measures should not result in permanent damage, and so each treatment 

should be weighed in terms of its reversibility and its overall benefit. 

Documentation 
Documenting the historical significance and physical condition of the property will provide information necessary for setting 

priorities and allocating funds. The project team should be cautious when first entering the structure if it has been vacant or 

is deteriorated. It may be advisable to shore temporarily areas appearing to be structurally unsound until the condition of 

the structure can be fully assessed. If pigeon or bat droppings, friable asbestos or other health hazards are present, 

precautions must be taken to wear the appropriate safety equipment when first inspecting the building. Consideration 

should be given to hiring a firm specializing in hazardous waste removal if these highly toxic elements are found in the 

building. 

Documenting and Recording the Building 

Documenting a building's history is important because evidence of its true age and architectural significance may not be 

readily evident. The owner should check with the State Historic Preservation Office or local preservation commission for 

assistance in researching the building. If the building has never been researched for listing in the National Register of 

Historic Places or other historic registers, then, at a minimum, the following should be determined: 

• The overall historical significance of the property and dates of construction;

• The chronology of alterations or additions and their approximate dates; and, 

• Types of building materials, construction techniques, and any unusual detailing or regional variations of craftsmanship. 

Old photographs can be helpful in identifying early or original features that might be hidden under modern materials. On a 

walk-through, the architect, historian, or preservation specialist should identify the architecturally significant elements of 

the building, both inside and out.

By understanding the history of the resource, significant elements, even though 

deteriorated, may be spared the trash pile. For that reason alone, any materials 

removed from the building or site as part of the stabilization effort should be 

carefully scrutinized and, if appearing historic, should be photographed, tagged with 

a number, inventoried, and safely stored, preferably in the building, for later 

retrieval. 
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Documenting a building's history and assessing 

its condition provide information to set 

priorities for stabilization and repair, prior to 

mothballing. Photo: NPS files.

Buildings seriously damaged by storms or 

deterioration may need to be braced before 

architectural evaluations can be made. 

Photo: John Milner Architects. Photo: NPS 

files

Loose or detached elements should be 

identified, tagged and stored, preferably 

on site. Photo: NPS files

A site plan and schematic building floor plans can be used to note important 

information for use when the building is eventually preserved, restored, or 

rehabilitated. Each room should be given a number and notations added to the plans 

regarding the removal of important features to storage or recording physical 

treatments undertaken as part of the stabilization or repair. 

Because a mothballing project may extend over a long period of time, with many 

different people involved, clear records should be kept and a building file established. 

Copies of all important data, plans, photographs, and lists of consultants or 

contractors who have worked on the property should be added to the file as the job 

progresses. Recording actions taken on the building and identifying where elements 

that have been removed are stored will be helpful in the future. 

The project coordinator should keep the building file updated and give duplicate copies to the owner. A list of emergency 

numbers, including the number of the key holder, should be kept at the entrance to the building or on a security gate, in a 

transparent vinyl sleeve. 

Preparing a Condition Assessment of the Building

A condition assessment can provide the owner with an accurate overview of the current condition of the property. If the 

building is deteriorated or if there are significant interior architectural elements that will need special protection during the 

mothballing years, undertaking a condition assessment is highly recommended, but it need not be exhaustive. 

A modified condition assessment, prepared by an architect or preservation specialist, and in some case a structural 

engineer, will help set priorities for repairs necessary to stabilize the property for both the short and long-term. It will 

evaluate the age and condition of the following major elements: foundations; structural systems; exterior materials; roofs 

and gutters; exterior porches and steps; interior finishes; staircases; plumbing, electrical, mechanical systems; special 

features such as chimneys; and site drainage. 

To record existing conditions of the building and site, it will be necessary to clean 

debris from the building and to remove unwanted or overgrown vegetation to expose 

foundations. The interior should be emptied of its furnishing (unless provisions are 

made for mothballing these as well), all debris removed, and the interior swept with a 

broom. Building materials too deteriorated to repair, or which have come detached, 

such as moldings, balusters, and decorative plaster, and which can be used to guide 

later preservation work, should be tagged, labeled and saved. 

Photographs or a videotape of the exterior and all interior spaces of the resource will 

provide an invaluable record of "as is" conditions. If a videotape is made, oral 

commentary can be provided on the significance of each space and architectural 

feature. If 35mm photographic prints or slides are made, they should be numbered, 

dated, and appropriately identified. Photographs should be cross-referenced with the 

room numbers on the schematic plans. A systematic method for photographing should 

be developed; for example, photograph each wall in a room and then take a corner 

shot to get floor and ceiling portions in the picture. Photograph any unusual details as well as examples of each window and 

door type. 

For historic buildings, the great advantage of a condition assessment is that 

architectural features, both on the exterior as well as the interior, can be rated on a 

scale of their importance to the integrity and significance of the building. Those features 

of the highest priority should receive preference when repairs or protection measures 

are outlined as part of the mothballing process. Potential problems with protecting these 

features should be identified so that appropriate interim solutions can be selected. For 

example, if a building has always been heated and if murals, decorative plaster walls, or 

examples of patterned wall paper are identified as highly significant, then special care 

should be taken to regulate the interior climate and to monitor it adequately during the 

mothballing years. This might require retaining electrical service to provide minimal 

heat in winter, fan exhaust in summer, and humidity controls for the interior. 

Stabilization 
Stabilization as part of a mothballing project involves correcting deficiencies to slow down the deterioration of the building 

while it is vacant. Weakened structural members that might fail altogether in the forthcoming years must be braced or 
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Interior bracing which will last the 

duration of the mothballing will 

protect weakened structural 

members. Photo: John Milner 

Architects.

Regrading has protected this masonry 

foundation wall from excessive damp during 

its 10-year mothballing. Note the attic and 

basement vents, temporary stairs, and 

interpretive sign. Photo: NPS files.

reinforced; insects and other pests removed and discouraged from returning; and the building protected from moisture 

damage both by weatherizing the exterior envelope and by handling water run-off on the site. Even if a modified use or 

caretaker services can eventually be found for the building, the following steps should be addressed. 

Structurally Stabilizing the Building 

While bracing may have been required to make the building temporarily safe for inspection, the condition assessment may 

reveal areas of hidden structural damage. Roofs, foundations, walls, interior framing, porches and dormers all have 

structural components that may need added reinforcement. 

Structural stabilization by a qualified contractor should be done under the direction of a 

structural engineer or a preservation specialist to ensure that the added weight of the 

reinforcement can be sustained by the building and that the new members do not harm 

historic finishes. Any major vertical post added during the stabilization should be properly 

supported and, if necessary, taken to the ground and underpinned. 

If the building is in a northern climate, then the roof framing must be able to hold 

substantial snow loads. Bracing the roof at the ridge and mid-points should be considered if 

sagging is apparent. Likewise, interior framing around stair openings or under long ceiling 

spans should be investigated. Underpinning or bracing structural piers weakened by poor 

drainage patterns may be a good precaution as well. Damage caused by insects, moisture, 

or from other causes should be repaired or reinforced and, if possible, the source of the 

damage removed. If features such as porches and dormers are so severely deteriorated that 

they must be removed, they should be documented, photographed, and portions salvaged for storage prior to removal. 

If the building is in a southern or humid climate and termites or other insects are a particular problem, the foundation and 

floor framing should be inspected to ensure that there are no major structural weaknesses. This can usually be done by 

observation from the crawl space or basement. For those structures where this is not possible, it may be advisable to lift 

selective floor boards to expose the floor framing. If there is evidence of pest damage, particularly termites, active colonies 

should be treated and the structural members reinforced or replaced, if necessary. 

Controlling Pests 

Pests can be numerous and include squirrels, raccoons, bats, mice, rats, snakes, termites, moths, beetles, ants, bees and 

wasps, pigeons, and other birds. Termites, beetles, and carpenter ants destroy wood. Mice, too, gnaw wood as well as 

plaster, insulation, and electrical wires. Pigeon and bat droppings not only damage wood finishes but create a serious and 

sometimes deadly health hazard.

If the property is infested with animals or insects, it is important to get them out and to seal off their access to the building. 

If necessary, exterminate and remove any nests or hatching colonies. Chimney flues may be closed off with exterior grade 

plywood caps, properly ventilated, or protected with framed wire screens. Existing vents, grills, and louvers in attics and 

crawl spaces should be screened with bug mesh or heavy duty wire, depending on the type of pest being controlled. It may 

be advantageous to have damp or infected wood treated with insecticides (as permitted by each state) or preservatives, 

such as borate, to slow the rate of deterioration during the time that the building is not in use. 

Securing the Exterior Envelope from Moisture Penetration 

It is important to protect the exterior envelope from moisture penetration before 

securing the building. Leaks from deteriorated or damaged roofing, from around 

windows and doors, or through deteriorated materials, as well as ground moisture 

from improper site run-off or rising damp at foundations, can cause long-term 

damage to interior finishes and structural systems. Any serious deficiencies on the 

exterior, identified in the condition assessment, should be addressed. 

To the greatest extent possible, these weatherization efforts should not harm historic 

materials. The project budget may not allow deteriorated features to be fully repaired 

or replaced in-kind. Non-historic or modern materials may be used to cover historic 

surfaces temporarily, but these treatments should not destroy valuable evidence 

necessary for future preservation work. Temporary modifications should be as 

visually compatible as possible with the historic building. 

Roofs are often the most vulnerable elements on the building exterior and yet in some ways they are the easiest element to 

stabilize for the long term, if done correctly. "Quick fix" solutions, such as tar patches on slate roofs, should be avoided as 

they will generally fail within a year or so and may accelerate damage by trapping moisture. They are difficult to undo later 
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Urban buildings often need additional protection 

from unwanted entry and graffiti. This 

commercial building uses painted plywood panels 

to cover its glass storefronts. The upper windows 

on the street sides have been painted to 

resemble 19th century sash. Photo: NPS files.

when more permanent repairs are undertaken. Use of a tarpaulin over a leaking roof should be thought of only as a very 

temporary emergency repair because it is often blown off by the wind in a subsequent storm. 

If the existing historic roof needs moderate repairs to make it last an additional ten years, then these repairs should be 

undertaken as a first priority. Replacing cracked or missing shingles and tiles, securing loose flashing, and reanchoring 

gutters and downspouts can often be done by a local roofing contractor. If the roof is in poor condition, but the historic 

materials and configuration are important, a new temporary roof, such as a lightweight aluminum channel system over the 

existing, might be considered. If the roofing is so deteriorated that it must be replaced and a lightweight aluminum system 

is not affordable, various inexpensive options might be considered. These include covering the existing deteriorated roof 

with galvanized corrugated metal roofing panels, or 90 lb. rolled roofing, or a rubberized membrane (refer back to cover 

photo). These alternatives should leave as much of the historic sheathing and roofing in place as evidence for later 

preservation treatments. 

For masonry repairs, appropriate preservation approaches are essential. For 

example, if repointing deteriorated brick chimneys or walls is necessary to prevent 

serious moisture penetration while the building is mothballed, the mortar should 

match the historic mortar in composition, color, and tooling. The use of hard 

portland cement mortars or vapor-impermeable waterproof coatings are not 

appropriate solutions as they can cause extensive damage and are not reversible 

treatments. 

For wood siding that is deteriorated, repairs necessary to keep out moisture should 

be made; repainting is generally warranted. Cracks around windows and doors can 

be beneficial in providing ventilation to the interior and so should only be caulked if 

needed to keep out bugs and moisture. For very deteriorated wall surfaces on 

wooden frame structures, it may be necessary to sheathe in plywood panels, but 

care should be taken to minimize installation damage by planning the location of 

the nailing or screw patterns or by installing panels over a frame of battens. 

Generally, however, it is better to repair deteriorated features than to cover them 

over. 

Foundation damage may occur if water does not drain away from the building. Run-off from gutters and downspouts should 

be directed far away from the foundation wall by using long flexible extender pipes equal in length to twice the depth of the 

basement or crawl space. If underground drains are susceptible to clogging, it is recommended that the downspouts be 

disconnected from the drain boot and attached to flexible piping. If gutters and downspouts are in bad condition, replace 

them with inexpensive aluminum units. 

If there are no significant landscape or exposed archeological elements around the foundation, consideration should be 

given to regrading the site if there is a documented drainage problem. If building up the grade, use a fiber mesh membrane 

to separate the new soil from the old and slope the new soil 6 to 8 feet (200 cm-266 cm) away from the foundation making 

sure not to cover up the dampcourse layer or come into contact with skirting boards. To keep vegetation under control, put 

down a layer of 6 mil black polyethylene sheeting or fiber mesh matting covered with a 2"-4" (5-10 cm.) of washed gravel. 

If the building suffers a serious rising damp problem, it may be advisable to eliminate the plastic sheeting to avoid trapping 

ground moisture against foundations. 

Mothballing 
The actual mothballing effort involves controlling the long-term deterioration of the building while it is unoccupied as well as 

finding methods to protect it from sudden loss by fire or vandalism. This requires securing the building from unwanted 

entry, providing adequate ventilation to the interior, and shutting down or modifying existing utilities. Once the building is 

de-activated or secured, the long-term success will depend on periodic maintenance and surveillance monitoring. 

Securing the Building from Vandals, Break-ins, and Natural Disasters 

Securing the building from sudden loss is a critical aspect of mothballing. Because historic buildings are irreplaceable, it is 

vital that vulnerable entry points are sealed. If the building is located where fire and security service is available then it is 

highly recommended that some form of monitoring or alarm devices be used. 

To protect decorative features, such as mantels, lighting fixtures, copper downspouts, iron 

roof cresting, or stained glass windows from theft or vandalism, it may be advisable to 

temporarily remove them to a more secure location if they cannot be adequately protected 

within the structure.
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The first floor openings of this historic 

building have been filled with cinder 

blocks and the doors, window sash, 

and frames removed for safe 

keeping. The security metal door 

features heavy duty locks. Photo: 

NPS files.

This painted trompe l'eoil 

scene on plywood panels is 

a neighborhood-friendly 

device. Photo: NPS files.

A view showing the exterior of the Brearley 

House, New Jersey, in its mothballed 

condition Photo: Michael Mills, Ford Farewell 

Mills Gatsch, Architects.

Mothballed buildings are usually boarded up, particularly on the first floor and basement, 

to protect fragile glass windows from breaking and to reinforce entry points. Infill materials 

for closing door and window openings include plywood, corrugated panels, metal grates, 

chain fencing, metal grills, and cinder or cement blocks. The method of installation should 

not result in the destruction of the opening and all associated sash, doors, and frames 

should be protected or stored for future reuse. 

Generally exterior doors are reinforced and provided with strong locks, but if weak historic 

doors would be damaged or disfigured by adding reinforcement or new locks, they may be 

removed temporarily and replaced with secure modern doors. Alternatively, security gates 

in an new metal frame can be installed within existing door openings, much like a storm 

door, leaving the historic door in place. If plywood panels are installed over door openings, 

they should be screwed in place, as opposed to nailed, to avoid crowbar damage each time 

the panel is removed. This also reduces pounding vibrations from hammers and eliminates 

new nail holes each time the panel is replaced. 

For windows, the most common security feature is the closure of the openings; this may 

be achieved with wooden or pre-formed panels or, as needed, with metal sheets or 

concrete blocks. Plywood panels, properly installed to protect wooden frames and properly ventilated, are the preferred 

treatment from a preservation standpoint. 

There are a number of ways to set insert plywood panels into windows openings to avoid damage 

to frame and sash. One common method is to bring the upper and lower sash of a double hung unit 

to the mid-point of the opening and then to install pre-cut plywood panels using long carriage bolts 

anchored into horizontal wooden bracing, or strong backs, on the inside face of the window. 

Another means is to build new wooden blocking frames set into deeply recessed openings, for 

example in an industrial mill or warehouse, and then to affix the plywood panel to the blocking 

frame. If sash must be removed prior to installing panels, they should be labeled and stored safely 

within the building. 

Plywood panels are usually 1/2"-3/4" (1.25-1.875 cm.) thick and made of exterior grade stock, 

such as CDX, or marine grade plywood. They should be painted to protect them from delamination 

and to provide a neater appearance. These panels may be painted to resemble operable windows 

or treated decoratively. With extra attention to detail, the plywood panels can be trimmed out with 

muntin strips to give a shadow line simulating multi-lite windows. This level of detail is a good 

indication that the building is protected and valued by the community. 

If the building has shutters simply close the shutters and secure them from the interior. If the 

building had shutters historically, but they are missing, it may be appropriate to install new 

shutters, even in a modern material, and secure them in the closed position. Louvered shutters will 

help with interior ventilation if the sash are propped open behind the shutters. 

There is some benefit from keeping windows unboarded if security is not a problem. 

The building will appear to be occupied, and the natural air leakage around the 

windows will assist in ventilating the interior. The presence of natural light will also 

help when periodic inspections are made. Rigid polycarbonate clear storm glazing 

panels may be placed on the window exterior to protect against glass breakage. 

Because the sun's ultraviolet rays can cause fading of floor finishes and wall surfaces, 

filtering pull shades or inexpensive curtains may be options for reducing this type of 

deterioration for significant interiors. Some acrylic sheeting comes with built-in 

ultraviolet filters. 

Securing the building from catastrophic destruction from fire, lightning, or arson will 

require additional security devices. Lightning rods properly grounded should be a first 

consideration if the building is in an area susceptible to lightning storms. A high 

security fence should also be installed if the property cannot be monitored closely. 

These interventions do not require a power source for operation. Since many buildings will not maintain electrical power, 

there are some devices available using battery packs, such as intrusion alarms, security lighting, and smoke detectors 

which through audible horn alarms can alert nearby neighbors. These battery packs must be replaced every 3 months to 2 

years, depending on type and use. In combination with a cellular phone, they can also provide some level of direct 

communication with police and fire departments. 
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This exhaust fan has tamper-proof 

housing. Photo: Michael Mills, Ford 

Farewell Mills Gatsch, Architects.

Portable monitors are used to record 

temperature and humidity conditions in 

historic buildings during mothballing. Photo: 

NPS files.

If at all possible, new temporary electric service should be provided to the building. Generally a telephone line is needed as 

well. A hard wired security system for intrusion and a combination rate-of-rise and smoke detector can send an immediate 

signal for help directly to the fire department and security service. Depending on whether or not heat will be maintained in 

the building, the security system should be designed accordingly. Some systems cannot work below 32∞F (0∞C). Exterior 

lighting set on a timer, photo electric sensor, or a motion/infra-red detection device provides additional security. 

Providing Adequate Ventilation to the Interior 

Once the exterior has been made weathertight and secure, it is essential to provide adequate air exchange throughout the 

building. Without adequate air exchange, humidity may rise to unsafe levels, and mold, rot, and insect infestation are likely 

to thrive. The needs of each historic resource must be individually evaluated because there are so many variables that 

affect the performance of each interior space once the building has been secured. 

A mechanical engineer or a specialist in interior climates should be consulted, particularly 

for buildings with intact and significant interiors. In some circumstances, providing heat 

during the winter, even at a minimal 45∞ F (7∞C), and utilizing forced-fan ventilation in 

summer will be recommended and will require retaining electrical service. For masonry 

buildings it is often helpful to keep the interior temperature above the spring dew point to 

avoid damaging condensation. In most buildings it is the need for summer ventilation that 

outweighs the winter requirements. 

Many old buildings are inherently leaky due to loose-fitting windows and floorboards and 

the lack of insulation. The level of air exchange needed for each building, however, will 

vary according to geographic location, the building's construction, and its general size and 

configuration. 

There are four critical climate zones when looking at the type and amount of interior 

ventilation needed for a closed up building: hot and dry (southwestern states); cold and 

damp (Pacific northwest and northeastern states); temperate and humid (Mid-Atlantic states, coastal areas); and hot and 

humid (southern states and the tropics). 

Once closed up, a building interior will still be affected by the temperature and humidity of the exterior. Without proper 

ventilation, moisture from condensation may occur and cause damage by wetting plaster, peeling paint, staining woodwork, 

warping floors, and in some cases even causing freeze thaw damage to plaster. If moist conditions persist in a property, 

structural damage can result from rot or returning insects attracted to moist conditions. Poorly mothballed masonry 

buildings, particularly in damp and humid zones have been so damaged on the interior with just one year of unventilated 

closure that none of the interior finishes were salvageable when the buildings were rehabilitated. 

The absolute minimum air exchange for most mothballed buildings consists of one to 

four air exchanges every hour; one or two air exchanges per hour in winter and twice 

that amount in summer. Even this minimal exchange may foster mold and mildew in 

damp climates, and so monitoring the property during the stabilization period and 

after the building has been secured will provide useful information on the 

effectiveness of the ventilation solution. 

There is no exact science for how much ventilation should be provided for each 

building. There are, however, some general rules of thumb. Buildings, such as adobe 

structures, located in hot and arid climates may need no additional ventilation if they 

have been well weatherized and no moisture is penetrating the interior. Also frame 

buildings with natural cracks and fissures for air infiltration may have a natural air 

exchange rate of 3 or 4 per hour, and so in arid as well as temperate climates may 

need no additional ventilation once secured. The most difficult buildings to 

adequately ventilate without resorting to extensive louvering and/or mechanical exhaust fan systems are masonry buildings 

in humid climates. Even with basement and attic vent grills, a masonry building many not have more than one air exchange 

an hour. This is generally unacceptable for summer conditions. For these buildings, almost every window opening will need 

to be fitted out with some type of passive, louvered ventilation. 

Depending on the size, plan configuration, and ceiling heights of a building, it is often necessary to have louvered opening 

equivalent to 5%-10% of the square footage of each floor. For example, in a hot humid climate, a typical 20'x30' (6.1m x 

9.1m) brick residence with 600 sq. ft.(55.5 sq.m) of floor space and a typical number of windows, may need 30-60 sq. ft.

(2.75sq.m-5.5 sq. m) of louvered openings per floor. With each window measuring 3'x5'(.9m x 1.5 m) or 15 sq. ft. (1.3 

sq.m), the equivalent of 2 to 4 windows per floor will need full window louvers. 
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Small pre-formed louvers set into a plywood panel or small slit-type registers at the base of inset panels generally cannot 

provide enough ventilation in most moist climates to offset condensation, but this approach is certainly better than no 

louvers at all. Louvers should be located to give cross ventilation, interior doors should be fixed ajar at least 4" (10cm) to 

allow air to circulate, and hatches to the attic should be left open.

Monitoring devices which can record internal temperature and humidity levels can be invaluable in determining if the 

internal climate is remaining stable. These units can be powered by portable battery packs or can be wired into electric 

service with data downloaded into laptop computers periodically. This can also give long-term information throughout the 

mothballing years. If it is determined that there are inadequate air exchanges to keep interior moisture levels under 

control, additional passive ventilation can be increased, or, if there is electric service, mechanical exhaust fans can be 

installed. One fan in a small to medium sized building can reduce the amount of louvering substantially. 

If electric fans are used, study the environmental conditions of each property and determine if the fans should be controlled 

by thermostats or automatic timers. Humidistats, designed for enclosed climate control systems, generally are difficult to 

adapt for open mothballing conditions. How the system will draw in or exhaust air is also important. It may be determined 

that it is best to bring dry air in from the attic or upper levels and force it out through lower basement windows. If the 

basement is damp, it may be best to zone it from the rest of the building and exhaust its air separately. Additionally, less 

humid day air is preferred over damper night air, and this can be controlled with a timer switch mounted to the fan. 

The type of ventilation should not undermine the security of the building. The most secure installations use custom-made 

grills well anchored to the window frame, often set in plywood security panels. Some vents are formed using heavy 

millwork louvers set into existing window openings. For buildings where security is not a primary issue, where the interior is 

modest, and where there has been no heat for a long time, it may be possible to use lightweight galvanized metal grills in 

the window openings. A cost effective grill can be made from the expanded metal mesh lath used by plasterers and 

installed so that the mesh fins shed rainwater to the exterior. 

Securing Mechanical Systems and Utilities 

At the outset, it is important to determine which utilities and services, such as electrical or telephone lines, are kept and 

which are cut off. As long as these services will not constitute a fire hazard, it is advisable to retain those which will help 

protect the property. Since the electrical needs will be limited in a vacant building, it is best to install a new temporary 

electric line and panel (100 amp) so that all the wiring is new and exposed. This will be much safer for the building, and 

allows easy access for reading the meter.

Most heating systems are shut down in long term mothballing. For furnaces fueled by oil, there are two choices for dealing 

with the tank. Either it must be filled to the top with oil to eliminate condensation or it should be drained. If it remains 

empty for more than a year, it will likely rust and not be reusable. Most tanks are drained if a newer type of system is 

envisioned when the building is put back into service. Gas systems with open flames should be turned off unless there is 

regular maintenance and frequent surveillance of the property. Gas lines are shut off by the utility company. 

If a hot water radiator system is retained for low levels of heat, it generally must be modified to be a self-contained system 

and the water supply is capped at the meter. This recirculating system protects the property from extensive damage from 

burst pipes. Water is replaced with a water/glycol mix and the reserve tank must also be filled with this mixture. This keeps 

the modified system from freezing, if there is a power failure. If water service is cut off, pipes should be drained. Sewerage 

systems will require special care as sewer gas is explosive. Either the traps must be filled with glycol or the sewer line 

should be capped off at the building line. 

Developing a Maintenance and Monitoring Plan 

While every effort may have been made to stabilize the property and to slow the deterioration of materials, natural 

disasters, storms, undetected leaks, and unwanted intrusion can still occur. A regular schedule for surveillance, 

maintenance, and monitoring should be established. The fire and police departments should be notified that the property 

will be vacant. A walk-through visit to familiarize these officials with the building's location, construction materials, and 

overall plan may be invaluable if they are called on in the future. 

The optimum schedule for surveillance visits to the property will depend on the location of the property and the number of 

people who can assist with these activities. The more frequent the visits to check the property, the sooner that water leaks 

or break-ins will be noticed. Also, the more frequently the building is entered, the better the air exchange. By keeping the 

site clear and the building in good repair, the community will know that the building has not been abandoned. The 

involvement of neighbors and community groups in caring for the property can ensure its protection from a variety of 

catastrophic circumstances. 
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The owner may utilize volunteers and service companies to undertake the work outlined in the maintenance chart. Service 

companies on a maintenance contract can provide yard, maintenance, and inspection services, and their reports or itemized 

bills reflecting work undertaken should be added to update the building file. 

Mothballing Checklist 
In reviewing mothballing plans, the following checklist may help to ensure that work items are not inadvertently omitted.

Moisture

• Is the roof watertight? 

• Do the gutters retain their proper pitch and are they clean? 

• Are downspout joints intact? 

• Are drains unobstructed? 

• Are windows and doors and their frames in good condition? 

• Are masonry walls in good condition to seal out moisture? 

• Is wood siding in good condition?

• Is site properly graded for water run-off?

• Is vegetation cleared from around the building foundation to avoid trapping moisture?

Pests

• Have nests/pests been removed from the building's interior and eaves?

• Are adequate screens in place to guard against pests? 

• Has the building been inspected and treated for termites, carpenter ants, rodents, etc.? 

• If toxic droppings from bats and pigeons are present, has a special company been brought in for its disposal? 

Housekeeping

• Have the following been removed from the interior: trash, hazardous materials such as inflammable liquids, poisons, and 

paints and canned goods that could freeze and burst?

• Is the interior broom-clean? 

• Have furnishings been removed to a safe location? 

• If furnishings are remaining in the building, are they properly protected from dust, pests, ultraviolet light, and other 

potentially harmful problems?

• Have significant architectural elements that have become detached from the building been labeled and stored in a safe 

place? 

• Is there a building file? 

Security

• Have fire and police departments been notified that the building will be mothballed? 

• Are smoke and fire detectors in working order? 

• Are the exterior doors and windows securely fastened? 

• Are plans in place to monitor the building on a regular basis? 

• Are the keys to the building in a secure but accessible location? 

• Are the grounds being kept from becoming overgrown? 

Utilities

• Have utility companies disconnected/shut off or fully inspected water, gas, and electric lines? 

• If the building will not remain heated, have water pipes been drained and glycol added? 

• If the electricity is to be left on, is the wiring in safe condition?

Ventilation

• Have steps been taken to ensure proper ventilation of the building?

• Have interior doors been left open for ventilation purposes? 

• Has the secured building been checked within the last 3 months for interior dampness or excessive humidity? 
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Maintenance Chart 

1-3 months; periodic

• regular drive by surveillance 

• check attic during storms if possible 

• monthly walk arounds 

• check entrances 

• check window panes for breakage 

• mowing as required 

• check for graffiti or vandalism 

• enter every 3 months to air out 

• check for musty air 

• check for moisture damage 

• check battery packs and monitoring equipment 

• check light bulbs 

• check for evidence of pest intrusion 

Every 6 months; spring and fall

• site clean-up; pruning and trimming 

• gutter and downspout check 

• check crawlspace for pests 

• clean out storm drains 

Every 12 months

• maintenance contract inspections for equipment/utilities 

• check roof for loose or missing shingles 

• termite and pest inspection/treatment 

• exterior materials spot repair and touch up painting 

• remove bird droppings or other stains from exterior 

• check and update building file 

Summary and References 
Providing temporary protection and stabilization for vacant historic buildings can arrest deterioration and buy the owner 

valuable time to raise money for preservation or to find a compatible use for the property. A well planned mothballing 

project involves documenting the history and condition of the building, stabilizing the structure to slow down its 

deterioration, and finally, mothballing the structure to secure it. The three highest priorities for a mothballed building are 1) 

to protect the building from sudden loss, 2) to weatherize and maintain the property to stop moisture penetration, and 3) 

to control the humidity levels inside once the building has been secured. 

While issues regarding mothballing may seem simple, the variables and intricacies of possible solutions make the decision-

making process very important. Each building must be individually evaluated prior to mothballing. In addition, a variety of 

professional services as well as volunteer assistance is needed for careful planning and repair, sensitively designed 

protection measures, follow-up security surveillance, and cyclical maintenance. 

In planning for the future of the building, complete and systematic records must be kept and generous funds allocated for 

mothballing. This will ensure that the historic property will be in stable condition for its eventual preservation, 

rehabilitation, or restoration. 
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