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Historic Buildings:
A Powerful Tool for Addressing the
Nation’s Housing Crisis
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by richard moe

e’ve all heard the myths and false
assumptions about the problems
involved in rehabilitating an older
house: Rehab is always more expensive than new
construction; regulations are difficult to meet – or
downright unfair; most historic properties are
located in high-income neighborhoods; new
construction is “better” in the long run.
Current research debunks these widely-held
misconceptions, and what’s left is a simple, unassailable
fact: Historic properties can be a valuable tool in efforts to
address our nation’s critical need for affordable housing.
America cannot build itself out of the affordable-housing
crisis through new construction alone. In most parts of the
United States, construction costs have risen so dramatically
in recent years that the overall average price of a new house
is $185,000 – an amount that puts new houses out of reach
for more than 60 percent of American households. The
subsidies required to make these units affordable to low- and
very low-income households would far exceed our annual
national budget. In addition, the vacant land needed for
construction of thousands of new homes is in increasingly
short supply, and the issue is further complicated by the
direct and indirect costs of sprawl, which impacts not only
our economy but also our environment and quality of life.
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Rehabilitating older buildings for housing makes
sense in every way. First, it’s generally costeffective: Studies show that the average cost of
rehabbing existing housing units ranges from
$25,000 for a unit in relatively good condition to
$75,000 for a unit with “severe physical
problems” — a category that, according to the
American Housing Survey, includes only 3
percent of currently occupied housing that was
built prior to 1950. What’s more, the majority of
these older units that are prime candidates for rehab are
located in the very neighborhoods where affordable housing
is needed most.
The more than 11,000 historic districts in the country
comprise over 850,000 buildings, and about 60 percent
of these structures are in census tracts with a poverty
level of 20 percent or more. Since older buildings tend to
be located near existing transportation corridors and in
areas where infrastructure is already in place and paid
for, rehabilitating them helps combat sprawl and allows
people to live closer to where they work. It also puts
properties back on the local tax rolls and can help spark
additional investment in neighborhood revitalization.
In city after city, older buildings are valuable assets going
to waste. Philadelphia has more than 54,000 abandoned or

he U.S. Department of the Interior, National
Park Service, publishes a booklet that
describes the general terms of the HRTC program.
That publication, Preservation Tax Incentives for
Historic Buildings, can be obtained from the
Florida Department of State’s Bureau of Historic
Preservation, which administers the program in
Florida, in partnership with the National Park
Service and the Internal Revenue Service.

T

According to that publication:

3

4

5

The above affordable rental developments serve as examples in Florida
of historic buildings that were rehabilitated and preserved with
subsidies generated by both the Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit and
the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit:
1: Riveria, Boston Capital Properties, 56 Units, 10 percent at 40
percent AMI, 10 percent at 50 percent AMI, 80 percent at 60 percent
AMI • 2: London Arms/Lynmar, Landmark Companies & Boston
Capital Properties, Inc., 58 units, 100 percent at 60 percent AMI • 3:
Congress Building, Related Group of Florida, 129 Units, 15 percent at
35% AMI, 36 percent at 50 percent AMI, 49 percent at 60 percent AMI
• 4: Harris Building, Gatehouse Group, 38 Units, 20 percent at 40
percent AMI, 80 percent at 60 percent AMI • 5: Olympia Building,
Cornerstone Group, 80 Units, 20 percent at 40 percent AMI, 20 percent
at 50 percent AMI, 60 percent at 60 percent AMI.

underutilized housing units; Baltimore has 40,000;
Kansas City, 5,000. Moreover, the number of older
buildings that could be reclaimed for affordable housing
increases enormously if we add properties not originally
built for residential use. Old schools, factories, office
buildings, hotels, mills, upper floors of main street
commercial properties—these and many other building
types can and should be put to good use sheltering people
instead of pigeons.
One of the key tools facilitating the rehab of historic
properties has been the Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit
(HRTC), the federal government’s largest incentive that
promotes revitalization through private investment in reusing
historic buildings. This program offers a dollar-for-dollar
reduction of federal income taxes owed by owners who
rehabilitate eligible types of historic buildings. Since its
inception in 1976, HRTC has helped generate approximately
$31 billion in investment in the rehab of more than 31,000
historic properties. HRTC projects have created more than
181,000 units of housing, of which 40 peercent were
affordable to low- and moderate-income households. This
approach to community revitalization has been so successful
that 24 states now have similar state tax incentives for rehab.
Although the Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit has proven
to be an enormously effective tool for community
revitalization, it needs improvement. In the 108th Congress,

• A tax credit may be obtained for 20 percent of
the amount spent in the certified rehabilitation of
a certified historic structure;
• The rehabilitation must be a substantial one and must
involve a depreciable building;
• The credit is available for properties rehabilitated for
commercial, industrial, agricultural, or rental residential
properties, but not for privately owned homes; and
• Owners of subject properties are encouraged to apply
before they start work.
Technical assistance, application forms, regulations, and
other program information may be obtained from the Florida
Department of State, Bureau of Historic Preservation, by
calling (850) 245-6333.
Other helpful national links include:
http://www2.cr.nps.gov/tps/tax/index.htm
http://www2.cr.nps.gov/e-rehab/
http://www2.cr.nps.gov/tps/Affordable/index.htm
http://www.housingonline.com

Representatives Rob Portman (R-OH) and William
Jefferson (D-LA) sponsored the Community Restoration and
Revitalization Act, which would help HRTC realize its full
potential for bringing new economic life to older
neighborhoods. The measure, which will be reintroduced
early in the 109th Congress, places particular emphasis on
housing as a key element in community revitalization. In
addition to facilitating the use of HRTC in smaller, main
street-type projects, the Community Restoration and
Revitalization Act would make it easier to combine the
historic rehab credit with the Low-Income Housing Tax
Credit to produce affordable housing.
The National Trust for Historic Preservation developed
this legislation in close collaboration with preservation
organizations, developers, tax-credit users and the
financing community. It enjoys broad bipartisan support in
Congress and has been endorsed by the American Institute
of Architects. For more information on this legislation and
how you can encourage Congress to support it, go to
www.capwiz.com/nthp2.

Richard Moe is the President of the National Trust for Historic
Preservation.
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