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Purpose of Historic Districts. 
 
The Detroit City Council created the Detroit Historic District Commission (HDC) to oversee all 
of the historic districts in the City. In passing the historic ordinance, the Council declared that 
preserving the City’s historic buildings is in the public interest. In order to advance this public 
interest, the City ordinance created historic districts and imposed standards on how historic 
buildings must be treated. The HDC administers these standards. 
 
Historic districts are created when a majority of the residents in a neighborhood initiate a petition 
to the City for that neighborhood to become an HD. Back in 1974, for example, Boston Edison 
residents did that, and the City Council created the Boston Edison HD by City ordinance. The 
same is true for the many other HDs. Building owners and home owners come to the City and 
ask to become HDs.  
 
According to the historic ordinance, in an historic district (HD) exterior work on buildings must 
be pre-approved by the HDC before work begins.  
 
The Role of the HDC 
 
Here’s how pre-approval works. An owner thinks about some exterior work on a building. Under 
the HD ordinance, an owner may only do work on the exterior, if that work is “appropriate.” The 
owner applies to the HDC for pre-approval. The role of the HDC is to determine whether the 
proposed work is “appropriate.” If the HDC decides that it is, the work is approved. If it does not 
think so, the HDC does not approve it, and the owner may not do the work. The HDC has 
delegated to its professional staff the power to approve certain routine work that falls within 
“appropriate” guidelines. (Any interior work on a building is not covered, and owners may do 
any interior work that they like.)  
 
Value of Historic Districts for Property Owners 
 
While the intention is for HDs to protect and preserve historic homes and buildings, the 
restriction that work be appropriate also provides major protection for owners’ investments. 
These restrictions are a good thing.  
 
Home values in residential HDs are protected and increased by the restriction that all exterior 
work must be appropriate. The value of a home depends, of course, on how well an owner works 
at maintaining and restoring his or her own home. A historic home is worth more when its 
historic character and materials are carefully preserved. An equally important factor, however, is 
how well the historic character of the neighborhood as a whole is preserved. For individual 
owners, their home values depend on how the neighborhood as a whole looks. The requirement 
to do only appropriate work is crucial in protecting the historic look of the neighborhood, which 
is so valuable to everyone.  

https://www.municode.com/library/mi/detroit/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIIICICO_CH25HI_ARTIIHILADI_DIV1GE


 
Standards of Appropriateness 
 
When the HDC must determine whether or not proposed exterior work on a building is 
“appropriate”, the City ordinance says that the HDC must use a particular set of standards. These 
are the U. S. National Park Service, “Standards for Rehabilitation and the Guidelines for 
Rehabilitating Historic Structures” at 
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm 
 
Fundamentally, the Rehabilitation Standards are that the original architectural design, 
and the original construction materials, should be preserved to the greatest extent possible.  
 
Design. Every historic building has a distinctive architectural design. For each building, there are 
specific features that are crucial to its design, such as “the form and detailing of exterior 
materials, such as masonry, wood, and metal [and] exterior features, such as roofs, porches, and 
windows.” NPS Rehabilitation Standards. In the Rehabilitation Standards, these “character defining” 
exterior features of the architecture are to be preserved. The entire property actually is covered 
by the Standards. They also apply to the backs of houses, garages, fences, walks and driveways, 
and landscaping. Any change to any of these exterior features of a property in an HD requires 
HDC approval. 
 
Preserving the architectural design means that any exterior changes to a house or its surrounding 
property should not remove any of the character-defining features. Any alterations or additions 
have to be compatible with the historic design or appearance.  
 
Materials. The original materials from which houses are constructed also are part of its 
character. The Rehabilitation Standard is that these materials are to be preserved as well. 
Obviously, the first step is just to take care of the materials through routine maintenance. When 
original materials are cared for well, they can last indefinitely. Nonetheless, if these materials do 
deteriorate, then the Rehabilitation Standards recognize that repair will be required.  
 
The approach to repair in the Rehabilitation Standards is very important. The guideline is to do 
as little to the original materials as possible in order to repair them. Traditional repairs involve 
patching or piecing new material into deteriorated places. Today there are modern chemical 
materials that can consolidate deteriorated material and stabilize it enough to be patched rather 
than replaced. But if material is too deteriorated to repair, then the Rehabilitation Standards 
direct that the material may be replaced. The preference, of course, is to replace material with the 
same:  wood replaces wood, and so on. However, alternative materials can be used in certain 
circumstances. Sometimes the original material simply is no longer available, although 
unavailability is unusual. If repairing with the same material as the original is much more 
expensive than using an alternative material, then the Rehabilitation Standards recognize that.  
 
The SOI has an excellent website that presents the standards. More important for building 
owners, the web site gives very helpful guidelines for how the standards apply in particular 
situations, such as roofing, windows, paint colors, and so on. See 
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm. 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm


 
Application to the HDC  
 
When the owner of a building, the HDC decides whether or not the proposed work is 
“appropriate” in the context of these Rehabilitation Standards. The process for making an 
application applies to the HDC to do work on the exterior of the house is explained in Getting 
Historic District Commission Approval. 
 
The Ten SOI Historic Preservation Standards 
 
The SOI standards seek to preserve the historical architectural design of a building and to 
preserve its original materials. The HDC most frequently uses Standards (6) and (9). 
 
1.   Use an historic building for its intended purpose. For any new use, make only minimal 

changes.   
 
2.   Don’t remove or change any materials or features that define the historic character of a 

building.  
 
3.   An historic building must be genuine. Don’t add elements from other buildings, or that are 

faux historic, or that are typical of buildings of a different architectural style. 
 
4.   Sometimes a change to a property becomes historic itself:  preserve such changes as well. 
 
5.   Preserve any distinctive construction techniques, finishes, or examples of craftsmanship. 
 
6.   Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. If something must be 

replaced, then what is added should match the original in design, color, and other visual 
qualities, and be of the same material, if possible.  

 
7.   Clean as gently as possible. Don’t sandblast!   
 
8.   Protect archeological resources around construction sites. 
 
9.   Historic materials that are essential to a property must not be destroyed by new additions or 

exterior alterations. New construction should not try to look historic, but should be clearly 
differentiated from the old. Nonetheless, new construction also must fit in with the size and 
architectural features of the property.  

 
10. Any additions should be removable in a way that would leave the historic property as it was 

originally.  
 
The SOI has an excellent website that gives helpful guidelines for how these standards would 
apply in particular situations, such as roofing, windows, paint colors, and so on. See 
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm. 
 

http://www.brickandbeamdetroit.com/resources/getting-historic-district-commission-approval-for-projects
http://www.brickandbeamdetroit.com/resources/getting-historic-district-commission-approval-for-projects
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm


One of the best things about this web site is that it provides guidance for how these standards 
would be applied in particular situations, such as roofing, windows, paint colors, etc. 


