First District Historical Preservation Advisory Council

Yorktown, VA
Tuesday May 26, 2009
1 pm
Rep. Wittman opened the meeting with an overview of the purpose of the Historical Preservation Advisory Council and he asked that each of the participants provide feedback on the challenges that affect their areas for future discussions in Washington.  He would like ideas for discussion on public policy issues, historic preservation tax credits, Big Box development challenges and other issues affecting the First District.  He indicated that he wants to drive the public policy issues in Washington and what comes from the first district is important.  He stated that there is a great opportunity at this point to introduce discussions on historic preservation issues with his colleagues in Washington and his membership and work on the Committee on Natural Resources gives each of the attendees an opportunity to affect change.

Regionally, he would like to discuss and share ideas of how to enhance preservation; Adopting good preservation policy and using that as a conduit for good fiscal and economic policy is important.  He stressed that he wants to insure that the direction that we take is driven by the constituents.  He emphasized that this is a partnership and is a collective effort.  

Topics discussed included:
Historic Preservation Tax Credit Reauthorization.  Preservation tax credits do not go to private individuals who maintain properties.   Rep.Wittman suggested that all of the participants need to understand what is in the bill and he asked that each of the attendees submit their comments on the language in the bill.  He said that he will investigate getting a copy of the current legislation and posting it on his website.  In addition, he will distribute this to each of the attendees along with contact information for fellow Council members.  He added that he would make the names and addresses of the members of the full Congressional Committee available to the Council members, as these are the individuals whose responsibility it will be to take the bill into consideration.
Rep. Wittman then opened the floor to get input from the participants on how to enhance the bill.  Many comments were offered, including making sure that there are good local land use ordinances and comprehensive planning resource dollars for localities.   There was significant discussion on the development of large shopping centers and Wal Marts and how these developments can coexist next to historic properties such as battlefields.  Many indicated that although there is significant pushback from local residents on developing situations like Big Box developments, there has to be some advance planning and notice so that both local residents and developers can get together to discuss how best to develop the area with the least disruption to the historical integrity of a battlefield or historic district.  There are ways that this can be accomplished, as most developers do not want to enter an area and alienate the residents where they will need economic support.  It is difficult for a county to make decisions with potential conflict on the economic value for the battlefield but also for the economic uses of a Wal Mart. Several attendees suggested that groups try to engage Wal Mart to consider a shared vision and planning on addressing issues up front.  There was additional discussion that both developers and county planners need to sit down together in site selection and that they know up front what they need to do.  One attendee pointed out that Colonial Williamsburg and Kingsmill’s plan for partnering together that is a good example of how this can work.

Several attendees asked that resources be made available through Congress for localities to plan for these situations.  

Many attendees stated that there is a need to gather representatives from the Civil War Preservation Trust, local activists, owners of historic sites, tourism and historical preservation societies to establish a comprehensive plan to maintain the integrity of their historic sites but also allow for flexibility on development issues that will impact the economic integrity of their area.   Several examples of poor land use were cited, including a trailer park in York County.  Critical pieces of land that disturb the integrity of the parks is something to consider in future planning.  In addition, there was discussion on how to create incentives for property owners who have land adjacent to a historic site, and are approached by developers for possible sale of that property.  How can they be helped?  Rep. Wittman stated that while he was in the General Assembly, he introduced several bills to explore avenues to reimburse those who have land to be developed who would give up their land to local societies to preserve the integrity of the area. 
Examples were given such as Virginia Beach and Clark Counties that have efficient plans to retard development.  Future land decisions must be considered in historic preservation.  We must find opportunities in the First District where the federal government can help.  Rep. Wittman urged the council members to bring these issues to his attention so that he can incorporate those into his discussion with Congressional colleagues.  
There was discussion on the tax implications for those families who maintain their ancestral homes as historic properties and how they might be helped.  Several would like to keep their historic sites in the family but are saddled with huge amounts of taxes.  The Shirley Plantation representative cited on an example of their use of VA state tax credits.  They were able to sell the acreage and took the proceeds from the sale and contributed it to the property for maintenance.  One attendee indicated that many of the privately owned plantation homes in Charles City are turning their ownership over to a 501©3 group because they do not have the funds to maintain a historic home. There should be tax considerations from revenue laid on those properties.  There are several issues in preserving the James River and once again it is a Catch 22 situation.  One attendee indicated that their historic home is on the James and they are currently fighting against the development of a mooring barge on the river in direct view of the house. 
One attendee suggested that there needs to be a program for preserving historical sites and tieing this into preserving greenspace.  Conservation granting and easements for tax credits on properties were discussed as well.  Another attendee submitted comments for the record which included her observations that, from a local perspective, there is a lack of political will to regulate historic districts and the absence of cultural districts in Gloucester.  Most local governments do not set historic and cultural resources as a financial priority when competing with funding for other concerns.  As a result, protection of these resources is left to the property owners or private non-profit groups.
There was also a discussion of energy efficient programs and how to integrate those into the renovation of historic buildings.  There is a bit of contradiction for certification.  There was a discussion concerning issues of sustainability of these buildings:  if you can make these buildings more efficient you can make more dollars and achieve greater energy efficiency while still protecting the historical integrity of the buildings.  

Rep. Wittman emphasized that he will put the authorization bill on his website as he would like this to be the beginning of the discussion of the process he would like to see get on track with the Council, as all members will have the opportunity for continuous input.

Historic Preservation Caucus update.  Rep. Wittman described the purpose of the Congressional Caucus and added that if the participants see an issue that concerns them they can write a collective letter to the leadership or committee on whatever issue that might impact historic preservation.  He urged the Council members to review legislation that is pending and if they see legislation or funding that they feel might either positively or negatively impact their interests, they may contact other members of the Historic Caucus and tell them their concerns.  He assured the attendees that if they have ideas that they would like to bring before the Caucus to let him know and he would look into creating an opportunity for communication with those Congressional members.
He then solicited ideas from the group on what the Caucus ought to be doing and how can the Federal government work most effectively to partner with localities to be more efficient.  Several attendees suggested that making resources available through some avenues to be determined by the government;  designating an individual to go out into the community and evaluate sites for funding, providing support services from federal entities and providing resources for technical expertise. Many stated that locals do not have the budget to put folks on full time to study the issues in depth to insure that when they make decisions they make the best in that particular historical related context.
Many agreed that one cannot separate presentation from preservation; that we have to provide the stakeholders with the points for the discussion of the value of preservation and the value of development.

Rep. Wittman suggested that the Council, in cooperation with the Virginia Dept. of Historic Resources and other entities, hold a series of workshops after the Preservation tax credit legislation is reauthorized.  That way, we can start to get the communities involved.  The more you get stakeholders involved, the more you will raise community awareness.  He suggested that the group invite county administrators and others to work with VDHR and the National Trust for Historic Preservation on these issues.
Hampton Tucker, Chief, Grant Division of the National Park Service, made a presentation to the group.  (Powerpoint presentation will be posted on Rep. Wittman’s website next week).
After the presentation, Rep. Wittman asked for final comments from the group.  Several additional issues were raised, including:  purchase of development rights; maintain a corridor that has historical integrity, conservation easements and ways to get value for properties and take encroachment issues off the table. How we can bring pressure to bear in the right places as useful tools for enhancing for historic areas.

Oral history funding was discussed and how that funding could be accessed; it would be accessible through the Preserve America program.  

The meeting concluded with Rep. Wittman thanking the attendees for their valuable input and urging them to continue this discussion among themselves and introducing a dialogue on the reauthorization of the Preservation Tax Credit legislation with other members of Congress as well as Rep. Wittman.  He urged all at the meeting to provide their input on this legislation to his office and assured them that their ideas and suggestions would be incorporated into his discussions in Washington.

The next meeting date and time will be determined soon. 

