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Updated Analysis of Revised Bill No. 251030

In November 2025, Councilmember Squilla introduced Bill No. 251030, proposing
substantial amendments to Chapter 14-1000 of the Philadelphia Code governing the
designation and protection of historic buildings and districts. The bill has since been

revised following feedback and stakeholder discussions over the past few months.

While some changes represent meaningful improvements, significant concerns remain.
Many provisions continue to alter how designations are initiated, how notice is provided,
and how building permit applications are handled during the designation process.

Below is an updated analysis of the revised legislation and its likely impacts on
preservation practice citywide.

1. Creation of a New Two-Step Designation Process
What the bill changes
e Formally distinguishes and defines a "Nomination" (the research-based petition)
and "Designation" (the official action to assume review jurisdiction) [§ 14-203(93),
(193)]
e Creates a new preliminary requirement of issuing a "Notice of Nomination" at least

30 days before a public meeting to decide whether to officially issue a “Notice to
Consider Designation.” [§ 14-1004(2)(.1)]
Impact

e This represents a substantial restructuring of Philadelphia’s historic designation
process, creating a two-step process where a nomination must be vetted at a public
meeting before a "Notice to Consider a Designation" is issued

e Underthe current ordinance, filing a complete and correct nomination triggers
immediate interim protection from the Historical Commission. The revised bill
instead inserts a new procedural gatekeeping stage before protections fully attach

2. Limitations on Permit Reviews
What the bill changes
e The Commission "shall approve" the issuance of “Notice to Consider Designation”

unless it finds "significant financial harm" to the owner due to active zoning permits,
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or if the property or a substantially similar district was denied designation within the
preceding three years. [§ 14-1004(2)(.3)]

e Requires the Commission to approve permit applications during the designation
process if it finds evidence that “significant material commitment” to development
plans existed at the time the Notice of Nomination was issued. (814-1005(6)(f)(.2)).

o Examples of qualifying commitments include executed contracts,
substantial design development, or zoning permits
Impact

e These changes create mandatory off-ramps that favor development interests. The
three-year bar prevents the reconsideration of resources even if new historical
evidence is found, and the "significant financial harm" standard prioritizes private
economic interests over public heritage values before a property can even be
formally considered for the Register

e “Material commitments” are not always public information, giving owners unilateral
control over evidence and disadvantaging communities and advocates

3. Interim Protection Against Demolition
What the Bill Changes
e Establishes a "freeze" on permits for "Complete Demolition" (removal of two-thirds
or more of structural members) or the "Removal of a Facade" (main fagade visible
from a public right-of-way) starting the day the "Notice of Nomination" is issued [§
14-1004(2)(.4)]
Impact
e Thisisintended to prevent a "race to demolition" during the 30-day pre-notice

meeting period. However, the narrow definitions, specifically the two-thirds
structural threshold and the focus on visible facades, may leave secondary fagades
and other significant external components vulnerable to alteration before the
Commission gains full jurisdiction

4. Changes to Designation Criteria
What the Bill Changes
e Restores "landscape architect" to the professional categories in Criterion (e) and
expands to include "artist" and "artisan" [8 14-1004(1)(e)]
e Sets the archaeological threshold in Criterion (i) to "likely to yield" information rather
than the higher "highly likely" standard proposed in the original draft [§ 14-1004(1)(i)]
e Adds a proviso that any designation "will not conflict with established public policy"
in relation to the property [8 14-1004(1)]
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Impact

e Restoring landscape architects is a critical correction, ensuring the continued
ability to designate significant cultural landscapes, parks, and designed
environments

e The revised archaeological standard is more workable, though still somewhat more
restrictive than the current ordinance

e The "public policy" clause introduces a new, potentially subjective barrier to
designation. This may allow non-preservation policies, such as specific economic
development goals, to supersede the historic significance of a site during the
evaluation process

Overall Assessment

The revised bill addresses some stakeholder concerns, particularly by restoring landscape
architects to the designation criteria, establishing a more workable archaeological
standard, and creating interim demolition protections during the nomination stage.

Despite these improvements, several key provisions continue to raise concern, including:
e Creates new procedural barriers to designation;
e Creates mandatory exemptions tied to development activity and permit
applications;
e Limits reconsideration of historic resources;
e Establishes new standards that may subordinate preservation decisions to
undefined policy considerations.

The Preservation Alliance supports thoughtful modernization of the Historic Preservation
Ordinance and remains committed to collaborative reform efforts. However, as currently
drafted, Bill No. 251030 would weaken longstanding protections for Philadelphia’s historic
places and create significant new obstacles to preservation.

For these reasons, the Preservation Alliance continues to oppose the legislation and urges
City Council to work collaboratively with preservation stakeholders to pursue reforms that
strengthen the City’s ability to protect its architectural, cultural, and historical heritage.
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