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MEMO 
TO:   San Marcos Historic Preservation Commission 

FROM:  Alison Brake, Historic Preservation Officer 

DATE:   March 16, 2023 

RE:   Item 4: Site Elements in Historic Districts 

 

Commissioner Baker requested that this item be placed on the agenda for discussion. The following information 
is intended to facilitate discussion among the Commission. 

The site of a historic building is usually an essential feature in defining its historic character. Accordingly, the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation require that a rehabilitation involve minimal change to 
the defining characteristics of a building and its site and environment. When applying the Standards for 
Rehabilitation For example, the Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings stress that site changes such as 
locating new parking lots adjacent to historic buildings and other landscape changes can impair the defining 
characteristics of a property. Additionally, if a building is moved onto the site of a historic building, the 
Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings note that this can create a false historical appearance. Such major 
changes can result in an overall rehabilitation that fails to meet the Secretary’s Standards even when work on 
the historic building itself is not in question. Drastic changes to the surrounding grading, landscape features, or 
incompatible new construction on the site, diminish a historic property’s ability to convey its historic 
significance. 

The San Marcos Historic District Design Guidelines (“Design Guidelines”) utilized today were originally drafted 
in 1999; they are now found in Appendix C of the San Marcos Design Manual. There are not specific guidelines 
that correlate to site-specific elements, such as sidewalks and fencing, within the Design Guidelines, just brief 
mentions of these elements within other sections of the Design Guidelines. However, Section C.3.2.4, attached, 
provides guidance on reviewing district characteristics. This section calls attention to the importance of many 
elements that help define the historic districts. Two of these are related to importance of site features: the 
rhythm of the street and the walls of continuity.  Rhythm is created by the spacing between houses, the location 
and spacing of sidewalks from the curb to the entrances of the houses, the location and spacing of the driveway 
entrances to each property. The rhythm of the street adds to the visual continuity and establishes the 
organization for a neighborhood. The front of each building, its walls, its porch alignment and even fences help 
define a “wall” that establishes a visual pattern along the streetscape, and this is what creates the visual 
continuity of the neighborhood/district. It starts at the street, a straight line of uniform width. A curb runs along 
the street defining the green space of the parkway followed by the sidewalk. Each of these elements work to 
organize a neighborhood. These organizational elements along with orientation and placement of houses on 
the lot establish the visual continuity of a neighborhood. 
 
Other municipalities in Texas provide specific design standards within their historic design guidelines which 
speak to residential site design elements, such as walkways and sidewalks. Staff reviewed two Texas cities, San 
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Antonio and Galveston, and has provided a brief summary below of their findings. Staff kept the review to 
residential standards after a discussion with Commissioner Baker. 

Galveston 
In 2012, the City of Galveston adopted their Design Standards for Historic Properties. These standards apply to 
the exterior of Galveston Landmarks, including locally designated individual historic landmarks and properties 
in locally designated historic districts. The standards also apply to new construction and additions in locally 
designated historic districts. 
 
Chapter 3 provides “Design Standards for Residential Properties”. Following a general description of Galveston’s  
residential development patterns, the standards in this chapter are organized into a general section applicable 
to all residential projects, including both historic rehabilitation and new construction, and a section that applies 
only to new residential construction and additions in locally designated historic districts. Within each section, 
residential site standards are outlined; attached.  

San Antonio 
Similar to Galveston, the City of San Antonio adopted new Historic District Design Guidelines in 2012. Chapter 5 
generally applies to all site element modifications on properties that are located within a locally designated 
historic district or that are individually designated landmarks. This section specifically applies to all modifications 
to site elements as defined by the San Antonio Unified Development Code Section 35-611, which refers to the 
administrative approval of Certificates of Appropriateness for certain minor alterations, additions, ordinary 
repairs, or maintenance. Chapter 5 is attached as well as Section 35-611; highlighted in Section 35-611 are site 
elements.  
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1. Unique concrete street markers located at San Antonio 
Street intersec tions designate the block number and street 
name.

2. The San Antonio Street Historic District has a larger 
collection of Craftsman and modern housing styles than 
the Belvin Street Historic District.

3. Many of the yards have a “curb” just inside the sidewalk 
which further defines the yard from the parkway.

4. There have been many alterations to the houses in the San 
Antonio Street Historic District.

5. The density of San Antonio Street is substantially 
greater than that of Belvin Street due to the lot size and 
development pattern.

Section C.3.2.4   Definitions of Historic District 
Characteristics

A. Building Form. Building form is primarily dictated by the style 
of the building. For example, Queen Anne and Victorian styles 
are recognizable by their compositions of multiple shapes 
which include bays, dramatic roof lines, dormers and porches. 
The Craftsman style is derived from a sim plified rectilinear plan. 
The Neoclassical building also derived its form from a 
rectilinear plan but has a dominant central entry porch with 
columns which extend the full height of the building. The Tudor 
form is derived by one or more prominent cross rectangles, its 
building materials (principally masonry and stone) make it less 
compartmentalized with fewer openings.

B. Scale. The scale of a building is measured as the relationship 
of building size to something else, such as a human. Windows, 
entrances, porches, bays and the dimension of building 

materials contribute to the overall scale of the building. The 
houses in these districts are one or two stories high and are 
considered to be “human” scale.

C. Rhythm. The rhythm of a street is created by the spacing 
between houses, the lo cation and spacing of sidewalks from 
the curb to the entrances of the houses, the location and 
spacing of the driveway entrances to each prop erty. The 
rhythm of the street adds to the visual continuity and estab-
lishes the organization and site design guidelines for a 
neighborhood.

D. Proportion. Proportion is the relationship of the dimensions of 
an object to itself, such as height to width. Proportion is 
inherent in all aspects of a build ing form, components and 
material. As an example, older homes with higher ceiling 
heights have windows that are taller than they are wide. This 
proportion is approximately 2 1/2 high to 1 wide. House styles 
of the 1960s to 1980s usually have lower ceiling heights so 
their windows are shorter and wider.

E. The Relationship of Materials and Texture. The materials and 
texture of each home is representative of the style and period of 
construction. The texture of a material can express mass. The 
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inherent properties and dimensions of con struction materials 
like brick and wood boards help in understanding the home’s 
size, scale and proportion. Because stucco has no dimension, 
it is difficult to measure its relationship to the scale of a 
building. Tudor houses, for example are constructed mainly of 
brick and stone and be cause of the size and texture of these 
materials, the houses express mass with a rustic appearance.

F. Walls of Continuity. The front of each building, its walls, its 
porch alignment and even fences help define a “wall” that 
establishes a visual pattern along the streetscape. Each 
neighborhood has visual continuity, starting at the street which 
is basically a straight line of uniform width. A curb runs along 
the street defining the green space of the parkway followed by 
the sidewalk. Each of these elements work to organize a 
neighborhood. These organizational elements along with 
orientation and placement of houses on the lot establish the 
visual continuity of a neighborhood.

G. Due to the difference in lot size between the Belvin Street and 
San Antonio Street Districts, the visual continuity and rhythm 
are different. Each neighborhood has its own established 
organization which should be respected.

H. As changes are proposed to a site or house, review the lines of 
continu ity and rhythm established in the neighborhood. Look at 
the scale, form and proportions of proposed changes. Will the 
proposed project retain and enhance the characteristics or will 
it create change?

Section C.3.2.5   Site Development and Orientation

A. The organization pattern established in each Historic District 
guides the de velopment and proposed alteration of each site. 
Historic neighborhoods were designed to be pedestrian friendly 
since walking was a major mode of transportation. Houses 
face the street with a logical, visible entrance and a sidewalk 
that leads from the street to this entrance. Sidewalks from the 
street to the front door help establish rhythm. 

B. There is an established distance from the street to the 
house, which is called a setback. This setback reinforces the 
importance of the entrance and orien tation of the building. 
Building beyond this setback would change the vis ual 
continuity established.

Concrete ribbons leading to garage behind the house (921 W 
San Antonio St)

Front yard fence does not obscure the house (730 Belvin St)

C. Driveway approaches in the front yard lead to garages and 
secondary out buildings, which are located behind the main 
house. Contemporary style houses have incorporated their 
garage or carports into their house plan, but typically they do 
not project beyond the established front wall of the house. 
While the construction of new garages and carports is 
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

DESIGN STANDARDS FOR ALL RESIDENTIAL 
PROPERTIES
Maintaining the compatibility of historic residential sites and buildings is an important objective. The 
standards in this section apply to all residential projects. This includes work on a locally-designated 
individual historic residential landmark and work on a contributing historic structure or new construc-
tion in a locally-designated historic district. Note that standards for specific “historic” considerations 
such as the treatment of historic porches, do not apply to new construction or additions.

Residential Site Standards
The site layout of individual residential properties is an important 
characteristic of Galveston’s historic residential areas. Important site 
considerations include walkways, yards, fences, parking and planting.

Sidewalks  and Walkways
Historically, a variety of paving materials on Galveston’s residential 
properties. Paths or walkways were gravel or oyster shell. Brick, 
unglazed tiles, slate, concrete, and packed earth were also used. 

Sidewalks placed in City right-of-way must adhere to City Code require-
ments, with proper permits obtained from the Department of Public Works.

3.1  Maintain  a  h istor ic  s idewalk.

Appropriate
•	 Maintain historic stamped sidewalk impressions. (These are 

the names of the contractors that installed the sidewalk)

3.2  Visual ly  connect  the  street  and bui ld ing.
Appropriate

•	 Maintain or install a walkway leading directly from the side-
walk to the main building entry.

3.3  Insta l l  new s idewalks  to  be  compat ib le  with 
h istor ic  ones  in  the  area.

Appropriate
•	 Maintain the existing width of neighboring sidewalks.
•	 Use traditional materials such as brick or concrete (oyster shells, 

unglazed tile, slate/stone, or loose gravel may be considered if 
they do not negatively affect accessibility and safety).

Inappropriate
•	 Pebble-surface concrete is not permitted. 
•	 Asphalt is not permitted.

A walkway should lead straight from the 
sidewalk to the main  building entry.

4
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

City of Galveston

Yards
The progression of public to private space on a property is an impor-
tant characteristic in Galveston’s residential districts. A grassy front 
lawn, with accent planting and shade trees are essential features.

3.4  Provide a  landscaped f ront  yard.
•	 Reserve most of the front yard area for a grass lawn.
•	 Do not pave the front yard. 
•	 Consider using decorative modular pavers, grass and cellular 

paving systems in order to minimize the impact of hard sur-
face paving where grass or other plant materials are not used.

Fences  and Walls
Fences and low walls have defined Galveston front yards since the 
19th century. Wood picket and cast-iron fences were the most com-
mon historic fence materials. Some more elaborate fences have an 
unusual combination of cast and wrought-iron materials. Low walls 
that followed the sidewalk line were masonry and frequently stuc-
coed brick. Front yards were not enclosed with high walls; these 
were confined to rear yard areas.

Fences may be placed on the property line, but may not extend into 
the City right-of-way, without a License to Use Agreement with the City.

3.5  Maintain  h istor ica l ly  s igni f icant  fences  and 
masonry site walls.

•	 Maintain	historically	significant	wooden	picket	or	cast	iron	fences.
•	 Maintain historically significant stuccoed brick or concrete 

masonry site walls. 

4 4

Maintain	historically	significant	cast	iron	fences	and	stuccoed	brick	or	concrete	masonry	site	walls.

Administrative  
Approval of Fences

As summarized in “Administrative 
Approval” on page 16 and the 
table on page 17, instal lation 
of some fences may be adminis-
tratively approved by the HPO or 
designated City staff. 

A fence may be administratively 
approved if it:

•	 Is consistent with the style of 
the building

•	 Does not exceed 48”
•	 Surrounds a swimming pool and 

does not exceed 5’ or a height 
dictated by state and local law

•	 Is located behind historic pri-
vacy walls that exceed 5’ and 
is not substantially visible from 
the city right-of-way

•	 Is located on a corner yard, 
matches the front yard fencing 
and does not exceed 4’ in height

Additional flexibility exists for a  
non-corner side or rear yard fence. 
Such a fence may be administra-
tively approved if it:

•	 Is solid cedar not exceeding 6’ 
in height with an additional 2’ 
of framed wooden lattice for a 
total height of up to 8’

•	 Is cast or wrought iron not ex-
ceeding 8’ in height

A fence that does not meet at least 
one of the above criteria must be re-
viewed by the Landmark Commission.
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

3.6 Design a new fence to be compatible with the 
architectural style of the house and existing fences in the 
neighborhood.
Appropriate

•	 Install	a	painted	wood	picket	fence	(this	is	the	preferred	option	in	most	
historic	residential	areas,	and	is	often	the	easiest	to	install).

•	 Install a simple wood-and-wire fence, provided that it is appropriate to 
the style of the house and does not exceed 48” in height.

•	 Install a cast-iron or other metal fence not exceeding 48” in height if 
located in the front yard.

•	 Install a fence that uses alternative materials that have a 
very	similar	look	and	feel	to	wood,	proven	durability,	matte	fin-
ish	and	an	accurate	scale	and	proportion	of	components.	See	“Using 
Alternative Materials on a Historic Structure” on page 31 and 
the table on page 17	 for	more	 information	(may	 be	 appropriate	
if consistent with the approach described in “Interpreting the 
Design Standards” on page 16).

Appropriate for a Non-Corner Side or Rear Yard Fence
•	 Install a fence that uses alternative materials with proven dura-

bility,	matte	finish	and	an	accurate	scale	and	proportion	of	components.	
•	 Install a simple wood-and-wire fence, provided that it is appropriate to 

the	style	of	the	house	(may	exceed	48”	in	height	if	compatible).

Inappropriate
•	 Do not install chain link fencing.
•	 Do not mix wooden and metal fence styles.
•	 Do not use heavy brick fence posts unless there is historic documenta-

tion	of	their	use.

4 4

A simple wire fence is appropriate for use 
with some historic architectural styles.

Wrought iron or other metal fences are appro-
priate	when	compatible	with	the	building.

A painted wood picket fence is the pre-
ferred	 option	 for	 fencing	 in	most	 historic	
residential	 areas.	 Alternating,	 scalloped	
and variegated styles are seen on a number 
of	historic	properties	in	Galveston.

4

Metal loop and spear style fences are seen on 
a	number	of	Galveston’s	historic	properties.

4

4

4
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

City of Galveston

Parking and Driveways
Driveways placed in the city right-of-way must adhere to the re-
quirements for sidewalks as prescribed by the City Code. The proper 
permits must also be obtained.

3.7  Minimize  the  v isual  impact  of  park ing.
Appropriate

•	 Locate a parking area at the rear or to the side of a site 
whenever possible. 

•	 Use landscaping to screen parking areas. 
•	 Keep paved areas and curbs cuts for driveways to a minimum widths.
•	 Maintain historic strip driveways. These driveways, from the 

1920s and 1930s, allow for better drainage and permit grass 
to grow between the concrete strips.

Inappropriate
•	 Paving the front yard for parking is not permitted.
•	 New driveways and garages that open onto a primary street 

are not permitted.
•	 A new semi-circular drive in a front yard is not permitted 

unless there is evidence of its previous existence.

Pl anting
When site development, such as parking, storage and equipment ar-
eas, creates an unavoidable negative visual impact on abutting proper-
ties or to the public way, it should be screened with landscaping that 
complements the existing natural character and context of the site. 

Ordinarily, approval is not needed from the Landmark Commission 
for planting materials. Approval must be obtained from the City if the 
work involves removing trees or shrubs from the City’s right-of-way. 
Removal of existing trees is discouraged.

3.8  Use p lant  mater ia ls  to  screen ut i l i ty 
insta l lat ions ,  and ser v ice  and park ing 
areas.
Appropriate

•	 Shrubs	and	trees	that	branch	close	to	the	ground	are	most	effective.
•	 Keep	trees	and	shrubs	trimmed,	both	as	a	security	precaution	and	

to minimize storm damage.
•	 Use	a	flowering	vine	to	cover	an	existing	chain-link	fence.
•	 Use landscaping to complement your building and its features.
•	 Keep landscaping simple and easy to maintain.

4

Locate a parking area to the rear of a site.

Street

Alley



Design Standards for Historic Properties 75

Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

L ighting
Site and building lighting are important considerations for both 
historic buildings and new construction.

Lighting installation must adhere to City Code requirements. In 
addition, the Landmark Commission must approve the removal or 
addition of exterior light fixtures. The description, product data 
sheet, or sample light fixture should be submitted to the Commis-
sion for review. 

3.9  Preser ve  and mainta in  or ig inal  f ixtures . 
Appropriate

•	 Historic fixtures can be reconditioned and rewired.

3.10 Design l ight ing  that  i s  in  character  with  the 
sett ing.
Appropriate

•	 Fixtures should be compatible with architectural and site 
design elements.

•	 Employ new fixtures that are modest in character. 
•	 Mount new light fixtures on porch ceilings or adjacent to 

entrances.
•	 Inset ceiling lights that spread a soft light over a porch en-

trance are permitted.
•	 Mount a light fixture such that it will not interfere with the 

opening and closing of shutters or doors.
•	 Security lighting, such as flood lights, should be mounted on 

rear or side of a structure rather than on the front.
•	 Use incandescent lighting or sources that appear similar in 

character. Fluorescent and LED sources may be used when 
the color is similar and incandescent.

Inappropriate
•	 Avoid historic-looking new fixtures because they may convey 

a sense of false history.
•	 Do not use light sources that create a harsh glare or a color 

that is not similar to that of incandescent light.



86

Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

City of Galveston

Site Standards for New Residential 
Construction
New residential construction in locally-designated historic districts 
should be sited and oriented to be compatible with surrounding 
neighborhood patterns as described on  page 68. The below site 
standards for new construction apply in addition to the general 
residential site standards on page 71.

3.21 Locate  a  new structure  to  f i t  with in  the 
range of  f ront  yard  setbacks  on the  b lock.
Appropriate

•	 Where front yard setbacks are uniform, place a new structure 
in general alignment with its neighbors. 

•	 Where front yard setbacks vary, place a new structure within 
the established range of front yard setbacks on the block. 

Inappropriate
•	 Do not locate a structure outside the range established range 

of front yard setbacks.

3.22 Maintain  the  s ide  yard  spac ing  pattern  on 
the  b lock.

•	 Locate a structure to preserve the side yard spacing pattern 
on the block as seen from the street.

3.23 Orient  the  f ront  of  a  house to  the  street 
and c lear ly  ident i fy  the  f ront  door.
Appropriate

•	 Design the front entrance to be clearly identifiable.
•	 Use a porch to define the entry.

Locate	 a	 new	 building	 to	 fit	 within	 the	
range of setback dimensions seen in the 
block.

4
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

Appropriate Front Yard Setbacks

The placement of a new structure should be compatible with the pattern of front yard setbacks along the block 
as illustrated below.

Consistent Setback 
Context

On some blocks, front façades 
are in general  al ignment, and 
front yards have a consistent 
depth.  In this  context,  a  new 
structure should be built at the 
same front yard setback as the 
existing structures on the block 
as illustrated at right.

New 
Structure

Con-
sistent 
Front 
Setback 
on the 
Block

4

Varied Setback Context

On some b locks ,  the  h istor ic 
f ront  yard setback pattern is 
varied, and additional flexibility 
is appropriate in the placement 
of a new structure.  In this con-
text ,  a  new structure  should 
be built within the established 
range of front yard setbacks on 
the block as illustrated at right. 

New 
Structure

Estab-
lished 
Setback 
Range on 
the block

4
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

City of Galveston

Massing Standards for New 
Residential Construction
Galveston’s traditional residential structures have varied heights, 
articulated masses and pedestrian-scaled fronts that convey as 
sense of human scale.

While it may be larger than a traditional residential structure in 
the surrounding context, a new residential structure in a locally-
designated historic district should appear to be similar in mass and 
scale to those seen historically in the block. 

A special consideration is the design of a multifamily building in 
a single family context. Where this is permitted by zoning, a new 
multifamily building in a single family context should reflect façade 
widths of traditional single family structures in the area.

3.24 Construct  a  new structure  to  ref lect  the 
mass  and sca le  of  h istor ic  res ident ia l 
st ructures  in  the  area.
Appropriate

•	 Subdivide the mass of a larger building into smaller “modules” 
that are similar in size to buildings seen traditionally.

•	 Design building features to incorporate traditional dimensions. 
Wall plate heights, window and door head heights and other verti-
cal proportions should match the appropriate scale of the period.

•	 Design corner buildings be similar in height to buildings along 
adjoining blocks.

3.25 Express  façade components  in  ways  that 
wi l l  he lp  to  establ ish  a  human sca le . 
Appropriate

•	 Include horizontal elements in the design of residential build-
ings that help to express the height of floors and that relate 
visually to similar features in the block. For example, use 
a porch and groupings of windows to convey human scale. 

•	 Articulate a building mass to create visual interest and convey 
a three-dimensional form. Provide vertical and horizontal wall 
offsets to reduce the overall scale of a building.

•	 Design a new residential façade to respect the traditional 
proportions of height to width. 

•	 Use floor-to-ceiling heights that appear similar to those of 
traditional residential buildings. 

•	 Consider window proportions, pairing and trim in the design.

Subdividing the mass of a larger building 
into smaller “modules” that are similar 
in	 size	 to	 buildings	 seen	 traditionally	 is	
encouraged.

4

Human Scale

A  s e n s e  o f  h u m a n  s c a l e  i s 
achieved when one can reason-
ably interpret the size of a build-
ing by comparing features of its 
design to comparable elements in 
one’s experience. Using building 
materials of a familiar dimension 
such as traditional brick or wood 
lap siding is an example, as is us-
ing windows, doors and porches 
of similar dimensions.
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

Appropriate Residential Massing

While it may be larger than a traditional residential structure in the surrounding context, a new residential struc-
ture in a locally-designated historic district should appear to be similar in mass and scale to those seen historically 
on the block  as illustrated below.

New Structure Broken 
Down into Modules

Although it is larger than exist-
ing structures on the block, the 
new residential structure illus-
trated at right is broken down 
into modules that are s imilar 
in size to traditional buildings 
in the surrounding context. The 
two-story portion of the struc-
ture has also been set back from 
the street to help preserve the 
tradit ional  one-story  appear-
ance of the block face. 

4 New 
Structure

New Structure that is 
Inappropriately Scaled

The new structure i l lustrated 
a t  r i g h t  d o e s  n o t  a p p e a r  t o 
b e  i n  s c a l e  w i t h  t ra d i t i o n a l 
bu i ld ings  in  the  surrounding 
context .  The new structure ’s 
t w o - s t o r y  f r o n t  f a ç a d e  a n d 
long s ide wal ls  loom over the 
s t r e e t s c a p e  a n d  a d j a c e n t , 
smaller scale,  structures.  

New 
Structure6
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

City of Galveston

3.26 Posit ion ta l ler  port ions  of  a  structure  away 
f rom neighbor ing  bui ld ings  of  lower  sca le . 
Appropriate

•	 Where permitted by the base zoning, taller structures should 
be located to minimize looming effects on lower scaled 
neighbors.

•	 The height of first floors should be aligned whenever pos-
sible.

•	 A building should step down toward any lower, adjacent 
historic properties. 

3.27 Organize the massing of a new multifamily building to 
appear similar in scale to historic structures in the context.
Appropriate

•	 For	larger	buildings	with	more	than	two	units,	define	individual	units	in	
modules	that	express	traditional	dimensions.

For larger buildings with more than two 
units,	 define	 individual	 units	 in	 modules	
that	express	traditional	dimensions.

4
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Chapter	3:	Design	Standards	for	Residential	Properties

Building Forms
A similarity of building forms also contributes to a sense of visual 
continuity. In order to maintain this feature, a new building should 
have a basic form that is similar to that seen traditionally. 

3.28 Use s imple,  rectangular  bui ld ing  forms.
Appropriate

•	 Use building forms that appear similar to traditional forms.

Inappropriate
•	 Unless necessary, do not use building forms that do not have 

a traditional orientation to the street. 

3.29 Use bui ld ing  and roof  forms s imi lar  to 
those  seen tradit ional ly  in  the  d istr ict .
Appropriate

•	 Use a pitched or gable roof form where the exist in the sur-
rounding historic context.

Inappropriate
•	 Do not use an exotic roof form on the primary structure.
•	 Do not use shed roof forms  except on porches or small ad-

ditive forms attached to the primary structure.

Appropriate Building Form

A new residential structure should have a simple form. Complex building 
forms that do not have traditional floor-to-ceiling heights are inappropriate.

Simple Building Form

Simple building forms composed 
of primarily rectangular elements 
and traditional floor-to-ceiling 
heights (generally 9-10’) are most 
appropriate in Galveston’s resi-
dential historic districts.

4

Inappropriately Complex 
Building Form

Complex building forms that do not 
have	traditional	floor-to-ceiling	heights	
(below 9’), or incorporate multiple 
architectural styles, are inappropriate.

6

Building forms that do not have a tradi-
tional	 orientation	 to	 the	 street	 or	 tradi-
tional	floor	heights		are	discouraged.

6

Simple rectangular building forms are pre-
ferred.

4
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Using the Historic Design Guidelines  

The City of San Antonio Historic Design Guidelines (“Historic Design Guidelines”) establish baseline guidelines for historic 

preservation and design.   The Historic Design Guidelines apply to all exterior modifications for properties that are 

individually designated landmarks or within a locally designated historic district.    All applicants are encouraged to review 

the Historic Design Guidelines early in their project to facilitate an efficient review process.  In addition to compliance with 

the Unified Development Code (“UDC”), applicants must obtain a Certificate of Appropriateness (“COA”) from the Office of 

Historic Preservation (“OHP”) for all proposed exterior modifications as described in the Using the Historic Design 

Guidelines section of the Historic Design Guidelines.  The Historic Design Guidelines are comprised of eight sections as 

follows:    

 1. Using the Historic Design Guidelines  

 2.  Guidelines for Exterior Maintenance and Alterations 

 3. Guidelines for Additions  

 4. Guidelines for New Construction 

 5. Guidelines or Site Elements 

 6. Guidelines for Signage 

 7. A Guide to San Antonio’s Historic Resources 

 8. Glossary  

The Historic Design Guidelines as a whole are intended to work congruently with other sections, divisions and articles of 

the UDC but have been separated into individual sections for ease of use. In the event of a conflict between other sections 

or articles of the UDC and these Historic District Guidelines, the Historic District Guidelines shall control except in the case 

of signage where the more strict regulation or guideline shall control.  Additionally, if an exception from the application of 

Chapter 28 of the city code of San Antonio has been approved for signage in historic districts, such exception shall remain 

unless removed by official action of the City Council.  The meaning of any and all words, terms or phrases in the Historic 

District Guidelines shall be construed in accordance with the definitions provided in Appendix A of the UDC.  In the case of 

a conflict regarding a definition as provided in these guidelines and Appendix A of the UDC, the Historic District Guidelines 

definition shall control.  All images courtesy of the City of San Antonio, Clarion Associates, and Hardy, Heck, Moore, Inc. 

unless otherwise noted. 

For questions and guidance please contact the Office of Historic Preservation:  Email: ohp@sanantonio.gov | Phone: 

210.215.9274 

Copyright © 2012 City of San Antonio 

 





 

 Why Preserve? 
A message from Historic Preservation Officer, Shanon Shea Miller 

e strive to preserve San Antonio’s historic buildings and 

neighborhoods for many reasons.  We recognize and celebrate 

the cultural, aesthetic, environmental and economic value 

historic preservation brings to San Antonio.  It is by definition 

sustainable and is a proven economic development tool.  No example in this 

country of successful central city revitalization has occurred without 

preservation as a component.   

 Preserving our built environment helps tell the story of San Antonio’s 
long, rich and diverse history.  Taking care of our older buildings and 
neighborhoods provides a sense of belonging, a collective memory, and 
a sense of pride in our past.  Preservation is about understanding that 
historic buildings are limited resources and we must be careful to 
preserve those that tell our many and varied stories.  This includes not just major historic sites but neighborhood schools 
and parks, streets lined with bungalows, theaters, small-scale commercial buildings, shot gun houses, gas stations, and 
towering downtown landmarks.  

 Preservation helps build strong neighborhoods by protecting their character.  Preservation programs foster community 
pride, appreciation of history, learning, creativity, and a sense of place, thus making historic neighborhoods desirable 
places to live and work.   

 Preservation is good for the economy.  Reinvesting in our 
historic buildings and neighborhoods helps to stabilize our 
property values and community, and promotes tourism and 
economic development.  Historic preservation is more labor-
intensive than new construction and generally utilizes more 
local materials.  Every time a building is rehabilitated or reused, 
specialized trades and skilled laborers are employed.  This 
creates jobs and puts more money into our local economy. 

 Additionally, historic preservation contributes to the 
tourism industry in our city.  Studies have shown that the 
heritage visitor stays longer and spends more than any other 
category of visitor.  These people are looking for the jewels that 
locals cherish...often it's our historic buildings and 
neighborhoods that provide that sense of place and community 
that attracts visitors, while contributing to the quality of life for 
local citizens.  As Donovan Rypkema says, “Place is not a 
synonym for location.  Place is a location that has been claimed 
by feelings.”  For that and many other reasons, historic 
preservation is good for the local economy! 
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 Preservation helps protect the environment.  
Reusing and adapting historic buildings and 
neighborhoods reduces our consumption of raw 
land, new materials, and other resources. 
Rehabilitating existing buildings and 
maintaining existing materials are sustainable 
solutions and are most often more cost effective 
over the life of the building than replacement or 
new construction.  Fortunately the green 
movement is recognizing that the greenest 
building ever built is the one that already exists!  
Stewardship of the built environment is 
sustainability as well as preservation.  
 

 
We want our neighborhoods and commercial districts to continue to tell the story of San Antonio’s history to those who come 

after us.  This can best be done by preserving the condition of our historic resources and giving them new life and new 

purpose by making them our homes and places of business.  The Historic Design Guidelines are intended to serve the 

community as we work together to preserve San Antonio’s historic resources to provide a quality environment for future 

generation Preservation is not about longing for the past or resisting progress.  It’s about building on the past toward 

the future. 

 

 

 

  
 

"Historic preservation has become a 

fundamental tool for strengthening 

American communities. It has proven to 

be an effective tool for a wide range of 

public goals including small business 

incubation, affordable housing, 

sustainable development, neighborhood 

stabilization, center city revitalization, 

job creation, promotion of the arts and 

culture, small town renewal, heritage 

tourism, economic development, and 

others." 

 

– Donovan Rypkema, Measuring Economic Impacts of 

Historic Preservation, 2011 
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5. Guidelines for Site Elements   
Introduction 
These guidelines provide general guidance to property 

owners, design professionals, homeowners, and decision-

makers regarding the exterior maintenance of and 

alterations to historic site elements; they are not intended 

as a substitute for consultation with qualified architects, 

contractors, attorneys, City staff, and/or the Historic 

Design and Review Commission (“HDRC”).  All applicants 

are responsible for the professional, legal, and/or other 

services required for their project.  Countless variables in 

the design and character of site elements exist within San 

Antonio’s historic districts.  District-specific guidelines 

should address issues or elements that are unique within 

individual historic districts. 

Applicability 
The Historic Design Guidelines generally apply to all site 

element modifications on properties that are located 

within a locally designated historic district or that are 

individually designated landmarks.  This section 

specifically applies to all modifications to site elements (as 

defined by UDC Section 35-611). 

Guidelines  
This section contains guidelines for residential and non-

residential site elements as follows: 

 Topography  

 Fences and Walls 

 Landscape Design 

 Residential Streetscapes  

 Non-Residential and Mixed Use Streetscapes 

 Sidewalks, Walkways, Driveways, and Curbing  

 Off-Street Parking 

 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Compliance 

These guidelines contain numerous pictures, illustrations, 

drawings, and examples of projects that have successfully 

met, or failed to meet, the qualities that the guidelines 

address.  Examples are provided only to illustrate and 

show context.  They shall not be construed as the only 

possible design solutions allowed. 

In considering whether to recommend approval or 

disapproval of an application for a COA for site elements, 

the HDRC shall be guided by the Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation, the UDC, the Historic Design  

 

 

Guidelines, and any additional design guidelines adopted 

by the City. 

 

 

General Principles  

The following General Principles for Site Elements will 

be considered during the review process in conjunction 

with the guidelines contained in this section.   

Principle #1: Respect the Historic Context  

New site elements should complement, not detract 

from, historic site elements, the character of the historic 

structure they serve, and the surrounding district.  

When considering specific site elements (e.g., 

streetscape, topography) the surrounding context is 

important, since the integrity of various elements varies 

from block-to-block.    

Principle #2: Routine Maintenance is Essential 

for Preservation 

With proper maintenance, many historic site elements 

can last for centuries.  Routine maintenance of walls, 

sidewalks, monuments, landscaping, curbing, and other 

decorative and functional site elements is essential to 

prevent deterioration.   

Principle #3: Preservation of Features in Place is 

Preferred Over Replacement  

Maintaining and repairing historic site elements is 

preferred over replacing those elements as to maintain 

the character of the public right-of-way and district.  

However, if elements are deteriorated beyond repair 

(more than 50%), in-kind replacement using new 

components that match the original in form and 

materials is favored while replacement with comparable 

substitutes will be considered.   

Principle #4: More Flexibility in Treatment 

and/or Replacement May be Considered in 

Locations Not Visible from the Public Right-of-

Way 

Site elements that are not visible from the public right-

of-way are less likely to detract from views of the 

historic structure or the overall character of the district. 

More flexibility in the treatment and/or replacement of 

site elements located in rear yards and other areas of 

the site that are partially or wholly concealed from the 

public right-of-way may be considered.   
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1. Topography  

Why is this Important? 

Topographic features, such as sloped front lawns, raised 

lots, and other distinctive site design elements, help 

define the unique character of each district and of 

individual streets or blocks within each district. Altering 

these features, such as through the installation of a 

retaining wall, interrupts the visual continuity of the 

historic streetscape and detracts from the character of 

the district.   

  

  

Sloping lawns and raised lots similar to the examples above 

are typical in some of San Antonio’s historic districts.   

 

 

Guidelines  

A. TOPOGRAPHIC FEATURES    

i. Historic topography—Avoid significantly altering the 

topography of a property (i.e., extensive grading).  Do 

not alter character-defining features such as berms or 

sloped front lawns that help define the character of the 

public right-of-way.   Maintain the established lawn to 

help prevent erosion. If turf is replaced over time, new 

plant materials in these areas should be low-growing 

and suitable for the prevention of erosion. 

ii. New construction—Match the historic topography of 

adjacent lots prevalent along the block face for new 

construction.  Do not excavate raised lots to 

accommodate additional building height or an 

additional story for new construction.   

iii. New elements—Minimize changes in topography 

resulting from new elements, like driveways and 

walkways, through appropriate siting and design.  

New site elements should work with, rather than 

change, character-defining topography when possible. 
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This 

 

A pattern of raised lots along the street frontage increases the 
visual prominence of historic structures.  

 

 

Retention of historically consistent topographical features, 
such as these sloped front lawns, gives the street frontage a 
distinctive character.    

 

 

Not This 

 

 Excavating a historically raised lot to accommodate an 
additional story for new construction disrupts the visual 
continuity of the historic streetscape.   

 

 

Replacing historically sloped front lawns with retaining walls 
interrupts the visual continuity of the street frontage.  

 

 

X 

X 

X 
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2. Fences and Walls 

Why is this Important? 

The historic use of fences and low retaining walls to 

identify front yard boundaries and provide privacy and 

security varies dramatically from district to district and 

from block to block within San Antonio’s historic districts.  

The types of fences and walls that are used are similarly 

eclectic.   Where historic fences and walls do exist, they 

are important character-defining features that help 

reinforce the age and style of the principal building and 

often times the block. Front yard fences and walls play a 

large role in defining rhythm and pattern along the street 

edge. In some districts, non-historic fence materials, such 

as chain link, have been introduced over time.  

 

Ornamental, wrought iron fences with an open character and 

low height are just one of the many styles of historic fences 

found in San Antonio’s historic districts. 

 

Stone walls of varying heights and designs are found in many of 

San Antonio’s historic districts.  In some locations (as 

illustrated above), the walls are used to enclose and screen a 

yard.  In other locations, lower stone walls are used for 

retention purposes on sloped sites.   

 

Guidelines  

A. HISTORIC FENCES AND WALLS  

i. Preserve—Retain historic fences and walls. 

ii. Repair and replacement—Replace only deteriorated 

sections that are beyond repair.  Match replacement 

materials (including mortar) to the color, texture, size, 

profile, and finish of the original.  

iii. Application of paint and cementitious coatings—Do 

not paint historic masonry walls or cover them with 

stone facing or stucco or other cementitious coatings.  

B. NEW FENCES AND WALLS  

i. Design—New fences and walls should appear similar to 

those used historically within the district in terms of 

their scale, transparency, and character.  Design of 

fence should respond to the design and materials of the 

house or main structure. 

ii. Location—Avoid installing a fence or wall in a location 

where one did not historically exist, particularly within 

the front yard. The appropriateness of a front yard 

fence or wall is dependent on conditions within a 

specific historic district. New front yard fences or wall 

should not be introduced within historic districts that 

have not historically had them. 

iii. Height—Limit the height of new fences and walls 

within the front yard to a maximum of four feet. The 

appropriateness of a front yard fence is dependent on 

conditions within a specific historic district. New front 

yard fences should not be introduced within historic 

districts that have not historically had them.  If a taller 

fence or wall existed historically, additional height may 

be considered.  The height of a new retaining wall 

should not exceed the height of the slope it retains.  

iv. Prohibited materials—Do not use exposed concrete 

masonry units (CMU), Keystone or similar interlocking 

retaining wall systems, concrete block, vinyl fencing, or 

chain link fencing.  

v. Appropriate materials—Construct new fences or 

walls of materials similar to fence materials historically 

used in the district.  Select materials that are similar in 

scale, texture, color, and form as those historically used 

in the district, and that are compatible with the main 

structure.  

vi. Screening incompatible uses—Review alternative 

fence heights and materials for appropriateness where 

residential properties are adjacent to commercial or 

other potentially incompatible uses. 
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C. PRIVACY FENCES AND WALLS 

i. Relationship to front facade—Set privacy fences back 

from the front façade of the building, rather than 

aligning them with the front façade of the structure to 

reduce their visual prominence.   

ii. Location—Do not use privacy fences in front yards. 

 

 

 

Front Yard Fences—Appropriate 

Materials 

The appropriateness of a front yard fence is 

dependent on conditions within a specific historic 

district. New front yard fences should not be 

introduced within historic districts that have not 

historically had them.  Where historic precedent does 

exist, construct new fences or walls of materials 

similar to fence materials historically used in the 

district.  

 

 

Select materials that are similar in scale, texture, 
color, and form as those historically used in the 
district, and that are compatible with the main 
structure.  (Photos by Mike Pecen, ASLA) 
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This 

 

Preserve historic fencing, such as this unusual ornamental wire 
fence with wood posts. 

 

Wood slats, decorative posts, and scalloped lines complement 
the character of this home. 

 

Privacy fencing is limited to the rear yard, preserving the 
historic stone wall and wrought iron gate at the side yard. 

 

Not This 

 

Although many exist in some districts, the installation of new 
chain link fences is not permitted.  

 

New keystone or similar interlocking retaining wall systems 
are prohibited.  

 

Applying new stone facing to cover a historic stone wall is not 
permitted.    

X 

X 

X 
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3.  Landscape Design  

Why is this Important? 

Landscape designs in San Antonio’s historic districts vary 

depending on their setting and period of construction.  

Historic landscapes provide clues to the past and aid in 

the overall interpretation of our historic districts. While 

some districts feature sweeping historic lawns and 

formal elements, many districts feature a diverse palette 

of landscape features, such as more informal xeric 

plantings, which are often appropriate within the historic 

context. Water conservation strategies should be 

implemented in a manner that responds to the historic 

context while meeting present day conservation needs. 

 

 

Landscape designs and plant palettes vary among historic 

districts and contribute to the uniqueness of the districts. 

Guidelines  

A. PLANTINGS 

i. Historic Gardens— Maintain front yard gardens when 

appropriate within a specific historic district.  

ii. Historic Lawns—Do not fully remove and replace 

traditional lawn areas with impervious hardscape. 

Limit the removal of lawn areas to mulched planting 

beds or pervious hardscapes in locations where they 

would historically be found, such as along fences, 

walkways, or drives. Low-growing plantings should be 

used in historic lawn areas; invasive or large-scale 

species should be avoided. Historic lawn areas should 

never be reduced by more than 50%. 

iii. Native xeric plant materials—Select native and/or 

xeric plants that thrive in local conditions and reduce 

watering usage. See UDC Appendix E: San Antonio 

Recommended Plant List—All Suited to Xeriscape 

Planting Methods, for a list of appropriate materials 

and planting methods.  Select plant materials with a 

similar character, growth habit, and light 

requirements as those being replaced. 

iv. Plant palettes—If a varied plant palette is used, 

incorporate species of taller heights, such informal 

elements should be restrained to small areas of the 

front yard or to the rear or side yard so as not to 

obstruct views of or otherwise distract from the 

historic structure.  

v. Maintenance—Maintain existing landscape features. 

Do not introduce landscape elements that will obscure 

the historic structure or are located as to retain 

moisture on walls or foundations (e.g., dense 

foundation plantings or vines) or as to cause damage.  

B. ROCKS OR HARDSCAPE    

i. Impervious surfaces —Do not introduce large pavers, 

asphalt, or other impervious surfaces where they were 

not historically located.  

ii. Pervious and semi-pervious surfaces—New pervious 

hardscapes should be limited to areas that are not 

highly visible, and should not be used as wholesale 

replacement for plantings. If used, small plantings 

should be incorporated into the design. 

iii. Rock mulch and gravel - Do not use rock mulch or 

gravel as a wholesale replacement for lawn area. If 

used, plantings should be incorporated into the design. 
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C. MULCH 

i. Organic mulch – Organic mulch should not be used as 

a wholesale replacement for plant material. Organic 

mulch with appropriate plantings should be 

incorporated in areas where appropriate such as 

beneath a tree canopy. 

ii. Inorganic mulch – Inorganic mulch should not be 

used in highly-visible areas and should never be used 

as a wholesale replacement for plant material. 

Inorganic mulch with appropriate plantings should be 

incorporated in areas where appropriate such as along 

a foundation wall where moisture retention is 

discouraged. 

D. TREES 

i. Preservation—Preserve and protect from damage 

existing mature trees and heritage trees. See UDC 

Section 35-523 (Tree Preservation) for specific 

requirements.  

ii. New Trees – Select new trees based on site conditions. 

Avoid planting new trees in locations that could 

potentially cause damage to a historic structure or 

other historic elements. Species selection and planting 

procedure should be done in accordance with 

guidance from the City Arborist. 

iii. Maintenance – Proper pruning encourages healthy 

growth and can extend the lifespan of trees. Avoid 

unnecessary or harmful pruning. A certified, licensed 

arborist is recommended for the pruning of mature 

trees and heritage trees. 

 

 

  

Tree Protection  

Trees are important resources in San Antonio’s historic 

districts that affect many site elements, ranging from 

streetscapes to landscape design.  In addition to being 

aesthetically pleasing, trees help define public and 

private spaces, cleanse and cool the air, and reduce the 

amount of pollutants entering streams and the local 

ecosystem. Trees also provide protection from the sun 

for pedestrians as well as buildings. Consultation with 

the City Arborist is required for projects that affect 

mature trees and heritage trees.  
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This 

 

Historic landscape designs in some districts were formal in 
character with a limited palette of plant materials, allowing 
historic structures to remain the focus. This distinctive 
landscape design was based on historical research, and 
contributes to the associated structure. (Photo by John 
Laffoon, ASLA) 

 

 

These front yards incorporate a restrained palette of xeric 
plant materials within a historically appropriate design. 
These schemes reduce water usage while not detracting from 
the character of the historic properties.  

Not This 

 

Avoid vines and other plantings that obscure the historic 
structure from view and contribute to the retention of 
damaging moisture against building walls and foundations. 

 

 

Overgrown or out-of-scale xeric plantings (middle) can 
detract from the character of historic structures when used in 
the front yard.  Alternatively, removing all plant material in 
favor of rock or organic mulch (bottom) can also create a 
stark contrast which detracts from the historic street pattern.

X 

X 

X 
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Are you a WaterSaver? 

San Antonio Water System (SAWS) offers a variety of outdoor conservation programs, information, and rebates 

to promote water efficiency in landscaping and irrigation. Resources including species selection and xeriscaping 

techniques are available on their website at:  

http://saws.org/Conservation/Outdoor/ 
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4. Residential Streetscapes   

Why is this Important? 

Residential streetscapes in the many of San Antonio’s 

historic districts are characterized by a detached 

sidewalk and planting strip landscaped with mature 

street trees and lawn or low plantings.  This pattern 

creates a pedestrian-friendly environment, maintains 

continuity along the street frontage, and frames historic 

structures set back from the street.  In some districts, 

the integrity of historic residential streetscapes has been 

compromised through the introduction of non-historic 

streetscape elements, such as hardscape and xeriscape 

plantings, over time.    

 

Several of San Antonio’s Historic Districts feature decorative 

gateway monuments.   

 

Detached sidewalks and planting strips are common on 

residential streets in many of San Antonio’s historic districts. 

Parkways and planted medians—such as the central median 

lined with palms, above—are also found in more limited 

locations.   

Guidelines  

A. PLANTING STRIPS  

i. Street trees—Protect and encourage healthy street 

trees in planting strips. Replace damaged or dead trees 

with trees of a similar species, size, and growth habit 

as recommended by the City Arborist. 

ii. Lawns— Maintain the use of traditional lawn in 

planting strips or low plantings where a consistent 

pattern has been retained along the block frontage.  If 

mulch or gravel beds are used, low-growing plantings 

should be incorporated into the design. 

iii. Alternative materials—Do not introduce impervious 

hardscape, raised planting beds, or other materials 

into planting strips where they were not historically 

found.   

B. PARKWAYS AND PLANTED MEDIANS 

i. Historic plantings—Maintain the park-like character 

of historic parkways and planted medians by 

preserving mature vegetation and retaining historic 

design elements.  Replace damaged or dead plant 

materials with species of a like size, growth habit, and 

ornamental characteristics. 

ii. Hardscape—Do not introduce new pavers, concrete, 

or other hardscape materials into parkways and 

planted medians where they were not historically 

found.   

C. STREET ELEMENTS  

i. Site elements—Preserve historic street lights, street 

markers, roundabouts, and other unique site elements 

found within the public right-of-way as street 

improvements and other public works projects are 

completed over time.   

ii. Historic paving materials—Retain historic paving 

materials, such as brick pavers or colored paving, 

within the public right-of-way and repair in place with 

like materials.   
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This 

 

 

Planting strips and street trees have been maintained, 
contributing to the park-like character of these residential 
streetscapes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not This  

 

 

Replacing lawn with pavers, rock mulch, or raised planting 
beds in planting strips detracts from the character of these 
residential streetscapes and increases stormwater runoff. 

 

X 

X 
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5.    Sidewalks, Walkways,   
Driveways, and Curbing  

Why is this Important? 

The repetition of historic sidewalks, walkways, driveways, 

curbing widths, and materials serves as a unifying 

feature in San Antonio’s historic districts.  The 

introduction of new materials and patterns interrupts the 

consistency of these elements and detracts from the 

historic character of the streetscape.   

  

Date or street name stamps are found in many of San 

Antonio’s historic districts.  

  

Consistent sidewalk, walkway, and driveway placement, 

width, and materials reinforce the formal streetscape 

character typical of San Antonio’s historic districts. Every 

effort should be made to retain lawn and other plantings 

along historic sidewalks to avoid the over use of concrete. 

 

 

Guidelines  

A. SIDEWALKS AND WALKWAYS 

i. Maintenance—Repair minor cracking, settling, or 

jamming along sidewalks to prevent uneven surfaces.  

Retain and repair historic sidewalk and walkway 

paving materials—often brick or concrete—in place.     

ii. Replacement materials—Replace those portions of 

sidewalks or walkways that are deteriorated beyond 

repair.  Every effort should be made to match existing 

sidewalk color and material.   

iii. Width and alignment— Follow the historic 

alignment, configuration, and width of sidewalks and 

walkways.  Alter the historic width or alignment only 

where absolutely necessary to accommodate the 

preservation of a significant tree. 

iv. Stamped concrete—Preserve stamped street names, 

business insignias, or other historic elements of 

sidewalks and walkways when replacement is 

necessary.  

v. ADA compliance—Limit removal of historic sidewalk 

materials to the immediate intersection when ramps 

are added to address ADA requirements. 

B. DRIVEWAYS  

i. Driveway configuration—Retain and repair in place 

historic driveway configurations, such as ribbon 

drives.  Incorporate a similar driveway 

configuration—materials, width, and design—to that 

historically found on the site.  Historic driveways are 

typically no wider than 10 feet.  Pervious paving 

surfaces may be considered where replacement is 

necessary to increase stormwater infiltration. 

ii. Curb cuts and ramps—Maintain the width and 

configuration of original curb cuts when replacing 

historic driveways.  Avoid introducing new curb cuts 

where not historically found.   

C. CURBING 

i. Historic curbing—Retain historic curbing wherever 

possible.  Historic curbing in San Antonio is typically 

constructed of concrete with a curved or angular 

profile.   

ii. Replacement curbing—Replace curbing in-kind when 

deteriorated beyond repair.  Where in-kind 

replacement is not be feasible, use a comparable 

substitute that duplicates the color, texture, durability, 

and profile of the original.   Retaining walls and 

curbing should not be added to the sidewalk design 

unless absolutely necessary. 
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This 

 

The retention of historic sidewalks alignment and materials 
helps to preserve the visual continuity of this streetscape. 

 

Replacement curbing matches the curvature of historic 
curbing, creating a consistent line.    

 

Historic ribbon driveway has been retained, reinforcing the 
continuity of the street frontage and minimizing stormwater 
runoff. 

 

Not This 

 

The introduction of new diamond shaped paving materials 
interrupts the visual continuity of the historic streetscape.   

 

The profile of the replacement curbing in the foreground does 
not match that of the adjacent historic curbing. 

 

Historic ribbon driveway has been filled in, interrupting the 
continuity of the street frontage and increasing stormwater 
runoff.    

X 

X 

X 
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6. Non-Residential and Mixed 
Use Streetscapes   

Why is this Important? 

Historic streetscapes in commercial and non-residential 

districts were designed to provide a safe and comfortable 

pedestrian environment that complements the historic 

character of the district.  Consistency in streetscape 

elements helps create a unified appearance, reinforce the 

historic character of the district, and distinguish it from 

adjacent residential districts.  

 

The design, scale, and character of San Antonio’s non-

residential and mixed-use streetscapes vary significantly by 

location.  Houston Street, above, is designed to accommodate 

the high volumes of pedestrian traffic typical in downtown.   

 

 

Guidelines  

A. STREET FURNITURE 

i. Historic street furniture—Preserve historic site 

furnishings, including benches, lighting, tree grates, 

and other features.  

ii. New furniture—Use street furniture such as benches, 

trash receptors, tree grates, and tables that are simple 

in design and are compatible with the style and scale 

of adjacent buildings and outdoor spaces when 

historic furnishings do not exist.   

B. STREET TREES 

i. Street trees—Protect and maintain existing street 

trees. Replace damaged or dead trees with trees of a 

similar species, size, and growth habit.  

C. PAVING 

i. Maintenance and alterations—Repair stone, 

masonry, or glass block pavers using in-kind materials 

whenever possible.  Utilize similar materials that are 

compatible with the original in terms of composition, 

texture, color, and detail, when in-kind replacement is 

not possible.   

D. LIGHTING 

i. General—See UDC Section 35-392 for detailed lighting 

standards (height, shielding, illumination of uses, etc.).  

ii. Maintenance and alterations—Preserve historic 

street lights in place and maintain through regular 

cleaning and repair as needed.   

iii. Pedestrian lighting—Use appropriately scaled 

lighting for pedestrian walkways, such as short poles 

or light posts (bollards).  

iv. Shielding—Direct light downward and shield light 

fixtures using cut-off shields to limit light spill onto 

adjacent properties.    

v. Safety lighting—Install motion sensors that turn 

lights on and off automatically when safety or security 

is a concern.  Locate these lighting fixtures as 

discreetly as possible on historic structures and avoid 

adding more fixtures than necessary.   
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While specific design characteristics vary throughout San Antonio’s historic districts, this 
non-residential/mixed-use streetscape in St. Paul Square contains elements typical in 
most examples.  

Maintenance and Alteration 

Checklist for Non-

Residential and Mixed Use 

Streetscapes   

Preserve historic site 

furnishings, including 

benches, lighting, tree grates, 

and other features. 

Maintain historic street lights 

Protect and maintain existing 

street trees. Replace damaged 

or dead trees with trees of a 

similar species, size, and 

growth habit. 

Repair stone or masonry 

pavers using in-kind materials 

whenever possible.   

 

 

 

2 

3 

1 

4 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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7. Off-Street Parking  

Why is this Important? 

Without proper siting and screening, off-street parking 

areas detract from the pedestrian-oriented streetscape 

character typically found in San Antonio’s historic 

districts and can negatively impact adjacent residential 

districts.  

  

 

Off-street parking must be carefully sited and screened within 

San Antonio’s historic districts to minimize visual impacts and 

to maintain a pedestrian-friendly environment.  

 

 

Guidelines  

A. LOCATION 

i. Preferred location—Place parking areas for non-

residential and mixed-use structures at the rear of the 

site, behind primary structures to hide them from the 

public right-of-way.  On corner lots, place parking 

areas behind the primary structure and set them back 

as far as possible from the side streets.  Parking areas 

to the side of the primary structure are acceptable 

when location behind the structure is not feasible.  See 

UDC Section 35-310 for district-specific standards.   

ii. Front—Do not add off-street parking areas within the 

front yard setback as to not disrupt the continuity of 

the streetscape. 

iii. Access—Design off-street parking areas to be accessed 

from alleys or secondary streets rather than from 

principal streets whenever possible. 

B. DESIGN 

i. Screening—Screen off-street parking areas with a 

landscape buffer, wall, or ornamental fence two to four 

feet high—or a combination of these methods.  

Landscape buffers are preferred due to their ability to 

absorb carbon dioxide.  See UDC Section 35-510 for 

buffer requirements.  

ii. Materials—Use permeable parking surfaces when 

possible to reduce run-off and flooding. See UDC 

Section 35-526(j) for specific standards.   

iii. Parking structures—Design new parking structures 

to be similar in scale, materials, and rhythm of the 

surrounding historic district when new parking 

structures are necessary. 

 

 

  

Additional Resources 

Changes to Historic Site, ITS #39, by Michael J. Auer. 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/applying-

rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS39-HistoricSite-

Changes.pdf 

 

 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS39-HistoricSite-Changes.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS39-HistoricSite-Changes.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS39-HistoricSite-Changes.pdf
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This 

 

Off-street parking should be screened from the pedestrian 
right-of-way and adjacent uses.   

 

Off-street parking areas should be located to the side or rear 
of the structure they are intended to serve and screened from 
adjacent uses.   

 

Parking structures should complement the historic character 
of the district they are intended to serve. 

Not This 

 

Insufficient screening of this large off-street parking area 
detracts from the streetscape character. 

 

Providing off-street parking in the front yard setback detracts 
from the character of the historic structure it is intended to 
serve and the overall character of the historic district. 

 

New modern parking structures should not detract from the 
historic character of the district they are intended to serve. 

X 

X 

X 
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8. Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) Compliance  

Why is this Important? 

Most historic buildings and sidewalks were not designed 

to be accessible to people with disabilities.  Proper siting 

and design of accessibility features, such as wheelchair 

ramps, can help minimize the potential visual impacts to 

historic structures and districts while providing safe and 

accessible routes that are compliant with ADA 

requirements.  The Texas Department of Licensing and 

Regulations (TDLR) enforces the Texas Accessibility 

Standards (TAS) which echo the 2010 ADA design 

standards.  TAS applies to new construction and 

substantially renovated facilities that are publicly owned 

or leased or are public accommodations.  Single family 

residences are exempt from ADA/TAS requirements.  

Alternative designs may be used when strict compliance 

with the TAS would threaten or destroy the historic or 

architectural significance of the facility.  Any alternative 

design must substantially reflect the letter and spirit of 

the ADA. 

 

Successful adaptations to historic buildings increase 

accessibility while minimizing visual impacts and damage to 

the historic structure, such as this convenient ramp located to 

the side of the building.    

 

Guidelines  

A. HISTORIC FEATURES  

i. Avoid damage—Minimize the damage to the historic 

character and materials of the building and sidewalk 

while complying with all aspects of accessibility 

requirements.   

ii. Doors and door openings—Avoid modifying historic 

doors or door openings that do not conform to the 

building and/or accessibility codes, particularly on the 

front façade.  Consider using a discretely located 

addition as a means of providing accessibility.  

B. ENTRANCES  

i. Grade changes—Incorporate minor changes in grade 

to modify sidewalk or walkway elevation to provide an 

accessible entry when possible.  

ii. Residential entrances—The preferred location of 

new ramps is at the side or rear of the building when 

convenient for the user.   

iii. Non-residential and mixed use entrances—Provide 

an accessible entrance located as close to the primary 

entrance as possible when access to the front door is 

not feasible.  

C. DESIGN  

i. Materials—Design ramps and lifts to compliment the 

historic character of the building and be visually 

unobtrusive as to minimize the visual impact, 

especially when visible from the public right-of-way.   

ii. Screening—Screen ramps, lifts, or other elements 

related to ADA compliance using appropriate 

landscape materials.  Refer to Guidelines for Site 

Elements for additional guidance. 

iii. Curb cuts—Install new ADA curb cuts on historic 

sidewalks to be consistent with the existing sidewalk 

color and texture while minimizing damage to the 

historical sidewalk.   

 

 

Additional Resources 

Designing New Additions to Provide Accessibility, ITS 

#53, by Liz Patrella. http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/ 

applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS53-Additions-

Accessibility.pdf 

Making Historic Properties Accessible, Preservation 

Briefs #32, by Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA. 

http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/briefs/brief32.htm 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/%20applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS53-Additions-Accessibility.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/%20applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS53-Additions-Accessibility.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/%20applying-rehabilitation/its-bulletins/ITS53-Additions-Accessibility.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/briefs/brief32.htm
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This 

 

As ramps are added to San Antonio’s historic districts over 
time, care should be given to ensure consistency with existing 
historic walkways and curbing. 

 

A simple ramp was added to the rear of this historic structure. 
A simple ramp was added to the rear of this historic structure.  

 

A ramp that is simple in design and does not damage the 
historic structure.  

 

Not This 

 

The accessibility of San Antonio’s historic districts should be 
improved over time through the addition of ramps at all 
intersections. 

 

A large wood ramp located at the front of this home 
visuallydominates the property. 

 

This poorly located ramp blocks the sidewalk and dominates 
the front faced of this historic church. (Source:  
www.amramp.com/edmonton-ab-pictures)

X 

X 

X 
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e)

f)

g)

a)

Sec. 35-611. - Certi�cate of Appropriateness - Administrative Approval.

Applications for certain minor alterations, additions, ordinary repairs or maintenance may be reviewed

and approved administratively by the historic preservation officer without review by the historic and design

review commission. Those activities which constitute minor alterations, additions, repairs or maintenance

include but are not limited to:

Ordinary Repair and Maintenance

Repair using the same material and design as the original and does not require structural

modifications

Repainting, using the same color

Reroofing, using the same type and color of material

Repair of sidewalks and driveways using the same type and color of materials

Exterior Alterations

Doors/Entrances

From non-historic to one in keeping with the character and era in which the home was built

Removal of burglar bars

Repair or slight modification to exterior steps or stairways using in-kind material

Reopening of porch with proper photo documentation or physical evidence

Windows

Removal of non-historic windows to replace with windows that match the original windows as

closely as possible in material and design

Restoring original window openings with documentation

Removal of residential metal awnings

Repairing window framing

Removing inappropriate exterior shutters that are not of historic age

Louvers and venting in which the vents or louvers are placed in an existing opening, in which

there is no change in the configuration of the fenestration and the only modification to the

building is the removal of glazing panels

Removal of burglar bars

Siding

Removing non-historic siding in order to unencapsulate historic siding materials

Roofing

Brake, Alison
Highlight
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d)

a)

b)
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Removal of composite roof shingles and replacing with clay tiles with documentation

Removal of composite roof shingles and replacing with metal roofing material with

documentation and specifications

Changing color of composite roofing material

Changing color of existing metal roof with appropriate specifications and details

Additions

Any rear addition under two hundred (200) square feet using same (non-historic) material as

existing structure as well as existing roof ridgeline for non-contributing structures; must

include plans with specification

Painting

Reasonable changes to paint colors on previously painted surfaces which are consistent with

the district or landmark characteristics

Paint removal/pressure water washing/graffiti removal

Landscaping

Replacing paved areas with sod or other landscaping

Fifty (50) percent or less square feet of front yard replacement

Sprinkler system with site map

Back yard landscaping

Removal of existing landscaping or sod areas and replacing with xeriscaping where not

removing character defining landscaping elements

New plantings in keeping with the character of neighborhood

Hardscaping with site map and specifications

Parking pads under one hundred forty-four (144) square feet

Sidewalks residential/commercial with contextually appropriate placement (such as a

traditional planting strip)

Driveway construction if less than twelve (12) feet in width and consistent with guidelines

Parking with appropriate landscaping (non-historic properties)

Fencing

Removal of chain, link, plywood, or vinyl and replacing with wood, wrought iron, garden loop,

or masonry

Replacing or recreating any fence or handrail with historic document

Brake, Alison
Highlight

Brake, Alison
Highlight

Brake, Alison
Highlight
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Installing or constructing a fence, railing, or wall where none exists (sides and rear only behind front facade

plane of historic structure) with appropriate materials

Signage

Changes in content or configuration (re-facing) that do no involve changes in sign location,

dimensions, lighting or total sign area

Signs that are consistent with HDRC approved master signage plans

Temporary banners or signs where allowed by this article

Signs that comply with UDC sections 35-678, 35-612, 35-681 or 35-645, and have a square

footage equal to or less than the requirements outlined. Signage applications above the

allowable square footage shall be forwarded to the historic and design review commission for

their recommendation.

New Construction

Rear ADA ramps

Rear porch

Rear deck

Swimming pools, fountains in back yard

Demolition

Non-historic accessory structure that is made of non-historic materials

Non-historic additions that are made of non-historic materials

Reopen enclosed porch

Carports that are made of non-historic materials

Non-contributing structures located in historic district that are made of non-historic materials

Miscellaneous

Reasonable changes in color to awning fabric that are consistent with the district or landmark

characteristics

Renewal of expired certificates of appropriateness

Removal of any prohibited element described in City Code

Minor changes to existing certificates of appropriateness

Emergency installation of temporary features to protect a historic resource or to weatherize

or stabilize

Foundation

Mechanical units

https://library.municode.com/
https://library.municode.com/
https://library.municode.com/
https://library.municode.com/
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n)
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Exterior electrical

Exterior plumbing

Exterior electrical fixtures

Antennas

Glass replacement

Dumpsters with screening

Lighting

Rooftop HVAC, mechanical or communication equipment that is not visible from the public

right-of-way and results in no modifications to the visible facades of the building

Mission protection overlay district applications being reviewed for height/angle conformity

only.

A clear photograph of the building, object, or structure to be repaired, a brief description of the intended

work, and samples of replacement materials or paint for comparison with the existing building, object, or

structure must be furnished with the application. Site plan and specifications may be required as needed for

adequate administrative review as determined by the historic preservation officer.

(Ord. No. 2010-06-24-0616, § 2, 6-24-10) (Ord. No. 2014-10-02-0742, § 2, 10-2-14)
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