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To: Planning Commission 

 

From: Carl Leith, Senior Historic Preservation Planner 

 

Date: June 2, 2011 

Re: Windows Work Session 

 
 

Purpose 
The purpose of this work session is to provide the Commission with the opportunity to consider in 
greater detail the role and importance of historic windows to the architectural integrity of the building, 
their characteristics and the issues associated with proposals to alter or replace such windows. In 
doing so the Commission will be able to consider craftsmanship, materials, perceived and structural 
window condition, maintenance and repair, sustainability issues, energy and acoustic performance, 
and options for upgrading this performance. 
 
Joining us for the discussion are Susie Petheram, CRSA, and David Richardson, Capitol Hill 
Construction, bringing their own wealth of experience and insights on issues relating to historic 
windows. 
 

Background 
The pressure to replace original or early windows has increased in recent years as a result of active 
marketing by the replacement window industry and a universal objective to enhance energy 
efficiency and reduce energy demands in all buildings, in the face of global warming. Although 
historic districts comprise a small proportion of the nation’s older buildings, the result has been widely 
regarded, at national and local levels, as a significant threat to the character of cultural resources 
across the country;  the matter attracts no less attention internationally. Organizations such as the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation and the National Park Service have focused significant efforts 
towards enhancing the level of understanding of the aesthetic, functional and durable characteristics 
of traditional windows, and their stewardship. 
 
In the recent past the Commission has reviewed a variety of applications to replace original windows 
in buildings within all the historic districts in the city. The predominant reasoning presented is that the 
windows are in poor condition, do not operate or are painted shut, and that they are a notable source 
of heat loss from the building. In two cases before the Commission this year, these have been 
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variously presented as the reasons to replace. The Commission, at meetings on March 2 and April 6, 
has identified the need for further understanding of historic window condition and repair. This work 
session is the first to be devoted to discussion of historic windows, and the issues which arise in 
assessing their role, condition and efficiency. It should be a valuable resource for future review and 
decision making. The Commission may wish to consider further work sessions of this nature, on 
windows and other matters, to allow greater time for discussion and an opportunity to review a wider 
range of information on aspects of the subject. 
 

Window Characteristics 
Assessing the role of the window there are a variety of issues and characteristics to 
consider. Discussion in this work session should touch on most of these. A summary of 
these might include the following: 
 
Angles of Approach – Potential Discussion Points 

 
1. The role of windows in defining the character of the building and the district – SLC/NPS/NT 

a. The architectural authenticity, integrity & maturity of the building 

b. Intricate, multi-dimensional, architectural and visual experience – static and kinetic 

c. Sustainability (cultural/environmental/economic) – conservation of existing embodied craft 

2. The inherent functional qualities of a traditional window: 

a. High quality of design, materials & construction 

b. Longevity – based on robustness, ‘maintainability’ & ‘repairability’ 

c. Energy efficiency – based on function, design quality, construction & durability 

3. Issues associated with decisions regarding a traditional window: 

a. Maintenance and state of repair – superficial/structural/mechanism 

b. Energy  & acoustic efficiency 

c. Repair skills availability 

d. Characteristics of traditional & replacement windows - comparison 

4. Conservation & preservation policy & approach 

a. National 

b. State 

c. City 

d. International 

The design of an older window is really a combination of functionality and the concentration of many 
facets of the character and integrity of the building (composition, design, detailing, materials, craft 
skills, patina, etc.) It consequently provides a richness of experience, internally and externally, that 
helps to create the uniqueness of our older neighborhoods – an experience that changes with the 
light. The design of a new window is driven primarily by functionality, and price. 

 
Resources 
Accompanying this Memorandum there are several copies of selected materials addressing various 
aspects of historic windows (copies of additional documents will be available at the meeting). There is 
also a list of internet links to a series of information sources, which in turn provide further links to 
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supporting or related material. Information is provided from across the USA, and also from Canada 
and Europe, where stewardship and energy research and practice have similar issues to address. 
 
This information is constantly growing and being updated. Staff will endeavor to keep the 
Commission up to date with any additional material and information as this becomes available. 
 
 
 
 

Attachments 
This Memorandum has the following Attachments. 
 

A.  Agenda 
 
B.  List of Internet Resources 
 
C.  Selected Documents on Historic Windows 
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Attachment A 
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AGENDA 
 
 
 

1.  Introduction 
City Staff 

 
 

2.  Susie Petheram, CRSA 
 
 
 

3.  David Richardson, Capitol Hill Construction 
 
 
 

4.  Discussion 
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Attachment B 
 
 

List of Internet Resources 
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Attachment C 
 
 

Selected Documents 
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