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APPENDIX 3 

 

MAKING HISTORIC PROPERTIES ACCESSIBLE 

(PRESERVATION BRIEF NO. 32, 1993) 
 























allowing the vi itor to enjoy its architectural. detail. A 
new walk wind up the gentl earthen berm and is 
v g tated with p1antings that nhan e the interpreti •e 

x:p ri n from the point of orientation (d). The new 
curvilin -ar walks al • provid. a conn hon to the 
larg r arbor tum land cape f r ever-yon . 

2. The EugeneO' eill ational Historic Site overlooks 
the San Ram on Valley, twenty~seven mile ea st of San 
Frand co, California. The th'rteen-acre site indudes a 
walled courtyard garden on the southeast side of the 
Tao House, which served as the O' eill residence from 
1937-44 (e). Within t:hi courtyard are character-
d fining alks that are too narrow by today's 
acce ibility tandard , y tare a charact r-d fining 
elem nt of th histori d ign. o pr rv th 
gard n' int grity, th cal and th chara t ri h of 
th original circu ation w maintaine by creating a 
wheelchair route which, in part. utilizes reinforced 
turf. This route allows visitors with disabilities to 
experien e the main courtyard as weil. 

3. Morningside Park in ew York City, ew York, 
de igned by Frederick Olmstead, Sr., and Cal ert Vau 
in 1879, is ited on generany steep, rocky terrain (f). 
Re pecting th dramatic grad change , which are 
only a ible by xten iv flight of · ton · tai , 
phy ica] acces cannot be provided without d troying 
th park's integr'ty. ln order to pr-ovid som 
accessibility, scenic overlooks were cttated that 
provide broad visua] access to the park. 

(eJ This view shows the new reinforced turf patJ1 al the Ei,gem.' O' e1ll 
,\rational 1-fisloric Site tlial preserved tile 11arruu.• Historic Palh. Plwlo: 
Patricia M. O'Do1mell. 

(f> ti>ep t,,rraw at Momingside P,1rk in ew York City nm,rot Ix> made 
11«rt:. 1ble :witlror1I nrrealing or destroying tl1is la11dscapc":. mtegrity. 
P/10/0: Quemrel/ Rollrsclrild A550ciatcs. 

Figure 19. I11rlimd lift. can sometimes overcome i11lerior clra11ges of 
elevalio11 u,/1ere space is limited. This lift in Boston's F,meuil Hall 
crt'llted aa:ess to the floor a11d stage ln>el of Ifie Sia te Room. Photo: Pmd 
Holtz. 

Considering a ew Addition as an Aci:e ibility 
Solution 

any new additions are constructed specifically to 
i:ncorporat mod m amenities such as ]evators, restrooms, 
fire tairs, and new m cha:nicaJ equipment. These new 
additions often create opportunities to incorporate access 
for people with disabilities. It may be possible, for 
exampl , to create an ace sible entrance, path to public 
levels via a ramp, lift, or e]e ator (See Figure 23). However, 
a new addition has the potential to change a historic 
property's appearance and destro)' significant building and 
landscape feature . Thus, all new addition hoold be 
compatible w'th th ~iz , cale, and proporti, ns Fhist ric 
f a tur and material that characterize a prop -rty ( 
Figure 24). 

ew additions hou]d be carefuUy located to minimize 
connectfon points with the h:istoric building, such that if the 
addition were to be removed in the future, thee sential 
form and in~eg,rity of the building would remain intact On 
th oth r hand, n w additions hould also be conv :niently 
Jocat d n ar parking that is connected to an accessible route 
for people with disabilities. As new additions are 
incorporated, care should be taken lo protect ignificant 
land ape f atur arid arch ologica] resources. Finally. th 
d sign for any n w addition should be diffe11entiated from 
the historic design so that the property's e olution over 
time i clear. ew addition frequently mak it po ibl to 
increase accessibiJity, while simultaneously reducing the 
level of change to historic features, materials, and spaces. 
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Figure 20. In certain ~itua/i011,; 1I may !ir ap1m:ipriate lo modify stair 
1w;;i11gs for persc,,s u;itlr mo/,ilitl! impttirffw11t~. Whent>tier po~s;b/1'. 
stairs sho11/d bt· modifii-d by add;ug m·w m11luiab mtlrl'r tlrtm mmn>ing 
l,i,Joric material,. Source: UFAS R!"lmfi, Manual. 

-to highest 
operable port 

to low r adg of 
shelr Of por1ilion 

FiKure 22. Amenities sucl1 as telephones sJrould be al height that 
u1heelchair ui:ers oui reach. Chtm~es lo nra11y amenities om be adapted 
with mi11imal effec, orr hi. toric materials,feuhtres, 1ur.d spaus. Source: 
t.lF AS Retrofit Mumm/. 

Wheerchair Seating Dispersed lhroughoul Seating Area 

33" x .48" space fo 
sfngle wheelchair 1111 

jj jj 

111 I 
111) 

11 

I I I 11 
I 1 t J l 
ti I 1 
I I 11 
II □ 

ro· x 66" midpoint---1>---, -, ---,-..i~ 
po~ttonfortwo 1 11 ,cc 
wheelchairs: omit cu i li 11 
six chairs or install •It I 11 1111 
movable chairs r I t t u IJ c I I 

•Ill 111(111 

66" X 48" ----

"'f~)>-, ,~~, I 
Ll;l~~1~~£........,_._......., 
Ill 
1 I l 
ii I 
11 I I I 
II I 

additionai single/ 
dou 1e wheelchair 
spaces may be 
provided using 
removable seats 

- ---- 66" x 48" back or 
front row position 
for two wheel­
chalrs: omit three 
chairs (parked 
wheelchairs shoufd 
not obshuct other 
pedeshion traffic) 

- ----- aisle width must allow 
passage of wheelchair 
users; tire codes should 
be consulted to deter­
mine required width 

Theafer Style Seating 

F igri n• 21. m r ;,rg hi l1isloric llwr1l1'rs 1md audilori11 m~ cou lir cllli ugt-d to acrnrrmwdatt' wl1;-t'/rflflir 11:.rrs. Aca~sible seril iug areas sllould be co1111ected to 11,1 
acn-:;~ibk mule from t/1;- bu1ld111g mtra11r1•. ourc,·: UI-AS Rt•lro jf Man 1101. 



Federal Accessibility Laws 
Today, few building owners are ~mpt from prcwiding 
accessibility for people with disabilities. Behm! maldng any 
ao:iessjbili.ty modification, it js imperative to determine which 
laws and code& 111M applkable. ln addilion to local and State 
a~ility codes, the following federal acoessi.bility b.ws are 
currently in effect: 

Architecturd hrriers Act '1968) 

The An:hitectural Barriers A.cl: :;.l:ipulales tmi't an buildmi;s 
designed, ,ronstructed, and aJtered by the f«:lenl Government, 
or with federal assistance, must be accessible. Ch.i.llges made to 
federaJ buildi.ng11 m~t meet the Uniform Federal Aa;es:sib:itlity 
Standards (UflAS). Specia1 provisions are included in YFAS for 
historic buildings that woi.llld be threatened or destroyed by 
meeting ful I acces6ibility requirement:;.. 

Rehabilitation .Act (19173) 

The Rehabilitation Act requl_.res !l'Kipienb of federal fina..J1dal 
assistance to make their program:;. 11J1d activities a.ccessib?e to 
everyone. RecipienlS am allowed to make their properties 
a«essible by a.ltering: &eir' buJJdJng, by movm,g programs and 
activities to a~ble spaces, or by making other 
accommodations,. 

Americam with Disabilliti.es Ad (1!191.1) 

Historic properties a:re not ~em.pt illlom the kmericaru, with 
Disabilities Act {ADA) requirements. To the ~eatest ext,ent 
possible, historic buildings mu...st be as acoessible as non-historic 
building,. However, H may not be possible for some hisoo:ric 
properties to meet ihe genera] accessibility teq_Mements. 

Under TIUe II of the ADA, Stare uid focal g,o\·emiru.mts must 
:l'ettlo\/e accessibility barrier:s either by shiflling se,~:i, md 
prog,ams lo ac~ible buildings, or by making alterations to 
existing buildin.,gs. For mstance, .ii liCCJ11Sm_g oflfoc fl'lll!Y be moved 
from a second floor to an .a~essibJe &n.t floor space, or H lrus is 
not feasilile, a mail service DQght be provided .. However, State 
and local government facilities that have historic pooservatioo as 
theiir .main purpo.se=Sta~e-<>wned histori.c museu:ms, his~oric 
State capitol'.s that of.fer tonrs-must give prjor:iey- t:o physical 
aceessibilit)•. 

Under Title ID of the ADA, owners ,of upuolii; acoomm.odaliollllS" 
(the-arers, restauruus, retail shops, private museums) must make 
''readily achievable" ,dtang,es.; that is, dumges that ca_n be easily 
accomplished o\'idtout much ,expense. This .odght mean ifllstaUing 
a ramp, oreatmg accessible parking.. adding grab barn in 
bath.rooms, or modifying doo, hardw,a11e. The requirement lo 
re.move barriers when it is ''readily achievable" is Ml ongo~ 
respons:ibUity. When alterations, induding restoration and 
rehabilitati.on work are made, specific: aooess:ibility requirem.ents 
are tri!j!lered. 

Recognizing lhe national interest rn. preserving historic 
properties, Congress established aUelTl:.lthre roq111tire.ments ror 
pr-operties that amnot be made accessible w;ithcut "thn!'atening 
m destroying"' their si,gruficance. A oonsulta'l:io.n process is 
outlined in the ADA's Acoessibilify Guidelines for owners of 
historic properties who believe ~t makin.g specific acoess-ibiiity 
modm.cations would "threaten or des.«oy" the signi ficanoe of 
their property. In these sih!Lations, after amsultmg with persons 
with disab.ili.ties and disability org~l:ions, blllld.ing ow:nera 
should contact the Sta,e Historic fn!SE!'JVation Offi:ce1" (SHOO) to 
determine if the s.~J ac:ces.sibilify provisi.o-ns, for historic 
pr,operties may be used. Further, if it is- cMermined in 
oonsu:ltati.on with the SHPO that cornpl.ian.ce with U1e minimum 
:reqwn-vm.en15 would also "thre.lten Ol' destroyn me sigruficam:e cf 
'the pmpeli!y, alternative meU1.ods of ac~. su...ch as home 
de:l.ive"Y and audio-visual programs,. may !be 111Sed. 

Figure 23. New 11ddiliom; to l1istoric bui/dit,rgs c.nn lJt, desig11f'd lo increm;p 
acc_r:;sibiW y. A m~,r, a.Mition /i11ks hm adjarmt f:iuifdiugs 11.sed for !he 
Alm11y, New York, Visitor's Ce1nler, llmi im:orpo-m1JL"S im t11CQ.>sSible 
e11tmm,e, reslrooms, 11mi signage .. Plrolo: C!nre Adams. 

f-i/i(IIN.' 14. Crn1Ht1g an 11.CCt'SSiWe cn!rana wm, a mra• t>li'ViflOr !CU-'l!'T 
re1111irrs a compafiblr drsign. T1tis elemtar addifiou WemJs i11 witl,r tlie 
rii.sturic bl.lilding·s rmileri1m tmd provides act"~ lo all rmlilic /("!Jels. 
Pboto: Slwnm P11rk. 
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Condu ion 
Hi toric properties are irreplaceabl and requir sp ial car 
to ensure their preservation for future generation . With 
the passage of th Americans with Disabilihes Act, ac tn 
historic properties open to the p1.1b]ic is a now civi1 right, 
and owners of hi toric properties must evaluat exi ting 
build 'ngs and determin h w they can be mad more 
ace ible. His a hall nge to valuate prop rti • 
thoroughly, to identify th . applicable acces ibility 
requirem nts. to explore alt rnati\l sand to implement 
solutions that provide independent access and are 
consistent with accepted historic preservation standard 
Solutions for accessibility should not destroy a property's 
significant materials, features and spaces, but hould 
increa ace • ibility a much a p • ibl . t hi toric 
buil ·ng ar n t ex mpt fr m pro\lidirig acce ·sibility, and 
with car ful planning. historic prop rties can be mad more 
ace ibl , so that all citiz ns can enjoy our ation's diverse 
heri.tage. 

Plrolo: Mnssad1usetls Hislorirnl Com111issio11. 
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