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392 national parks, monuments and historic sites across the
country, has a deferred maintenance backlog of more than $8 billion
and an annual shortfall of approximately $600 million for opera-
tions and maintenance. Other important preservation programs at
risk include Save America’s Treasures, a 10-year-old public-private
partnership that has awarded almost $294 million in grants for
preservation of more than 1100 structures covering every state,
leveraging more than $377 million in nonfederal matching funds,
and creating as many as 16,000 jobs (many of them highly skilled
jobs in the preservation trades). Historic preservation reviews have
been cited in highly critical news reports as delaying and
obstructing economic stimulus efforts, in large part because of
chronic underfunding and understaffing of state historic preserva-
tion offices.

Clearly, the historic preservation movement is going through an
identity crisis. Preservationists point with justifiable pride to the
economic benefits of rehabilitating historic buildings, such as the
use of federal rehabilitation tax credits to drive the investment of
$85 billion in preservation and rehabilitation projects across the
country, as well as creating jobs and preserving places that people
care about.  The phrase, “the greenest building is one that is already
built,” coined by architect Carl Elefante, has both logic and statis-
tics to back it up. Still, the preservation movement is plagued by
the perception that it’s all about “saving old buildings.”

The mainstream preservation movement has been challenged to
defend its relevance in the face of economic crisis and a cultural

SINCE the 1960s, the US historic preservation movement
has been a genuine grassroots success story, mobilizing
activists against wholesale destruction of architectural her-
itage associated with urban renewal and highway infrastruc-

ture creation. In 1980, economist John Kenneth Galbraith
observed, “The preservation movement has one great curiosity.
There is never any retrospective controversy or regret.
Preservationists are the only people in the world who are invariably
confirmed in their wisdom after the fact.” As we enter the second
decade of the 21st century, some question whether the historic
preservation movement is still relevant in the face of new environ-
mental, demographic and economic challenges.

In 1994, in his seminal work How Buildings Learn, Stewart
Brand observed, “It used to be that old buildings were universally
understood to be less valuable than new. Now it is almost univer-
sally understood that old buildings are more valuable than new.”
Today, that valuation has been eroded by the idea that old build-
ings are costly, inefficient “energy hogs” that can’t compete with
new, “green” buildings. The preservation movement also suffers
from the perception that maintaining historic buildings and sites is
a dispensable luxury in a poor economy. In response to record
deficits, more than 400 state parks and historic sites in 30 states
face closure, leading the National Trust for Historic Preservation to
place our state parks system on its 2010 list of Eleven Most
Endangered Historic Places.  The National Park Service, steward of
more than 27,000 historic structures and cultural landscapes in

Why Preservation Matters

Conservation as restoration: preparing to remove steel reinforcements inappropriately added to late-19th-century roof framing, Breeding
Barn, Shelburne Farms, Shelburne, Vermont, 2010.  
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shift towards sustainable development envisioned largely as the
application of new technology to retrofitting the built environ-
ment. Groups such as the National Trust for Historic Preservation
are making a committed effort to reinvent and retool the preserva-
tion movement for the 21st century. Richard Moe, the immediate
past president of the National Trust, put the problem thus: “Older
buildings are part of the solution to larger challenges, such as how
we support environmental sustainability, adapt to population
changes and growth, and promote job creation and economic
development. While preservation can be a force and a powerful
tool for these and other pressing needs, all too often it is unac-
knowledged.”

While the recent history of the Trust under Moe’s leadership has
been characterized by programs to build community-based
preservation efforts and partnerships and invest in research on sus-
tainability and economic benefits of preservation, it is perhaps no
surprise  the new president of the National Trust, Stephanie Meeks,
spent 18 years on the staff of the Nature Conservancy, the nation’s
largest environmental nonprofit, in positions including chief oper-
ating officer and acting president. It’s clear that the preservation
movement has absorbed some of the lessons of the environmental
movement and is ready to broaden the focus from preservation to
conservation.

WHAT’S in a word? The term historic preservation is in
general use only in the United States. Throughout the
rest of the world, the practice of maintaining historic

structures is almost universally known as conservation or, more
specifically, conservation of the built environment. This distinction
has had important consequences. First, conservation is the accepted
term for stewardship of the natural environment. Using a different
term for sustaining built heritage exacerbates a disconnect between
the two. And second, the term preservation conjures the image of
something pickled in a jar, frozen in time and placed on a shelf.
Conservation, by contrast, conveys the process of maintaining the
vitality of dynamic systems. The built environment is arguably as
mutable and dynamic as the natural environment, and just as
endangered in terms of its vitality, sustainability and quality.

The term historic preservation has been thoroughly codified into
laws, policies, standards and guidelines in the US for more than 40
years. It’s instructive to know how it came about. In 1964, the US
delegation to the second International Congress of Architects and
Technicians of Historic Monuments rejected the terms of the
Venice Charter, a short document drafted in French that laid out
guiding principles for an international accord on the study and
safeguarding of architectural heritage. 

In the US in 1964, restoration of historic buildings  and recon-
struction of vanished ones were primarily the work of professional
preservationists. European practitioners defined treatment of his-
toric structures broadly to include respecting work of different
periods, which could cast doubt on the principles and approaches
of American work of that time. It’s conceivable that the term con-
servation caused some discomfort in the US delegation because of
its association with the then-upstart environmental movement at
home in the US.

Vince Michael, Chair Emeritus of the National Council for
Preservation Education, is one of many voices making the case for
practicing heritage conservation instead of preservation: “Heritage
conservation is not about fixing a site to a certain date or epoch.  It
is, instead, about the process of managing change over time—plan-
ning—and doing so in a manner consistent with the history, cul-
ture and resources of a specific place.” Tools such as the Secretary
of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties
(1995) supply the broad philosophical framework, but the process
of managing change in concert with the values of place requires

knowledge and regard for the characteristics, materials and forms
of historic construction.

The evolving preservation movement of the 21st century has
firmly grasped the idea that its purpose has as much to do with
communities, livelihood and sense of place as with bricks and
mortar. Winston Churchill famously observed that while “we
shape our buildings, thereafter our buildings shape us.” Just as
buildings have embodied energy, the best of them contain the
embodied knowledge of the people, traditions and skills that cre-
ated and sustained them over time.

There are perhaps few other groups as attuned to this idea as the
Timber Framers Guild, and few as firmly committed to creating—
as well as conserving—structures that future generations will care
about. As an organization founded on a traditional system of
building knowledge, the Guild has moved timber framing from a
historical footnote to a vibrant community of practitioners with a
solid body of newly made and restored buildings, as well as
research, publications, education and community engagement.
Pursuing its own path of development in both new and traditional
building practice, the Guild has evolved in ways that place it at the
forefront of emerging principles in the preservation movement.  

The contributions of the Guild have been recognized by the
World Monument Fund, and the National Center for Preservation
Training and Technology (a research division of the National Park
Service established in 1994) supported the Guild’s publication of
Historic American Timber Joinery: A Graphic Guide by Jack Sobon
and Historic American Roof Trusses by Jan Lewandoski. Guild mem-
bers have long been active as speakers and presenters at events and
conferences sponsored by the National Trust, the Association for
Preservation Technology, Restore Media and other preservation
organizations. At the most practical level, the collective work of the
members of TTRAG, the Guild’s historical specialists, has made a
direct contribution.

In the nearly 50 years since the Venice Charter was written, the
traditional Western definition of “authenticity” in relation to cul-
tural resources has evolved, partially through the influence of inter-
national heritage documents such as the Nara document of 1994
(Japan), the Burra Charter of 1999 (Australia) and the Xi’an
Declaration of 2005 (China), which emphasize the importance of
“intangible” heritage, setting and traditional practices. These doc-
uments temper the view of historic buildings as static artifacts, to
be preserved through technical interventions, with respect for the
value of workmanship and the importance of transmitting tradi-
tional trades skills in continuing use.

It’s been said that the preservation movement reinvents itself
every 25 years. The current wave of reinvention is probably past
due, and certainly made more challenging by the host of external
factors impacting both the continued existence and appreciation of
cultural heritage. Richard Moe has said that one of the main chal-
lenges of the “new” preservation is to communicate that “Historic
preservation has evolved into something much more than just
saving buildings. Today it is about people and the places that they
care about.” This concept is nothing new to the Guild; it’s practi-
cally a part of  TFG collective DNA. Through continued develop-
ment of educational programs and partnerships, research and col-
laboration, the Guild and its members have an opportunity to play
a significant role as advocates for cultural heritage as well as livable
and sustainable communities.                      —Lisa Sasser
Lisa Sasser is a historical architect and preservation specialist who has
worked in preservation since 1972, including 30 years with the
National Park Service. She is a founding member and past president
of the Preservation Trades Network and currently a member of the
Guild’s board and executive committee. A complete list of citations for
this essay, edited from the transcript of her talk at TTRAG 2010, can
be obtained from her at lisa@quid-tum.com. 


