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Abstract 

 

 

TITLE: Protecting Our Legacy of Buildings, Places, and Culture: An Historic 

Preservation Plan for Rhode Island 
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the Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission 

 

SOURCE OF 

COPIES: Rhode Island Department of Administration, Division of Statewide Planning, 235 

Promenade Street ï Suite 230, Providence, Rhode Island 02908 

 
 

ABSTRACT: This Plan serves as the Stateôs historic preservation element of the State Guide 

Plan as called for by § 42-45-5(a)(3)(i) of the Rhode Island General Laws. It 

replaces the previous historic preservation element of Guide Plan: Rhode Island 

Historical Preservation Plan (1996) as well as the Cultural Heritage and Land 

Management Plan for the Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor 

(1990). This historic preservation plan describes the planning process for historic 

preservation, explains how the state organizes information about historic 

properties, sets goals, objectives, and policies for preservation, and identifies 

strategies for putting the plan into action. 



 

PREFACE 

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 requires each State Historic Preservation Office 

to prepare and periodically update a ñcomprehensive statewide historic preservation planò for 

that state. The Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission (RIHPHC) serves 

as the State Historic Preservation Office for Rhode Island. The RIHPHC has prepared its 

Comprehensive Statewide Historic Preservation Plan for the period 2021-2027. In addition to a 

Federal requirement for a state historic preservation plan, § 42-45-5(a)(3) of the Rhode Island 

General Laws calls for an ñelement or elements of the state guide plan dealing with plans and 

programs for the preservation of historic sites and structures;ò and, ñthere shall also be included 

in such state guide plan a program for preservation of historic landscapes, and state land-use 

planning which shall consider the impact of land-use on historic landscapes.ò 

 

In the past, the State Planning Council simply adopted the RIHPHCôs State Historic Preservation 

Plan as a State Guide Plan element. While this was an efficient approach, it did have one 

drawback, RIHPHCôs State Historic Preservation Plan is, understandably, heavily focused on the 

work of the Commission. In addition, its primary audience is the National Park Service which 

must approve the plan. Accordingly, some of the material included as well as some of the 

terminology used is directed to meet the requirements and standards of the Park Service and may 

not be as relevant for state and local planning purposes. Therefore, this Plan -- while parallel to 

and consistent with RIHPHCôs State Historic Preservation Plan -- is framed in a somewhat more 

state and local context, and in a manner consistent with other elements of the State Guide Plan. 

 

This Plan was compiled by J. Paul Loether, Executive Director the RIHPHC. The Commission 

provided the final draft of Plan to the Division of Statewide Planning for preparation as an 

element of the State Guide Plan. The final version as adopted by the State Planning Council was 

revised and edited by Kevin J. Nelson, Supervising Planner. 

 

A full list of reviewers from the RIHPHC, the State Planning Councilôs Technical Committee, 

and the State Planning Council are provided on the following pages. This Plan was adopted by 

the Council as an element of the State Guide Plan on October 14, 2021. 

 

Preparation of the plan was supported by funding from the National Park Service to the 

Commission, and by State appropriations to both the Commission and the Division. Additional 

funding for the Division of Statewide Planning was provided by the Federal Highway 

Administration. Work on this Plan was conducted under ñActivity 7: Long-Range Planningò 

as described in the Divisionôs Unified Planning Work Program for FY 2019 and FY 2020. 

 

Opportunities for direct input on the draft Plan were provided to government agencies, 

preservation organizations, and the public-at-large. Over the course of May 5-7, 2021, all 

property-managing state agencies and instrumentalities, as well municipal planning offices, and 

the stateôs major nonprofit preservation organizations were emailed an internet link to the draft 

Plan with a request that they review and submit any comments or suggestions to the RIHPHC by 



 

June 4, 2021. An internet link to the draft plan with request for comments was also advertised as 

publicly available on the RIHPHCôs website during this same time period. A total of five written 

comments were received in response to these efforts. 

 

The RIHPHC also sponsored two well-advertised public ñlisteningò webinars about the draft 

Plan. The first of these was held in the morning and the second during the early evening on June 

2, 2021. Combined, a total of 89 individuals participated in these webinars. Twelve comments 

or questions were raised in the morning webinar; no comments or questions were raised in the 

evening webinar. An additional written comment was received in response to the webinars. 
 

The State Planning Council conducted one public hearing on September 20, 2021, which resulted 

in no public comments. No public comments were submitted to the RI Division of Statewide 

Planning during the thirty-day public comment period, which closed on October 1, 2021.  
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SECTION ONE ï INTRODUCTION  

THE STATE-FEDERAL CONTEXT 
 

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 requires each State Historic Preservation Office 

(SHPO) to prepare and periodically update a ñcomprehensive statewide historic preservation 

planò for that state. The Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission 

(RIHPHC) serves as the State Historic Preservation Office for Rhode Island. The RIHPHC has 

prepared its Comprehensive Statewide Historic Preservation Plan for the period 2020-2027 (see 

https://preservation.ri.gov/preserve-protect/preservation-planning). 
 

THE RHODE ISLAND CONTEXT 
 

VISION  

 

Historic preservation and heritage programs play a 

central role in articulating and fostering a fuller 

understanding of community, history, and identity. The 

State envisions a future in which preserving and 

protecting historically and culturally significant places 

and practices increasingly benefits both the stateôs 

economy and quality of life in a way that consistently 

represents, values, includes, and honors all of Rhode 

Islandôs diverse communities. 

 

To facilitate the realization of this vision, the Rhode 

Island Historic Preservation Act calls for historic 

preservation to be an element of the State Guide Plan; 

this will  be discussed in more detail in Section Three ï 

Planning for Preservation. 

 

The State of Rhode Island also strongly encourages state 

agencies, municipalities, private preservation 

organizations, and the public-at-large to engage in 

historic preservation and heritage programs and activities 

that are grounded in the principles of relevancy, 

diversity, and inclusiveness on an ongoing basis. 

¶ Relevancy is achieved when Rhode Islanders feel a 

personal connection to, and find meaning and value 

in, historic preservation; 

¶ Diversity is achieved when people of different 

backgrounds and perspectives actively participate in 

the process of identifying and protecting the stateôs 

historic properties and celebrating the traditions of 

all of its historically diverse communities; 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Old State House, Providence 

It was here that Rhode Island and 

Providence Plantations became 

the first of the 13 colonies to 

declare independence from Great 

Britain on May 4, 1776. Today, 

the building stands as a major 

contributing feature and focus of 

Providenceôs 1970 College Hill 

National Historic Landmark 

Historic District. The original 

portion of the Old State House 

dates from 1762. The front tower 

and rear wing were added in 1852 

and 1867, respectively. Today, 

the Old State House serves as the 

headquarters of the Rhode Island 

Historical Preservation and 

Heritage Commission. 

https://preservation.ri.gov/preserve-protect/preservation-planning
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¶ Inclusion is achieved by intentionally building an historic preservation culture that is 

welcoming to persons of all ethnic, cultural, religious, and socio-economic groups, is 

flexible, values diverse ideas, and provides for the meaningful participation of all Rhode 

Islanders. 

 
Two Historic  Preservation Plans? 

 
Yes and no. Despite some differences in emphases, RIHPHCôs State Historic Preservation Plan 

focuses more heavily on the work of the Commission. It is important to note that this State 

Guide Plan element for historic preservation is based on and completely consistent with the 

RIHPHCôs Comprehensive Statewide Historic Preservation Plan. Unified in vison, both 

documents provide a framework to guide the work of all municipalities, State agencies, and State 

instrumentalities1, as well as the work of the RIHPHC in their respective historic preservation 

planning and implementation responsibilities. So too, private preservation and heritage 

organizations and the public-at-large can use this Plan to measure how projects are serving to 

achieve the Stateôs historic preservation goals and objectives. 

 

It is important to recognize that historic preservation in Rhode Island is carried out in many ways 

by many entities acting both collectively and individually, including statewide and local 

preservation and history organizations, preservation professionals, stewards of historic site 

museums, and private homeowners, as well as State, federal, and local agencies. 

 

This Plan includes: 

¶ historic preservation goals, objectives, and policies; 

¶ strategies that entities may use to help achieve their individual and shared statewide 

preservation goals; 

¶ guidance for community historic preservation programs and activities; 

¶ an overview and summary of the status of historic preservation in Rhode Island as of 

2021; 

¶ a description of the framework and responsibilities into which the preservation efforts of 

municipal and state entities fit; 

¶ descriptions and examples of what should be preserved; 

¶ identification of challenges and opportunities the stateôs municipalities, agencies, 

instrumentalities, and the RIHPHC face as they work together directly and indirectly to 

preserve and protect historic properties; and 

¶ descriptions of programs that promote the heritage of the stateôs diverse population. 

 

For more than fifty years, Rhode Islanders have made a significant investment of time, effort, 

and money in the preservation of historic buildings, districts, structures, and archeological sites, 
 

1 A state instrumentality is a quasi-public entity created by, or pursuant to, state statute and operated for 

public purposes. They are frequently referred to as ñquasi-stateò or ñquasi-publicò agencies. Examples 

of state instrumentalities engaged with historical properties in Rhode Island include, but are not limited 

to the: Capital Center Commission, RI Commerce Corporation, Quonset Development Corporation, RI 

Housing and Mortgage Finance Corporation, and RI Bridge and Turnpike Authority. Throughout this 

Plan, the term ñState agencyò is to be understood as including State instrumentalities as well. 
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as well as in the recognition, promotion, and preservation of the stateôs diverse cultural heritage. 

The ongoing partnership between the RIHPHC, Rhode Island municipalities, State agencies, 

preservation and heritage organizations, and individuals, guided by an appreciation for the 

particular character and quality of the state and its communities, has been and continues to be, a 

substantial asset to all involved. Individual property owners have purchased and restored historic 

houses. Investors in commercial properties have rehabilitated and updated older buildings, 

downtowns, and industrial and commercial properties. The stateôs public and private colleges 

and universities have restored and protected many of their important historic buildings; several 

of these institutions have supported preservation as a whole by developing significant 

preservation-related academic programs related to archeology, indigenous studies, and historic 

preservation in general. Likewise, a number of the stateôs religious congregations have worked 

individually to preserve and protect their historic houses of worship. Rhode Islandôs 

municipalities and federal, and State agencies have rehabilitated historic buildings, both large 

and small, so that they can and do continue to serve Rhode Islanders, now and long into the 

future. 

 

Many Rhode Island municipalities and State agencies have, over time, spent scarce public dollars 

on the preservation of historic buildings and/or the protection of archeological sites. State 

government entities, such as the Department of Environmental Management, often in concert 

with private organizations and/or individuals, have also maintained and restored historic 

community landscapes, including parks, gardens, cemeteries, campuses, farms, residential 

estates, and lighthouses. The Rhode Island Department of Transportation and the Coastal 

Resources Management Council have generally met their historic preservation regulatory 

responsibilities under both state and federal law. 



4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Breakers, Newport 

The Preservation Society of Newport County owns and operates 11 Gilded Age 

mansions in Newport, including The Breakers. As a group, these public museums are 

one of the largest and most visited heritage tourism attractions in New England. 

 

SECTION TWO ï THE CONTEXT  FOR PRESERVATION 

WHY PRESERVE? 
 

Continued Use and Reuse Ranks Among the Foremost of 

ñGreenò Practices in Rhode Island 

 

Historic houses have value as dwellings; historical factories can 

continue to be used for manufacturing or reused for related 

commercial and non-profit uses. Older commercial buildings can 

still effectively serve in the marketing of goods and services their 

own right. Most of Rhode Islandôs historical properties are still 

used today for their original purposes, and they continue to serve 

those purposes well. Where historical buildings have outlived 

their original use, usually they can be adapted for new uses. 

Historic open spaces and cultural landscapes also serve a 

multitude of continuing uses or adaptive reuses as productive 

farmland, large and small recreational areas, or conservation 

preserves that still protect related cultural and/or archaeological as 

well as natural resources. 

 

Heritage Tourism 

 

Thousands of tourists come to Rhode Island every year, and 

heritage tourism is a major economic generator for state 

government as well as municipalities. Many of those who visit 

Rhode Island choose the state as a destination because of the 

special historic and visual character that tangibly reflects the rich diversity and traditions of the 

stateôs communities. Residents and visitors alike take advantage of touring Rhode Islandôs 

historic cities, small towns, countryside, museums, parks, and golf courses, as well as to 

participate in special events that take place at historic venues. They spend money at hotels, 

restaurants, and retail shops, creating both jobs and tax revenues. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Avis Block, Wickford  

Front view following 

the completion of 

restoration in 2019. 

Built in 1852, the 

building serves as a 

pivotal structure in 

North Kingstownôs 

small Village of 

Wickfordôs historic 

district core. 
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Community Character 

 

Everyone who lives in Rhode Island lives in an historic town or city. As political jurisdictions, 

even Rhode Islandôs newest communities are more than a century old. Many have a history of 

settlement which reaches back three centuries and more. The towns and cities are the product of 

numerous decisions made by those who lived here in the pastðwhere to live, how to build, how 

to work, educate children, worship, and travel. When answering similar questions for our 

families and ourselves today, those decisions are inherently made in the context of the past. 

 

Historic buildings, neighborhoods, places, and the 

cultural heritages they reflect give shape and 

substance to the diverse communities Rhode 

Islanders live in. For the most part, these patterns 

have established communities which are ñhumanò 

in scale, humane, pleasant, and varied. While this 

ñquality-of-lifeò factor may be difficult to 

quantify, it is very real and readily evident when it 

is absent. Even by quantifiable standards, the 

preservation of Rhode Islandôs historic buildings, 

places, and diverse cultural traditions are central 

to the protection of each communityôs character. 

Much of the stateôs beauty and desirability as a 

place to live in, to work in, or to visit depends on 

historic buildings, neighborhoods, and special 

places, as well as the stateôs diverse ethnic 

heritages. 

 

Growth Management 

 

Concentrations of development that characterize the state's towns and cities--the ebb and flow of 

built-up areas and open spaces--have value as a guide for the future development of each 

community. When historic building patterns, lifeways, and open spaces are treated as the base 

from which further development takes place, there is much to be gained. Preserving older 

neighborhoods is often a smaller strain on a municipalityôs resources than building new 

developments since the infrastructure of community services is already in place and need not be 

created anew. Additionally, using old buildings instead of creating new ones reduces 

encroachment on the stateôs diminishing farmland and open space. 

 

Sustainability 

 

The preservation of historic buildings and areas can contribute to the sustainability of our 

resources. By preserving and reusing a historic building, the energy and physical resources that 

went into creating it originally are conserved, expending energy and resources to demolish it and 

send its remains to the landfill ae avoided, and the consumption of the new energy and resources 

needed to build its replacement is eliminated. Moreover, historic buildings erected before 1920 

are often inherently as, or more, energy efficient than the buildings that followed them due to the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Old Harbor  Historic  District  

Block Island (New Shoreham) 
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Royal Mills, West Warwick 

Built in 1890 and burned in 1919, 

the Royal Mills complex endured 

many additional years of harsh 

weather and heavy industrial use 

followed by years of dormant 

neglect. The buildings shown here 

were adaptively rehabilitated in 

2004 for residential and retail use. 

The complexôs original dam and 

mill pond was designed to drive a 

state-of-the-art turbine creating 

1000MW hours of electricity per 

yearðenough to power about 100 

housesðall without emitting an 

ounce of greenhouse gas. 

 

solidity and durability of construction, windows that maximize the availability of natural light 

and ventilation, and features such as high ceilings and/or shaded porches that reduce summer 

heat without air conditioning. Historic buildings also lend themselves to a variety of retrofit 

measures that can further increase their energy efficiency. 
 

 
Property Value Stabilization/Improvement 

 

Several relatively recent studies suggest that historic designations, especially for properties 

located in local historic districts, tend to stabilize, and in some cases, increase individual 

property values at a slightly faster rate than the values of other properties in the same market 

areas. 

 

Education 

 

The physical aspects of history embodied in historic buildings possess a unique ability to provide 

a direct and tangible connection to the past, which makes them an important educational 

resource. Some historic buildings are used directly in the educational process. The state's 

historical societies, preservation organizations, colleges and universities, towns and cities, and 

patriotic and heritage organizations own many of Rhode Islandôs most significant historic 

buildings, many of which, such as Touro Synagogue in Newport (see next page), are open to the 

public and are regularly used as an important part of school curricula and heritage education. As 

archeological sites such as the Newport Spring Site are excavated (see: http://www. 

historicnewportspring.org/history-of-the-site.html), experts learn more about the past and 

provide an opportunity to better understand preceding generations. 

 

There here is a broader and even more common value in living and working among historic 

properties--becoming better informed about Rhode Islandôs diverse cultural traditions. 

http://www/
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Touro Synagogue, Newport 

Through the early and middle 1700s, Newport 

rose in prominence and importance as a seaport, 

taking a leading role in the shipping and 

mercantile trades of the American Colonies. By 

1758, the communityôs Jewish population had 

grown sufficiently that there was a need for a 

house of worship. 

 

The Congregation, now known as Congregation 

Jeshuat Israel (Salvation of Israel), engaged 

Newport resident merchant and sea captain 

Peter Harrison, who was self-tutored in 

architecture from reading books and drawings, 

to design the synagogue. Harrison had already 

completed designs for Newportôs Redwood 

Library and Kingôs Chapel in Boston. 

Construction began on the ñJews Synagogueò 

in 1759, while Harrison was overseeing the 

building of Christ Church in Cambridge, MA, 

and the Brick Market in Newport. 

 

Touro synagogue was completed in 1763 and 

dedicated during the Chanukah festival 

celebrations on December 2 of that year. The 

ceremony was attended not only by the 

congregation, but also clergy and other 

dignitaries from around the colony, including 

Ezra Stiles, who later became the president of 

Yale College (now University). Now known as 

ñAmericaôs Oldest Synagogue,ò Touro 

Synagogue was named a National Historic Site 

in 1946. Today, the building is one of 

Newportôs and Rhode Islandôs most-visited 

individual heritage tourism attractions. 

The well-preserved evidence of the past 

gives each resident a sense of grounding in 

time and space. They are surrounded by the 

places and the cultural traditions derived 

from people who lived here before themð 

homes, churches, factories, and stores, 

lifewaysðall of which help to give Rhode 

Islanders a sense of living amid an important 

legacy to which they can add before handing 

it on to the next generation. 

 

STATE OF RHODE ISLAND 

PRESERVATION STATUTES 

 

Rhode Island Historic  Preservation Act 

 

Rhode Islandôs core historic preservation 

policy is principally codified in the Rhode 

Island Historic Preservation Act (hereinafter 

referred to as the ñState Actò ï see: Rhode 

Island General Law (RIGL) 42-45-1 et seq.), 

the preamble of which states: 

The general assembly finds that the 

historical, architectural, and cultural 

heritage of the state of Rhode Island 

should be preserved as a part of our 

life to enrich the experience of present 

and future generations, and that the 

continued expansion of urban 

development threatens the existence of 

our historical sites and structures. 

The State Act established the RIHPHC as the 

primary agency for furthering the mission of 

historic preservation and cultural heritage. 

Specific responsibilities assigned to the 

RIHPHC include but are not limited to: 

¶ conducting and updating the statewide 

survey of Rhode Islandôs historic 

properties and archeological sites; 

¶ maintaining Rhode Islandôs State 

Register of Historic Places; 

¶ preservation planning, including but not 

limited to, assisting in the updating this 

element of the State Guide Plan; 

http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE42/42-45/INDEX.HTM
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¶ maintaining an inventory of the stateôs historic landscapes2; 

¶ permitting responsibilities for archeological investigations on state lands; 

¶ provide State Preservation Grants for the restoration of historic properties to municipalities 

and instrumentalities, and non-profits when state funding is available; 

¶ administer state-held preservation easements on historic properties in Rhode Island; and 

¶ provide technical preservation services to the public related to preserving historic properties 

as well as reviewing state-assisted historic rehabilitation projects. (For a detailed accounting 

of RIHPHC programs and activities, see Section Four.) 

 

Section 42-45-5(a)(2) of the State Act also specifies the following key historic preservation 

responsibilities that municipalities and State agencies must comply with: 

The state, a city or town, or any subdivision or instrumentality thereof shall not undertake, 

fund, or license any activity which will encroach upon, damage, or destroy, physically, 

visual, or environmentally, any site, building, place, landmark, or area included in the state 

register without first obtaining the advice of the historical preservation and heritage 

commissioné Advisories rendered by the commission on any proposed activity affecting 

an item on the state register shall be followed unless there are compelling reasons for not 

doing so. In these cases, a statement of the reasons, together with a copy of the 

commission's advisory, shall be submitted to the governor for final determination. 

 

Historic  Area Zoning 

 

Section 42-24.1-2 of the Historic Area Zoning Act enables municipalities to designate local 

historic district zones where project review and approval by a local historic district commission 

is required before alterations or demolitions that affect historic properties can proceed. As of 

2021, nineteen of Rhode Island's thirty-nine municipalities have such zoning provisions in 

place3. Municipal historic districts are one of the strongest tools available to a municipality for 

preserving and protecting historic properties within its jurisdiction. 

 

Antiquities  Act of Rhode Island 

 

The Antiquities Act of Rhode Island--RIGL 42-45.1 et seq--includes requirements that must be 

satisfied by governmental as well as non-governmental entities with respect to the preservation 

and protection of archeological resources on state lands. The General Assembly also provided 

for additional protection of the stateôs most significant areological sites via Section 42-45.1-10 of 

the Act. This section allows for the protection such sites by designating them as State 

Archeological Landmarks; it stipulates: 

Once so designated, no person may conduct field investigation activities, or exploration 

or recovery activities in the case of an underwater site, without first securing permission 

from the commission and the express written consent of the landowner. 
 

2 Historic Landscapes of Rhode Island (2001) 
3 Rhode Island municipalities with historical area zoning ordinances as of 2021: Bristol, Coventry, 

Cranston, Cumberland, East Greenwich, East Providence, Glocester, Hopkinton, Narragansett, New 

Shoreham, Newport, North Kingstown, North Providence, North Smithfield, Pawtucket, Providence, 

South Kingstown, Warren, and Warwick. 

http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE42/42-45/42-45-5.HTM
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE45/45-24.1/45-24.1-2.HTM
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE42/42-45.1/INDEX.HTM
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE42/42-45.1/INDEX.HTM
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Historic  Residence Tax Credits 

 

In 1988, the Rhode Island General Assembly, emphasizing that ñépreservation of Rhode 

Island's historic residences enhances an understanding of the state's heritage, improves property 

values, fosters civic beauty, and promotes public education, pleasure, and welfare,ò established 

RIGL Section 44-4.1-1. This statute allows ñécities and towns to provide property tax relief to 

mitigate against the increased assessment of historic houses when they undergo substantial 

maintenance or rehabilitation.ò 

 

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT PRESERVATION POLICY 
 

National Historic  Preservation Act of 1966 

 

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended (NHPA) establishes federal 

preservation policies and programs. These policies and programs are essentially symmetrical to 

those established in the RI Historical Preservation Act. The overall Congressional purpose and 

intent of the NHPA is stated in the legislationôs preamble as follows: 
 

Preamble to the National Historic  Preservation Act of 1966, as amended 
 

The Congress finds and declares that: 

 

(1) the spirit and direction of the Nation are founded upon and reflected in its historic heritage; 

(2) the historical and cultural foundations of the Nation should be preserved as a living part of our 

community life and development in order to give a sense of orientation to the American 

people; 

(3) historic properties significant to the Nation's heritage are being lost or substantially altered, 

often inadvertently, with increasing frequency; 

(4) the preservation of this irreplaceable heritage is in the public interest so that its vital legacy of 

cultural, educational, aesthetic, inspirational, economic, and energy benefits will be 

maintained and enriched for future generations of Americans; 

(5) in the face of ever-increasing extensions of urban centers, highways, and residential, 

commercial, and industrial developments, the present governmental and nongovernmental 

historic preservation programs and activities are inadequate to ensure future generations a 

genuine opportunity to appreciate and enjoy the rich heritage of our Nation; 

(6) the increased knowledge of our historic resources, the establishment of better means of 

identifying and administering them, and the encouragement of their preservation will improve 

the planning and execution of Federal and federally assisted projects and will assist economic 

growth and development; and 

(7) although the major burdens of historic preservation have been borne and major efforts initiated 

by private agencies and individuals, and both should continue to play a vital role, it is 

nevertheless necessary and appropriate for the Federal Government to accelerate its historic 

preservation programs and activities, to give maximum encouragement to agencies and 

individuals undertaking preservation by private means, and to assist State and local 

governments. 

http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE44/44-4.1/44-4.1-1.HTM
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The realignment of the Interstate-195 

corridor through central Providence was a 

RIDOT project begun in 1997 and 

completed in 2013. Heavily subsidized 

with federal funds provided through the 

Federal Highway Administration, a Section 

106 review was required. Relocation of the 

corridor necessitated the demolition of 

several significant properties listed in the 

National Register. To mitigate this loss, 

and to protect National Register properties 

on either side of the old corridor, all new 

construction in the resulting vacant right-of- 

way is required to be reviewed and 
approved by the Rhode Island State Historic 

Preservation Officer. 

 

As the State Historic Preservation Office for Rhode Island, the RIHPHC administers federal 

preservation programs in accordance with the NHPA. 

 

For Rhode Islandôs municipalities and State agencies, the most impactful federal preservation 

programs and activities established pursuant to the NHPA are: 

¶ identifying significant historic properties and archeological sites through field surveys; 

¶ evaluating, documenting, and listing eligible properties in the National Register of 

Historic Places; 

¶ implementation of Section 106 reviews for all federally ñassistedò (i.e., funded or 

licensed/permitted) projects; 

¶ private utilization federal tax credits to rehabilitate National Register-eligible, income- 

producing properties; and 

¶ timely and effective planning for ongoing implementation of federal and state policies 

designed to protect and preserve historic properties and archeology sites. 

 

One of the most impactful aspects of the NHPA is the ñSection 106ò review process. This 

process requires for any federally funded and/or permitted state, municipal, or privately 

sponsored projects, that the assisting federal agency must, in consultation with the Rhode Island 

State Historic Preservation Officer, and the project proponent, as well as any impacted federally 

recognized tribes: 

a) identify any properties or sites that are listed in, or eligible for listing in, the National 

Register; and 

b) if  such properties or sites may be adversely affected by the project, the assisting federal 

agency, in concert with the projectôs sponsor(s) must in good faith seek to eliminate or 

mitigate that effect prior to the project going forward. 

 

For example, in Rhode Island, virtually all RI Department of Transportation projects and many 

Department of Environmental Management and Coastal Resources Management Council 

Projects, as well as virtually all municipally administered Community Development Block Grant 

projects are required to comply with the NHPA Section 106 provisions. 
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FINANCIAL  INCENTIVES ï STATE AND FEDERAL PRESERVATION 

GRANTS, LOANS, AND TAX CREDITS 
 

State Preservation Grants 

 

The State Preservation Grants (SPG) program is 

RIHPHCôs largest state-funded grant-making 

effort. Through this program, grants of up to 

$150,000 are competitively awarded for capital 

(ñbricks and mortarò) preservation projects for 

historic properties and archeological sites owned 

by Rhode Island governmental agencies or 

nonprofit organizations including public historic 

sites, museums, and cultural art centers. The 

State Preservation Grants Program was created 

because it was recognized that many significant 

properties owned by public agencies or non-profit 

organizations are in need of extensive repairs or 

restoration that are beyond the financial capability 

of agency or organization. 

 

Created in 

2002 and 

funded by 

state bonds, 

lawmakers 

and voters 

believed it to be essential to preserve landmarks that 

embody our heritage, and that arts, culture, and civic 

organizations face unique challenges in updating their 

historic facilities for new audiences and programs. 

Additionally, preserving these historic landmarks ð 

theatres, museums, concert halls, art centers, libraries, 

town hallsðcontributes to the quality of life in Rhode 

Island, supports the stateôs tourism economy, and ensures 

that Rhode Islandôs arts, culture, and civic facilities 

continue to inspire new generations. An additional benefit 

is that most SPG-funded projects are completed by Rhode 

Island-based contractors who have received over $3 

million for their work on these projects since 2015. 

 

A multiyear period without funding lasted from 2008- 

2014. In 2014, the voters of Rhode Island approved the 

Creative and Cultural Economy Bonds, which provided 

$5 million for a historic preservation grant program 

operated by the RIHPHC and a $30 million cultural 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

East Greenwich Town Hall  

Built in 1804-05 for use as the Kent County 

Court House, this building also served until 

1854 as one five regular, rotating meeting 

locations for Rhode Islandôs General 

Assembly. Ownership of the property was 

transferred from the State to the Town of 

East Greenwich in 1974. Since then, it has 

served as the municipalityôs primary Town 

government building. In 2016, the Town 

received a State Preservation Grant for 

$150,000 to replace the buildingôs 

deteriorated slate roof surfaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

George S. Burns Building, 

Pawtucket 

Located at 13 Summit Street, the 

Burns Building was originally 

constructed for use by the U.S. Post 

Office in 1896. Awarded a 

$150,000 2016 RIHPHC State 

Preservation Grant to complete 

masonry and window repairs, the 

building has been listed in the 

National Register since 1975. 
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In 2019, the Town of 

Glocester, one of Rhode 

Islandôs 18 federally 

designated Certified 

Local Governments, 

received a $250,000 

grant from the National 

Park Serviceôs Historic 

Revitalization Subgrant 

Program to launch a 

preservation and 

economic-development 

program targeting the 

Chepachet Village area, 

shown here to the left. 

 

facilities grant program operated by the Rhode Island State Council on the Arts. Between 2015 

and 2017, the Commission distributed the $5 million raised by the bonds through a competitive 

grant program for restoration of historic buildings used as museums, cultural art centers, and 

public historic sites throughout the state. 

 

However, lack of regular funding for the SPG program outside of the state bond process presents 

an ongoing challenge for the stewards of Rhode Islandôs historic places, who are unable to 

anticipate the availability of grants at regular intervals on a continuing basis. 

 

Historic  Preservation Loan Fund 

 

The RIHPHCôs Historic Preservation Loan Fund, authorized by Rhode Island voters through a 

bond issue in 1985, is a $2 million revolving loan fund for historic preservation projects. The 

purpose of the program is to preserve properties listed in the State Register of Historic Places by 

providing low-interest loans to public, non-profit, or private owners. Loan money may be used 

for needed restoration work, or for acquiring and rehabilitating an endangered historic property. 

Loans may be made to individual property owners, or to municipalities and preservation 

organizations which, in turn, lend to property owners, such as the Providence Revolving Fund. 

Borrowers must grant the RIHPHC an easement that ensures the continued preservation and 

maintenance of each rehabilitated property. To date, RIHPHC has leveraged this fund to provide 

nearly $9 million in low-interest loans to over 130 borrowers. 

 

Certified Local Government Grants 

 

The Certified Local Government (CLG) Program is a formal partnership between the National 

Park Service, the RIHPHC, and Rhode Island municipalities through which municipalities 

demonstrate their commitment to historic preservation and, in turn, receive access to funding 

opportunities and technical assistance from the National Park Service and the RIHPHC. The 

program helps communities fund a wide range of activities, including identification and 

evaluation of significant historic and archaeological properties, the nomination of eligible 
 

http://www.preservation.ri.gov/credits/loans.php
http://revolvingfund.org/about.php#%3A%7E%3Atext%3DThe%20Providence%20Revolving%20Fund%20is%20a%20community-based%2C%20non-profit%2C%2Cand%20the%20Downcity%20Loan%20Fund%20with%20%246.5%20million
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CLG projects in Rhode Island can include a 

broad range of preservation-related studies, 

such as the one depicted above. Completed 

on behalf of the City of Newportôs CLG 

program in 2015, Historic Coastal 

Communities and Flood Hazard assessed 

the impacts of ongoing climate change on 

historic properties throughout the 

Narragansett Bay area. 

 

properties to the National Register, historic preservation plans, rehabilitation specifications and 

construction, and certain education-related activities such as the development of public education 

materials. 

 

To qualify for CLG status, a community must have a historic district zoning ordinance and a 

qualified historic district commission. CLG communities may participate in the nomination of 

properties to the National Register of 

Historic Places, and are eligible to apply for 

federal grants for survey and planning 

projects. Eligible projects for CLG grant 

funding include identification and evaluation 

of significant historic and archaeological 

properties, the nomination of eligible 

properties to the National Register, historic 

preservation plans and certain education- 

related activities. As of 2020, eighteen 

Rhode Island municipalities have been 

designated as Certified Local Governments4. 

Pursuant to federal law, a minimum of 10 

percent of Rhode Islandôs annual federal 

appropriation for historic preservation 

programs and activities is reserved solely for 

use by CLGs. Each CLG is eligible to 

compete annually for CLG Program funding 

to assist with historic preservation projects 

(see: http://www.preservation.ri.gov/ 

local/local_grants.php). 

 

Municipalities, State agencies, and 

nonprofits interested in obtaining detailed 

current information on applying for state 

grants or loans for historic preservation 

projects in Rhode Island should contact the 

RIHPHC at 401-222-2678, or visit the 

agencyôs website at 

http://www.preservation.ri.gov/. 
 

Federal matching pass-through grants are 

also available to municipalities and State agencies through the RIHPHC when such funding is 

appropriated by Congress. These grant funds can be used for a wide variety of survey, planning, 

archeological projects, educational projects, and preservation-related disaster relief, as well as 

projects designed to rehabilitate historic properties. 
 

 

4 The 18 municipalities are: Bristol, Coventry, Cranston, Cumberland, East Greenwich, East Providence, 

Glocester, Hopkinton, Narragansett, New Shoreham, Newport, North Kingstown, North Providence, 

North Smithfield, Pawtucket, Providence, South Kingstown, and Warwick. 

http://www.preservation.ri.gov/register/index.php
http://www.preservation.ri.gov/register/index.php
http://www.preservation.ri.gov/%20local/local_grants.php
http://www.preservation.ri.gov/%20local/local_grants.php
http://www.preservation.ri.gov/
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Federal Historic  Preservation Fund 

 

Rhode Islandôs municipalities, State 

agencies, and nonprofit organizations are 

eligible to apply for competitive funding 

assistance available from time-to-time for a 

variety of activities funded through federal 

Historic Preservation Fund grant programs 

including, but not necessarily limited to, 

Save Americaôs Treasures; African 

American Civil Rights; Disaster Recovery; 

Underrepresented Communities; and 

Historic Revitalization Grants (see: 

https://www.nps.gov/preservation-grants/). 

 

Municipalities, State agencies, and nonprofit 

organizations that that own properties listed 

in the National Register as being of ñnational 

level of significanceò or properties that have 

been designated by the Secretary of the 

Interior as National Historic Landmarks are 

also eligible to apply for federal restoration 

grants-in-aid directly from the National Park 

Service when such grants are available (see: 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/save-america-s-treasures.htm). 
 

Municipalities, State agencies, or nonprofits interested in obtaining detailed current information 

on the availability of federally funded grants for historic preservation projects in Rhode Island 

should contact the RIHPHC at 401-222-2678, or visit the agencyôs website at: 

http://www.preservation.ri.gov/. 
 

Other Federal Preservation Grants Administered/Supported by RIHPHC  

 

RIHPHC receives operating funds from the National Park Service through an annual Historic 

Preservation Fund grant. RIHPHC has also obtained funding for special projects from other NPS 

Grant programs, including the National Maritime Heritage Grant Program and the 

Underrepresented Communities Grant Program. This latter program is specifically designed to 

proactively encourage the identification and nomination historic properties related to the nationôs 

diverse ethnic groups for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 

 

Additional  Private Sources of Grants 

 

RIHPHC maintains an evolving list of grant-making public agencies and non-profit 

organizations that fund preservation, education, archival, and planning activities on its website 

(see: www.preservation.ri.gov/grants/other_sources.php). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Historic view of Marble House, Newport 

Designated a National Historic Landmark in 

2006, this major Newport tourist attraction 

received a $500,000 matching Save Americaôs 

Treasures Grant in 2019 to assist with roof 

restoration. 

https://www.nps.gov/preservation-grants/
https://www.nps.gov/articles/save-america-s-treasures.htm
http://www.preservation.ri.gov/
https://www.maritime.dot.gov/outreach/history/national-maritime-heritage-grant-program
https://www.nps.gov/preservation-grants/community-grants.html
http://www.preservation.ri.gov/grants/other_sources.php
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Originally built c. 1885, the rehabilitation of 

Westerlyôs Lanphear Livery, also known as the 

Holdredge Garage, was completed in 2016 at a 

total cost of $5 million. Originally designed and 

used as a livery stable, today the building 

includes three commercial spaces, one office 

space, and four residential apartments. The 

project was financed in part by a combination of 

federal ($1 million) and state ($1.125 million) 

historic rehabilitation tax credits and generated 

64 local construction-related jobs. 

 

State and Federal Historic Rehabilitation Tax 

Credits 

 

The federal government provides tax credits for 

substantial certified rehabilitations of income- 

producing historic buildings. Assisted by these tax 

credits, private investors have undertaken hundreds 

of rehabilitation projects in Rhode Island. In 

addition to preserving important buildings, these 

projects create jobs, provide needed housing, 

revitalize our main streets and older neighborhoods, 

and develop properties for office and commercial 

use. Federal tax incentives come in the form of a tax 

credit taken against the ownerôs income tax equal to 

20% of rehabilitation costs. The RIHPHC processes 

applications for the credit, and final certifications are 

issued by the National Park Service. In order to 

qualify, properties must be listed in the National 

Register, depreciable (i.e. used in trade or business 

or income-producing), and not an owner-occupied 

residence. Additionally, rehabilitation costs must 

exceed the adjusted basis of the building or $5,000, 

whichever is greater, and the rehabilitation must be 

completed within 24 months. 

 

Rhode Island established a state income tax 

credit for substantial certified rehabilitations 

of income-producing historic buildings in 

2002. Administered by the RIHPHC, the 

program stimulated historic rehabilitation 

activities across the state with 237 projects 

completed and placed in service over eleven 

years representing $1.3 billion in project 

value in a total of 24 communities. Fifty- 

seven projects representing private 

investments of $700 million received state 

tax credits between 2013 and 2020. 

RIHPHC continues to process applications 

and manage projects under both the federal 

and state tax credit programs. 

 

While Rhode Island municipalities are not 

eligible to take direct advantage of historic 

preservation tax credits programs currently 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Norman Bird  Sanctuary, Middletown 

This historic barn was adapted for reuse 

by the Norman Bird Sanctuary, and now 

provides space for classrooms and 

cultural/environmental programming on 

the first floor and a natural history 

museum on the second floor. Built about 

1850, the Sanctuary received a $10,000 

matching grant from the 1772 Foundation 

to complete the last phase of a multi-year 

restoration project. 
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sponsored by either the state or federal 

governments, they can and should promote the use 

of these programsðindividually or combinedðas 

a means of effectively leveraging increased private- 

sector investment in their communities and 

supplementing their long-term tax base. They can 

do so first and foremost by ensuring that eligible, 

but underutilized, historic commercial or industrial 

properties are listed in the State or National 

Registers. In doing this, municipalities lay the 

groundwork necessary to make private-sector 

rehabilitation and/or adaptive reuse of historic 

income-producing properties feasible as well as 

more attractive and likely. For these reasons, it is 

advantageous for municipalities to become familiar 

with these programs. 

 

With respect to state historic rehabilitation tax 

credits, the RIHPHC continues to review all 

projects for compliance with the Secretary of the 

Interiorôs Standards for Rehabilitation. However, 

since 2019, the funding and application processes 

for these state tax credits have been administered 

directly by Commerce Rhode Islandôs Rebuild 

Rhode Island program. Through this program, 

successfully completed projects can receive up to a 

20 percent tax investment credit for all eligible 

rehabilitation work. The federal rehabilitation tax 

credit program is administered by the National Park Service in coordination with the RIHPHC. 

The amount of project credit available under this program equals 20 percent of the qualifying 

expenses of the rehabilitation; it is only available to properties that will  be used for a business or 

other incomeïproducing purposes; however, to qualify, the building proposed for the credit 

needs to be listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register, either individually or as a 

contributing part of an eligible historic district. All federal tax-credit work has to meet the 

Secretary of the Interiorôs Standards for Rehabilitation. Applications for federal rehabilitation 

tax credits are initially filed for review and comment with the RIHPHC, and then forwarded to 

the National Park Service for final review and approval. 

 

It is also important to note that state and federal rehabilitation tax credits can be, and often are, 

utilized together for the same project, effectively creating a total tax credit value of up to 40% for 

all qualifying expenses. For detailed, current information describing the application process for 

state historic rehabilitation tax credits or federal rehabilitation tax credits through the RIHPHC 

see: https://commerceri.com/ rebuild-applications/ and https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax- 

incentives/before-you-apply.htm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Lymansville Mill, North Providence 

The mill complex was built in North 

Providence in 1884 for the 

Lymansville Company, which 

occupied it until 1957. Virtually 

abandoned and extremely deteriorated 

by the early 21st century, the reuse of 

this old mill complex as market-rate 

housing was completed in 2018. All  

108 of the new residential apartments 

in the rehabilitated building were 

already fully tenanted prior to the 

building being fully reopened.  

Financing for the $28 million reuse 

project was leveraged by a 

combination of both state and federal 

historic rehabilitation tax credits. 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-apply/qualified-expenses.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-apply/qualified-expenses.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation.htm
https://commerceri.com/%20rebuild-applications/
https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-you-apply.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-you-apply.htm
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Pre-rehabilitation view 

Post-rehabilitation view 

 

 

 

Stillwater  Mill  
Harrisville Main Street, Burrillville,  RI 

 

Built: c. 1911 

Combined state/federal Historic 

Rehabilitation Tax Credit  project 

Completed: 2010 

Qualified Rehabilitation cost: 

$13,395,961.00 

Total Project Value: $18,000,000.00 

Original use: Industrial/Vacant  

New Use: Affordable Housing ï 47 

Units 

Project Summary: By reusing an 

abandoned mill complex located on a 

polluted brownfield site, the project 

stands today as a beacon for 

revitalizing Rhode Islandôs many 

underutilized mill villages. The 

Clocktower Apartments were built by 

a nonprofit developer. They include 

both affordable and market-rate one-, 

two- and three- bedroom units, and 

were built with geothermal heating 

and cooling, recycled materials, and 

low consumption plumbing fixtures. 
 

 
 

Local Historic  Residence Tax Credits 

 

Chapter 44-4.1 of the Rhode Island General Laws authorize municipalities ñto provide property 

tax relief to mitigate against the increased assessment of historic houses when they undergo 

substantial maintenance or rehabilitation.ò The RIHPHC is a primary source of technical 

assistance and training to local historic district commissions and local planning staffs. 

Workshops are given regularly at the request of the local commissions to provide essential 

training for new members and serve as a refresher course for veteran members. 
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The State Guide Plan (SGP) is actually a number of individual plans covering an array of 

topics. The State Planning Council is responsible for approval of all elements of the SGP, 

and the Division of Statewide Planning is responsible for its maintenance. The elements of 

the SGP are intended to guide not only governmental entities at all levels, but also non- 

government entities (such as preservation and heritage organizations) as well as tribes and 

the public-at-large. It contains individual elements for land use, greenspace, housing, and 

transportation that often directly involve the stateôs historic resources. Rhode Islandôs land 

use plan is the most comprehensive of these, as it provides an overarching pattern for the 

stateôs growth and development through integrated land-use management. 

 

SECTION THREE ï PLANNING  FOR PRESERVATION 
 

State agencies, municipalities, and private preservation organizations all have a role in 

preservation planning, and ultimately, implementation. Effective preservation planning and 

programming must take into account not only the entityôs own missions, responsibilities, goals, 

and objectives, but state and federal preservation laws and regulations, and the statewide goals, 

objectives, and policies of this Plan, and programs developed and implemented by the RIHPHC 

(see Section Four). 

 

A System of Reciprocal Planning in Rhode Island 
 

Rhode Island has a reciprocal system of land use planning whereby the State sets broad goals and 

policies through the State Guide Plan and municipalities express local desires and conditions 

through the development of local comprehensive plans. Local comprehensive plans serve as the 

basis for land use regulation and establish an implementation program for achieving each 

communityôs stated goals. All local land use decisions must be consistent with the local 

comprehensive plan, making the comprehensive plan an important tool in the implementation of 

State policy. To ensure that local plans are in line with the policies presented in the State Guide 

Plan, local comprehensive plans are reviewed by the State for consistency. Once approved, 

comprehensive plans become binding on State agencies by requiring conformance of their 

programs and projects to the comprehensive plan. 

 

 
A key feature of the Stateôs land use plan5 is its focus on preserving the distinction between 

Rhode Islandôs historic urban centers and neighborhoods and their rural surrounding areas. To 

maintain this traditional pattern and encourage sustainable development, the land use plan has 

identified an Urban Services Boundary that separates the stateôs more urbanized areas, where the 

infrastructure is well-established, from the largely rural areas (see: www.rigis.org/datasets/urban- 

services-boundary). 
 

Another key feature is ñgrowth centersò. These are areas that municipalities are encouraged to 

identify for higher levels of development and redevelopment. The purpose is to encourage 

 

5As of the adoption of this Plan, the Stateôs land use plan is Land Use 2025. It is currently being updated 

and will  be replaced by Land Use 2040. 

http://www.planning.ri.gov/publications/state-guide-plan.php
http://www.planning.ri.gov/about/state-planning-council.php
http://www.rigis.org/datasets/urban-services-boundary
http://www.rigis.org/datasets/urban-services-boundary


19 

 

 

 

development that is contiguous to existing development to minimize governmental fiscal impacts 

and environmental impacts. The overall goal is for the State and municipalities to concentrate 

growth inside the Urban Services Boundary and within growth centers in rural areas. 

 

It is important to note that in addition to this Plan and the State land use plan, other elements of 

the State Guide Plan such as, the economic development plan and housing plan all contain goals 

and policies that support historic preservation. While RIHPHC is the primary State agency 

responsible for historic preservation activities, several other State agencies have significant 

responsibilities as well. This will be more fully  examined in the pages that follow. 

 

While the State sets overall historic preservation goals and policies, and the RIHPHC provides 

an array of programs and initiatives, a keystone for historic preservation is the stateôs cities and 

towns. It is at the local level that land use decisions are made which will both directly and 

indirectly impact historic preservation. 

 

Municipalities 
 

The Rhode Island Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Act (RIGL, 45-22.2 et seq.), requires 

municipalities to prepare and adopt a comprehensive plan which frameworks the intent of its 

residents for determining the future development and conservation of their community. These 

plans express a communityôs civic goals, and identify strategies, actions, and a timetable to reach 

them. The Comprehensive Planning Act specifically requires that comprehensive plans include: 

Historic and cultural resources identification and protection. The plan must be based on 

an inventory of significant historic and cultural resources such as historic buildings, sites, 

landmarks, and scenic views. The plan must include goals, policies, and implementation 

techniques for the protection of these resources. (§ 45-22.2-6(b)(5)) 

State statute also requires that a municipalityôs zoning ordinances be consistent with its 

comprehensive plan. 

 

The Division of Statewide Planning offers a series of Guidance Manuals to assist in the 

development of comprehensive plans. Guidance Handbook #4: Planning for Historic & Cultural 

Resources explains the standards that must be met for a comprehensive plan to satisfy the above 

requirement, and supplies an array of ideas for setting goals, policies, and actions to fit each 

individual communityôs needs. Many of these plans have been developed with the participation 

and advice of the RIHPHC staff. There are also a number of State-approved community 

comprehensive plans that serve as useful examples of integrating historic preservation planning 

into the comprehensive plan. Among these is the Town of Bristolôs, an excerpt of which is 

highlighted on the following page. 

 

Comprehensive plans are intended to integrate all of their components into an internally 

consistent whole. Therefore, the historic importance of resources often found in commercial 

Main Street districts, neighborhoods, schools, landscapes, archeological sites, and historic 

landscapes should be factored into all elements of the comprehensive plan, and then reflected in 

municipal zoning and other local regulations. 

http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE45/45-22.2/INDEX.HTM
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Town of Bristol  Comprehensive Plan 

Goal 2. Continue to protect the historic and cultural resources that link Bristolôs PAST 

with  the vision for Bristolôs FUTURE. 

Policies to achieve Goal 2: 

A. Define, promote and protect elements of each part of Bristolôs cultural heritage including 

its cultural and historic institutions. 

B. Continue to update and expand the local and National Register of Historic Places and 

Districts. 

C. Incorporate historic resource protection and planning within the overall community 

planning and development review process. Identify and protect historic, cultural and 

natural landscapes, plantings and features within Bristol. 

D. Coordinate the historic preservation and planning policies of the various branches of 

local and state government. 

E. Monitor the archeological resources in culturally sensitive areas in a manner consistent 

with state law and with standards of good archaeological practice. 

 

Note: actions of city and town government which could have an impact on historic resources 

usually require review by the RIHPHC pursuant to State and/or federal preservation laws and 

regulations. 
 
 

 
Local Historic  Preservation Tools 

 

The state enabling legislation for local historic district zoning focuses on buildings and 

structures and emphasizes the architectural aspects of the regulatory review. Local historic 

districts are composed primarily of buildings, but many also include historic open spaces such as 

parks and commons, historic roadways, historic waterfronts, and other historic landscape 

elements that can be subject to commission review. Local historic district zoning is one of the 

most effective tools a community can use to protect its historic character. Almost half of Rhode 

Island's communities have adopted this protective mechanism. Local historic district zoning 

empowers the local community to protect its significant historic resources. 

 

Historic district commissions review and approve exterior alterations and new construction, 

which is one of the most effective forms of preservation regulation. Local commissions are 

made up of residents who have volunteered their services; they provide an invaluable local 

perspective to the regulatory process. However, in some larger communities, such as Newport 

and Bristol, historic district commissions can rely on trained staff from the planning department 

for support. In all instances, the operation of the local commissions benefits when the members 

are well-equipped through training and/or experience in regulatory procedure and process as well 

as the principles and techniques of historic property reviews. (see: 

www.preservation.ri.gov/local/local_zoning.php). 
 

Broader design review authority , which is most commonly found in the stateôs downtowns and 

business districts, can also guide building alterations and new development so that they are 

compatible with the existing historic building fabric and historic character of the neighborhood. 

http://www.preservation.ri.gov/local/local_zoning.php
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The Town of Portsmouth and City of Providence are two examples of municipalities in Rhode 

Island that have such design review authority in place (see respectively: 

https://www.portsmouthri.com/198/Design-Review-Committee and 

https://www.providenceri.gov/planning/downtown-design-review-committee-ddrc/). Such 

reviews often focus on historic buildings, though there are a few significant exceptions where 

design review authority also protects historic landscapes and archaeological features. 

 

Development review generally applies to new construction projects including subdivisions; 

some communities incorporate a review for potential impacts to significant archaeological sites 

as well as other historic resources in this regulation. This can provide an important mechanism 

for the identification and protection of archaeological sites at the local level (see: 

http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/ TITLE45/45-23/INDEX.HTM). 
 

Unfortunately, most municipalities provide only a limited degree of protection (or no protection 

at all) for archaeological sites or historic landscapes with their regulations for subdivision and 

development review. RIHPHC is available to assist communities in developing regulatory 

protection for these scenic and cultural resources under development and design review 

ordinances. 

 

Regulation of historic burial grounds is subject to municipal authority under the Stateôs 

cemeteries law, RIGL 23-18 (see: http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE23/23- 

18/INDEX.HTM). The law authorizes cities and towns (many which have cemetery 

commissions) to regulate ground disturbance within 25 feet of a cemetery, cemetery relocation, 

as well as the treatment of previously unidentified burials that are discovered. The law also 

applies to ancient burials of the Narragansett and other Indian tribes. 

 

State Agencies 
 

Pursuant to several State statutes, e.g., RIGL 42-45-5(a)(2), all State agencies have an obligation 

to take the preservation and protection of historic properties and archeological sites into 

consideration in the implementation of their programs and activities. By the nature of their 

missions, activities, or property holdings, a number of State agencies are often involved in 

working with historic properties. 

 

For State agencies that directly administer State-owned properties listed in, or eligible for listing 

in, the State or National Registers of Historic Places (e.g., the Departments of Environmental 

Management, Transportation, and Administration), including preservation components as part of 

their agencyôs planning and regulatory processes is vitally important. State agencies that 

regularly fund or regulate projects involving historic properties that are not State-owned (e.g., 

RIDEM, Commerce RI, RI Housing) should ensure that their policies and practices for doing so 

are consistent with the established and approved State and federal historic preservation policies 

described in this State Guide Plan Element. A good example of such a practice is provided by 

the regulations of the Coastal Resources Management Council (see: 650-RICR-20-00-1 § 1.2.3, 

Areas of Historic and Archaeological Significance, page 109) 

https://www.portsmouthri.com/198/Design-Review-Committee
https://www.providenceri.gov/planning/downtown-design-review-committee-ddrc/
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/%20TITLE45/45-23/INDEX.HTM
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE23/23-18/INDEX.HTM
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE23/23-18/INDEX.HTM
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE42/42-45/42-45-5.HTM
http://www.crmc.ri.gov/regulations/RICRMP.pdf
http://www.crmc.ri.gov/regulations/RICRMP.pdf
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Some agencies, such as the Rhode Island Agricultural Lands Preservation Commission, take 

historic and archeological resources into account in project scoring and selection. In accordance 

with the Stateôs established policy of identifying and preserving its historic resources, State 

agencies that administer State-owned properties listed in the State Register of Historic Places 

should also review and, if necessary, update their inventories of those properties at least once 

every three years, and then forward copies of those updates to the RIHPHC. In working toward 

this end, a good starting place is the RIHPHCôs Rhode Island: State-Owned Historic Properties 

inventory., available on line at 

www.preservation.ri.gov/pdfs_zips_downloads/survey_pdfs/state_owned.pdfUnderwater and 
 

Rhode Island State Agencies Typically Involved in Implementing 

State and/or Federal Preservation Policies on a Regular Basis 

The Department of Environmental Management (DEM) is the steward for many of Rhode 

Island's most important historic sites, buildings, and landscapes. DEM is the funding source for the 

State's programs for public parks, recreation areas, and open space, and is the principal planning 

agency for all issues associated with outdoor recreation, agriculture, environmental conservation, and 

many aspects of environmental regulation (http://www.dem.ri.gov/programs/planning/). 

The Department of Transportation (DOT) is responsible for road work and transportation 

planning, much of which affects historic resources. Information regarding individual transportation- 

related projects is found in the Transportation Improvements Program 

(http://www.dot.ri.gov/projects/). 

Rhode Island Housing operates programs to promote the creation of housing and to support home- 

ownership among Rhode Islanders (https://www.rihousing.com/). 

Coastal Resources Management Council (CRMC) regulates development in the coastal zone where 

many historic properties and archaeological sites are located (http://www.crmc.ri.gov/). 

Rhode Island Commerce Corporation, primarily through its Rebuild RI program, provides tax 

credits for building rehabilitations and constructions that may involve or affect historic properties 

(https://commerceri.com/rebuild-applications/). 

Rhode Island State University System administers and manages numerous properties listed or 

eligible for listing in the State and National Registers of Historic Places. 

The Department of Administrationôs (DOA) Division of Capital Asset Management and 

Maintenance is responsible for managing and maintaining an asset portfolio of 1800 buildings 

statewide, many of which are historic. 

The Division of Statewide Planning (a division within DOA) serves as the staff for the State 

Planning Council, is responsible for reviewing various projects for consistency with the State Guide 

Plan, and assists cities and towns in meeting their obligations for comprehensive planning 

(http://www.planning.ri.gov/). 
 

coastal resources in the coastal communities fall under the jurisdiction of the State, and requests 

for project permits in these areas are reviewed both the Coastal Resources Management Council 

and the RIHPHC; if the projects are federally funded or licensed, projects are also subject to 

Section 106 review by the RIHPHC. 

http://www.preservation.ri.gov/pdfs_zips_downloads/survey_pdfs/state_owned.pdfUnderwater
http://www.dem.ri.gov/programs/planning/
http://www.dot.ri.gov/projects/
https://www.rihousing.com/
http://www.crmc.ri.gov/
https://commerceri.com/rebuild-applications/
http://www.planning.ri.gov/
http://www.crmc.ri.gov/
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Native American Tribes 
 

Native American Tribes play an integral role in the historic preservation efforts that take place in 

Rhode Island on an ongoing basis. The only Native American tribe federally recognized in 

Rhode Island is the Narragansett Indian Tribe6. The Narragansett Tribe maintains the 1,800-acre 

Narragansett Indian Reservation in Charlestown but many archeological sites associated with the 

Tribe are scattered throughout the state. It is imperative that any preservation planning and 

activities sponsored or reviewed by municipalities, State agencies, or private organizations 

respect, acknowledge the expertise of, and collaborate proactively with the Narragansett and the 

other nearby tribes in the preservation their ancestral historic interests in Rhode Island. 

 

Non-Governmental Organizations 
 

There are more than 100 historic preservation and 

heritage organizations in Rhode Island with an 

estimated total membership well in excess of 

25,000. Excepting local historic district 

commissions, these are primarily private entities. 

These organizations are effective local advocates for 

historic preservation and heritage; they frequently 

make use of information and technical assistance 

from the RIHPHC and, in turn, often distribute that 

information through their programs. Among these 

historic and preservation organizations, a handful 

maintain professional staffs, substantial property 

ownership, and sophisticated programming, such as 

the Rhode Island Historical Society, the Newport 

Historical Society, the Providence Preservation 

Society, the Newport Restoration Foundation, and 

the Preservation Society of Newport County. 

 

Most historic preservation and heritage 

organizations in Rhode Island are small associations 

administered by volunteers. These groups are often 

devoted to the history and artifacts associated with a 

single community, sometimes serving as stewards 

and interpreters of an important historic property in 

their town. 

 

Some of the stateôs larger communities have specialized preservation organizations as well, such 

as the Providence Revolving Fund, which provides loans and technical assistance to historic 

property development projects in Providence. Preserve Rhode Island is a private, nonprofit 
 

6 The Mashantucket Pequot Tribe and Mohegan Tribe, both headquartered in eastern Connecticut, and the 

Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe and the Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head (Aquinnah), both headquartered in 

southeastern Massachusetts, are other Federally recognized tribes that have traditionally claimed 

associations with portions of Rhode Island.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nelson W. Aldrich  House, Providence 

Since its 1974 donation by the heirs of 

William W. Aldrich (U.S. Ambassador 

to Great Britain, 1953 to 1957), the 

Nelson W. Aldrich House has served 

as the headquarters of the Rhode 

Island Historical Society. The house, 

built in 1822 in the cityôs fashionable 

East Side, was designated as a 

National Historic Landmark by the 

U.S. Secretary of the Interior in 1976. 

http://narragansettindiannation.org/
https://www.rihs.org/
https://newporthistory.org/
https://newporthistory.org/
http://ppsri.org/
http://ppsri.org/
http://www.newportrestoration.org/
https://www.newportmansions.org/
https://www.revolvingfund.org/
https://www.preserveri.org/
https://www.mptn-nsn.gov/default.aspx
https://www.mohegan.nsn.us/
https://mashpeewampanoagtribe-nsn.gov/
https://www.wampanoagtribe.org/
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preservation entity that advocates for historic preservation on a statewide basis. There are also 

some preservation-minded community development corporations that support and carry out 

affordable housing development projects, many of which are in historic neighborhoods. These 

organizations have frequently worked to preserve historic resources through rehabilitation and 

reuse. 

 

Groups devoted to the protection and conservation of natural resources and open space likewise 

have been playing an increasing role as preservation partners, especially with respect to historic 

landscapes and archaeological sites. They can be found among the 45 land trusts in Rhode 

Island which operate in all but four of the stateôs 39 municipalities, the local conservation 

commissions that serve in 30 communities, and organizations such as the Audubon Society of 

Rhode Island and The Nature Conservancy. 

 

Historic preservation in Rhode Island also has partners in the stateôs academic community. For 

example, historic preservation is included as an academic discipline at both Roger Williams 

University and at Salve Regina University. Rhode Island College and Brown University also 

offer professional training in archaeology through their anthropology departments. The Public 

Humanities Program at Brown University provides training in the areas of historic site research 

and interpretation, while the Community Partnerships Center at Roger Williams University and 

the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) both provide coursework in architecture and planning 

; RISDôs Department of Interior Architecture provides specialized education in the adaptive 

reuse of existing buildings. Additional partners also include the Landscape Architecture and Art 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post-rehabilitation exterior view Post-rehabilitation interior view 

South Street Station, Providence 

The South Street Station (former Narragansett Electric Lighting Company Power Station) is 

an historic electrical power generation station built in stages from 1912-1952 at 360 Eddy 

Street in Providence. Following the station's decommissioning as a power generating plant in 

1995 and listing in the National Register of Historic Places in 2006, the building sat vacant 

and decaying until 2017 when supported by state and federal historic rehabilitation tax 

credits, it was entirely renovated at a cost of $220 million. Re-opened as part of the South 

Street Landing project, occupancy of the now state-of-the-art facility is now shared by, 

Brown University, Rhode Island College, and the University of Rhode Island which had 

supported the rehabilitation of South Street Station for their eventual use. 








































































