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Foreword 

Technical Preservation Services is pleased to present Access 
to Historic Buildings for the Disabled: Suggestions for 
Planning and Implementation in its TPS Reports series. This 
publication is intended to assist in providing barrier-free 
access to historic buildings through methods that are in 
conformance with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards 
for Historic Preservation Projects. It examines those 
methods being used to provide access and suggests 
alternative approaches in lieu of architectural changes. 
Also discussed are laws such as the Architectural Barriers 
Act of 1968, section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 
and various state and local buildings codes. Since the 
various laws regarding accessibility are subject to change— 
especially section 504—and methods for making buildings 
accessible are constantly being improved, it is our 
intention to update and revise this publication to reflect 
such changes and improvements. 

This report was written by Charles Parrott, Historical 
Architect, formerly a staff member of Technical Preservation 
Services. Other staff members who contributed materially to 
the development of this report are Kay D. Weeks, Technical 
Writer-Editor; and Historic Architects James A. Caufield, 
Robert P. Meden, AIA, ASID, and Baird M. Smith, AIA. The 
final manuscript was copy edited by Robert Haynes, Office of 
Public Affairs. 

Lee H. Nelson, AIA 
Chief, Technical Preservation 
Services Division 
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Figure 1: Traditional Building Practices. Historically, as 
is typical in this view of the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., structures usually separated the main 
level from the ground level with a raised floor which 
required a flight of steps to reach it. This is not only 
provided ventilation for the lower levels but also gave 
prominence to the building. Unfortunately, this also proved 
to be a deterrent for handicapped individuals over the 
years. Photo: Charles Parrott. 

Figure 2: Interior Staircases. "Drayton Hall," near 
Charleston, South Carolina, owned and operated by the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, is a good example 
of how a grand staircase separated the various levels of the 
house. Prior to the early 20th century, almost all 
structures in this country, particularly residential, were 
multi-leveled. Therefore even if a disabled person could 
negotiate the entrance to the building, the ability to 
proceed throughout was limited. Illustration: Courtesy of 
the National Architectural and Engineering Record (NAER), 
Belmont Freeman. 
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Introduction 

Problem Definition 

Historically, most buildings were designed to be readily 
accessible only to the able bodied (see figures 1 and 2). 
Barriers to access seemingly evolved from functional or 
ceremonial needs into traditional building practices, such 
as the long flight of steps often separating the principal 
floor from grade level. Architectural barriers have served 
to perpetuate a general exclusionary attitude toward 
disabled people, keeping them from participating fully in 
the actitivities that take place within many buildings. 
Since the 1960s, however, this nation has become 
increasingly conscious of the need to make our buildings and 
the activities within them more accessible to our disabled 
citizens. 

During this same period, we have identified many of our 
older buildings as having historical, architectural, and 
cultural significance and, thus, worthy of preservation. It 
is unfortunate that historic buildings generally tend to be 
inaccessible to the disabled. It is also unfortunate, 
however, that when full accessibility is assured, those very 
qualities that made the buildings worthy of preservation may 
be seriously compromised. Although managers of historic 
buildings are attempting to respond sensitively to various 
accessibility requirements, many are frustrated because of 
the current lack of planning information to assist in 
carrying out those requirements while retaining the historic 
and architectural integrity of the buildings. 
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Chapter 1: Legal Framework 

Legal Requirements 

The principle of equal opportunity for each citizen under 
the law as embodied in the Constitution provides the basis 
for anti-discrimination legislation. Since much of the 
discrimination experienced by the disabled has resulted from 
the inaccessibility of buildings, laws and regulations have 
been written at every level of government—federal, state, 
and local—to protect our disabled citizens' right to 
barrier-free access. 

Where historic buildings are concerned, compliance with 
governmental accessibility requirements must often be 
reconciled with those laws and regulations written to help 
preserve our nation's significant architectural resources. 
Thus, a general understanding of each of the major laws is 
essential in planning accessibility solutions, which 
minimize the potential for damaging the historically 
significant features of the building. 

It is important to realize that legal requirements governing 
a building's accessibility may originate at any of the three 
governmental levels. Further, any legal subdivision of 
those governmental levels may have direct jurisdictional 
control over buildings if the subdivision is responsible for 
the: 

° Design and construction related work on their own 
buildings or the building projects that they financially 
aid; 

° Operation or financial support of human activities and 
programs housed in their own or in other buildings; 

° General health, safety, or welfare of building occupants 
in buildings within the jurisdiction of the governmental 
unit. 

Although historic preservation laws and regulations have 
been less widely promulgated than accessibility laws and 
regulations, those legal requirements for historic 
preservation that similarly originate at the federal, state, 
or local levels of government must also be met. Such 
requirements attempt to preserve the historically and 
architecturally significant characteristics of properties, 
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which have been or in some cases are considered to be worthy 
of preservation. Preservation of these buildings can 
involve two major categories of federal undertakings: 

° Design and construction related work on federally owned 
or financially aided buildings; and 

° Protection of the public interest in the historic built 
environment regardless of the financial involvement or 
the federal government. 

The following pages will summarize those design standards, 
laws, regulations, and building code provisions that apply 
both to accessibility and to historic preservation. It 
should be noted that compliance may be required by one or 
more governmental levels involved in making a historic 
building accessible to the disabled. 

Accessibility Design Standards: ANSI A117.1 (1961) 

One of the first important achievements of the accessibility 
movement was the development and publication in 1961 of 
design standards by the American National Standards 
Institute (ANSI) entitled "Specifications for Making 
Buildings and Facilities Accessible to, and Usable by the 
Physically Handicapped" (ANSI A117.1). The design standards 
give the dimensions and other physical requirements 
considered to be necessary in making publicly used 
buildings—and most of the features therein—accessible to 
disabled persons; however, they specifically exempt the 
"private residence" from the need to conform to the 
standards. 

These standards are only design guidelines until they are 
made law by incorporation into local, state, or federal 
regulations. Thus, the 1961 ANSI standards are included in 
most of the subsequent accessibility laws and regulations 
and included, by amendment, in many building codes 
nationwide. The 1961 standards were reaffirmed in 1971 
without change. 

ANSI A117.1 Standards Applied to Historic Buildings (1979) 

The 1979 edition makes no distinction between public and 
private buildings, leaving the scope of coverage up to the 
governmental authority adopting the standards. Like the 
earlier version of A117.1, all building construction 
activity, whether new construction, remodelling, alteration, 
rehabilitation, or restoration falls within the scope of the 
design standards at the option of the adopting governmental 
authority. 

It should be noted that even though in 1979 standards make 
no specific exception for historic buildings, they do 
include suggestions that adopting authorities can use to 
tailor the standards to fit their own local needs in terms 
of scope and coverage. Adopting authorities are advised 
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that they may wish to frame their own requirements with 
regard to which types of building/occupancy should be 
covered in applying the standards and to what extent. The 
standards further suggest differentiating between new 
construction and work on existing buildings. Thus, it is 
possible for adopting authorities to qualify the scope of 
ANSI A117.1 by allowing alternative but equivalent 
compliance or by allowing compliance waivers. 

Architectural Barriers Act (1968) 

This congressional act directed the General Services 
Administration (GSA) to assure that architectural barriers 
were eliminated where construction work was being undertaken 
on federally owned or leased buildings or where federal loan 
or grant funds were being expended for construction work on 
any building. Such construction work could involve major 
repairs or the remodeling of historic buildings. 

Regulations implementing the act (for example, those 
promulgated by GSA) indicate that ANSI A117.1 accessibility 
standards must be met in all applicable new construction. 
With regard to existing buildings, the regulations indicate 
that contruction undertakings directly affecting active use 
or movement through the building must be made barrier-
free. For example, replacing a roof or repairing and 
painting the exterior siding would not require compliance, 
but work on stairways, doors, or toilets would require 
compliance to the extent that those building elements 
restricted access or were inaccessible (see figures 3 and 
4). A method for waiving or modifying the design standard 
on a case-by-case basis is provided in the regulations as 
well as a procedure given for lodging complaints about 
inaccessible buildings. 

The Department of Housing and Urban Development, Department 
of Defense, United States Postal Service, and General 
Services Administration were authorized to issue regulations 
implementing the Architectural Barriers Act. All other 
federal agencies operating construction or construction aid 
programs are obligated to comply with the GSA regulations 
and to apply to GSA to obtain modification or waiver of 
compliance. 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

Section 504 was enacted in order to accelerate the process 
of making all buildings receiving federal aid accessible to 
the disabled. It states: 

No otherwise qualified handicapped individual . . . 
shall, solely by reason of his handicap, be excluded 
from the participation in, be denied the benefits 
of, or be subjected to discrimination under any 
program or activity receiving federal financial 
assistance. 
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Figure 3: Non-Compliance Rehabilitation Work. Since the 
construction work being preformed on the roof of the "0" 
Street Market, Washington, D.C., is obviously an area which 
is inaccessible to any users of the building, it is not 
required by law to become accessible to disabled 
individuals. Photo: Charles Parrott. 

Figure 4: Compliance Rehabilitation Work. Providing 
accessibility for the disabled is mandatory whenever any 
construction or rehabilitation work is being performed on 
any circulatory functions (such as the exterior stairs 
pictured here) with federal financial assistance. Photo: 
Charles Parrott. 
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Regulation and enforcement of section 504 is the 
responsibility of each federal grant giving agency or 
department. Each agency or department prepares rules which 
apply to its own grant programs (see appendix A for The U.S. 
Department of the Interior's "Proposed Rule"). Thus, 
section 504 will affect all historic buildings associated 
with any activity that has received federal aid of any 
kind. Since section 504 requires equal protection of law 
through "program or activity" accessibility, compliance with 
section 504 does not specifically require that an existing 
building be made free of all architectural barriers. To 
achieve program accessibility, section 504 regulations allow 
other forms of compliance, in addition to the removal of 
architectural barriers, that involve reassignment or 
restructuring of the housed activity in such a way as to 
make its overall benefits accessible. 

Section 119 of the Rehabilitation, Comprehensive Services, 
and Developmental Disabilities Amendment of 1978 expanded 
the coverage of section 504 program accessibility beyond 
federally aided projects to include "any program or activity 
conducted by any executive agency or by the United States 
Postal Service." Thus, program accessibility was broadened 
to include activities in federally owned or leased 
facilities in addition to federally aided projects. After 
federal agencies incorporate this amendment into their 
regulations, all federally operated programs will be 
required to be accessible to disabled persons. 

State and Local Accessibility Laws 

Since the early 1960s, each of the 50 states and the 
District of Columbia has enacted some sort of specific 
accessibility law in addition to, or as part of, a building 
code. State accessibility laws and those enacted by larger 
cities and urban counties are not necessarily limited to 
projects involving state or local government funds. Since 
state laws and local ordinances are based upon that 
authority reserved to states by the Tenth Amendment, these 
laws may cover any construction activity regardless of 
public financial assistance. In all cases, such state laws 
apply to any building on which a construction related 
activity is aided with state funds. In addition, a number 
of states require that buildings under state and local 
ownership be made accessible when alterations or renovations 
are carried out. In other cases, the laws apply to any 
privately owned building that is broadly defined by the 
state or local jurisdiction as "publicly accessible" in 
terms of everyday living and working accommodations. Public 
accessibility, then, can include places of assembly, 
multiple unit residences, commercial and industrial 
buildings, health facilities, and overnight 
accommodations. In the case of existing buildings, many 
laws require that architectural accessibility be provided 
when specific types of alterations or renovations are 
performed—contingent upon the cost or location and purpose 
of the work. At least two states have accessibility 
requirements based on the retrofitting of existing 
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buildings, even though alterations or renovations are not 
intended. 

Building Codes; Basic Accessibility Requirements 

Compliance with state and local accessibility laws on 
exsiting buildings is generally based on construction 
activity (known as the 25-50 percent rule) usually enforced 
through the building regulatory establishment of the states 
or their local governmental units. Thus, enforcement is 
typically carried out through incorporation of specific 
accessibility requirements into the state or local building 
codes and monitored by local building code officials. In 
some cases, such state or local laws are enforced and/or 
reviewed by an accessibility review board or a state 
administrative agency. 

Where a state or local accessibility law is enforced through 
a building code, the actual architectural accessibility 
requirements in a particular building code may be a part of 
either of these sources: 

° State Building Code: In those states that have building 
codes, accessiblity provisions may either be required 
statewide or, alternatively, adopted by local 
jurisdictions for certain categories of contruction 
work. State building codes and their accessibility 
provisions may be uniquely crafted documents or 
incorporate, by reference, one of the three model 
national codes. 

° Local Building Code: Many states allow lower 
governmental jurisdictions to provide their own building 
code. Larger cities often follow this guidance while 
smaller jurisdictions adopt one of the three model 
national codes, adapted with their own accessibility 
provisions. 

These various codes incorporate aspects of ANSI A117.1 into 
their accessiblity provisions, or alternatively, ANSI A117.1 
is completely incorporated by reference. Because the 
various accessibility standards are often modified when 
incorporated into a building code, no two building code 
jurisdictions have exactly the same code provisions as they 
apply to accessibility or ownership, although all are 
similar in intent. 

Building Codes: Alternative Compliance, Waivers, and 
Appeals 

Many building codes contain provisions that allow 
alternative methods of strictly meeting requirements if the 
basic intent of the code is followed. These include: 
historic building compliance modification provisions; 
alternative materials and methods of construction 
provisions; and building rehabilitation provisions. In 
addition, the rehabilitation accessibility advice in the 
appendix of the ANSI A117.1 (1979) standards may prompt many 
adopting authorities to provide acceptable alternatives to 
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those provisions specified in their code for new 
construction. However, even if a code does not contain a 
specific waiver or modification clause or offer a method of 
achieving alternative compliance, most codes allow the code 
official to waive any provision if a satisfactory 
alternative is forwarded. Finally, most codes contain 
formal appeal provisions so that alternative forms of 
compliance may be considered by a duly constituted review 
board. 

Administrative Accessibility Directives 

Many governmental organizations at the federal, state, and 
local levels volunteer to improve the accessibility of their 
facilities. Such administrative decisions are made in a 
spirit of cooperation and are not based on a specific legal 
requirement. Unfortunately, because construction work to 
provide accessibility is done informally and sometimes 
hurriedly, there is often a lack of proper consideration for 
the historic integrity of the building. 

Historic Preservation Legal Protections 

In the case of existing properties certified as historic, 
compliance with accessibility laws is tempered by the 
existence of other laws, which establish as a national goal 
the preservation of our significant historic architectural 
resources for public benefit. Thus, the intent of both the 
accessibility laws and the preservation laws must be 
simultaneously observed. 

Federal Ownership or Involvement 

When federally owned historic properties are repaired or 
rehabilitated, or where federal loans or grants are used for 
such construction work, there must be compliance with 
certain historic preservation laws. The chief federal laws 
that offer historic resource protection are the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966, and Executive Order 
11593, "Protection and Enhancement of the Cultural 

16 Environment" (1971). They establish as federal policy the 
preservation of architecturally, historically, and 
culturally significant federally owned properties and non-
federally owned properties affected by the licensing or 
financial assistance programs of the federal government. 
The federal agencies are required by section 106 of the 
Historic Preservation Act to take into account the effect 
their undertakings will have on National Register 
properties. Federal agency observance of this national 
preservation policy is monitored by the Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation which is empowered to review such 
federal undertakings involving historic properties. 
Because of the anticipated alterations to historic buildings 
caused by the implementation of section 504, the Advisory 
Council has published a policy statement concerning the 
method they will follow in evaluating such projects under 
their purview. This policy statement recommends that each 
federal agency adopt methods to make historic buildings 
accessible to disabled people which do not substantially 
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