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Evolution of Historic Structure Reports at the 
U.S. National Park Service: An Update 

RANDALL J. BIALLAS 

Originators of the historic structure 

report in the U.S., the National 

Park Service is engaged in an on- 

going refinement of its concept 
and application. 

In a 1982 issue of the APT Bulletin, 
I wrote a brief history of the U.S. 
National Park Service (NPS) historic 
structure reports.1 This article up- 
dates that history.2 

In January 1990 a task force was 
established to revisit the approach, 
content, and application of an HSR 
for historic and prehistoric structures 
within the U.S. National Park Sys- 
tem.3 Such review has occurred 
fairly consistently on a ten- to 
fifteen-year cycle over the last forty 
years.4 This task force was estab- 
lished for two reasons: the very high 
cost of a comprehensive HSR needed 
to be controlled, and although the 
NPS was preparing an HSR for most 
development projects, it was not 
conducting adequate research to 
support small projects, such as preser- 
vation maintenance. This resulted in 
incremental adverse effects. 

The task force members asked 
basic questions, such as: when is an 
HSR needed and what information is 
essential. These were their recom- 
mendations: 

* HSRs are reference documents 
that should be prepared to mini- 
mize loss of significant fabric or 
material and character when man- 
agement's or the owner's objec- 
tives will affect a historic or pre- 
historic structure. Management 
objectives involve not only restor- 
ing a structure to a period of time 
but also re-roofing or providing 
accessibility for the disabled. 

* HSRs should be defined to include 
any of the following information: 
physical history and condition, 
alternative ways to meet manage- 
ment objectives, and specifics of 
actual treatment. 
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Park General 

4221 FEATURE: Int Ceiling Structure 
UNIT: 0001 
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INSPECTED BY: Ali A. Miri CODE VIOLATIONS: INSP DATE: 06/16/199 

DEFICIENCY: Damaged plaster in the storageareas on the 1st.& 2nd fLr.,& south wall of the west room onthe 
second floor and the base-ment walls. 

RECOMMENDATION: 1-Repair all of the cracks by creating a groove in the crack;filling the groove & sanding 
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93 

* HSRs should be restricted to in- 
formation bearing directly on 
historic material and character. In 
particular, historical research 
should be focused on the develop- 
ment and use of the structure. 

* An HSR should not unnecessarily 
republish information available 
from other convenient sources. 

* An HSR should be required when- 
ever existing information about 
the physical history and condition 
does not provide an adequate 
basis upon which to address antic- 
ipated management or owner 
issues and when impending devel- 
opment could have a significant 
adverse effect. 

S 200 
0 

20 

220 

INSP DATE: 06/16/1993 

Fig. 1. Part of a sample page from the historic structure assessment report for Kingsley Main 
House, Timucuan Ecological and Historic Reserve, Florida. 
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TABLE OF CONTENTS 

i. Cover Page 

ii. Table of Contents 

iii. Executive Summary. This introductory text provides a concise account of (a) research done to produce the HSR, (b) major 
research findings, (c) major issues identified in the task directive, and (d) recommendations for treatment or use. Devia- 
tions from general planning documents should be identified here and discussed more fully in the body of the report. 

iv. Administrative Data. This section contains (a) names, numbers, and locational data used to refer to the historic structure, 
(b) the proposed treatment of the structure including the source document, (c) related studies, (d) cultural resource data 

including date listed in the National Register, period of significance, and context of significance, and (e) recommendations 
for documentation, cataloging, and storage of materials generated by the HSR. 

PART 1. DEVELOPMENTAL HISTORY 

A. Historical Background and Context. This section briefly describes the people and events associated with the structure. 
The section should establish a recommended period or periods of significance if this has not been done in the Na- 
tional Register nomination or historic resource study (HRS). 

B. Chronology of Development and Use. Physical construction, modification, and use of the structure is summarized in 
this section. The text should be based on historical documentation with corroboration from first-hand observation 
and materials analysis. 

C. Physical Description. This section contains a systematic accounting of all features, materials, and spaces according to 

age, significance, and condition. Copies of computer-generated inspection reports should be included in the appendix 
but summarized in the body of the chapter. The text should also discuss causes of deterioration and structural adequacy. 

PART 2. TREATMENT AND USE 

A. Ultimate Treatment and Use. This narrative discusses and analyzes the ultimate treatment and use of the structure as 
defined in park planning documents. If they have not been defined, this section may recommend an ultimate treat- 
ment and use. If analysis of the structure suggests that a planned treatment or use would adversely affect it, the text 

may present an alternative approach. 

B. Requirements for Treatment. In concise terms, this text outlines applicable laws, regulations, and functional require- 
ments. Specific attention should be given to issues of human safety, fire protection, energy conservation, abatement of 
hazardous materials, and handicapped accessibility. 

C. Alternatives for Treatment. This section presents and evaluates alternative approaches to realization of the ultimate 
treatment. Alternatives are presented in both text and graphic form. Analysis addresses the adequacy of each solution 
in terms of impact on historic materials, effect on historic character, compliance with NPS policy, and other manage- 
ment objectives. The section concludes with elaboration on the recommended course of action and specific recom- 
mendations for preservation treatments. 

PART 3. RECORD OF TREATMENT 

A. Completion Report. This section summarizes (a) the intent of the work, (b) the way in which the work was 

approached and accomplished, (c) the time required to do the work, and (d) the cost of the work. It also describes any 
information about the history of the structure based on physical evidence discovered during construction. 

B. Technical Data. This portion of the report contains copies of field reports, material data sheets, field notes, correspon- 
dence, accounting spread sheets, and contract summaries. 

APPENDIX 

Bibliography 
Drawings 
Photographs 
Materials Analysis 

Fig. 2. Model HSR table of contents. 
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* An HSR should be prepared for 
the entire structure, as well as for 
features and all levels of treatment. 

* An HSR should be prepared at a 
level appropriate to the NPS plan- 
ning process, since only an HSR 
contains the information about 
physical integrity and condition that 
might limit development or use. 

* An HSR should record work actu- 
ally done. 

* An HSR should take design alter- 
natives no further than detailed 
schematics; preliminary drawings 
should not be included; the pro- 
posed use may change and make 
these designs obsolete. 

* Time and money spent on an HSR 
should be limited to management 
or owner objectives and the struc- 
ture's significance. The level of 
effort should be determined by 
professionals, with management 
or owner approval. 

* An HSR should be an integrated 
product prepared by a team repre- 
senting only critical disciplines. 

* An HSR should be written for pri- 
mary audiences, maximize the use 
of existing reliable information, 
and minimize its reformatting. 

* An HSR should be divided into 
three basic sections: a management 
summary of findings, recommen- 
dations, and accomplishments; 
physical history and condition, 
alternative ways of meeting man- 
agement objectives, and specifics 
of treatment; and an appendix of 
technical data and research notes. 

* An HSR's primary emphasis 
should be reflected in its subtitle. 

* Limited copies of an HSR should 
be printed, but the information 
contained in it should distributed 
broadly using non-publishing 
means such as compact disks. 

* Flexibility in formatting an HSR is 
important to maximize communi- 
cation between the professionals 

Fig. 3. Annotated sketch by Lee H. Nelson of central hall column pedestal, Independence Hall, 
Independence National Historical Park, Pennsylvania. 

preparing the report and the man- 
agement or the owner, to allow the 
reuse of existing information, and 
to use new information for other 
purposes. Computers are useful. 
Through the reuse of feature in- 
ventory and condition assessment 
data from the NPS Inventory and 
Condition Assessment Program 
(ICAP), a computer-generated 
historic structure assessment report 
(HSAR) (Fig. 1), which documents 
the structure condition, can be 

produced. ICAP is a series of pro- 
cedures, nomenclature standards, 
and a supporting computer pro- 
gram. It can record park asset and 
feature inventories and their physi- 
cal condition and identify specific 
preservation maintenance and 
development tasks and procedures. 

Based on these recommendations, 
the NPS revised its outline of a com- 
prehensive HSR (Fig. 2) and its defi- 
nition of an HSR in 1994.5 The HSR 
was defined as 

,oto,. James L. Divw co. Lv0. %4 f66 6D, MM. o. O57.s36 
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the primary guide to treatment and 
use of a historic structure and may 
also be used in managing a prehistoric 
structure. A separate HSR should be 
prepared for every major structure 
managed as a cultural resource. 
Groups of similar structures or ensem- 
bles of small, simple structures may be 
addressed in a single report. In no 
case should restoration, reconstruc- 
tion, or extensive rehabilitation of any 
structure be undertaken without an 
approved HSR, Parts 1 and 2. 

The National Park Service in- 
cludes the following in an HSR: 

* Management Summary is a con- 
cise account of research done, 
major findings, major issues iden- 
tified in the task directive, and 
recommendations for treatment 
and use. Administrative data and 
related studies are included. 

* Part 1, Developmental History, is 
a scholarly report based on docu- 
mentary research and physical 
examination documenting the 
evolution of a historic structure, 
its current condition, and causes 
of its deterioration. Research may 
be expanded to clarify the signifi- 
cance of the resource or to refine 
contextual associations; however, 
major investigation of contextual 
themes or background informa- 
tion should be conducted as part 
of another type of report call a 
historic resource study, not an 
HSR. ICAP reports should be 
included in an appendix. 

* Part 2, Treatment and Use, evalu- 
ates alternative uses and treat- 
ments and emphasizes preserving 
extant historic material and resolv- 
ing conflicts that might result from 
a structure's "ultimate treatment." 
It concludes with a recommended 
treatment and use that responds to 
park management objectives. 
Design work is usually schematic. 

* Part 3, Record of Treatment, 
documents actual treatment, in- 
cluding accounting data, pho- 
tographs, sketches, and narratives 
outlining the course of work, 

conditions encountered, and 
materials used. 

All aspects of a structure and its 
immediate grounds should be ad- 
dressed in an HSR. Potential over- 
laps with other cultural-resource 
types and natural-resource issues 
should be identified, and applicable 
studies and reports should be called 
for or referenced. An HSR and anal- 
ogous reports (e.g., a cultural land- 
scape report) may be combined to 
address multiple resource types at a 
single property or area. 

Parts 1 and 2 of an HSR should be 
prepared soon after acquisition of a 
structure or recognition of its status 
as a cultural resource. An HSR may 
be prepared incrementally when there 
are funding and time constraints or 
when a complete HSR does not exist, 
or an existing HSR does not ade- 
quately address a proposed treatment, 
such as replication of missing fea- 
tures, removal of significant features 
or large amounts of historic material, 
or introduction of new systems or 
exterior additions. In no case should 
a Part 2 be prepared without a Part 1. 

The scope, level of investigation, 
and extent of schematic development 
are outlined in a task directive based 
on the recommendations of a histori- 
cal architect in consultation with 
other cultural-resource specialists 
and the park manager. Major factors 
in the task directive include the struc- 
ture's significance, condition, and 
intended use. The task directive 
should also address participation of 
other cultural-resource specialists 
and publication of the document. 

Two ideas are important. First, 
the purpose of an HSR is to record 
documentary, graphic, and physical 
information about the history and 
condition of a structure; to address 
management or owner objectives; 
and to record physical work. Sec- 
ondly, the use of a standardized 
method or format for an HSR in- 
hibits communication and increases 
costs. An HSR can have a primarily 

narrative format following an outline 
(Fig. 2), can be primarily graphic 
(Fig. 3), or can be computer gener- 
ated (Fig. 1).6 These formats can 
also be combined. 

RANDALL J. BIALLAS is Chief 
Historical Architect of the U.S. National 
Park Service. He has been a member of 
APT since 1969 and has attended 18 
annual conferences. 
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