
Pieces of the FedReg Puzzle
by Shirley Maxwell

Federal income-tax credits for
historic-building rehabilitation almost
always require a long, bewildering
journey through a lush jungle of
federal regulations. But for those
whose buildings qualify, the trek
through the tangled underbrush of
preservation FedRegs can pay off
handsomely. The key pieces of the
FedReg puzzle follow.

Begin at Your SHPO
If you want to get a building listed

in the National Register of Historic
Places, or to find out if its neighbor-
hood is slated to become a historic
district, the State Historic Preserva-
tion Office (SHPO) is the place to
begin. SHPO officers, one per state,
nominate historic properties and dis-
tricts to the National Register. For
your SHPO officer’s name, contact
your local preservation organization
or the Preservation Assistance Div-
ision of the National Park Service.
202/343-9579.

The Advisory Council
Can Step In

The Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation advises the President and
Congress on national historic-
preservation issues and reviews activi-
ties by federal agencies that might
adversely affect properties in, or
eligible for, the National Register.
While it cannot always save historic
structures, the Council’s intervention
might help—for instance, if historic-
district homes are endangered by a
highway construction project. Advi-
sory Council on Historic Preserva-
tion, 1100 Pennsylvania Ave., NW,
Washington, DC 20006. 202/786-
0503.

The Roster
The National Register of Historic

Places is America’s roster of architec-
turally, culturally, and historically
significant districts, buildings, struc-
tures, sites, and objects. Listing in the
National Register provides important
protections for buildings threatened
by federally financed projects, but it
cannot prevent demolition or altera-
tion paid for with private money.
Register listing is also the basic
criterion for eligibility for federal tax
benefits and preservation grants. Your
local library will have a copy. National
Register of Historic Places, U.S.
Dept. of the Interior, Washington,
DC 20240. 202/343-9536.

HABS Can Help
The Historic American Building

Survey (HABS), although not a
regulatory agency, can still affect your
rehab project if the building happens
to be among the thousands for which
HABS photographs, measured draw-
ings, and written documentation have
been compiled. HABS’s meticulous
drawings may be especially helpful to
owners whose buildings have suffered
severe damage or misguided remodel-
ing. A number of state catalogues of

HABS projects are available, as is a Interior, Washington, DC 20240.
nationwide checklist. HABS, NPS, 202/343-9579.
U.S. Dept. of the Interior, Washing-
ton, DC 20240. 202/343-9606. The
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WHAT’S WHAT
from the National Trust for Historic Preservation

These questions and answers are excerp-
ted from a newly published 20-page
booklet, A Guide to Tax-Advantaged
Rehabilitation. This clearly written and
detailed guide to rehab incentives is
available for $3.50 plus $2 postage and
handling. Write: Tax, National Trust
for Historic Preservation, 1785 Massa-
chusetts Ave., NW, Washington, DC
20036.

What is the rehabilitation tax
credit? Federal tax law offers an
incentive to taxpayers who contribute
to the preservation of old and
historic buildings. By rehabilitating or
investing in the rehab of eligible
buildings, taxpayers can take advan-
tage of a two-tier tax credit.

The federal income-tax credit is
equal to 20 percent of the cost of
rehabilitating certified historic build-
ings, or 10 percent of the cost of
rehabilitating non-historic buildings
constructed before 1936. Credits pro-
vide a dollar-for-dollar reduction of
income tax owed. While the 20
percent credit is available for residen-
tial rental buildings, neither credit is
available for homes or apartments
occupied by their owners.

What rehabilitations qualify? To
receive a rehab credit, a taxpayer
must substantially rehabilitate a quali-
fying historic or old building.

A substantial rehabilitation means a

taxpayer’s expenditures must exceed
the greater of the “adjusted basis” of
the building, or $5,000, during any
24-month period (or 60-month
period in the case of “phased
rehabilitations”).

When can the credit be claimed?
Generally, the credit is claimed for
the taxable year in which the rehab is
completed.

Who can take the credit? The
credit is available to the owners and,
in certain situations, renters of a
qualified rehabilitated building.

What other tax benefits are avail-
able? Historic-Preservation Easements: A
charitable-contribution deduction is
allowed for the donation of a
historic-preservation easement to a
preservation organization. This deduc-
tion applies to both commercial
property and owner-occupied hous-
ing. An easement is an agreement by
owners of property to relinquish their
right to alter or demolish property,
and to abide by other preservation
conditions.

Low-Income Rental-Housing Credit:
Owners of residential rental property
providing low-income housing may
claim separate tax credits for new
construction and rehabilitation of
low-income housing, and for certain
costs of acquisition of existing hous-
ing to serve low-income individuals.
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