
Untapped Potential: 
Strategies for Revitalization and Reuse

Neighborhood commercial corridors with a mix of uses and housing types. Thriving local 
businesses both new and old. These are the places that make a city distinct, provide 
hidden density, and cultivate diversity—and they are nearly impossible to encourage 
without the inclusion of older, smaller buildings.

Yet, in many places, older buildings remain underutilized assets, sitting fully or partially 
vacant due to financial or regulatory barriers. With the knowledge that older buildings 
contribute measurably to the health and performance of neighborhoods, what can be 
done to bring the benefits of reuse to more places?

To answer this, a multiyear partnership between the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation and the Urban Land Institute was established. The Partnership for Building 
Reuse seeks to understand the barriers to reuse in major U.S. cities and develop 
innovative solutions to make reuse easier and more likely. 

The lessons learned from Baltimore, Chicago, Detroit, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia 
show that there are four categories of common barriers to building reuse: issues with 
the zoning code, the burden of parking requirements, the ability to find financing for 
building reuse, and inflexibility and complexity in a city’s building, energy, and seismic 
codes. 

The full report is available online at savingplac.es/PBRFinalReport.

Questions? Contact Margaret O’Neal, Associate Director of Communications and 
Partnerships, moneal@savingplaces.org
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Top Strategies to Promote Building Reuse 
Cities across the country are coming up with creative and innovative approaches to 
make building reuse easier and more likely. The following list of strategies and best 
practices for strengthening building reuse draws from the five-city Partnership for 
Building Reuse as well as Preservation Green Lab research conducted in Jacksonville, 
Florida; Tucson, Arizona; and Louisville, Kentucky.

1. Leverage data and mapping tools to understand reuse opportunities.  
Knowing a city’s built assets is the first step to being able to target incentives, 
programs, and infill development. Spatial analysis can help identify needs and 
develop programs that are targeted for the greatest impact.

2. Eliminate, reduce, or recalibrate parking requirements. Reducing or eliminating 
parking requirements in pedestrian-friendly areas and areas near transit can 
incentivize investment in older buildings. Shared parking in nearby locations can 
also fill this need.

3. Update zoning codes to meet the needs of the 21st century. Promote new uses, 
greater diversity of uses, accessory dwelling units and other tools that heighten 
residential density, and other context-sensitive zoning changes to provide more 
opportunities for reuse and infill development.

4. Retain and strengthen existing incentive programs for building reuse. Support 
ongoing advocacy for the federal Historic Tax Credit and new and strengthened 
state historic tax credits. Revitalization tax credits, transfer of development 
rights, and incentives for vacant properties are also important.

5. Remove key barriers that prevent change of use in existing vacant and 
underutilized buildings. Establishing provisions within the zoning code for 
appropriate and compatible “sister uses” can ease the transition to a new use by 
creating more certainty and reducing red tape.

6. Develop new sources of public and private capital for smaller projects, or 
projects in weaker markets. Leverage new and existing funds to cover gap 
financing, pre-development costs, and other expenses that may keep small scale 
developers out of business, hinder investment in weaker markets, or discourage 
reuse of underutilized buildings.

7. Develop a "Solutions Database" to track and promote ways to overcome 
building code challenges. Daylighting creative solutions, successful projects, and 
paths to navigate complex redevelopment problems can be invaluable to small 
scale infill and adaptive reuse projects.

8. Adopt a comprehensive adaptive reuse program. Adaptive reuse ordinances, 
whether applied citywide or adopted as an overlay, bring together incentives 
along with flexibility in building and zoning codes, removing unnecessary 
barriers to reuse projects. The Model Adaptive Reuse Ordinance can be adapted 
and adopted in any municipality, and builds upon the “gold standard” policy 
supporting building reuse established in Los Angeles in 1999.
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