Historic District Stakeholder Survey Report
April 2019
Background
At its meeting on September 20, 2018, the Council Committee on Boards and Commissions asked the
Ombuds Office to work with the Historic District Commission on a stakeholder input process to improve
outcomes in the historic districts.
During the fall of 2018, Town staff drafted a survey as a first step in gathering stakeholder input. The
purpose of the survey was to learn more about the experiences of people living and working in the
Town’s historic districts in order to improve how we serve the community, support the Historic District
Commission, and make connections that reinforce the Town’s goals for historic preservation.
Town staff presented the draft survey to the Historic District Commission at its meeting on November
13, 2018, and asked for feedback on what, if any, additional questions to include in the survey. Feedback
from the Historic District Commission was incorporated into the survey before it went live.
Stakeholders
Historic district residents, people who own businesses or work in one of the Town’s historic districts,
members of the Historic District Commission, recent applicants and/or their representatives were all
invited via postcard to complete the survey online. Stakeholders were provided a staff contact should
they have any questions, need assistance, or prefer to complete an offline version of the survey.
The survey was open from January 15 to February 20, 2019. The survey was reopened for one day in
March to allow one stakeholder, who said they did not receive a postcard, to complete the survey.
Survey Results
The survey contained 34 questions broken into six short sections and took 21 minutes on average to
complete. Respondents were told that the survey could only be taken once, and that all responses are
anonymous. The survey was completed by 120 total respondents. For each open ended question,
responses were coded by theme.
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Section 1 asked for general impressions of the Town’s historic districts.
Q1. What do you like best about living or working in a historic district?

Of the 30 respondents who answered “other”:






20 cited the look and feel of the neighborhood
6 cited preservation of historic character
2 cited owning a historic home
1 said “nothing good”
1 said “all of the above”
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Q2. What is your relationship with the Town’s historic districts?

Of the 19 respondents who answered “other”:








10 identified as a current or former resident of a historic district
4 identified as a current or past applicant
1 identified as a current Historic District Commission member
1 identified as a historian
1 said they represent a fraternity
1 said they work at a nonprofit that owns a non-residential property in the district
1 said they worked as an early advocate for historic preservation in Chapel Hill
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Q3. What do you feel are the biggest challenges facing Chapel Hill’s historic districts?
Answered: 113 (some cited multiple challenges)

Biggest challenges facing Chapel Hill's historic districts
Incompetent/inexperienced staff
Other
Process
Landscape preservation
Political support/pressure
Enforcement
Need for LUMO/Design Guideline revisions
Parking and traffic
Historic District Commission…
Balancing real estate demands and…
Impact of rentals and over development of the…
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20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

Frequency

Challenge
Impact of rentals and over development of
the neighborhood
Balancing real estate demands and
contemporary living with historic
preservation
Historic District Commission
authority/input/consistency
Parking and traffic
Need for LUMO/Design Guideline revisions
Enforcement
Political support/pressure
Landscape preservation
Process
Other
Incompetent/inexperienced staff

Frequency cited
29.30% (n=46)
18.47% (n=29)

16.56% (n=26)
7.01% (n=11)
6.37% (n=10)
6.37% (n=10)
4.46 % (n=7)
4.46 % (n=7)
3.82 % (n=6)
1.91 % (n=3)
1.27% (n=2)
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Q4. Do you feel enough is being done to preserve Chapel Hill’s historic districts?
Answered: 113

Do you feel enough is being done to preserve Chapel Hill's
historic districts?
2.65%
7.08%
7.96%
46.02%

36.28%

No

Response
No
Yes
Yes, too much
Don't know
Maybe

Yes

Yes, too much

Don't know

Maybe

Frequency
46.02% (n=52)
36.28% (n=41)
7.96% (n=9)
7.08% (n=8)
2.65% (n=3)
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Q5. If you are a resident of one of the Town’s three local historic districts (see map1), which district do
you live in?

1

https://www.townofchapelhill.org/home/showdocument?id=2402
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Q6. If you are a resident of one of the Town’s three local historic districts, what led you to purchase or
rent a home in a historic district?
Answered: 106 (some cited multiple reasons)

What led you to purchase or rent a home in a historic
district?
Not applicable or other feedback
Affordability
Protections offered by historic district
Financial investment
History/Connection to the past
Sense of Community
Multi-generational connections to…
Architecture/Neighborhood Character/Age
Location/proximity to community resources
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Response
Location/proximity to community resources
Architecture/Neighborhood Character/Age
Multi-generational connections to home/neighborhood
Sense of Community
History/Connection to the past
Financial investment
Protections offered by historic district
Affordability
Not applicable or other feedback

Frequency
39.76% (n=66)
25.90% (n=43)
10.24% (n=17)
6.63% (n=11)
6.02% (n=10)
3.61% (n=6)
3.01% (n=5)
2.41% (n=4)
2.41% (n=4)
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Q7. What is your understanding of the role of the Historic District Commission?
Answered: 111 (some cited multiple responses)

Understanding of Historic District Commission role
Not clear how HDC operates

Unsure/Don't know
Complaint about board operations (manners,
consistency, etc.)
Architectural Review/Enforcement of the Design
Guidelines/local ordinances
Preserve architecture/character of the district
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Frequency

Response
Preserve architecture/character of the district
Architectural Review/Enforcement of the Design Guidelines/local ordinances
Complaint about board operations (manners, consistency, etc.)
Unsure/Don't know
Not clear how HDC operates

Frequency
40.8% (n=51)
33.6% (n=42)
14.4% (n=18)
7.2% (n=9)
4% (n=5)
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Q8. Where do you most often turn for information about the historic districts?

Of the 26 respondents who answered “other”:







4 said they consult the internet
4 said they consult architects, planners, or other professionals
3 said they do their own research
2 said they consult the Historic District Design Guidelines, local ordinances, or state statute
2 said they ask friends, family, or neighbors
11 offered other feedback
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Section 2 asked about respondents’ experience bringing an application for renovation or
construction before the Historic District Commission.
Q9. Have you ever brought an application before the Historic District Commission?
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Q10. If yes, when was the last time you brought an application before the Historic District
Commission?
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Q11. How was your experience completing the application?
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Q12. In completing the application, did you receive assistance from Town staff, an engineer, an
architect or other professional?

13
Prepared by Town Staff

Q13. If yes, please explain.
Answered: 77 (some provided multiple responses)

From whom did you receive assistance to complete the
application?

17.35%
4.08%

35.71%
14.29%

28.57%

Architect/Design Professional

Staff

General Contractor

Homeowner completed/No help received

Other

Response
Architect/Design Professional
Staff
General Contractor
Homeowner completed/No help received
Other

Frequency
35.71% (n=35)
28.57% (n=28)
14.29% (n=14)
4.08% (n=4)
17.35% (n=17)
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Q14. What other feedback, if any, do you have about the application itself?
Answered: 64 (some provided multiple responses)

Feedback on the application
No problems
Should have easier application for minor
projects/different levels
Reduce fees
Not applicable or no additional feedback
Provided feedback on issues other than application
Too cumbersome, lengthy, complicated
0.00%
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20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

Series 1

Response
Too cumbersome, lengthy, complicated
Provided feedback on issues other than application
Not applicable or no additional feedback
Reduce fees
Should have easier application for minor
projects/different levels
No problems

Frequency
29.85% (n=20)
25.37% (n=17)
19.4% (n=13)
8.96% (n=6)
8.96% (n=6)
7.46% (n=5)
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Q15. How did you find your experience working and/or interacting with Town staff?
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Q16. What specific feedback, if any, do you have about working with Town staff?
Answered: 70 (some provided multiple responses)

Experience with Town Staff
Historic District Commission is not a priority for
staff; need staff with preservation experience
Had a bad experience; staff is unreliable or
incompetent

Not applicable or other feedback

Had a good experience; staff is competent
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Frequency

Response
Had a good experience; staff is competent
Not applicable or other feedback
Had a bad experience; staff is unreliable or incompetent
Historic District Commission is not a priority for staff; need
staff with preservation experience

Frequency
32.39% (n=23)
32.39% (n=23)
23.94% (n=17)
11.27% (n=8)
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Q17. How did you find your experience with the Historic District Commission?
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Q18. What specific feedback, if any, do you have about your experience with the Historic District
Commission?
Answered: 73 (some provided multiple responses)

Experience with the Historic District Commission
Notes concerns about unethical behavior on the part of
one or more HDC members
Notes concerns about unprofessional behavior on the
part of one or more HDC members
Notes concerns that the HDC lacks consistency and/or
transparency
Had a good experience or speaks positively about the
HDC
Not applicable or other feedback
Had a bad experience or speaks negatively about the
HDC
0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

Frequency

Response
Had a bad experience or speaks negatively about the HDC
Not applicable or other feedback
Had a good experience or speaks positively about the HDC
Notes concerns that the HDC lacks consistency and/or transparency
Notes concerns about unprofessional behavior on the part of one
or more HDC members
Notes concerns about unethical behavior on the part of one or
more HDC members

Frequency
38.46% (n=40)
16.35% (n=17)
15.38 % (n=16)
14.42% (n=15)
10.58% (n=11)
4.81% (n=5)

19
Prepared by Town Staff

Q19. Was the meeting time convenient?
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Q20. If no, what time would have been more convenient for you?
Answered: 24 (some provided multiple responses)

Feedback on meeting time

12%
12%

44%

16%

16%

Not applicable or other feedback

Current times are fine

Meetings are too long

Meetings should be at a different time

Meetings are too infrequent

Response
Not applicable or other feedback
Current times are fine
Meetings are too long
Meetings should be at a different time
Meetings are too infrequent

Frequency
44% (n=11)
16% (n=4)
16% (n=4)
12% (n=3)
12% (n=3)
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Section 3 asked about respondents’ experience applying for administrative (Town staff)
review and approval of an application for exterior renovation or construction.
Administrative approvals are exempt from Historic District Commission review and do not
require a hearing.
Q21. The Historic District Commission delegates application review and approval authority to Town
staff for the following items:








Walkways on private property when constructed of common red brick, or Chapel Hill gravel.
Minor projects which do not require building permits because of cost or because they involve
nonstructural changes.
Signs which do not require a sign permit.
Installing gutters painted to match the house or trim, as long as no significant architectural
features are removed
Construction of wood deck on rear or side of house when less than 10% would be visible from
a public right-of-way.
Fieldstone walls not exceeding three feet in height.
Bricked-in areas on side or rear of structure at ground level and not abutting right-of-way.

Are there any exterior renovation or home construction projects you feel should be exempt from both
Historic District Commission review and administrative (staff) approval? If so, please explain.
Answered: 59

Exterior or home renovation project that should be exept
from HDC and staff review
Repairs/safety projects to be exempt
Small projects to be exempt
More to be reviewed by staff
Other feedback
No more exemptions from HDC & Staff Review
More exemptions from HDC & Staff Review
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30.00%

40.00%
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Frequency

Response
More exemptions from HDC & Staff Review
No more exemptions from HDC & Staff Review
Other feedback

Frequency
44.07% (n=26)
28.81% (n=17)
11.86% (n=7)
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More to be reviewed by staff
Small projects to be exempt
Repairs/safety projects to be exempt

10.17% (n=6)
3.39% (n=2)
1.69% (n=1)
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Q22. Have you ever brought an application to Town staff for administrative approval?
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Q23. If yes, how did you find your experience working with Town staff?
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Q24. Do you have any additional feedback about your experience bringing an application to Town
staff for administrative approval?
Answered: 33

Experience with Town Staff
Slow response time/long process
Not enough training/historic preservation
experience
Other feedback

Staff unhelpful/incompetent

No additional feedback regarding staff
0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

Frequency

Response
No additional feedback regarding staff
Staff unhelpful/incompetent
Other feedback
Not enough training/historic preservation
experience
Slow response time/long process

Frequency
54.55% (n=18)
21.21% (n=7)
12.12% (n=4)
6.06% (n=2)
6.06% (n=2)
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Section 4 asked for input on guidelines, policy, and processes related to the Town’s
historic districts.
Q25. How familiar are you with the Historic District Design Guidelines2?

2

https://www.townofchapelhill.org/home/showdocument?id=2405
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Q26. Were you aware of these guidelines when you purchased property in the historic district?
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Q27. What ideas do you have for how we could better inform the public about these guidelines?
Answered: 75

How could we better inform the public about these
guidelines?
Ensure that guidelines and rules are shared as part of
application process
There is adequate information available today /
research is the responsibility of the homeowner
Update the HDC website / make information clearer
and more accessible
Other feedback / none to offer
Do a recurring information campaign with community
partners (e.g., realtors)
0%
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20%

30%

40%
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60%

Frequency

Response
Do a recurring information campaign with community
partners (e.g., realtors)
Other feedback / none to offer
Update the HDC website / make information clearer and
more accessible
There is adequate information available today / research is
the responsibility of the homeowner
Ensure that guidelines and rules are shared as part of
application process

Frequency
48% (n=36)
36% (n=27)
9.33% (n=7)
4% (n=3)
2.67% (n=2)
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Q28. What other Chapel Hill streets or neighborhoods, if any, should be designated as or included in a
historic district?
Answered: 57 (some provided multiple responses)

What streets or neighborhoods should be designated as or
included in a historic district?
Laurel Hill
Rocky Ridge
Pine Knolls
Northside
More of Franklin and Rosemary Streets,…
Tenney Circle
Other
None, unsure or no opinion
0.00%
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30.00%
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50.00%

Frequency

Responses
None, unsure or no opinion
Other
Tenney Circle
More of Franklin and Rosemary Streets, including
Downtown
Northside
Pine Knolls
Rocky Ridge
Laurel Hill

Frequency
47.54% (n=29)
13.11% (n=8)
11.48% (n=7)
9.83% (n=6)
8.2% (n=5)
3.28% (n=2)
3.28% (n=2)
3.28% (n=2)
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Section 5 included questions from the Historic District Commission related to feedback
and questions it has received from the community.
Q29. If you own property within a historic district, which of the following applied at the time you
purchased the property?

Of the 25 respondents who answered “other”:






11 said they intended to renovate their home
3 said they bought a lot with the intention to build a home
3 said they had no intention to modify the property
1 said they intended to maintain but not renovate the home
5 offered other feedback

31
Prepared by Town Staff

Q30. Were you aware at the time you purchased property within the historic district that restrictions
are in place to limit and control the changes that might be made to that property?
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Q31. How did you learn about the special restrictions and regulations that apply to property in the
historic district?
Answered: 90

How did you learn about the special restrictions and
regulations that apply to property in the historic district?
Contractor / Architect
Neighbors / Friends
Common knowledge / Living in the District
Other feedback / Don't recall
Realtor / Seller / Transaction Process
Research / Town Staff
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15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

30.00%

Frequency

Response
Research / Town Staff
Realtor / Seller / Transaction Process
Other feedback / Don't recall
Common knowledge / Living in the District
Neighbors / Friends
Contractor / Architect

Frequency
24.44% (n=22)
21.11% (n=19)
21.11% (n=19)
14.44% (n=13)
10% (n=9)
8.89% (n=8)
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Q32. The Historic District Commission is responsible for reviewing Certificate of Appropriateness
(COA) applications for exterior changes within the districts to ensure that future changes to properties
are consistent with the character of the historic district. Do you think the Town Council should give
the Historic District Commission additional authority to regulate any of the following?






Tree protection (currently regulated by Section 5.73 of the Land Use Management
Ordinance)
Stormwater (currently regulated by Section 5.44 of the Land Use Management
Ordinance)
Soil erosion and sedimentation (currently regulated by Chapter 5 Article V5 of the
Code of Ordinances)
Subdivision of lots (currently regulated by Section 4.66 of the Land Use Management
Ordinance)
Alternative landscaping materials (currently regulated by Section 5.77 of the Land Use
Management Ordinance and Section 38 of the Chapel Hill Design Manual)

3

https://library.municode.com/nc/chapel_hill/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CO_APXALAUSMA_ART5DEDEST_5.7TRPR
https://library.municode.com/nc/chapel_hill/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CO_APXALAUSMA_ART5DEDEST_5.4STMA
5 https://library.municode.com/nc/chapel_hill/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CO_CH5BUBURE_ARTVSOERSECO_DIV2SOERSECO
6 https://library.municode.com/nc/chapel_hill/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CO_APXALAUSMA_ART4PR_4.6SU
7 https://library.municode.com/nc/chapel_hill/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CO_APXALAUSMA_ART5DEDEST_5.7TRPR
8
https://www.townofchapelhill.org/home/showdocument?id=2645
4
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Of the 58 people who provided a response for “other”:







36 said the Historic Commission should not be given additional authority
4 cited occupancy restrictions
3 cited traffic and parking
2 cited yard maintenance, landscape, and hardscape
1 cited Accessory Dwelling Units
12 offered other feedback
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Q33. What ideas do you have for how to improve the guidelines the Historic District Commission is
required to use in considering new applications?
Answered: 65

Ideas for updating the Historic District Design Guidelines
Update to reflect modern living that maintains
historic character
Update to protect from uses other than singlefamily ownership
Consistent application of the guidelines / provide
examples of how they apply
Rewrite / for clarity / with professional assistance
Fewer rules and regulations / simplify the process /
flexibility
Other feedback
0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

Frequency

Response
Fewer rules and regulations / simplify the process
/ flexibility
Rewrite / for clarity / with professional assistance
Consistent application of the guidelines / provide
examples of how they apply
Update to protect from uses other than singlefamily ownership
Update to reflect modern living that maintains
historic character
Other feedback

Frequency
29.23% (n=19)
20% (n=13)
9.23% (n=6)
6.15% (n=4)
3.08% (n=2)
32.31% (n=21)
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Section 6 asked for any additional input.
Q34. Is there anything else you would like us to know?
Answered: 73

What else would you like us to know?
More communication / education
Fair and consistent decision making
Update to protect from uses other than singlefamily ownership
Greater oversight is needed to protect character
and quality
Make it easier to improve property in a historic
district
Other feedback
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Frequency

Response
Make it easier to improve property in a historic
district
Greater oversight is needed to protect character and
quality
Update to protect from uses other than single-family
ownership
Fair and consistent decision making
More communication / education
Other feedback

Frequency
19.18% (n=14)
16.44% (n=12)
10.96% (n=8)
8.22% (n=6)
4.11% (n=3)
41.10% (n=30)
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Appendix A

