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T he National Register of Historic Places (National Register) is the official 

list of the nation's historic places worthy of preservation. Created by 

the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 in response to highway 

and urban renewal projects that were profoundly altering the national 

landscape, the National Register was part of a program to coordinate and support 

public and private efforts to identify, evaluate, and protect America's important 

historical and archeological resources. The National Register established national 

standards used by every state to evaluate the significance of these resources. 

Since its inception, the National Register has grown to include more than 88,000 

resources, grouped into five categories:  buildings, structures, sites, object, and 

districts. 
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Planned view of Point State Park and Gateway Center  
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Renaissance, the nationally-known 
project would serve as a model for 
other cities attempting to redevelop 
inner-city areas. 
 
Assessing the Significance of the 
Pittsburgh Renaissance Historic 
District 
 
To be eligible for National Register 
listing, a resource must be significant in 
the history, architecture, archeology, 
engineering, or culture of an area, and 
it must have characteristics that make 
it a good representative of properties 
associated with that 
aspect of the past. To 
demonstrate 
significance, a 
resource must meet 
one or more of the 
National Register 
Criteria for Evaluation 
and at least one area 
of significance. The 
Criteria for Evaluation 
are broadly written to 
recognize the wide 
variety of historic 
properties associated 
with the nation’s 
prehistory and history. 
Criterion A is the 
association with events 
important in the past; Criterion B is an 
association with persons important in 
the past; Criterion C addresses 
significance in design and construction; 
and Criterion D is the ability of a 
resource to yield important information 
about prehistory or history. The 
National Register program lists nearly 
30 areas of significance. Resources 
can be significant on a local, statewide, 
or national level. 
 
Significance is evaluated by placing a 
property in a historic context. Historic 
contexts are those patterns or trends in 
history by which a specific occurrence, 

property, or site is understood and its 
meaning (and ultimately its 
significance) within history or prehistory 
is made clear. 
 
Skelly and Loy evaluated the Pittsburgh 
Renaissance Historic District as 
nationally significant under Criterion A—
association with events—in the area of 
Community Planning and Development. 
The nomination placed the Pittsburgh 
Renaissance within the context of local 
environmental reform efforts designed 
to improve Pittsburgh’s air quality, 
water quality, and appearance as well 

as national efforts to redevelop blighted 
urban areas. One contemporaneous 
journal article stated that “the much 
discussed case of Pittsburgh shows 
what it is possible to do in the United 
States in the field of building and city 
planning.” The Pittsburgh Renaissance 
was one of the first large-scale uses of 
eminent domain proceedings by a local 
government to acquire and clear 
private land pronounced as blighted in 
order to use that land for commercial 
development. The Pittsburgh 
Renaissance was hailed as “the 
nation’s first comprehensive downtown 
redevelopment accomplished without 
federal aid.”  

Preparing a successful National 
Register nomination can be 
challenging. It requires describing a 
property logically, fully, and concisely; 
placing it within a historic context; 
determining the area(s) and period of 
significance; and evaluating whether it 
retains enough character-defining 
features to convey that significance. 
 
Recently, Skelly and Loy revised or 
prepared new National Register 
nominations for four historic districts in 
Downtown Pittsburgh. Our client, a non-
profit historic preservation organization, 
sought to foster thoughtful historic 
preservation within the districts, in part 
by making buildings within the districts 
eligible to receive federal Rehabilitation 
Investment Tax Credits (RITC). An in-
depth examination of one of the 
nominations, for the Pittsburgh 
Renaissance Historic District, will 
illustrate the challenges and benefits of 
National Register listing. 
 
The Pittsburgh Renaissance 
Historic District 
 
Prior to World War II, the section of 
downtown Pittsburgh known as the 
Point, located at the confluence of the 
Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio 
rivers, was infamous for frequent 
flooding, congested traffic, and urban 
blight. Historically the site of Colonial-
era Forts Duquesne and Pitt, in the 
1940s the area was characterized by 
warehouses, low-rise industrial 
buildings, abandoned exhibition halls, 
and railroad yards. Following the war, in 
an extraordinary show of cooperation, 
the city and state governments teamed 
with Pittsburgh’s business and 
industrial leaders to reshape 59 acres 
of land into a 36-acre state park and a 
modern skyscrapers-in-a-park 
development known as Gateway 
Center. Called the Pittsburgh 

(Continued from page 1) 

The Point before redevelopment  
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significance.” There are seven aspects 
of integrity:  location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and 
association. One often-used way of 
explaining integrity is by asking the 
question, “Would a person alive during 
the time when the resource achieved 
significant recognize it today?”   
 
By comparing historic plans and views 
with current conditions, Skelly and Loy 
concluded that the Pittsburgh 
Renaissance Historic District had 
integrity. The designs of Point State 
Park, Gateway Center, and the two 

plazas are intact, as are 
the designs of all but 
one building and 
structure. The district’s 
workmanship is 
expressed in details like 
the unaltered curtain 
walls of Gateway 
Center’s modern 
buildings and designs 
and details of the 
plazas. Historic 
materials remain in the 
skyscrapers, plazas, 
and park. The 
skyscrapers-in-a-park 
setting of Gateway 
Center and the state 
park at the confluence 
of the three rivers are 
maintained, and the 

location has not changed. Because 
these five aspects are intact, the 
feeling and association of the post-war 
Pittsburgh Renaissance project remains 
strong. 
 
Benefits of National Register 
Listing 
 
There are many benefits to National 
Register listing. National Register listing 
is first and foremost recognition of a 
property’s historical, architectural, or 
archeological significance. National 
Register eligibility (the first step in the 

nomination process) also obligates 
federal agencies to consider the impact 
that projects they fund, license, or 
permit will have on important 
prehistoric or historic resources. 
National Register listing is often 
required in order to receive federal or 
state historic preservation grants. 
Owners of income-producing properties 
become eligible for federal and state 
tax credits, including the federal 
Reinvestment Investment Tax Credit 
program, the most widely-used historic 
preservation incentive program.  
 
All historic districts, including the 
Pittsburgh Renaissance Historic 
District, are composed of contributing 
and non-contributing resources. 
Contributing resources are those 
buildings, structures, sites, and objects 
that help to convey the historic district’s 
sense of time, place, and historical 
development. Non-contributing 
resources are those that do not. 
Owners that rehabilitate income-
producing contributing buildings (as 
well as owners who rehabilitate 
individually listed National Register 
buildings) are eligible for a 20 percent 
federal tax credit on the cost of 
rehabilitation. The rehabilitation must 
be completed in accordance with 
standards developed by the Secretary 
of Interior; the amount of money to be 
spent on the rehabilitation must exceed 
the adjusted basis of the building or 
$5,000, whichever is greater; and the 
property must retain its income-
producing use for a five year period 
after the tax credit is granted. 
 
In addition to the federal tax credit, a 
number of states have companion state 
tax credits, including Delaware and 
Maryland. In July 2013, Pennsylvania 
will enact a state tax credit for the first 
time. The Pennsylvania program will 
offer a 25 percent credit for the 
rehabilitation of qualified income-
producing buildings that are also using 

 
More than half the land acquired was 
converted into Point State Park, a 36-
acre green space that included in-
ground outlines of the two colonial-era 
forts that had occupied the site, as well 
as a grand fountain at the confluence 
of the rivers. The remaining 23 acres 
were redeveloped as Gateway Center, 
an example of a then-new concept in 
city planning, “the shining new city-in-a-
park.” Gateway Center featured 
modern, cruciform steel, aluminum, 
and glass skyscrapers grouped around 

distinctly modern, landscaped plazas 
known as Gateway and Equitable Plaza. 
 
Assessing the Integrity of the 
Pittsburgh Renaissance Historic 
District 
 
In addition to significance, to be eligible 
for National Register listing a property 
must also have characteristics that 
make it a good representative of 
properties associated with that aspect 
of the past. This concept is known as 
integrity, defined as “the ability of a 
historic property to convey its 

(Continued from page 2) 
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the federal RITC. By providing an 
additional 25 percent state credit to the 
20 percent federal tax credit with, the 
state hopes to lure additional 
investment into Pennsylvania and find 
new uses for historic buildings. The 
state tax credit program is limited to $3 
million annually with an individual 
project cap of $500,000. 
 
 
 
For more information on the National 
Register or the federal and state historic 
tax credit programs, please contact 
Gerald Kuncio at gkuncio@skellyloy.com 
or 412-828-1412  
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Cruciform tower with landscaped park and fountain  


