Questions and Answers about a
Historic Protection Overlay for Spruce Park Neighborhood
March 2, 2020 (delayed until March 6, 2022 due to COVID)

Did you know?
 Spruce Park contains Albuquerque’s finest collection of homes built from 1923 to
1939, as well as some of Albuquerque’s finest Ranch-style homes built after 1945
 Our property values depend, in part, on preserving the “old-style” look of our
neighborhood
 There has been a slow, persistent decline in the old-style look of our neighborhood
 A Historic Protection Overlay is being considered to protect the existing character of
our neighborhood, and our property values.

Buyers pay a premium to live in our neighborhood, with its charming and historic homes, tree-lined
streets, and access to UNM, hospitals, downtown and the interstates.
The blend of architectural styles in the Spruce Park Neighborhood results in a harmonious, but varied
streetscape. This is quite different from the large developments of almost identical houses built after
World War II. Realtors tell us that our property values depend in part, on preserving the historic
character of the neighborhood.
TO PRESERVE OUR BEAUTIFUL NEIGHBORHOOD WE NEED TO ACT. HERE’S WHY:
The increasingly intense land uses on our eastern, western and northern borders are putting pressure on
our neighborhood. Our proximity to UNM makes us attractive to investors who buy single family homes
and convert them to student rentals. The core of our neighborhood remains solid, but within our
boundaries, we nevertheless find unsympathetic renovations, construction of a mega-mansion,
demolitions and detrimental rentals where tenants have no long-term interest in our neighborhood.
Only our southern border is residential, and about one-half of the houses in the Sycamore Neighborhood
to the south have been razed to make way for expansions of the Presbyterian Hospital, a hotel and other
more intensive land uses. There is nothing intrinsic that separates our neighborhood from the Sycamore
Neighborhood (as Sycamore Neighborhood once contained nice, single-family houses).
Nothing in the City’s Integrated Development Ordinance or in our designation as a National Historic
District prevents further decline of the character of our neighborhood. That said, with support from our
residents, the City could establish our neighborhood as a Historic Protection Overlay Zone – an HPO –
which would protect the existing character of the neighborhood and our property values.
WHAT IS A HISTORIC PROTECTION OVERLAY ZONE
In essence, the homeowners in an HPO agree to preserve the “street-view” character of their homes, in
exchange for the preservation of the existing street-view
character of the broader neighborhood. More
technically, an HPO is a set of guidelines applied beyond
the City Integrated Development Ordinance with the
goal of preserving the historic character of a
neighborhood.
Would Spruce Park be the first HPO? No, there are
already 5 HPOs in Albuquerque, including nearby Silver
Hill. HPOs are also used nationally to protect special
neighborhoods. For example, there are 35 HPOs in Los
Angeles.1 Cities such as Austin and New York use very
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https://planning.lacity.org/odocument/8fd1d80c-120d-4dc6-8fa9-52b7cd3762b3/Info%20Brief%20About%20the%20HPOZ%20Program.pdf
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similar historic overlay concepts to preserve historic neighborhoods and their associated property values.

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE ADVANTAGES OF LIVING IN AN HPO?


Increase in property values: “Numerous studies nationally have found that homes within historic
districts such as HPOs tend to appreciate in value at a higher rate than similar homes outside
designated historic districts.
Many homebuyers specifically seek out homes in unique historic neighborhoods and welcome the
assurance that the qualities which attracted them to the neighborhood are more likely to endure over
time.” (https://planning.lacity.org/odocument/1a885676-568b-40fb-b174-00730dd249bf/Info%20Brief%20HPOZ%20FAQs.pdf)



Control over inappropriate alterations: Designation as an HPO ensured that mega-mansions are not
built amongst our small homes and an HPO helps ensure that the most distinctive, historic, and
charming qualities of the neighborhood will be preserved.



Continued Eligibility for State Income Tax Credits: Designation as an HPO will help ensure that we
retain our State designation with two Historic Districts, where owners of “contributing” homes will
continue to have access to state tax credits for upkeep and rehabilitation. The tax credits can be
substantial, and may be used for exterior preservation (like roofing & stucco) and some interior
preservation (like plumbing & electrical wiring). Roughly two-thirds of all homes in the Spruce Park
Neighborhood are contributing.
Enhanced sense of community: The designation itself can help create a sense of identity among
neighborhood residents and greater awareness of the neighborhood throughout the City.

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL DISADVANTAGES OF LIVING IN AN HPO?
Significant changes to the exterior character of homes in an HPO are subject to review by either city staff
(for projects such as window replacements) or the Landmarks Commission (for major projects such as
adding an addition to the house), in order to receive a Certificate of Appropriateness. The review process
and the Landmarks Commission are both discussed later. Importantly, ordinary maintenance, such as
stucco repair or repainting does not require any paperwork or review. Further, the review guidelines
typically favor “restoration” over “replacement,” and where replacement is necessary, the guidelines
favor the use of materials that are similar to the original materials, which can be more expensive. 2
An HPO is best utilized when most community members have reached a consensus that they wish to
preserve the existing character of their neighborhood.
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See Question and Answer on cost offsets for maintaining the original historic exterior features.
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MORE QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT AN HPO FOR SPRUCE PARK
QUESTION Will the designation of the HPO require homeowners to return their homes to an "oldfashioned" style?
ANSWER No, an HPO accepts a neighborhood "as is." The purpose of the Overlay is to assure that, in the
future, a neighborhood continues to look more-or-less as it does today.
QUESTION Doesn't the City’s Integrated Development Ordinance (i.e., zoning) already protect the
character of the neighborhood?
ANSWER No, the City’s Integrated Development Ordinance governs issues like the height of a home and
the setback of the home from the street; but not the character of the neighborhood. The factors that
make this neighborhood special, and that set the character of this neighborhood apart from other
neighborhoods (like Tanoan or homes on the West Mesa), are not governed by the Integrated
Development Ordinance.
QUESTION Doesn't the State’s designation of the two Historic Districts in our neighborhood already
protect the character of the neighborhood?
ANSWER No, the State’s designation of the Historic Districts (Spruce Park and Sigma Chi Road) does not
protect the character of the neighborhood. The historic designations provide recognition and State tax
incentives to maintain and restore contributing structures (roughly two-thirds of the homes in the Spruce
Park Neighborhood homes are eligible for these tax credits). But, the State and National designations do
not prevent the owner from tearing-down a contributing historic home and building a new megamansion.
QUESTION: Some homes in Spruce Park are too small for families with children, what about additions?
ANSWER Additions to existing homes may be necessary to accommodate changes in occupancy, use, and
lifestyle, and to ensure the stability of the historic district.
In most cases, the original architectural character can be maintained by locating the addition on the back
of the home, which allows the original proportions and character of the home to remain (largely)
unchanged, when viewed from the street. The overall design of any addition should be in keeping with
the character of the original home. Further, the addition’s height, mass and scale will need to maintain
an overall relationship to other contributing buildings on the block – thus preventing the construction of
a mega-mansion amongst smaller-scaled homes.
QUESTION: Specifically, what about adding a second story to a single story home?
ANSWER: A single story addition to the rear of the existing single story home is encouraged, so that the
addition remains subordinate to the original home. That said, a few second story additions to single-story
homes have been approved in HPO’s in Albuquerque; where the second story addition is to the rear of
the original home, as well as being subordinate and complementary to the design of the original home.
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QUESTION: What about adding solar panels to the roof of a home in an HPO?
ANSWER: Solar panels can be added, but they should be placed in areas that minimize their visibility
from the public right-of-way such as below a parapet, or on a rear facing roof. Solar panel installations
should be reversible and the use of solar roof tiles and other technologies that require the removal of
historic fabric should be avoided.
QUESTION: Is the focus of an HPO on the character of the neighborhood, as viewed from the sidewalk?
ANSWER: Generally yes, the focus is on that portion of a house or structure which is visible to a person
standing on the sidewalk. However, window changes, additions to the house, and other significant
exterior changes to the house are reviewed for integration with the existing character of the house.
QUESTION: Broadly, how would the process work for homeowners?
ANSWER: The process uses a graded approach with three tiers. In the first tier, ordinary maintenance of
the exterior, such as repainting trim or a re-stucco does not require any approval.
In the second tier, more significant changes (such as window replacements, total roof replacements, and
front yard fences) require a Certificate of Appropriateness that is handled administratively by the City’s
Preservation Planner. For such work, the homeowner will fill-out an online form to initiate the approval
process. Major projects (the third tier), including additions over 250 square feet, would be reviewed by
the Landmarks Commission (LC). The LC uses the Development Guidelines to make their determination.
This graded approach reduces the burden on the homeowner and ensures that exterior changes are in
keeping with the overall character of the neighborhood.
To repeat, no approval or paperwork is required for ordinary maintenance and repair of the exterior.
QUESTION: Spruce Park Neighborhood contains so many styles and sizes of homes, how can style and
size be defined?
ANSWER: City staff or the LC determines the appropriateness of a proposal through evaluation of the
Development Guidelines which include some rather concrete determinants. For example, additions must
remain subordinate to the original house, roof expansions should not exceed 50% of the original roof
area, original architectural features should not be destroyed, etc. City and LC staffs work with architects
and homeowners to achieve the desired effect without damaging the integrity of the property.
QUESTION: Are there Development Guidelines for the Spruce Park Neighborhood?
ANSWER: Possibly, the City has recommended that the Early Automobile Suburbs, Development
Guidelines being used by the near-by Silver Hill HPO can also be used for the Spruce Park Neighborhood.
These Development Guidelines are available for review,3 and directly address the characteristics of the
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Available at http://www.cabq.gov/planning/documents/SilverHillHistoricZoneDevelopmentGuidelines102010.pdf
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Spruce Park Historic District and the Sigma Chi Road Historic District. Using these Guidelines, proposed
changes to the exterior of a home can be reviewed on their own merit.
It is possible to tailor the Early Automobile Suburbs, Development Guidelines to better fit the
circumstance of Spruce Park, though no tailoring is currently envisioned.
QUESTION: Can you provide an example of a Development Guideline currently being used in Silver Hill?
ANSWER: Yes, “The character-defining features of historic windows & doors and their distinct
arrangement shall be preserved. In addition, new windows & doors should be in character with the
historic building. This is especially important on primary facades.” Although a sensitive subject, the fact
is that most homeowners in Spruce Park have already replaced their historic windows, or decided to
preserve them.
QUESTION: Is there more information on the Landmarks Commission; the decision-makers - are these
bureaucrats in Washington?
ANSWER: No, the LC is composed of seven local members. Currently, the
LC has:
- two licensed real estate professionals
- one cultural historian
- one registered architect
- one designer and
- one attorney.
Two of the Commissioners own property in a historic zone.
QUESTION: What if it is too expensive to maintain the original historic exterior features of a home?
ANSWER: The Development Guidelines contain a hardship clause allowing flexibility, in cases where there
is an undue financial burden. Also, for the majority of residents in Spruce Park, Historic Tax Credits are
available to pay for one-half of appropriate restoration.
QUESTION: Why not use an HPO to protect those homes that are historically significant, and allow the
other homeowners in the neighborhood to do as they please?
ANSWER: The purpose of the HPO is to preserve the character and property values of the entire
neighborhood; not just the character of the most significant homes.
QUESTION: What about homes inside an HPO that are not historically significant?
ANSWER: Homes in an HPO need not be of landmark quality to derive the benefits of the HPO. Homes
that are not historically significant are accepted as-is by the HPO. However, future changes to those
homes will need to be appropriate for the character and scale of the district (they don’t have to be made
to look old-fashioned, but they need to be appropriate and blend-in). To allow otherwise would
undermine the effort to preserve the neighborhood’s character. The HPO will also help protect our
property values, which benefits everyone.
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QUESTION: Will homeowners in Spruce Park be asked to give up something, to receive assurance that
the character of our neighborhood will be protected?
ANSWER Most homeowners, such as those doing ordinary home maintenance, will not have to give up
anything. A homeowner, who would like to add on to the home or remodel the exterior, will have to get
a Certificate of Appropriateness and do so in a manner that is appropriate for the neighborhood.
QUESTION: Once in place, can the Historic Protection Overlay designation be undone?
ANSWER: Yes. The same steps taken to designate a Historic Protection Overlay can be taken to remove it.
QUESTION: Would a Historic Protection Overlay have prevented the building of the large, stand-alone
2-bedroom apartment in the backyard of 1630 Roma?
ANSWER: Yes, because building permits in an HPO must be signed-off by the City’s Preservation Planner
– and the Planner would not have signed-off on the Permit for the building that was built (the Planner
has personally visited the apartment and is familiar with the issue). The owner could still add to the back
of the house, in an architecturally appropriate manner – or the owner could seek a variance for an
accessory dwelling unit without a kitchen, and if granted, then build an architecturally appropriate
accessory structure that has been approved by the LC.
QUESTION: What would be the boundaries of the HPO?
ANSWER: All of the Spruce Park Neighborhood that is: (1) within the boundaries of the Spruce Park
Historic District, (2) the older single-family residences on Ash Street and (3) within the Sigma Chi Road
Historic District. The boundaries of the Spruce Park Historic District give the southern edge a jagged look;
see map below. A smaller area could also be considered.
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QUESTION: What is the process for Spruce Park to receive an HPO?
ANSWER: Several steps are required for Spruce Park (or a subset of Spruce Park) to receive an HPO. First,
a significant number of property owners would need to send an email to the City’s Preservation Planner
(see below), requesting that Spruce Park be designated as an HPO. Next, the City’s Preservation Planner
would make a recommendation to the LC. The LC would then hold a public hearing, and make a
recommendation to the City Council. If the recommendation is positive, the City Council would hold a
public hearing and make the final decision.
QUESTION: Who prepared these questions and answers?
ANSWER: This information was prepared by the Spruce Park Neighborhood Association’s (SPNA’s)
Committee on Preserving the Unique Character of Spruce Park. Committee members include: John
Cochran, Merideth Paxton, Ruth Schifani, David Keating and Valerie St John. The SPNA is making this
information available to residents, and the SPNA’s Board neither supports nor opposes an overlay for the
neighborhood. For further information, please contact either John Cochran
at
or the City’s Preservation Planner Leslie Naji at Lnaji@cabq.gov or (505) 924-3927.
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