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Wisconsin Legislator's Guide to the 
State and National Registers 

 
A SIMPLE BREAKDOWN OF THE PROCESS, BENEFITS AND LOCAL IMPACT. 

State & National Register of Historic Places: Everything You Need to Know 
As a legislator, you may have questions about the State and National Register of Historic Places, wondering how these 
programs work in Wisconsin, why they are important and what your role is in the process. This simple guide contains 
frequently asked questions from policymakers that you can reference to make informed decisions and play an active role in 
preserving our state’s heritage in your district.   

What are the State and National Registers of Historic Places? 
The National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) is a program of the National Park Service (NPS), created by the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and managed in Wisconsin by the Wisconsin Historical Society. It is the official national list 
of properties considered important in our past and worthy of preservation. The State Register of Historic Places (SRHP) was 
established in 1987 through Wisconsin Act 395 and is the state’s official list of properties determined to be significant to the 
state’s heritage. When a property is approved in Wisconsin for the NRHP, it may also be added to the State Register. 

Both registers include buildings, sites, districts, structures and objects which are significant in national, state or local history. 
In addition, both registers document resources related to architecture, archaeology, engineering or culture. In Wisconsin, 
both registers include thousands of properties, the majority of which are privately owned.  

What is the State Historic Preservation Office?  
The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 created the State Historic Preservation Offices (SHPOs) in each U.S. state and 
territory to lead efforts to preserve significant places in their jurisdictions. In Wisconsin, the SHPO is a division of the 
Wisconsin Historical Society, and it administers several programs for the state, including the SRHP and NRHP programs. 

What is the State Historic Preservation Review Board? 
The governor-appointed State Historic Preservation Review Board (SHPRB) reviews and acts on nominations to the SRHP and 
NRHP. The 15-member board consists of professionals with backgrounds in architecture, architectural history, archaeology, 
urban planning, anthropology, history and related fields. The SHPRB holds three open public meetings each year which the 
public may attend in person or virtually.  

Who nominates properties to the SRHP and NRHP, and what are the eligibility 
requirements for listing? 
Any person or organization may nominate a property to the SRHP or NRHP. If the nominator is not the property owner, the 
owner is informed of the nomination. Private owners have the right to object to a listing of their property in either register. If 
the owner of an individual property nomination objects to listing, the property will not be listed. If a property is part of a 
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proposed historic district, the district will not be listed if more than 50% of property owners object. Typically in Wisconsin, a 
property is nominated to both the SRHP and NRHP at the same time, though this is not required.  

For a property to be eligible for listing, it must largely retain the physical appearance of the historical period for which it is 
significant and meet one or more of four criteria: 

1. Be a good local example of an architectural style: the property retains most of its original architectural features and 
is a good example of the style and period. 

2. Be associated with a person important in our past: the property is the resource most closely related to a significant 
person's period and area of importance. 

3. Represent an important historic trend or event: the property represents an era, movement, or trend in local, state, or 
national history. 

4. Have the potential to yield information: These types of properties are primarily archaeological sites. 

What are the benefits of listing properties to the registers  

The primary goal of listing a property to the SRHP or NRHP is to document and recognize our local, state and national 
heritage. Additionally, listing a property to one or both registers may qualify a property for certain benefits from the state and 
federal governments, including: 

• Eligibility for state and federal income tax credits for rehabilitating listed historic commercial properties. 

• Eligibility for state homeowner tax credits for rehabilitating eligible and/or listed historic primary residences. 

• Eligibility for federal grants, when available. 

• Consideration in the planning of federally assisted and state assisted projects, as well as projects of local 
governments and school boards, when those projects affect the property. 

• Eligibility to use the state's Historic Building Code, which may facilitate rehabilitation. 

• Eligibility for state and federal charitable income tax deductions for the donation of historic preservation easements. 

• Eligibility to purchase and display a State or National Register of Historic Places plaque.  

Additionally, multiple studies conducted on the issue have shown that historical designation increases property values. 

Are there any downsides?  

Listing a property in the registers does not impose any restrictions on private property owners. The private owner is free to 
sell, alter or demolish the property without any review or approval from the state or federal government. However, if the 
property owner is utilizing any federal or state funding or assistance, the proposed project is reviewed to ensure that the 
historic values of the property are taken into consideration. Even so, historic designation in the State or National Registers 
cannot stop a project from moving forward.  

How long does the process usually take?  

This depends on the type and complexity of the property, among other things. The nominator or their hired consultant must 
research and photograph the property and submit required documentation to the Wisconsin Historical Society. Next, SHPO 
staff reviews the nomination and may request additional information. Once a nomination is complete, it is scheduled for 
review by the SHPRB at the soonest triannual meeting where members vote to approve or deny proposed listings. 
Nominations to the SRHP require approval only at the state level but NRHP nominations require additional approval from the 
Keeper of the NRHP at the NPS. The process can take more than a year from start to finish.  
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This process seems complicated. Can you summarize how it works?  

The process for listing a property to the SRHP and/or NRHP can be complex and depends on the specific property which is 
nominated. But, in general, the process follows the five steps listed below. Typically, a property is nominated for both the 
SRHP and NRHP at the same time using this process: 

1. Nominator submits the preliminary questionnaire that provides basic information about the property for SHPO staff 
to determine if it appears to be eligible for listing in the registers. If SHPO determines the property is eligible, the 
nominator moves on to the second step.  

2. Nominator submits the completed NRHP Nomination Form according to state and federal standards. Since the 
required documentation can be rigorous for those unfamiliar with the process, many nominators choose to hire a 
private consultant to help complete this step.  

3. The completed nomination is reviewed by the State Historic Preservation Review Board (SHPRB) which determines 
whether the documentation meets established requirements, approving or denying the nomination, as appropriate. 

4. Properties are immediately listed in the SRHP upon SHPRB approval; NRHP nominations are forwarded to the NPS 
with a recommendation to list in the NRHP if found to have met established requirements. 

5. The Keeper of the NRHP reviews the nomination and formally lists the property in the NRHP if it is found to meet the 
requirements. 

Forms to nominate a property are available on the Wisconsin Historical Society’s website, along with helpful guidelines for 
how to successfully complete the process. SHPO also maintains a list of experienced consultants who may be hired by the 
nominator to help with the process.  

Can a listing be altered or removed after a property is added to the SRHP or NRHP? 

Yes. SRHP and NRHP listings may be updated to add information so that official records are accurate, comprehensive and 
relevant. A listing may be updated if new research or information becomes available, or if mistakes or omissions are found to 
have occurred in the original nomination materials. If a property has undergone significant changes (e.g., additions, material 
changes, etc.) it may be delisted from the registers by the SHPO. When buildings are lost through demolition or other means 
(e.g., fire), they are delisted from the state and national registers. 

What is the role of local government in the SRHP and NRHP process?  

Cities, villages, counties and towns may choose to participate in the Certified Local Government (CLG) Historic Preservation 
Program in Wisconsin. The CLG program is a federal-state-local partnership administered by NPS and Wisconsin’s SHPO 
which empowers local governments to identify, protect and enhance their unique historic properties. Certified communities 
have access to annual pass-through grants and technical assistance from the SHPO, and importantly, have a strong voice in 
the NRHP listing process. CLG communities receive longer advance notice of the nomination of properties within their 
jurisdiction. Because they know their community best, they are asked to provide a recommendation to the SHPRB regarding 
whether a property should be listed. If the CLG’s historic preservation commission and chief local elected official recommend 
a property not be listed in the NRHP, then the SHPO takes no further action on the nomination, and the property is not listed in 
the NRHP. It would still be possible for it to be listed in the SRHP.   

Additionally, CLGs are often valuable resources for legislators to learn more about historic places in their districts and guide 
decisions when opportunities arise to voice support for nominations.  

How are legislators and other parties involved in the SRHP and NRHP process? 

When a property is nominated for listing to the SRHP or NRHP, SHPO must formally notify certain individuals and groups. 
Property owners receive a memo announcing the SHPRB meeting, the agenda for the SHPRB meeting in which the nominated 
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property will be reviewed, a link to join the virtual meeting, a FAQ document and information about how to object to the listing 
of their property.  

The applicable chief local elected official receives the memo announcing the SHPRB meeting and agenda. Certified Local 
Government historic preservation commissions and chief local elected officials receive the same, plus information about their 
role and responsibility to make a recommendation regarding the nomination, as discussed above. 

State and federal legislators are encouraged to play an active role in the nomination process for properties in their district but 
are not obligated to participate. Legislators will receive written notice of nominations in their districts and a property 
summary page which explains why the property is considered significant and is being nominated to the State and/or National 
Registers. They may be asked to provide a letter of support for the SHPRB’s consideration. Legislators are encouraged to 
connect with their local historic preservation group or CLG representatives to inform their decision to support a nomination 
or not.  

Click here for a template legislator letter of support for a nomination.  

Who coordinates the SRHP and NRHP in Wisconsin? 
In Wisconsin, Tricia Canaday currently serves as the State Historic Preservation Officer and is responsible for overall 
management of all SHPO programs. Elizabeth Hilton serves as SHPO’s National Register Coordinator and Ian Gort serves as a 
Historic Preservation Program Associate—key participants in administering the registers. Wisconsin Historical Society media 
relations staff will also send an official press release to legislators announcing when a property is officially added to the SRHP 
or NRHP in their district. Wisconsin Historical Society Director of Government Relations, Kate Easton, is the primary contact 
for all elected officials.    

What should I do if I have more questions? 

Visit our webpage for elected officials and staff for information and resources geared to helping legislators engage with the 
Wisconsin Historical Society. The Society also provides information on our website with more details about the registers and 
SHPO. If you are wondering why a specific property is historically significant, you can also search our property records to learn 
more, but keep in mind that not all properties have records and they vary in the amount of information they contain.   

Make sure to check your inbox for the Society’s bi-monthly email newsletter, Capitol Connections, with the latest news and 
insights from the organization. You can also contact Kate Easton by email or phone at (608) 264-6442 with follow-up 
questions.  

 

Do you have a different question about the registers or another Wisconsin Historical Society program or initiative? Email 
Kate Easton with topic suggestions for the Capitol Connections email newsletter where we provide Wisconsin Historical 
Society news and information for legislators. Your feedback and suggestions help us provide relevant content, and we are 
always interested in receiving your feedback! 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1eqzEDHb7oEqfzcVrR3JTaUWJeJ1Dc-kl/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=116939574425292345729&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/about/elected-officials-staff/
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/preserve/state-historic-preservation-office/
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/preserve/state-historic-preservation-office/architecture-history-inventory/
mailto:Kate.Easton@wisconsinhistory.org
mailto:Kate.Easton@wisconsinhistory.org

