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Benicia’s First Street –
Now and Then



What does CEQA say about 
historic resources?

• A LOT!

• Historical resources is one of the few environmental 
issue areas that CEQA does specifically address.

• CEQA Statutes 20184.1 states that “A project that may 
cause a substantial adverse change in the significance 
of an historical resources is a project that may have a 
significant effect on the environment.”

• That section also provides us with the definition of a 
historical resource. 



Building Demolitions

• The issuance of a demolition permit would ordinarily be 
presumed to be ministerial, and therefore, exempt from 
CEQA. The issuance of the permit can invoke CEQA, 
when discretionary authority is involved or is part of a 
larger, overall project, and depending on wording in the 
local ordinance regarding historical buildings, 
commissions, or Plan.

• City of Santa Ana experience.

• Demolition of a historic building requires an EIR



Categorical Exemptions

• One of the exceptions to CEQA’s list of 
Categorical Exemptions, as found in 15300.2 of 
the Guidelines  and PRC 21084 is “a project 
which may cause a substantial adverse change 
in the significance of a historical resource.”

• If a project is consistent with the appropriate 
Secretary of the Interior standards, it can fall 
under a different Exemption, found in Guidelines 
Section 15331.   Project should actually comply 
with standards and have supporting analysis!



Impacts to Individual Buildings

• Good, up-to-date historic resources survey is basis for 
determining what is considered to be historic about a 
structure.  Planner can use that to determine if proposed 
alteration is affecting the historic integrity of a building.

• If a historic building will become no longer historic as a 
result of a proposed alteration, an EIR is required.  
Mitigation measures are not adequate to reduce this 
impact to a level of insignificance (see League for 
Protection of Oakland’s Architectural and Historical 
Resources v. City of Oakland [(1997) 52 Cal. App. 4th 
60].  



Impacts to Historic Districts – New 
Infill Development

• New development in a historic district 
should not cause an adverse effect on the 
district.  Guidelines should be found in the 
jurisdiction’s historic plan, hopefully.

• New development should be compatible in 
size and style.  



Impacts to Historic Districts –
Demolitions or Inappropriate 

Alterations
· A project could result in a significant 

impact to a building individually and/or to a 
historic district as a whole.  However, not 
every demolition in a District is necessarily 
a significant impact to a District.

· How do you determine if the loss of a 
contributing building is a significant impact 
to a historic district?



Impacts to Districts
(cont’d)

• OPR produced the paper “CEQA and Historical Resources” in 1994.  
It states that when a project “would potentially affect a historical 
resource, the Lead Agency should prepare an initial study.” The 
initial study would provide the basis for determining if the project 
would result in a substantial adverse change to the resource.  Such 
a change requires the preparation of an EIR.

• PRC Section 5020.1 defines “substantial adverse change” as 
demolition, destruction, relocation, or alteration activities that would 
impair the significance of the resource.  The OPR paper states that 
“One example might be the removal of a historic structure from a 
historic district, thereby affecting the cohesiveness of the district.”

• In a National Register District, practitioners in the field use a kind of 
a “rule of thumb” that between 60-65% of buildings within a District 
should be contributors. If a District drops below that 60 or whatever 
percent the jurisdiction believes is appropriate, then the integrity of 
the District could be considered lost.  That would be a significant 
impact under CEQA.



Impacts to Districts
(cont’d)

• Another criterion could be that if the building is eligible individually and is 
considered a sort of landmark structure, its loss could affect the historic 
integrity of the District.

• The overall integrity of the District should be examined to determine the 
baseline for the environmental impact analysis.  For example, are 90% of 
the buildings contributors or is the District already on the border of being a 
viable District with 60-65% contributors?  The loss of a few more structures 
could compromise the integrity of the District.

• The analysis should also consider how the loss of the building or buildings 
would affect the streetscape.  Do these buildings play an important role in 
the historic streetscape, such as being the middle house in a row of 
connected row houses?  Does the building have any unique features?

• Cumulative Impacts that could affect the integrity of the District need to be 
analyzed.



Re-Cap of Procedural Issues

• To recap :
• 1) Is the project discretionary? - a project needs to be discretionary 

to invoke CEQA.
• 2) Will the project impact a resource that is a “historic resource”?  

You can’t assume a building is not historic if it isn’t on a list.  The 
agency planner needs to have the building/site evaluated by a 
qualified historian or architectural historian.

• 3) Will the impact cause a substantial adverse change in the 
individual significance of the resource?  A project which would 
cause a substantial adverse change to a historic resource is not
exempt from CEQA.  Changes to such a building must be consistent
with the Secretary of the Interior standards, to be exempt from 
CEQA.  Agency must provide a basis for that determination.  If a
project would make the building no longer historic, through alteration 
or demolition, an EIR must be prepared, with a Statement of 
Overriding Considerations.

• 4)  Will the impact cause a substantial adverse change to the 
District?  If so, EIR also applies.



More Benicia Now and Then



911 First Street



615 First Street



Anderson Hotel and Union Hotel



Approved 221 First Street



First Version Harbor Walk Project



Approved Version of Harbor Walk



New Version of 221 First Street 
Project



West J Street Residence



Proposed 2nd Story Addition
West J Street Residence





Brief No.: 84-058 
Interpreting the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards



Union Hotel Corner Door



Anderson Hotel Example

• Existing ND

• Attempting to require new environmental 
document

• Winning the war, but losing the battle?



Anderson Hotel Demolition


