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INHERENT CHARACTERISTICS OF HISTORIC 
COMMERCIAL BUILDINGS  
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Capitalize on inherent features of 
historic commercial buildings:
• high ceilings
• quantity and size of windows
• load-bearing masonry walls
• shared (party) walls
• heat transfer between occupied floors
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TYPICAL ENERGY PROBLEMS OF HISTORIC 
COMMERCIAL BUILDINGS  
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WINDOWS:  SECRETARY’S GUIDELINES
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• Maintain windows and louvered blinds  
in good operable condition for natural 
ventilation.
• Improve thermal efficiency with 
weatherstripping, storm windows, 
caulking, interior shades, blinds, 
awnings.
• Install interior storm windows with 
air-tight gaskets, ventilating holes, and/ 
or removable clips to avoid condensation 
and allow for maintenance of windows.
• Install exterior storm windows which 
do not obscure or damage windows or 
frames. 



WINDOWS:  SECRETARY’S GUIDELINES
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Not recommended:
• Removing historic shading devices.
• Replacing historic multi-light sash 
with new thermal sash utilizing false 
muntins.
• Installing new exterior storm windows 
which are inappropriate in size and/or 
color.
• Replacing windows or transoms with 
fixed thermal glazing or permitting 
windows and transoms to remain 
inoperable rather than utilizing them for 
their energy conserving potential.



WINDOW TREATMENTS
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STORM WINDOWS
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WINDOWS:  ADDITIONAL SUGGESTIONS
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• Restore historic windows rather than 
replacing them.
• Some glass tinting products/systems 
may be appropriate for use.
• Insulate sash weight pockets (while 
maintaining operability).
• Reglaze existing single-glazed 
storefront windows with new double-
glazed panels, or install a second layer of 
glass behind existing storefront 
windows.
• Retain historic interior shutters and 
transoms for their inherent energy-
conserving attributes.



DOORS, ENTRANCES AND PORCHES
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• Weatherstrip doors and caulk door 
frames.
• Maintain porches and double vestibule 
entrances so that they can retain heat, 
block the sun, and provide natural 
ventilation.
• Not recommended:  changing the 
historic appearance of the building by 
enclosing open porches.



INSULATION

Vital Maine Communities



INSULATION: SECRETARY’S GUIDELINES
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• Install thermal insulation in attics and 
in unheated basements and crawlspaces 
to increase the efficiency of mechanical 
systems.
• Install insulating material on the 
inside of masonry walls to increase 
energy efficiency where there are no 
interior character-defining features.
• Avoid thermal insulation with a high 
moisture content in wall cavities.



INSULATION: ADDITIONAL SUGGESTIONS
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• Insulate the roof and/or top floor 
ceiling.
• Insulate exterior-facing foundation 
walls.
• Install temporary insulation below 
unused spaces and above unheated 
basements.
• Use environmentally-friendly 
insulation materials.



STOREFRONTS
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ROOF
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• Insulate roof and/or attic to the 
highest degree possible.
• If the roof structure can support it (or 
can be modified to support it), install a 
green roof to increase roof insulation, 
retain storm water (thereby minimizing 
runoff), and contribute to cooler 
temperatures in the downtown.

Photo courtesy Amy Cole-Ives, Sutherland 
Conservation & Consulting



HEATING/VENTILATING/AIR CONDITIONING 
SYSTEMS
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HEATING/VENTILATING/AIR CONDITIONING 
SYSTEMS
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• Carefully evaluate existing HVAC 
systems to see if they can be upgraded 
rather than replaced.
• If obsolete, replace existing heating 
and cooling systems with new systems 
to take advantage of recent significant 
improvements in energy efficiency, 
occupant comfort, and air quality.



ELECTRICAL SYSTEMS
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• Use energy-efficient lighting (CFL, 
LED) and appliances (Energy Star).
• Use on-demand water heaters.
• Use modern system controls
• Consider solar electric power 
generation (consult local zoning 
ordinances).



PLUMBING SYSTEMS
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• Use high-efficiency, low-flow 
plumbing fixtures.
• Use on-demand water heaters.
• Consider solar hot water system 
(consult local ordinances).



SITE:  SECRETARY’S GUIDELINES
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• Retain plant materials, trees, and 
landscape features which perform 
passive solar energy functions such as 
sun shading and wind breaks.



SETTING (DISTRICT/NEIGHBORHOOD):  
SECRETARY’S GUIDELINES
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• Maintain those existing landscape 
features which moderate the effects of 
climate on the setting such as deciduous 
trees, evergreen wind-blocks, and rivers, 
ponds, or harbors.
• Avoid stripping the landscape features 
and landforms so that the effects of 
wind, rain, and sun result in accelerated 
deterioration of the historic buildings.



CONCLUSION
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Photo courtesy Rockland Main Street; Peter Gross, Architect


