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PRESERVATION NEWSLETTER 
ARCHITECTURAL SURVEYING

WHY WE SURVEY

Today, the City of Columbia has fifteen historic districts, over 180 Individually listed landmarks,

and 130 historic resources within City limits listed in the National Register. But before buildings or

districts can be designated as historic, you need to understand the resources that you have.

That’s where surveying, or more specifically historic resource surveying, comes in. Historic

Resource Surveying is the process of recording historic buildings or locations for the purposes of

identifying cultural and historical attributes. Surveying can include documentation through
photographs, written descriptions, and

• To record potential historic resources within an area that may be impacted by a Federal 

project (Required by law as Section 106)

• Assess loss of historic buildings/resources in the wake of natural disasters (FEMA)

• To survey and record structures that have recently met the 50 year mark for historic resources 

criteria 

• To identify resources and districts eligible for listing in the National Register

• To identify resources and districts eligible for local historic designation

Architectural surveying started at the Federal level in the U.S. in the 1930s with the creation of the

Historic American Building Survey (more on that later!) and continues today at the federal, state,

and local level. The City of Columbia’s surveying efforts contribute to the South Carolina

Statewide Survey of Historic Properties, a program of the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO).

Surveys provide valuable information on the significance of historic resources as well as their

historic context. This information enables agencies and organizations at all levels to make better

informed decisions related to their historic resources. There are many reasons that an organization

or agency may conduct an architectural survey; these are a few of the most common reasons

why:

sometimes measured drawings that,

when combined with historic research,

creates a snapshot in time of existing

resources and allows for a better

understanding of the evolution and

significance of a specific area’s built

environment.

Now, with a slightly better understanding

of what ‘surveying’ means in the

preservation dictionary, let’s dive a little

deeper into what surveying looks like in

the City of Columbia and beyond.



WHAT WE SURVEY
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To complete a historic resources survey, the survey area boundaries first need to be defined and the 

area’s history researched at local libraries and archives to establish historic context; resources within 

that area are then documented with fieldwork; and findings are evaluated for historical significance. 

With any type of architectural survey, surveyors will go into the survey area to take a good look around. 

Fieldwork for surveys can include filling out survey forms – which documents resource/building 

characteristics- and taking photographs – from the right-of-way only. The resources that surveyors will 

document can include buildings, cemeteries, bridges, and structures - like parking garages – but the 

documented resources should also generally be at least 50 years old to be considered possibly historic.

A complete Historic Resources Survey is finalized with a written report that includes a historic context of 

the survey area, a summary of the fieldwork results, and recommendations about historic resources. 

Recommendations that result from the report will include a list of sites/areas that are eligible for listing in 

the National Register of Historic Places and those that could be listed as local landmarks or historic 

districts. 

Columbia’s 1993 City-wide Architectural Survey and Historic Preservation Plan was an early, 

comprehensive look at historic resources in the City. In 2018, the City hired a consultant to complete 

the Eau Claire Historic Resources Survey, which identified potential historic resources in the northern 

area of the City (see below); and in 2019, the City hired a consultant for the completion of another 

survey project, this time for Downtown Columbia- picking up resources in the City’s historic core that 

have come of age since the 1993 survey. 

SNAPSHOT:  EAU CLAIRE HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY

Pages from the Historic 
Context section of the 
survey explore the 
history of Columbia as 
it relates to the 
development of the 
Eau Claire area

Above: Examples of architectural styles 
identified in the area while  surveying; 
Below: Recommendations from the survey 
include recommendations for National 
Register and local historic districts



DOCUMENTATION NEVER STOPS
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LOCALLY DESIGNATED RESOURCES

Keeping an updated record of historic resources doesn’t stop when a local historic district is 

created. While historic districts were created to protect the historic character of the particular 

areas or neighborhoods, changes to individual buildings and historic districts as a whole are 

inevitable over time.  The City of Columbia preservation staff regularly updates records of 

protected properties through the following measures:

• District Resurveys: Resurveying districts at regular intervals allows preservation staff to 

understand the changes or trends in each district and address any issues if found. Surveys are 

conducted every 5-10 years depending on the level of protection of each area and 

documentation consists of photographs taken from the public right-of-way only. 

• Condition Assessments: Preservation staff conducts regular condition assessments of individually 

listed landmark buildings and Bailey Bill properties. These quick property surveys are intended to 

give a snapshot of the condition of these protected buildings and to note any issues that 

should be addressed to prevent further deterioration. Documentation consists of photographs 

taken from the public right-of-way and a written form describing the current condition of 

exterior features such as the roof, door, windows, porch, siding, etc.

NATIONAL HISTORIC SURVEYING 

Documentation standards are also in place at the 

federal level to keep a record of historic sites nationwide. 

Federal surveying programs are administered by the 

Heritage Documentation Program which is part of the 

National Park Service. These surveys are house at the 

Library of Congress with many files available online and 

all records available copyright free. 

• Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) includes 

measured drawings, historical reports, and large-format 

black-and-white photographs of a wide range of 

historic architecture examples; some HABS 

documentation is the only remaining evidence of now 

demolished buildings. 

• Historic American Engineering Record (HAER) includes 

documentation of historic sites and structures related 

to engineering and industry such as bridges, ships, 

railroads, and canals.

• Historic American Landscapes Survey (HALS) records 

historic landscapes through measured drawings, 

written histories, and large-format photographs.

HABS measured drawings of the 

local DeBruhl-Marshall House

HAER documentation of the Columbia Canal

HALS documentation of South Carolina Memorial Garden on 

Lincoln Street

https://www.nps.gov/hdp/
https://www.nps.gov/hdp/habs/NPS_HABS_Brochure.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/hdp/haer/NPS_HAER_Brochure.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/hdp/hals/NPS_HALS_Brochure.pdf


RECORDING CHANGE
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For more information about :

• https://scdah.sc.gov/historic-preservation/historic-properties-research/historic-contexts-survey-

reports

• https://scdah.sc.gov/historic-preservation/programs/statewide-survey-historic-properties

Check out the City’s past survey efforts with the 

: 

• https://www.columbiasc.gov/depts/planning-preservation/docs/extprod002475.pdf

Or the more recent :

• https://columbiasc.gov/depts/planning-

preservation/docs/preservation/Eau%20Claire%20Final.pdf

INTERESTED IN LEARNING MORE…

AND DON’T FORGET TO CHECK OUT OUR CURRENT SURVEY PROJECT

For information on the ongoing , visit our 

website: 

• https://www.columbiasc.net/planning-preservation/current-projects

And check out the for the survey project, here:

• https://www.columbiasc.gov/depts/planning-

preservation/docs/preservation/historic%20resources/DowntownColumbiaHRS_FAQs.pdf

All places change over time. The City of Columbia’s built

environment has been shaped by its population, historic

events, government policy, and more. With change

inevitable in any place, surveying offers the City a

permanent record of its evolution and a better

understanding of its history.

Occasionally, survey documentation is the only

remaining evidence of long lost buildings, such as those

along the 1400 block of Main Street. These records,

completed by City staff in the 1970s, provide a detailed
look at the changes on Main Street in recent history.

Images and written survey 

forms from 1976 are all that 
remains of much of the 
1400 block of Main Street

Formerly 1442 - 1444 Main Street

Formerly 1438 Main Street

Formerly 1411-1417 Main St.

Formerly 1426 Main St.

Formerly 

1412-1416 Main St.

https://scdah.sc.gov/historic-preservation/historic-properties-research/historic-contexts-survey-reports
https://scdah.sc.gov/historic-preservation/programs/statewide-survey-historic-properties
https://www.columbiasc.gov/depts/planning-preservation/docs/extprod002475.pdf
https://columbiasc.gov/depts/planning-preservation/docs/preservation/Eau Claire Final.pdf
https://www.columbiasc.net/planning-preservation/current-projects
https://www.columbiasc.gov/depts/planning-preservation/docs/preservation/historic resources/DowntownColumbiaHRS_FAQs.pdf

