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A Historic Tax Credit Conversation 
with Rep. Earl Blumenauer

Rep. Earl Blumenauer, D-Oregon, is a lifelong resident of Portland, Oregon, and 

was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1996. He is a senior member 

of the Ways and Means Committee and has been a supporter of legislation that 

promotes livable and sustainable communities.

Earlier this year, Blumenauer, alongside Rep. Darin 

LaHood, R-Illinois, introduced the Historic Tax Credit 

Growth and Opportunity (HTC-GO) Act intended 

to provide relief to historic rehabilitation projects 

impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic while also 

improving the historic tax credit (HTC) for small 

projects and expanding 

the number of projects 

eligible to receive the HTC. 

Blumenauer has assumed 

the mantle of the historic 

preservation community’s 

champion in Congress. 

The following interview with Blumenauer highlights 

his support of HTC legislation and gives perspective 

on the need for continued advocacy. 

Q: You have been a longtime supporter of 
historic preservation, dating back to your days 
on the Portland City Council. What prompted 
your initial interest in historic buildings?

A: From my earliest days as a young state legislator, I 

have been impressed with the power and the logic of 

historic preservation. In that capacity I was honored to 

help establish Oregon’s program, which has meant so 

much to the state and my community.

Q: As a champion of historic tax credits, why 
do you think this economic incentive tool 
is critical to incentivize the preservation of 
historic buildings?

A: Without the historic tax credit, many historic 

buildings simply would not survive. The economics 

of historic preservation projects do not work without 

some type of tax incentive. Historic preservation 

projects are, by their nature, more costly to complete, 

so developers will not naturally gravitate toward 

rehabilitation projects, preferring instead to tear 

a building down and start anew. What the historic 

tax credit does is equalize the cost, or in some cases 

even make a rehabilitation project more desirable, 

by lowering the cost of rehabilitation so that projects 

pencil out.

Q: Earlier this year, you and Rep. LaHood of 
Illinois introduced the Historic Tax Credit 
Growth and Opportunity Act of 2021, which 
proposed the most significant improvements 
in the HTC program since its inception in 
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1976. How do we continue to emphasize to 
members of Congress the importance of the 
HTC as an economic incentive tool?

A: You have the statistics, you have the stories and 

you have the proof in the projects themselves. It is 

important that the community highlight the benefits 

in terms of jobs created, particularly local and skilled 

labor, tax revenue generated and broader community 

redevelopment. Given that the historic tax credit is 

something that congressional scorekeepers count 

as losing revenue, the broader economic picture is 

especially important for members of Congress who 

may be hesitant to support measures that aren’t deficit 

neutral by traditional scoring measures. But in the 

end, it is about much more than dollars and cents, it is 

about who we are, our heritage and our future.

Q: Preserving historic buildings intersects 
with some of your other priorities, such as 
environmental sustainability. How do you 
see sustainability and rehabilitation working 
in tandem?

A: The former president of the American Institute of 

Architects, Carl Elefante said, “The greenest building 

is the one that already exists.” And it’s true. Studies 

examining the carbon benefits of preservation have 

found that it takes decades for the negative climate 

impacts of the construction process in a new, efficient 

building to overcome the benefits of rehabilitating 

a building that already exists. As Congress looks 

to prioritize solutions to the climate crisis, it is 

critical that the powerful climate benefits of historic 

preservation are spotlighted whenever possible.

Q: Another bill that you introduced this 
year was the REHAB Act (H.R. 1483) to 
establish a federal tax credit to support the 
redevelopment of old, but not historically 
designated, buildings near public 
transportation. How do we ensure that this 
tax credit works most effectively with the HTC 
to allow for the maximum retention of historic 
architecture?

A: It is an important question and one that I have 

worked hard to strike a careful balance when 

authoring both pieces of legislation. By looking at the 

bills holistically and understanding their combined 

impact, I’ve tried to maximize incentives for historic 

preservation development and the preservation of 

older buildings near transit. Provisions providing a 

temporary increase in the value of the historic tax 

credit and eliminating the basis adjustment will help 

ensure that historic architecture is retained to the 

greatest possible extent.

Q: As co-chair of the Historic Preservation 
Caucus, you bring together a bipartisan group 
of members of Congress who value historic 
buildings and encourage their preservation. 
For those less familiar with the caucus, can 
you tell us more about it and its importance 
in keeping historic preservation as a 
Congressional priority?

A: Absolutely. The Historic Preservation Caucus is 

a forum for members of Congress and especially 

their staffs to collaborate on issues of interest to the 

preservation community and learn more about recent 

developments in historic preservation. The caucus 

has worked hard to secure several consecutive years 

of funding increases for the Historic Preservation 

Fund, which is slated to be at or above its statutory 

maximum in Fiscal Year 2022. The caucus has also 

successfully defended the historic tax credit during 

the 2017 Republican Tax Cuts and Jobs Act and most 

recently organized a coalition behind the Historic Tax 

Credit Growth and Opportunity Act. The caucus is an 

invaluable resource for Congress and the preservation 

community.

Q: What is the single most important thing 
stakeholders can do to advocate for the HTC?

A: The single most important contribution 

stakeholders can make is to spotlight the more 

than 45,000 historic tax credit projects already 

completed. This clearly demonstrates the value of the 

credit. With so many critical issues competing for 
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members of Congress’s attention, historic preservation 

advocates have the unique opportunity showing their 

representatives and senators something tangible and 

real in projects financed with the historic tax credit. 

A tour or ribbon cutting is a great opportunity to 

highlight the importance of the historic tax credit and 

the need for expanding the credit in Congress. From 

tourism to neighborhood revitalization to economic 

development, the historic tax credit is a spectacular 

example of projects that don’t just work–they are a 

source of pride in communities large and small.

Q: Do you have a favorite historic 
building and why?

A: One should never single out a favorite child or a 

favorite Portland restaurant, but I will. The Library 

of Congress is one of the world’s great treasures. 

The design and architecture of the building coupled 

with the incredible resources available to members 

of Congress and researchers alike have made it a 

necessary visit for anyone visiting the nation’s capital 

since 1897. It has been a source of pride and joy for 

me, especially as I work across the street. I visit it as 

often as possible and use it as an example of what a 

public building can and should be.

Congressman Earl Blumenauer
Rep. Earl Blumenauer has served Oregon’s 3rd 

Congressional District since 1995. Before his election 

to Congress, Blumenauer served as a Multnomah 

County Commissioner and as a member of the 

Portland City Council. He sits on the Ways and Means 

Committee, chairs the subcommittee on Trade, 

and is a member of the subcommittee on Health. 

Blumenauer also serves as co-chair of the Historic 

Preservation Caucus. ;

Cindy Hamilton is president of Heritage Consulting Group.
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