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APPENDIX A 

THE COURTS DECIDE 

The 1999 decision by the Connecticut Appeals Court in the case of Church of 
Christ, Scientist v. Historic District Commission of the Town of Ridgefield 
(AC 18423) was a great victory for the preservation community. ln 
affirming the commission's right to deny the church's application to install 
vinyl siding, the com1 resolved important preservation issues. The decision 
in this landmark case, however, has much broader implications. The Appeals 
Court not only validated some long-standing preservation principles, but it 
also reaffinned the discretionaty authority of local historic c01mnissions and 
the legitimacy of state historic district and property legislation. 

There is a certain irony to this case. Nearly four years of litigation were 
needed to resolve a preservation issue concerning a property that is not a 
historic building. Although obviously located in a historic district, the 
Colonial Revival-style church is a wood-framed building sheathed with 
clapboard, constructed in 1965. In 1995, after its upplication to reside with 
vinyl was denied by the commission, the church appealed the case to the 
Superior Cout1 in Danbmy. Since the commission had failed to make an 
adequate record of its proceedings, the judge ordered a new public hearing, 
which was held in June 1996. The co1mnission once again voted to deny the 
application. The church filed suit in Superior Cout1, where Judge Socrates 
Mihalakos ruled in favor of the commission on all counts and dismissed the 
lawsuit. When this decision was upheld by the Appeals Com1, the church 
appealed to the Connecticut Supreme Court, which declined to hear the case. 
As a basis for its decision, the Cotmecticut Appeals Court adopted the earlier 
lower-court opinion written by Judge Mihalakos. This well-reasoned opinion 
should reassure historic district and propet1y commissioners who may have 
been concerned about the extent of their discretionaty authority in vinyl 
siding cases. 

The rulings: 
• commissions have the authority to require

applications for vinyl siding.

• commissions can base !.!!.decisions on esthetic
considerations, not just in vinyl siding cases.

Some of these historic resources, but not all, are protected under state mandate. 
l.n Connecticut, historic district c01mnissions administer 111 local historic
districts in 66 towns. A few district conunissions also have oversight of
individual properties; in other communities, historic prope11y commissions are
appointed for this purpose. Altogether, these conm1issions are responsible for
7500 buildings and sites. An impressive number to be sure, but it is clear that
only a relatively small percentage of Connecticut's heritage has the protection
of design review. Indeed, the preservation of the vast majority of historic
properties must depend upon the informed stewardship of their owners.

People buy historic houses for a variety of reasons: to restore and preserve 
them for future generations; to make a good investment; or simply to have a 
well built home. In any event, buying a house is a major purchase, probably 
the largest single outlay most people make in their lifetimes. As numerous 
studies have shown, historic houses are a sound investment. Often 
undervalued at time of p·urchase, they appreciate faster than new construction 
over time. Prudent homeowners recognize that they must preserve the value 
of their investment by proper maintenance. 

Sooner or later evety historic homeowner faces a basic maintenance 
problem: a new paint job. Your house is looking a little shabby, what with 
all that di11, mildew, and peeling and cracking paint. The temptation is just 
to cover it up with artificial siding. The vinyl induslly tells you its product 
will last a lifetime, so why not? You may have heard that the preservation 
community has some resetvations about vinyl siding, but you do not really 
know why. There is much more substance to this debate, as the following 
section will show. The real issue is which method, paint or vinyl, is better for 
your historic house in the long term. Only you can decide. 

THE GREAT DEBATE 

The Vinyl Industry Position: 
Vinyl manufacturers believe that vinyl siding is superior to paint. The 
industry's claims for vinyl siding can be summarized in five ways: 

• Vinyl is cost-effective.
• Vinyl improves appearance.
• Vinyl is weatherproof.
• Vinyl conserves energy.
• Vinyl is maintenance-free.

The Preservation View: 

Is Vinyl Cost-Effective? 
Any cost-benefit analysis looks first at the bottom line. Is vinyl a better buy? 
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removed down to bare wood. If the surface is "alligatored" with deep cracks, 
there may be too many layers of old paint. Chemical paint removers can do 
the job, but heat guns and heat plates, followed by hand scraping, are the 
recommended methods for complete paint removal. Blowtorches are no 
longer used because of the potential fire danger. 
Sandblasting to remove paint is a mistake. Highly destructive, it grinds 
away softer wood fibers and leaves behind striated, porous surfaces. 

CAUTIONS: 
• Lead, or other hazardous materials, may be present. Even

for minor preparation work, such as sanding, safety
precautions are advised, including facemasks and goggles.

• Complete paint removal is not a project for the homeowner.

Cleaning 

Only an experienced contractor has the knowledge and
equipment to do the job safely and effectively.

A garden hose, some household detergent, and a soft scrub brush are all you 
really need to clean a house. This method will remove chalking (powdering 
of the surface of the old paint film), ditt, and even loose paint. Excessive ditt 
or mildew requires scrubbing with a solution of household bleach or 
trisodium phosphate (TSP) in water. Di11 accumulates under eaves, soffits, 
and edges of clapboards. Look for signs of mildew or fungus on the shady 
side of the house, especially behind foundation plantings. Ifshmbs are 
overgrown and too close to the building, now is the time to prune them back. 
A thorough rinsing should always follow cleaning. Failure to rinse off all the 
TSP or other chemicals can cause your new paint job to fail prematurely. 
Allow the surface to dry completely before you paint. Moisture still in the 
wood can cause the new paint to bubble. 

Painting contractors will prefer to power wash your house. It saves them 
time and achieves the same results. Be sure that they use a low-pressure 
wash (under 100 p.s.i.). Water under high pressure can be as harmful as sand 
blasting. It not only damages wall surfaces and makes them more porous, 
but it can also destroy the beauty of itTeplaceable architectural details. 

Painting 
Good-quality paint properly applied and mai.ntained will last on average 
about eight to ten years.· The best paint is expensive but well wo1th the 
money. Buying cheaper bargain paint will end up costing you more in the 
long run. At least two coats will be needed, a primer and a finish coat. Spot ·' 

building. When you wrap your house in plastic, moisture can build up in 
wall cavities, a problem for older houses. Unlike wood, vinyl does not 
breathe. Water vapor trying to pass to the outside is trapped in the wall, 
where it reaches its dew point temperature and condenses. The water then 
puddles at the base of the wall, leading to rot in sills and other structural 
components, along with unpleasant problems like mold and insect damage. 

On a painted house, many excess moisture conditions become quite obvious; 
in fact, peeling paint can help homeowners pinpoint problem areas so that 
repairs can be made. If you already have a condensation problem, installing 
vinyl siding is a major mistake. Hiding pre-existing moisture conditions of 
any kind will not make them go away. They will only get worse over time, 
and structural repairs down the road are even more expensive. 

The consh·uction indushy is well aware of the condensation problem. Modem 
houses are engineered to exhaust moisture-laden air and are provided with 
intemal vapor baniers. New products used for underlayment on the outside are 
designed to breathe. Vinyl manufacturers now recommend installation of 
continuous wall vents under the eaves to improve air circulation in wall 
cavities and have added weep holes to their product. The manufacturers point 
out that the connector channels used in vinyl siding are another path for water 
vapor. All these measures are steps in the right direction for new construction, 
but they do not really solve the problem for older buildings. 

Does Vinyl Siding Conserve Energy? 
The insulation value of vinyl siding is minimal. Even when siding is backed 
with a thin layer of insulating foam, or applied over rigid board insulation, 
the thermal envelope created has about the same "R" value as two to four 
inches of airspace. Tests have shown that up to 75 percent of heat loss is 
tluough the roof. Insulating the attic is a more cost-effective way of reducing 
your heating bill, followed by the installation of storm windows and weather 
stripping ... but forget about insulating walls. 

There is really no effective way to insulate the walls in a historic house. 
Standard batt insulation with vapor barriers cannot be installed in walls 
without destroying plaster, woodwork, and other original historic fabric. The 
types of insulation that can be introduced into wall cavities from the outside 
have their own problems; for example, blown-in insulation often settles to 
the base of the wall. Chemicals in the foam types can be destructive to wood 
fibers. Of course, in the absence of vapor barriers, both types can contribute 
to the condensation problem. The full st01y of energy conservation in 
historic buildings is complex and beyond the scope of this 
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