Albany’s Landmark
Advisory Commission

The Albany Landmarks Advisory
Commission (LAC) was established by the
City Council in 1979. The seven-member
commission is appointed by the Mayor and
selected from the local citizenry. LAC’s
purpose is to “safeguard the city’s historic
and cultural heritage; foster civic pride in
the beauty and noble accomplishments of
the past....” Through the City’s
preservation program, the LAC and City
staff provide assurance to district residents
that work done in their neighborhoods will
be compatible with the historic character
and architectural styles. As part of this goal
and per the Secretary of the Interior's
Standards, the LAC does not allow
windows to be replaced on buildings listed
on the Local Historic Inventory with vinyl or
vinyl-clad windows. Vinyl or vinyl-clad
windows are allowed on new construction,

subject to LAC approval.
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Since vinyl windows became available in the
mid-1980s, property owners have seen them as
an inexpensive and maintenance-free way of
replacing their tired, old wood windows. Elimi-
nate all drafts, save on your heating bill, make
your house look like new — why would anyone
say “no?”

The first thing to remember is that a vinyl window
salesperson is selling vinyl windows. They are
not in the repair business. He or she is not going
to tell you that your windows can be repaired —
he or she is selling vinyl windows. The sales
pitch is not going to include any of the drawbacks
to vinyl windows, only the pluses.

Second, there is no such thing as a mainte-
nance-free house. Here are some reasons why
not to replace your wood windows with vinyl:

» Vinyl windows are not going to solve your
energy problems. There have been many
studies on the energy efficiency of wood and
vinyl windows. Based on an exhaustive 1996
study in Vermont, a “tight” wood window
(meaning it doesn’t rattle and is weather-
stripped) with a storm window will be as energy
efficient as a vinyl thermo-pane window.

» Windows account for about 20% of a home’s
heat loss. Insulating your attic and walls is a far
better use of your money. Multiple layers of
glass (i.e., thermo-pane windows) are a small
part of the heat loss equation. Only a small
percentage of a single-pane window’s heat loss
is through the glass itself. Air infiltration around a
window accounts for the remainder, so tighten up
those windows and plug the gaps.

» If you have wood windows in Albany, chances
are they’'ve been there 50, 100, or even 150 years.
Why mess with success? If you do install vinyl
windows, you'll often get a life-time guarantee. We
guarantee that they'll last less than 25 years and the
company that made them will no longer be around.
All windows expand and contract with temperature
changes; however, vinyl expands more than twice as
much as wood and seven times more than glass.
Their seals will eventually fail, the desiccant will
evaporate, and the windows will fog. The window
may last for life, but its practical life will be much
shorter.
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» The energy savings realized by replacing single-
pane windows with vinyl windows seldom justifies
the replacement cost. Have Pacific Power do an
energy audit on your house and see how many
pennies you can save a month by replacing all your
windows. It can easily take decades to recover
replacement costs and with an average life of 25
years or less, vinyl windows hardly make good
economic sense.

» In a historic neighborhood, if there are seven
houses on a block with original wood windows and
the eighth house has vinyl windows, the value of the
house with vinyl windows is going to suffer. People
pay for integrity in historic districts. Original wood
windows are important architectural features in any
historic building. They show craftsmanship and
detail that cannot be achieved in vinyl.

» Wood windows are sustainable. Your wood
windows have already been created. The
energy to produce them has already been
expended. They are made of materials natural
to the environment and are renewable. Vinyl
windows are created through a toxic petroleum
manufacturing process, are unrepairable, and
are harmful to the environment when they are
inevitably thrown away.

» The manufacture of polyvinyl chloride (PVC),
is one of the most toxic production processes
there is. Dioxin is formed when PVC is manu-
factured and when it is burned. Dioxin is a
carcinogen and among the most toxic chemicals
known. Firefighting has become a serious
problem at vinyl-encased homes. Fortunately,
the windows are not toxic while they are being
used, but they are toxic to produce and toxic to
dispose of.

Additional Information

For more information concerning window
restoration or any topic dealing with historic
building ownership, please contact the planner
in charge of Albany’s Historic Preservation
program. They can give advice and direct you
to additional information.

For online readers, the best source for repairing
historic wood windows is National Park Service
Brief #9 available at www.cr.nps.gov/hps/tps/
briefs/brief09.htm

And for those who like
books, The Old-House
Journal Compendium has
a terrific section on historic
window repair. As the title
says, it's a compendium of
sage advice and instruc-
tion from years of Old-
House Journal articles.
The window section fully
covers terminology,
maintenance, restoration,
and energy efficiency.




