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In New York City, building
fagade restorations are more than
just cosmetic upgrades; they are
a necessary capital investment
in protecting both the physical
integrity of a property, and the
safety of the people who live and
work both in and around it. Under
NYC Local Law 11, also known
as the Fagade Inspection and
Safety Program (FISP), owners
of buildings taller than six stories
are legally required to inspect
their facades every five years. For
building owners, complying with
thislaw involvesadelicate balance
between budgeting, managing
construction logistics, maintain-
ing occupancy, and planning for
long-term maintenance. Facade
restoration projects often involve
sidewalk shed installation, rigging
permits, and restricted work hours.
These must all be coordinated to
minimize disruption and manage
legal and financial liability. Up-
front construction costs can be
significant, but early and proactive
investmentin facaderepairreduces
the risk of emergency work, future
violations, and potential litigation
resulting from unsafe conditions.
As the regulatory environment

becomes increasingly complex,
building owners must stay current
on code changes, preservation
requirements, and insurance ob-
ligations. A well-planned facade
restoration project should include
a clearly defined scope of work,
a contingency budget, a schedule
cushion,and anexperienced design
team familiar with New York City
Department of Buildings proce-
dures and the Landmarks Pres-
ervation Commission protocols.
Structural engineers experience
their own unique and often com-
plex challenges when it comes
to fagade restoration, which is
especially the case in a city with
deep architectural history and a
dense urban environment. This
often makes preservation of the
original architectural appearance
a core objective. When original
materials such as terracotta or
decorative masonry are damaged
beyond repair, modern materials
such as glass fiber reinforced
concrete or carbon fiber reinforced
polymer composite canbe effective
alternatives. These materialsallow
engineers to replicate intricate
historic features while providing
superior durability, lowering
weights, and improving resistance
to environmental degradation.
Material selection is not simply
a matter of aesthetics; it involves
consideration of structural perfor-
mance, longevity, and coordination

with corresponding agencies.
Another major challenge is
ensuring the stability of the facade
and its structural backing during
the restoration process. Over time,
the structural elements that support
the fagade — such as steel shelf
angles, lintels, spandrel beams,
or backup masonry walls — can
deteriorate due to exposure to

Building owners who
collaborate with a quali-
fied structural engineering
team early-on can ensure
that restorations meet
safety standards, maintain
architectural character,
and deliver lasting value.

moistureand time-related degrada-
tion. Temporary shoring or bracing
may be required to support areas
undergoing repair. Additionally,
work platforms suspended fromthe
roof introduce concentrated loads
that can stress already weakened
parapets or roof framing. Careful
structural evaluation and tempo-
rary stabilization measures are
often necessary before permanent
repairs can begin.

Fagade restoration also com-
monlyreveals previously unknown
structural defects that extend
beyond the original scope of
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work. For example, many office
buildings constructed in the first
half of the twentieth century use
cinder concrete slabs supported by
steel framing encased in concrete
and masonry. These structures
often suffer from corrosion of steel
beams, columns, or connections
adjacent to the building envelope.
In areas such as terraces or roof
slabs where waterproofing may
have failed, it is not uncommon
to find spalled concrete and rusted
reinforcement in the interior bays,
and corroded spandrel beams inthe
exterior bays. Insome cases, fagade
damage observed above grade
leads to the discovery of structural
deterioration in sidewalk vaults
and cellar walls located beyond
the property line. These findings
can require reassessment of the
structural strategy and expand the
project significantly.

A key step in managing such
uncertainties is to locate and
review the building’s original
construction drawings, along with
any documentation from past ren-
ovations or repairs. These records
can help identify the structural
systems, material types, and load
paths, thereby reducing the need
for intrusive investigations and
unplanned demolition. Having
this information available early
in the project allows engineers to
anticipate complications, improve
design accuracy, and reduce con-

> MATERIALTESTING > STRUCTURALENGINEERING > NON-DESTRUCTIVETESTING

28  August 12,2025

OWNERS, DEVELOPERS & MANAGERS

ﬁade restoration in New York City: A building
e from a structural engineer’s perspective

struction time and cost.
Ultimately, there is no universal
approach to fagade restoration.
Each building has a unique system
with distinct materials, structural
conditions, and performance
history. A successful restoration
strategy requires detailed eval-
uation on a case-by-case basis.
A postwar curtain wall building
might need sealant replacement
and anchor verification, while a
prewar masonry structure may
requirearebuilding ofthe cornices,
replacement of corroded shelf an-
gles, and installation of new water
managementsystems. Restoration
efforts must be informed by struc-
tural analysis, field investigation,
material testing, and coordination
with city agencies to ensure com-
pliance and long-term success.
Fagade restoration in New York
City is a complex process that
intersects engineering, preserva-
tion, regulation, and investment
planning. Building owners who
collaborate with a qualified struc-
tural engineering teamearly-oncan
ensure thatrestorations meet safety
standards, maintain architectural
character, and deliverlasting value.
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