
ADDRESS: 708 SANSOM ST 
Proposal: Construct 24-story mixed-use tower 
Review Requested: Final Approval 
Owner: Toll Washington Square, LP 
Applicant: Brian McGillin, Hunter Roberts Construction 
History: Vacant lot 
Individual Designation: None 
District Designation: Jewelers Row Historic District, 1/1/3000 
Staff Contact: Jon Farnham, jon.farnham@phila.gov, 215-686-7660 
 
BACKGROUND: 
This application proposes to construct a 24-story mixed-use retail and residential tower at 708 
Sansom Street. The property known as 708 Sansom Street is an assemblage of the lots at 702, 
704, 706, and 710 Sansom Street and 128 S. 7th Street.  
 
The assemblage at 708 Sansom Street is located in the proposed Jewelers’ Row Historic 
District. The district nomination is pending before the Historical Commission and is scheduled to 
be reviewed by the Committee on Historic Designation in February and by the Historical 
Commission in March. Also, two individual nominations are pending before the Historical 
Commission for part of the assemblage, what was known as 704 and 706 Sansom Street. The 
Historical Commission tabled the individual nominations because the developer vested rights in 
demolition permits before the notices for the individual or district nominations were issued. The 
demolition permits were not subject to the Historical Commission’s review and, after some 
litigation regarding the validity of the permits, the developer legally demolished the buildings. 
The assemblage known as 708 Sansom Street is now vacant. In the cover letter accompanying 
this application, the developer requests that the Historical Commission consider and reject the 
individual nominations because the buildings have been demolished at its February meeting. 
 
The Historical Commission is reviewing this application because the assemblage is within the 
boundary of the proposed Jewelers’ Row Historic District and because part of the site has been 
individually nominated for designation. Pursuant to Section 14-1005(6)(f) of the preservation 
ordinance, the Department of Licenses & Inspections is prohibited from issuing building permits 
for properties during the review of nominations proposing designation after the requisite 
property owner notice has been mailed, unless the Historical Commission has approved the 
building permit application or no final action has been taken on the nomination and 90 days has 
elapsed since the submission of the application. 
 

14-1005(6)(f) Jurisdiction During Consideration of Designation. 
L&I shall not issue any building permit for the demolition, alteration, or construction of 
any building, structure, site, or object that is being considered by the Historical 
Commission for designation as historic or that is located within a district being 
considered by the Historical Commission for designation as historic where the building 
permit application is filed on or after the date that notices of proposed designation have 
been mailed, except that L&I may issue a building permit if the Historical Commission 
has approved the application or has not taken final action on designation and more than 
90 days have elapsed from the date the permit application was filed with the Historical 
Commission. Where the Historical Commission takes final action on designation within 
the time allotted herein, any building permit application on file with L&I shall be deemed 
to have been filed after the date of the Historical Commission’s action for purposes of 
this Chapter 14-1000. 

 



The applicant has requested that the individual nominations should be considered and “formally 
denied” by the Historical Commission. The individual nominations for 704 and 706 Sansom 
Street claim that the historical and architectural values associated with the properties that 
qualify them for designation derive strictly from the buildings that stood on the properties. The 
nominations do not claim that “the location itself maintains historical, cultural, or archaeological 
value regardless of the value of any existing structure” (Definition of Site in 14-203(298)). 
Likewise, the nominations do not claim that 704 and 706 Sansom Street contain archaeological 
resources that would have survived the demolition below grade. Therefore, it appears that, in 
light of the complete demolition, the Historical Commission must reject the individual 
nominations because they suggest no basis for individually designating the properties without 
the buildings. 
 
With regard to the pending historic district nomination, it appears that the Historical 
Commission’s jurisdiction over the building permit application will be limited to non-binding 
comment. Section 14-1005(4) of the preservation ordinance states that “the Historical 
Commission’s scope of review of applications for building permits for construction, as defined 
herein, shall be limited to a 45-day period of comment.” Section 14-203(76) of the ordinance 
defines “construction” as “the erection of a new building, structure, or object upon an 
undeveloped site.” Section 2.23 of the Historical Commission’s Rules & Regulations defines an 
“undeveloped site” as: 

a property within an historic district which is not individually designated, to which the 
inventory in the historic district nomination attributes no historical, cultural, or 
archaeological value, and upon which no building or structure stood at the time of the 
designation of the historic district. Non-historic foundations and other below-grade 
constructions; surface parking lots; non-historic parking kiosks and other kiosks, storage 
sheds, and other impermanent constructions without foundations; and non-historic walls, 
fences, and gates shall not be construed as buildings or structures for the purposes of 
this definition. 

 
The site at 708 Sansom Street can be considered an “undeveloped site” and, therefore, the 
Historical Commission’s jurisdiction over the current application can be considered “limited to a 
45-day period of comment.” The Historical Commission cannot approve or deny so-called 
review-and-comment applications but can offer non-binding comments on the application at its 
public meeting and that of its Architectural Committee. Once the Committee and Commission 
have commented on the application, the applicant’s obligations to the Historical Commission 
under the pending historic district nomination have been met and the Department of Licenses & 
Inspections may issue the building permit. 
 
The proposed building would be 24 stories in height with setbacks at the 5th, 16th, 22nd, and 24th-
floor levels. The building would have frontage on Sansom Street as well as S. 7th Street. The 
main entrances to the residential lobby and retail space would be located on Sansom; the 
loading dock on 7th Street. The building would be primarily clad in an aluminum and glass 
curtain-wall system with some grey brick at the lower levels. 
 
SCOPE OF WORK:  

 Construct 24-story tower. 
  
STANDARDS FOR REVIEW: 
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties and Guidelines 
include: 



 Standard 9: New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not 
destroy historic materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be 
differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and 
architectural features to protect the historic integrity of the property and its environment. 

o Most buildings in the proposed historic district are between three and six stories 
in height and are clad in masonry with punched window openings. The proposed 
building is differentiated from those around it but is not compatible with the 
buildings in the proposed district in massing, size, or scale. 

 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION: The staff recommends that the proposed tower does not satisfy 
Standard 9. 
 
The staff recommends that the Architectural Committee formulate a recommendation on the 
building permit application to the Historical Commission that serves both scenarios, comment 
and plenary jurisdiction, because the matter of the individual nominations will not be settled at 
the time of the Committee meeting. 
 
The staff recommends that the Historical Commission consider the individual nominations for 
704 and 706 Sansom Street before considering the building permit application. The staff 
recommends that the Historical Commission reject the nominations because the properties no 
longer satisfy any of the Criteria for Designation cited in the nominations, owing to the legally 
undertaken, complete demolitions of the buildings. 
 
The staff recommends that the Historical Commission find that 708 Sansom Street qualifies as 
an “undeveloped site” and that its jurisdiction over the building permit application is “limited to a 
45-day period of comment.” 
 
The staff recommends that the Historical Commission comment that the proposed tower does 
not satisfy Standard 9. 
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