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so builders won’t have to scour old neigh-
borhoods for potential building sites. “End-
ing teardowns isn’t the cure,” he says. “It’s
making adequate provision for growth.”

The National Trust, on the other hand,
says every community could decide to
place a moratorium on teardowns so local
residents and planners have time to adopt
permanent policies to manage redevelop-
ment. “It is particularly upsetting to 
longtime residents when a historic house
is demolished without warning,” Lindberg
says. “Left behind is the lingering sense
that the house might have been saved if
only there had been adequate notice and
more time to develop alternatives.”

TEARING DOWN YOUR HOUSE
If the land beneath your house is worth
much more than the structure itself, your
property might be a candidate for a quick
sale as a teardown, says Xchange Proper-
ties’ Hickey. Ditto if it is tiny by today’s
standards with too few bedrooms and
bathrooms, in general disrepair or on a lot
with space for a much larger house. If new
construction in your immediate neighbor-
hood is selling for more than twice the
value of your property, you’re probably in
teardown territory. But that doesn’t neces-
sarily mean you or a buyer can simply
plow the place under and build something
bigger and better. If the old house has
architectural significance, you might want
to think twice about demolishing it.

When enough townspeople feel pas-
sionately about preserving neighborhood
homes, you could be in for a fight that
could prove both costly and perhaps even
unwinnable. Much depends on your town’s
zoning and new-construction ordinances.
More than 2,300 communities, according
to the National Trust, have established
historic districts to protect against new
construction that is out of character with
prevailing styles. Others have created zon-
ing codes to slow or stop what they see as
an out-of-control trend. And still other
towns have adopted ordinances that limit
the overall size of new homes in older neigh-
borhoods, impose strict design criteria or
dictate height and setback requirements.
Sometimes they simply issue moratoriums
on demolition permits.

If you encounter any of these road-
blocks, consider a whole-house remodel 
instead of a complete teardown. Often, if
only one part of the house remains stand-
ing—such as a fireplace and chimney or an
exterior wall—it is considered a remodel

that may be exempt from teardown rules.
Then there’s the economics. Builders and
brokers go by the “rule of three,” a tear-
down bromide that says the new house
should be worth three times what was paid
for the property for a deal to be profitable.

If you’re not a real estate speculator,
your need to turn a profit is secondary. 
But even if you intend to live in the new
house you put up, you don’t want to make
a poor investment. To guard against that,

you probably don’t want to be the first
teardown on your block, because that can
easily make your place the most expensive
one around. Having the priciest house can
pose a problem for appraisers who are
looking for comparable neighborhood
prices to justify the construction financ-
ing. If the new house is far out of line
with the neighborhood, you may not be
able to obtain a large enough loan. That’s
a whole other set of issues to consider. H


