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A worker directs traffic as one lane of traffic is closed along Whitaker Street behind the US Courthouse.

Architects consider challenges,
design of historic districts

Evan Lasseter
Savannah Morning News
USA TODAY NETWORK

A panel of prominent Savannah ar-
chitects was recently asked what the
central tension is when designing build-
ings in the city’s downtown historic dis-
trict.

Neil Dawson, principal at LS3P Asso-
ciates, described a tug of war. On one
endisthe “resistance” of residents fight-
ing off oversized buildings, and on the
other are the developers who see value
in building in the city. Architects are at
the center of the tension, designing Sa-
vannah’s buildings of the future amid a
moment the city is booming with
growth.

“There’s a lot of work still to be done,
so I don’t think we’re frozen in time. But
that’s the tension that we have,” Dawson
said.

Dawson, Shedrick Coleman of SHED-
DArchitecture and Patrick Phelps of
Hansen Architecture helmed the panel
to discuss the future of the city’s archi-
tecture and how the local review proc-
esses constrain or promote strong build-
ings. Over 50 people attended the event
hosted by the Historic Savannah Foun-
dation at the Murray C. Perlman &
Wayne C. Spear Preservation Center on
East Broughton Street.

The discussion was moderated by a
local preservationist, Ellen Harris, who
is a principal at Savannah’s Ethos Pres-
ervation.

Coleman’s answer to that initial ques-
tion hit right at the heart of the review
process for building in historic down-
town, saying the central tension is be-
tween creativity and complying with the
design standards outlined in city ordi-
nances. Coleman, who sits on the Sa-
vannah Downtown Historic District

Board of Review, said he has seen pro-
jects “go backwards” through the re-
view process.

Coleman added that he thinks the
city could use more balance between
creativity and compliance.

“What we should be wanting is an
opportunity to see, as stewards of the
city, that infill work complements what
we have in a way that honors Savan-
nah, but doesn’t try to overwhelm it,”
Coleman said.

Phelps offered insight into the proc-
ess saying that in his work, much of the
creativity comes from the collabora-
tion. Architects are at the nexus of the
ordinance’s standards, community in-
put and a developer’s vision. Phelps
said projects are ultimately successful
when all three of those stakeholders
are respected through the process.

See ARCHITECTS, Page 2A

RINCON STATE OF THE
CITY

Annual
address

details

finances,
growth

Latrice Williams
Savannah Morning News
USA TODAY NETWORK

Rincon Mayor Kevin Exley beamed
with joy as he delivered the annual
Rincon State of the City address
Wednesday evening. A positive public
safety rating and expansion of the
city’s wastewater system were among
key highlights from the night.

Here is what to know.

Finances

Exley was very candid about some
of the city’s financial issues, noting
that there were two incomplete audits
from 2023 and 2024 and multiple
bank accounts that some staff were
unaware of.

“It was one of the most unorga-
nized areas in the city,” said Exley.
“When we start talking about issues,
the City of Rincon had issues. We had
so many bank accounts. We could not
ask for grants because those audits
were not completed.”

Now the city is caught up as the
audits from 2023 and 2024 are com-
plete. Exley said through monthly re-
porting, the staff is able to stay on top
of any and all funds.

“We have reduced our bank ac-
counts from 16 to 10,” said Exley. “We
found a bank account with $1 million
in it. It was a bill pay account. Every-
body that paid their water bill, money
went into that account. We moved it
over and now we are drawing interest
off that money. We had money in ac-
counts and we were not drawing any
interest. We are drawing over
$60,000 a month in interest from the
money we have in there.”

See RINCON, Page 3A

SPD work to regain CALEA

Ansley Franco
Savannah Morning News
USA TODAY NETWORK

The Savannah Police Department
(SPD) is working to regain a nationally
recognized law enforcement accredita-
tion it lost in 2018 with the breakup of
the former Savannah-Chatham Metro-
politan Police Department.

Department leaders say the process
to regain accreditation from the Com-
mission on Accreditation for Law En-
forcement Agencies (CALEA), is exten-
sive but designed to strengthen ac-
countability, transparency and service
to the community. The metro depart-
ment had held CALEA accreditation for

decades before the split.

Today, the department
is undergoing the multi-
phase process required to
obtain accreditation
again. Unlike many over-
sight requirements, CA-
LEA accreditation is vol-
untary. The process reviews everything
from department policies to infrastruc-
ture and community engagement.

Sonya Johnson, SPD’s director of
strategic initiatives, described CALEA
accreditation as a benchmark for pro-
fessional policing.

“I call it the Ph.D. in law enforce-
ment,” Johnson said.

The program establishes hundreds of

Johnson

accreditation lost in 2018

best-practice standards developed
through research and field testing.
Agencies seeking accreditation must
show that their policies, procedures and
day-to-day operations align with those
standards.

“Itdrives how we deliver our services.
The philosophy and the foundation of it
is continuous improvement,” Johnson
said. “Oftentimes, I would say that we
become alittle complacent, and that’s in
everything. We get so used to doing
things a certain way that we don’t neces-
sarily look at other better ways for things
to be done.”

Johnson said the certification helps
ensure the agency stays on the cutting
edge of modern policing, operates effec-
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tively and remains fiscally responsible
with taxpayer money.

Pursuing best practices

Savannah Police Chief Lenny Gun-
ther chose to pursue the certification
shortly after he was appointed in
late-2022, and hired Johnson in 2023 to
help guide the effort.

The process is intensive and involves
three major phases. The first phase,
known as self-assessment, requires de-
partments to review and align their pol-
icies and procedures with CALEA’s stan-
dards. At SPD, that includes examining

See SPD, Page 3A
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Architects

Continued from Page 1A

The architects also delved into the

nitty gritty of the ordinance’s design
standards and the challenges with re-
ceiving approval at the HDBR.

Any architect, citizen or board mem-
berswhohasattended an HDBR meeting
knows the infamous phrase, “visual
compatibility.” The ordinance regulating
designdowntown calls for new buildings
to be visually compatible with those
nearby it.

The architects had consensus on
moving away from the term itself due to
it being highly subjective. Phelps said
the focus should be on specific design
criteria—such as scale, height, propor-
tion of openings—that are “architectural
fundamentals.” He added those things
can be judged specifically within the
context of other buildings around a pro-
posed project.

“I'think we just need to rely on the cri-
teria, the basis of good design,” Phelps
said.

Coleman said one of the central is-
sues is that rulings by HDBR on visual
compatibility cannot be appealed. Cole-
man added that he has seen visual com-
patibility “weaponized” at times on the
HDBR because of it.

If moving away from the term entirely
was a bridge too far for some, there could
be revisions to the ordinance in how vi-
sual compatibility is implemented,

(T

Historic Savannah Foundation hosted a panel of

height limit are allowed in certain areas

tion, which Phelps agreed with saying it

prominent Savannah architects to discuss the future of architecture and
historic review processes in Savannah's downtown on April 16, 2026. EVAN LASSETER / SAVANNAH MORNING NEWS

ported by the Downtown Neighborhood

Coleman said.

The panel also explored other aspects
of the ordinance such as downtown’s
height map and allowances of bonus sto-
ries. Bonus stories of one story above the

if the project meets one of four criteria,
which includes items such as affordable
housing or multiple active ground-floor
uses.

Dawson proposed eliminating the op-

is often treated as a right by developers
instead of a bonus. Phelps said develop-
ers treating the bonus as a right drives
further tension with residents. Elimi-
nating the bonus story is a measure sup-

Association.

Evan Lasseter is Savannah and Chat-
ham County government reporter for the
Savannah Morning News. You canreach
him at ELasseter@savannahnow.com.
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