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by Thomas Garza 

PACA is poised to enact changes to our 
membership structure for the first time 
since the organization began over thirty 
years ago, and so I thought I’d take a mo-
ment to talk a little bit about what we’re 
doing.

In many ways a nonprofit like PACA is 
the exact opposite of a regular business. 
Your usual for-profit business venture does 
its work so that it can generate income, 
whereas a nonprofit must generate income 
in order to do its work, and that means that 
for a nonprofit there is often twice as much 
that needs to be done at the end of the day 
because it’s not until you first make your 
money that your chosen work can actu-
ally begin. 

PACA is extraordinarily lucky however, 
in that one of its activities - salvaging still 
usable materials from doomed structures 
and finding new homes for them - is actu-
ally an income generating process in and of 
itself, and so thanks to the proceeds from 
our architectural salvage warehouse we’ve 
been able to fund almost all of our own 
operations; something non-profits which 
must rely solely on member dues or grants 
usually struggle to do. 

Because of the prominent role that the 
warehouse therefore must, of necessity, 
play in our work, and because salvaging is 
our most visible activity, many people are 
left with the impression that salvaging is 
all that we do, and that by donating spare 
items to the warehouse from time to time 
or coming in to shop occasionally they are 
doing everything necessary to help PACAs 
in its efforts, and while this is true up to a 
point - we do depend upon those things in 

order to remain viable and it is a vital part 
of our work - it misses the important role 
that membership plays in an organization 
such as this, and why we really need you 
to be both shoppers and members.

But hasn’t membership always been im-
portant to PACA? Why this renewed em-
phasis on membership now?

I think that the answer to the first question 
is of course yes, membership has always 
been important, but over the years the 
scope of PACAs operations have changed 
and with it our focus, and so the emphasis 
we placed on expanding our membership 
base was diminishing at the same time as 
other activities began to require more im-
mediate attention.

When PACA was first organized in 1981 
we were a lonely voice in the wilderness. 
The Illinois Historic Preservation Agency 

wasn’t established until 1986 and neither 
Champaign or Urbana had their Historic 
Preservation Commissions yet (created in 
1996 and 1999 respectively), so at our in-
ception there were few legal mechanisms 
in place to protect historic properties and 
our powers of persuasion were all that 
we had to work with. At that time public 
awareness of the importance of our shared 
architectural heritage was generally fairly 
low, and so many of PACAs early battles 
weren’t solely attempts to save this house 
or that building, we were also simultane-
ously engaged in trying to heighten aware-
ness of the larger issues surrounding the 
loss of historic structures overall. A big 
part of our work was to try to change the 
terms of the debate away from the widely 
accepted assumption that development 
was a goal unto itself - that ‘change’ was 
automatically synonymous with ‘progress’ 
- to one that included an acknowledge-
ment and understanding of the important 

PACA’s 25th Anniversary party held at the campus YMCA. Mike Jackson from IHPA 
was the keynote dinner speaker
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roles played by history and continuity in 
the life of a healthy community. In order 
to do this we needed all the members we 
could get, because our membership role 
was used as much to send out calls to ac-
tion as it was a mailing list for newsletters. 
Our membership list was to us then what 
our volunteer list is today. Over time how-
ever, interest in historic preservation has 
expanded dramatically across the coun-
try and at least in a broad sense many of 
our once seemingly novel arguments have 
become mainstream. Laws protecting his-
toric properties have been passed both on 
a federal and state level, and systems for 
working with local governments created, 
and so the desperate scrambles to respond 
to unexpected crises that seemed to domi-
nate our early days have been in large part 
replaced by a more steady participation in 
the kind of institutionalized bureaucratic 
processes that we had been advocating 
throughout.

Because of this however, and on account of 
its sporadic nature, salvaging became the 
activity that required the greatest amount 
of ad hoc organizing, and so the need for 
available ‘hands-on’ volunteers became 
more crucial even as the need for broad-
ening our membership base took on less 
urgency.  

But I still haven’t answered my second 
question . . . why the renewed emphasis 
on membership now?

The answer is, to put it simply, because 

PACA is growing, and increasing member-
ship is just one of the many ways we hope 
to keep pace with that growth and suc-
cessfully build upon the foundation that 
we’ve created. As you may already know, 
we’ve increased the hours the warehouse is 
open from two to five days a week and we 
are even seeking additional storage space 
so that we can keep up with the increase 
in salvage materials and donations that 
have come to us as one of the results of 
this added contact with and accessibility 
to the public. At this point we are being of-
fered more things than we have volunteers 
to get or places to store them in. 

But there are other aspects to PACAs mis-
sion - aside from salvaging - that have been 
languishing for some time that require at-
tention, and amongst those are outreach, 
advocacy, and education, All of these are 
important areas where membership plays 
a vital role and they require people who are 
willing and able to spend the time neces-
sary to do that kind of work, but we need 
a broad enough base of support so that 
we can find people who have the skills, 
knowledge, and enthusiasm to fill those 
roles, staff the committees, and do the 
legwork necessary to get those jobs done. 
As we have worked on establishing and 
expanding our salvage operations over the 
years, we let some of these other things fall 
by the wayside because there was only so 
much energy to go around and always too 
few people to do the work, and this is why 
there is a renewed interest in membership 
at this time. It’s true that we are growing 

now, but we won’t get very far if we don’t 
expand our membership base in order to 
support the increased activity. We recruit 
our volunteers primarily from amongst 
our members, and volunteers are our life-
blood. We do occasionally have people 
who volunteer who aren’t interested in 
becoming members, but as our members 
are literally a part of the organization itself 
they therefore have a sense of ownership 
over what the group as a whole does that 
the occasional volunteer does not, and this 
difference is reflected in the enthusiasm 
and long term commitment they show and 
the work that they do. 

You can play a big part in helping us fulfill 
our potential even if you don’t have the 
time or energy to sit on a committee or 
become actively involved yourself because 
you very likely know someone who does, 
and all that we ask of you is that you keep 
our need for new members in mind and 
send anyone you can think of our way. 

Over the years PACA has worked very 
hard to establish itself in the commu-
nity. Through careful planning and wise 
management we’ve created a solid and 
sustainable salvage business and through 
our other work acquired a reputation as 
a dependable voice on behalf of preser-
vation in this area. Not everyone agrees 
with all of the choices we’ve made or how 
we picked our battles of course, but the 
important thing is that for the most part 
people recognize that we have always tried 
our best to fulfill our mission and earn the 
trust that the community has placed in us, 
and from the comments I get from people 
coming into the warehouse, our reputation 
overall is a very good one and all of PACAs 
members both past and present should be 
proud of that.

As we begin this new year PACA is looking 
forward to the future, and we invite you to 
join us as we renew our commitment to 
helping preserve the historic integrity of 
our comunity and continue to try to save 
still usable materials from ending up in 
the landfill. 

Volunteer party at the warehouse.
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heritage grants 

The PACA Heritage Grant Program 
was established in 1994 to share the 
proceeds of our salvage warehouse with 
other not-for-profit organizations in 
Champaign County who may be in need 
of financial assitance for preservation and 
conservation related projects. Eligable 
applicants are non-profit organizations, 
public institutions, recognized 
neighborhood associations and public 
agencies based in Champaign County.  
Projects must involve preservation, 
conservation, and/or education related 
to history, architecture, or archeology 
in Champaign County and may fall 

into any of five categories: bricks 
and mortar, land acquisition/move, 
professional architectural feasibility 
study, preservation education, and 
interpretation. 

Grants are good for one year from date 
of notification and if not completed 
within this time frame the grant is 
rescinded although projects are eligible 
for refunding during another grant cycle. 
Grants are reimbursement grants and are 
only issued after completion of the project 
and submission of a final report along 
with supporting invoices for the work 

completed. 

When judging applications we consider 
the impact of the project, the effect 
the grant will have in accomplishing 
the project, and the need for financial 
assistance. 

The deadline for the Heritage Grants 
Program will be March 15th. Applications 
can be picked up at the PACA warehouse 
or sent via email. Please call 217-359-
7222, or email us at pacaexdir@gmail.
com for more information. 
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Neighborhood Heritage Awards are 
given to rehabilitation projects that 
help stabilize a historic neighborhood 
or area, while Historically Respectful 
Design Awards are for additions or 
new construction that integrate well 
into the historic streetscape. Adaptive 
Use Awards are for projects that have 
converted a building to a new use 
while keeping its historic character; 
and Place in History Awards are for 

institutions that have continued 
to operate in a historic setting for 
100 years or more. Special Heritage 
Awards are given to individuals who 
have worked to preserve a special 
aspect of our heritage or who have 
advanced the cause of historic 
preservation in our community. Please 
submit your nominations by March 
15.

heritage awards
 

The Heritage Award Committee is 
seeking nominations for the 2015 
Heritage Awards. Categories include 
noteworthy Residential and Commercial 
rehabilitation projects; Institutional 
(schools, churches, governments, etc) 
projects that have kept the historic 
character of the building; conservation, 
educational, or restoration Landscape 
projects; and projects that have 
restored a Landmark building or site. 
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