
Frequently Asked Questions about Historic Designation 
 
Historic Designation 
 

1.  What is historic designation? 
 
Designation means that the City of Somerville and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts officially 
recognizes your property as being significant to the community and State due to its historical associations 
or its architectural features or both. 

 
 2.  Does historic designation of my property have any benefits for me? 
 

Yes, designation brings many benefits. 

 Historic designation improves property values and protects the value of your investment.  Real estate 
experts have found that historic designation of a property increases the salability of a building.  Historic 
buildings tend to attract a wider market and a higher selling price than do non-historic properties. 

 Historic designation of a group of properties can help protect your neighborhood against inappropriate 
development, preserving the character of its architecture and its quality of life.   

 Historic designation may improve your environment, motivating residents to sponsor neighborhood 
clean-up and other beautification projects.   

 If you have restored your house, historic designation will protect your work; it can provide the 
assurance that future owners will preserve what you have accomplished.   

 As the owner of a historic property, you will be able to receive free technical assistance from the staff 
and board members of the Somerville Historic Preservation Commission (SHPC).  They can save you 
valuable time and money by advising you on where to locate materials and contractors sensitive to the 
historic character of your property and how to achieve your home improvement goals. 

 
 3.  Why should I be concerned about preserving the architectural details of my property? 
 

The history of Somerville dates back to the 17th century and you can trace back and appreciate the City’s 
development through its architectural styles and building details.  Sadly much of the original design and 
the overall character of the buildings have been destroyed or irretrievably altered so that present and 
future generations can no longer appreciate the beauty and richness of Somerville’s past.  By conserving 
the fine craftsmanship on one of a few remaining structures of a certain style, you are preserving an 
important part of the City’s heritage and contributing to the long-term aesthetic and economic value of the 
City, as well as to that of your own property. 
 

 4. Does it cost me anything to designate my property? 
 
 No.  Historic designation honors your property.  You do not have to pay for it. 
 
 5. Will historic designation raise my property taxes? 
 

No.  A historically designated property is not taxed differently from a non-historic property.  
Improvements to a designated property are considered the same as improvements to a non-historic 
building for the purposes of taxation. 
 

 6. How was my property chosen for historic designation? 
 
Over the past year, two architectural historians helped the Commission conduct a City-wide survey.  They 
identified approximately 175 properties that retained their original integrity of form and siting (meaning 
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that they have not been changed greatly), reflected an important aspect of local, state or national history, 
and/or contributed to the overall character and “streetscape” of a historic neighborhood.  They determined 
that your property is historically significant.  This research was funded by a matching grant from the 
Massachusetts Historical Commission that was administered by the Somerville Historic Preservation 
Commission.   

 
 7.  I have been informed that my property is historically significant.  What happens next? 
 

Your property, along with others that are considered historically significant, will be included in a Preliminary 
Report that the Somerville Historic Preservation Commission (SHPC) submits to the Somerville Planning 
Board and the Massachusetts Historical Commission for review and comments.  After this 60-day review 
period, the SHPC will sponsor a Public Hearing concerning all the properties that are being considered for 
designation.  You will be notified of the date and time of this Public Hearing by certified mail to your address 
as recorded in the Assessor’s Office.  It is likely to be held during the last week of November.  Based on the 
comments received at or before the Public Hearing, the SHPC will prepare a Final Report and Map with its 
recommendations for submission to the Board of Aldermen.  The Aldermen may also hold a Public Hearing, 
but not likely before January 2007.  Based on their findings and a two-thirds majority vote, they will 
determine which properties are designated as Local Historic Districts.  Their Final Report and Map will be 
submitted to the Mayor for his signature.  The boundaries of historic districts are official upon the filing of 
maps with the City Clerk and recording in the South Middlesex Registry of Deeds.  This process is likely to 
take five to six months, beginning this September 2006.   

 
Local Historic Districts 
 
 8.  What is a Local Historic District (LHD)? 
 

A Local Historic District, also known as a LHD, is established through State-enabling legislation that was 
adopted by the City of Somerville in 1985.  This legislation defines an LHD as a single building or group 
of buildings determined to have historical, social, cultural, architectural, or aesthetic significance.  The 
Somerville Historic Preservation Commission and the Board of Aldermen designate LHDs by a pre-
determined process as described in Somerville’s Historic District Ordinance.  In the past, Districts have 
included homes of significant architectural detail, of historic interest specific to Somerville, of 
outstanding examples of a particular type of architecture, or of buildings associated with important 
historical figures.  Since 1985 Somerville has undertaken only two rounds of City-wide historic surveying 
and designations.  This has resulted in the designation of 209 LHDs, incorporating 306 buildings 
throughout Somerville.   
 
9.  How does the Historic District Ordinance benefit the people of Somerville? 

 
The Ordinance symbolizes Somerville’s pride in its heritage and appearance.  It protects and preserves 
buildings and areas with a high level of historical, cultural or architectural importance.  The buildings and 
areas protected by the Ordinance exhibit workmanship and quality of materials that are representative of 
the “best” buildings remaining in the City.  They are irreplaceable resources.  Preservation of buildings 
and areas through the Ordinance enhances the quality of the environment for all residents and businesses 
in Somerville.   
 
10.  In addition to providing guidelines for the creation of Local Historic Districts, what 
else does the Historic District Ordinance do? 

 
The Ordinance sets forth guidelines for building alterations and new construction on, or near, historic 
buildings or districts, and creates a review process to ensure that these guidelines are applied.  It also 
establishes the membership of the Commission and the procedures by which they perform their work. 
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11.  Who administers the Historic District Ordinance? 
 

The Somerville Historic Preservation Commission (SHPC) administers the ordinance.  Since its 
establishment in 1985, the SHPC has developed specific guidelines to aid historic property owners in 
making appropriate and sensitive decisions about alterations, additions, and repairs to their properties.  
The SHPC meets regularly on the third Tuesday of the month and typically reviews about 50 cases a year 
related to exterior alterations.  Special meetings occur throughout the year to handle subcommittee affairs 
and oversee grant projects and historical events. 
 
12.  Are Local Historic Districts unique to Somerville? 
 
No.  Over 59,000 such properties have been designated in 312 cities and towns across Massachusetts.  
Somerville is unique in that many of its Local Historic Districts consist of just one property, rather than a 
group of properties.  Our success has prompted other communities in the Commonwealth to seek our advice. 
 

National Register of Historic Places  
 

13.  What is the difference between Somerville’s Local Historic Districts and the National 
Register of Historic Places? 

 
Local Historic Districts have special significance to Somerville; a property on the National Register of 
Historic Places, however, has regional or national significance.  The Somerville Historic Preservation 
Commission protects properties that are Local Historic Districts; it does not have jurisdiction over 
properties in the National Register of Historic Places.  

 
14.  Can my property be included in both Somerville’s Local Historic Districts and also in 
the National Register of Historic Places? 

 
Yes.  If your property has both local and regional or national significance, it may be designated as a Local 
Historic District and also listed in the National Register of Historic Places.  Once it is designated as a 
Local Historic District, alterations to the exterior must be reviewed by the Somerville Historic 
Preservation Commission. 
 
15.  Are any historic properties in Somerville on the National Register of Historic Places? 
 
Yes.  Currently, 191 properties in Somerville are on the National Register of Historic Places, including 
Nathan Tufts Park and the Old Powder House, along with the Bow Street, Spring Hill, Mount Vernon 
Street, and Westwood Road districts.   

 
16.  Does my property qualify for tax benefits if it is in the National Register of Historic 
Places? 

 
Commercial, industrial, and rental residential properties are eligible for tax deductions when they are 
substantially rehabilitated.  The cost of the proposed rehab must exceed the “adjusted basis” of the 
historic property in order for you to qualify for an Investment Tax Credit (known as an ITC) on your 
Federal income tax statement.  The Federal government refers to this as “substantial rehabilitation” of the 
building.  The “adjusted basis” is generally the value of the building minus the value of the land at the 
time of rehabilitation.  It is best to consult a professional appraiser to calculate this figure and a tax 
professional to advise on the requirements for an ITC application. 
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Alterations to Historically Designated Properties 
 
 17.  What types of alterations require review by the SHPC? 
 

The SHPC reviews any alterations or repairs that are visible from a public way and that would result in an 
irreversible change in the design, materials, or outward appearance of the structure.  It also reviews any 
changes in the general arrangement of the building’s features or its architectural details, such as the 
arrangement of windows or doors. 

 
 18.  What types of alterations are exempt from SHPC review? 
 

The SHPC does not review building interiors, storm doors and windows, screens, window air 
conditioners, light fixtures, antennae, lawn statuary, temporary structures, or small and indirectly lit signs 
related to occupational/professional use.  Unlike historic commissions in some other communities, it does 
not review paint color.  The SHPC does not review cases that involve routine maintenance or replacement 
of any part of the property using the same design and materials as the original building.  The SHPC also 
does not review cases in which buildings have been destroyed by fire or other disaster, as long as the 
reconstruction occurs within a year and is substantially similar to the original building in exterior design, 
type of use, and size.   
 

 19.  Am I required to undo changes made to my property before it was designated? 
 

No.  Property owners are not required to correct or remove alterations or construction done prior to the 
time their property was designated as a Historic District. 
 
20.  How do I obtain permission from the SHPC to alter my property? 
 
Before obtaining a building permit from the Inspectional Services Division (ISD) within the Department 
of Public Works, you should contact the Staff of the SHPC to determine if the proposed changes need to 
be reviewed by the SHPC.  If your proposed alterations are exempt from SHPC review, the Staff will 
issue a Certificate of Non-Applicability.  If your alterations are not exempt, you must apply for a 
Certificate of Appropriateness.  You will be asked to discuss your plans with members of the SHPC at a 
monthly public meeting.  (If you do not wish to appear at the public meeting, you may appoint someone, 
including your contractor or the Staff, to take your place.)  If the SHPC finds the proposed changes 
compatible with the historic character of your property, it will issue a Certificate of Appropriateness.  The 
SHPC may also issue a Certificate of Appropriateness on the condition that you modify your plans 
according to its recommendations, or a Certificate of Hardship in those rare instances where it is 
necessary. 
 
21.  What is a Certificate of Appropriateness? 
 
A Certificate of Appropriateness is a permit issued by the SHPC that allows you to proceed with 
alterations to your property, and that you take to ISD to receive a building permit. 
 
22.  How long is a Certificate of Appropriateness valid? 
 
The Certificate of Appropriateness is valid for one full year from the date of its issuance.  If substantial 
work has not been completed by the end of one year, the Certificate must be re-validated by the SHPC. 
 
23.  Is there a filing fee for the Certificate of Appropriateness or of Non-Applicability? 
 
No. 
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24.  If I am planning alterations to my property, when should I contact the SHPC? 
 
It is best to contact the Staff of the SHPC as soon as you have an idea of what alterations you would like 
to make to the exterior of your property that are visible from a public way.  The Staff is knowledgeable 
about historic properties, architecture and contractors experienced in working on older buildings, and can 
save you time and money achieving your goals. 
 
25.  Can the SHPC assist me in renovating my historic property? 
 
Yes.  The Commission is comprised of knowledgeable people in many different fields.  As such, they 
offer professional advice, practical information, and pertinent references about materials and techniques 
used in historic preservation and restoration.  The Commission’s Staff will also provide technical 
assistance, help you complete the permit application, answer questions, and direct you to valuable 
resources needed for work on your property.  If your income level qualifies, you will also be eligible for 
one of the City’s housing improvement programs.  
 
26.  What happens if the SHPC denies my request for a Certificate of Appropriateness? 
 
The SHPC will tell you at its meeting, as well as notify you in writing of the reasons for its decision, and 
will recommend how to modify the proposed changes.  The SHPC will also identify sources of additional 
assistance and information to help you modify your plans appropriately.  If you modify your plans within 
14 days according to the SHPC recommendations, the Staff will automatically issue a Certificate of 
Appropriateness.  The Staff is also available for additional technical assistance and advice. 
 
27.  Can I appeal a denial of a Certificate of Appropriateness? 
 
Yes.  You may appeal to the South Middlesex Superior Court within twenty (20) days after the SHPC has 
filed notice of its decision not to grant a Certificate of Appropriateness. 

 
Somerville Historic Preservation Commission 

 
28.  How qualified are the SHPC members who review my plans for alterations? 
 
The Somerville Historic Preservation Commission consists of 14 members with a wide variety of 
experience and interest in historic preservation.  There are seven regular members and seven alternates.  
All seven of the members and five of the alternates must be Somerville residents.  By Ordinance the 
members include an architectural historian, an architect, a licensed real estate broker, a city planner, a 
lawyer, and two citizen members with a demonstrated commitment to historic preservation.  The 
alternates include one resident of a historic district, a landscape architect, a licensed general contractor or 
person in the building trades, and a person with background in any of the above-mentioned categories.  
All members of the SHPC are appointed by the Mayor with approval by the Board of Aldermen. 
 
29.  Do the members of the Somerville Historic Preservation Commission receive salaries 
for their public service? 
 
No.  They volunteer their time because of their interest and/or experience with older structures as well as 
their commitment to historic preservation in Somerville.  Members typically serve for three-year terms 
and can be re-appointed. 

 
30.  In addition to overseeing the Local Historic Districts, what other activities does the 
SHPC engage in? 

 
The SHPC and its Staff develops educational material and fosters community pride about local history 
and preservation through a variety of activities.  Ongoing work includes organizing walking and biking 
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tours of Somerville’s neighborhoods, providing interpretive brochures about historic sites such as the Old 
Powder House in Nathan Tufts Park and the Milk Row Cemetery, and sponsoring historic re-enactments 
such as the annual New Year’s Day flag raising at the Prospect Hill Tower and Paul Revere’s Ride on 
Patriot’s Day.  The Commission sponsors a Preservation Awards Program that culminates each year in a 
ceremony at the Somerville Museum to honor owners who have made an outstanding effort to preserve, 
maintain, or restore their historic properties.  It schedules provides special programs on City Cable 
television and regular articles in local newspapers related to important historic issues, activities, and 
figures.  The Staff also writes grant applications to government agencies and foundations to help the City 
preserve and restore municipal buildings, such as the Old Powder House, the West Branch Library, and 
the Milk Row Cemetery, as well as to carry out its many public outreach activities. 

 

31.  Where can I learn more about historic preservation in Somerville? 
 

Our website, www.somervillema.gov/historicpreservation, has a downloadable version of the Historic 
District Ordinance, as well as links to many helpful websites.  Also, you can call our staff members at 
(617) 625-6600 ext. 2500 with any questions:  J. Brandon Wilson, Executive Director, or Kristi Chase, 
Preservation Planner, or via e-mail to bwilson@somervillema.gov or kchase@somervillema.gov 
 
32.  How can I help the Commission advance its preservation goals in Somerville? 
 
The Commission is always seeking people, ideas and funds to help with its mission.  Applications to 
serve on the Commission can be found on the website, and if you have a particular area of interest or 
expertise you would like to share, please let us know by phone or email.  We offer a number of 
Somerville memorabilia to display your community pride and to help finance our work, including historic 
afghans, mini “First Flags,” postcards, “Preserving Somerville” shirts and tote bags, and a new book 
entitled Somerville, Massachusetts, A Brief History.  All contributions to our Historic Celebration Fund 
are tax deductible.  We welcome your feedback! 


