
 
 

Steps to Apply for a Certificate for Exterior Work on a Historic Property  
 

Somerville Historic Preservation Commission Certificate Requirements 
 

Many owners of properties within Local Historic Districts wonder what type of work on their house will 
require a certificate from the Somerville Historic Preservation Commission (SHPC).  According to the 
Historic District Ordinance adopted in 1985, any building within a Local Historic District (LHD) needs a 
certificate from the SHPC for repairs or alterations 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.  This would include 
changes in the general arrangement of the building’s exterior features or architectural details.  The SHPC 
does not review cases involving routine maintenance or replacement of any part of the property using the 
same design and materials as the original building.  Other work not subject to review includes interior work 
that does not change the exterior, and installation of storm windows or doors, lighting fixtures, window air 
conditioners, temporary structures or signs, and exterior paint colors.  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 exterior.  
 

Application Process 
 

First, the Applicant (the Property Owner, or a Designee, such as contractor or architect) completes an 
application for a certificate and submits it to the SHPC via mail, email, or by hand. Applications are available 
on-line at www.somervillema.gov/historicpreservation under Forms Library or at the Mayor’s Office of 
Strategic Planning and Community Development at City Hall.  There are no application fees.  Depending on 
the nature of the proposed work, the Applicant may receive one of three certificates):  Non-Applicability, 
Appropriateness, or in rare circumstances, a Certificate of Hardship. Each is described below. 
  
A Preservation Planner will review the application and explanatory materials.  If the Planner determines that the 
work only involves repair and maintenance items, or is not visible from a public right of way, the Applicant will 
be issued a Certificate of Non-Applicability, which must accompany the application for a building permit at the 
City’s Inspectional Services Division (ISD).   

 

If the Planner determines that the project needs to be reviewed by the SHPC, the Applicant will seek a 
certificate issued by the SHPC called a Certificate of Appropriateness that authorizes alterations to a 
historic property.  The Planner will work with the Applicant to present the information to the SHPC at its 
next monthly meeting, usually on the third Tuesday of the month.  The City will send a legal notice of the 
proposed work to immediate abutters and other interested parties at least 14 days before the public hearing.  
The Applicant, as well as any other interested party, may testify at the public hearing. The SHPC will review 
the application at the public hearing and if necessary discuss alternatives, and will usually make a decision 
on all complete applications the same evening.  If an application is either incomplete or out-of-date at the 
time of the meeting, the SHPC will act upon it within 45 days of a completed filing, unless the Applicant 
requests a continuance.  A Certificate of Appropriateness is valid for one year from the date of issuance and 
may be extended for periods of 90 days.  
 

In very rare circumstances, when exterior work is required to meet safety or access codes, such as installing a 
fire escape or handicapped access, an Applicant may be issued a Certificate of Hardship.  This follows the 
same process as the Certificate of Appropriateness, above. 

 

The Planner will send the Applicant a letter stating that a Certificate of Appropriateness, or very rarely a 
Certificate of Hardship, has been granted and will note any conditions attached.  The Planner files the 
certificate with the City Clerk.  The Applicant will need to take this letter to the Inspectional Services 
Division as part of the building permit application.   
 

If the SHPC denies a request for a Certificate of Appropriateness, the Applicant will be notified in writing of the 
reasons for the decision.  The SHPC will also recommend modifications to the proposed construction plans, and 
provide additional assistance as needed.  If the Applicant modifies plans within 14 days according to the SHPC 
recommendations, the Preservation Planner will automatically issue a Certificate of Appropriateness.  An 
Applicant can also appeal a decision with the South Middlesex Superior Court within 20 days of the Certificate 
letter.  
 

 


