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Case # 20-17:      Local Historic District Preliminary Study Reports - Abolition Row District and Mechanics Lane District  
Petitioner:           New Bedford Historical Commission acting as the Local Historic District Study Committee  
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Proposal: Request by the New Bedford Historical Commission (NBHC) to the Planning Board to review and provide 
recommendations of the Preliminary Study Reports for two new local historic districts: Abolition Row District and 
Mechanics Lane District, under Massachusetts General Law Chapter 40C.                
  
Background: New Bedford’s rich history is represented by its built environment which includes a diverse collection of 
buildings, objects, burial grounds and landscapes which provide a valuable material record of the history of the region and 
significantly enhance the quality of life in the city. New Bedford is proudly home to seven National Historic Landmarks, 
(three of which are located within the proposed Abolition Row District), and currently has fifteen National Register Districts 
which range in diversity from parks and textile mill complexes to industrial power plants and residential neighborhoods. 
The city currently has one local historic district, protected and regulated by Mass General Law 40C, which shares its 
boundaries with the New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park. 
 
In the fall of 2016, prompted by residents’ interest, the NBHC established itself as the Local Historic District Study 
Committee and directed the Preservation Planner to begin the research of the two proposed districts, commence the 
study reports for the local historic district designations and conduct neighborhood meetings to gauge support for the 
designation. Initial informational neighborhood meetings were conducted in October 2016, and based on the positive 
response from the residents of the neighborhood and the support of the Ward Councilor, the process of establishing the 
LHDs continued. Follow-up neighborhood meetings held in February 2020 provided updates, timelines and sought 
continued feedback from the residents. Overall, the proposed districts have been positively received and supported by  
the residents.  
 
Local Historic District (LHD) 
Local historic district designation is a longstanding and widely used tool for historic preservation in over 120 cities and 
towns in Massachusetts, as well as throughout the country. 
 
Local Historic Districts have three main purposes:  
 

• To preserve and protect the distinctive characteristics of buildings and places significant to the history of 
the Commonwealth’s cities and towns;  

• To maintain and improve the settings of those buildings and places;  

• To encourage compatibility with existing buildings when new buildings are planned in the districts. 

Local historic district designation does not prevent changes from occurring within an LHD. The purpose is to allow for the 
thoughtful consideration of change and to ensure that changes and additions are harmonious with the architectural 
integrity of the neighborhood. When properly established and administered, a local historic district is not unduly 
burdensome to property owners and, indeed, can enhance property values by mutually assuring similar care will be taken 
in the review of alterations to all properties in the district. For more information on LHDs see attached Summary Points 
& Frequently Asked Questions.  
 



Mechanic’s Lane Significance 
Mechanics Lane, named aptly for the laborers who resided there, is a distinctive concentration of early 19th century 
working-class houses related to the whaling industry. All of the buildings on Mechanics Lane and the adjacent streets are 
contributing properties to the County Street National Register District and most retain original historic fabric with few 
intrusions. A Local Historic District (LHD) would protect the unique historic architecture and character of the area by 
providing a regulatory review process for changes to the exterior of buildings and site features visible from a public way. 
 
Abolition Row Significance 
The historical significance of Seventh Street, referred to as “Abolition Row”, is related to the city’s abolitionist movement 
and it retains strong architectural integrity as a good example of a diverse 19th century neighborhood. 

 
LHD Establishment Process 
Ordinance 
In 1971 New Bedford adopted a local historic district ordinance, known as Section 2-150 through Section 2-156 of Article 
XI of the City Ordinances, which establishes a Historical Commission with all the powers and duties of an historic district 
commission. One local historic district, the Bedford Landing – Waterfront Historic District, was established and adopted in 
1971 as part of the ordinance and was defined by a map which was amended in 2001. 
 
The New Bedford historic district ordinance provides for the establishment, in accordance with the provisions of the M.G.L. 
Historic Districts Act, of additional historic districts and changes in historic districts. As part of the Preliminary Study 
Reports, the NBHC proposes for adoption by the New Bedford City Council, an ordinance establishing the Abolition Row 
and Mechanics Lane Historic Districts which includes individual maps defining the new districts. See maps at end of report. 
 
In addition to the maps defining the districts, following are two key factors within the ordinance establishing the two new 
districts: 

• Due to the relatively small number of properties within the proposed Abolition Row and Mechanics Lane 
Districts, the newly established districts will be administered by the NBHC, rather than establish separate 

District Commissions. In order to accommodate the inclusion of one or more residents of or owners of 
property in the additional historic districts, the current Historical Commission membership is proposed to 
be adjusted.  

• Unlike the previously established Bedford Landing – Waterfront Historic District, the Study Committee 
determined to include exclusions and exemptions of certain elements and features from its review within 
the Abolition Row and Mechanics Lane Districts, which is consistent with the state enabling legislation, 
Chapter 40C, Section 8. (a). The option to include certain exemptions from review was determined as an 
effort not to overburden property owners and as a method to facilitate reviews and permitting. See 
Ordinance or attached Summary Points & Frequently Asked Questions for the list of exemptions. 

 

Timeline 
As required by M.G.L. Chapter 40C, the NBHC will submit the Preliminary Study Report to the Massachusetts Historical 
Commission (MHC) and the New Bedford Planning Board for their consideration. Following receipt of comments from the 
MHC and the Planning Board, the NBHC anticipates holding a public hearing in summer 2020. Based on comments received 
during the hearing, the NBHC will revise and complete the Final Study Report for the two proposed districts and forward 
the matter for consideration to the City Council. 
 
Once adopted by the City Council the ordinance will become effective once the maps indicating the boundaries of the 
districts are filed with the municipal clerk and is recorded in the Bristol County Registry of Deeds Southern District. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



PROPOSED LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT MAPS  
 

 
 



 

 

 



Summary Points & Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ’s) for the 
Proposed Abolition Row and Mechanics Lane Local Historic Districts 

 

Summary Points 
General Information  
Historic district ordinances are local laws adopted by communities to protect historic areas using powers granted by the 
state (MGL Ch. 40C). Under Chapter 40C, local historic districts have three major purposes:   
 

• To preserve and protect the distinctive characteristics of buildings and places significant in the history of the 
Commonwealth and its cities and towns   

• To maintain and improve the settings of those buildings and places   

• To encourage design within the district that is compatible with existing buildings and places   
 
The Massachusetts Historical Commission regards Local Historic Districts as the most effective preservation tool available 
in the state. 120 cities and towns now have one or more Local Historic Districts—there are over 220 Local Historic Districts 
in Massachusetts.    
 
There are two completely different kinds of historic districts in Massachusetts, National Register Districts and Local Historic 
Districts. National Register Districts are primarily honorary and are established through the Massachusetts Historical 
Commission and approved by the National Park Service. Local historic districts are primarily regulatory and are established 
through local bylaw or ordinance by a two-thirds majority vote of the city council.  
 
Benefits of a Local Historic District 
Local historic districts protect the investments of owners and residents of historic properties.  Insensitive or poorly planned 
development can make an area less attractive to investors and homebuyers, and thus undermine property value. A LHD 
protects a neighborhood's historic architecture, which largely defines its sense of place. When you are part of a LHD, you 
have some certainty that any new construction or renovation activity will be respectful of the existing character of the 
neighborhood. You are assured that your investment in your property will not be negated by an insensitive renovation 
nearby that can erode property values and destroy the qualities that make a neighborhood appealing. Real estate agents 
often use LHD status as a marketing tool to sell properties, because buyers are assured that the aspects that make a 
particular area attractive will be protected over a period of time. 
 
Properties within local historic districts appreciate at rates greater than the local market overall as well as faster than 
similar, non-designated neighborhoods. Findings on this point are consistent across the country. Local historic district 
designation has proven to protect property values from wild fluctuations and provides stability in the housing market. 
Recent analysis shows that historic districts are also less vulnerable to market volatility from interest rate fluctuations and 
economic downturn. 
 
Increased Connections among Neighbors and Community Involvement.  
All proposed exterior modifications, new construction, and demolitions in an LHD require review by the Historic 
Commission, thereby ensuring community involvement in neighborhood planning and giving everyone involved a sense 
of empowerment and confidence. 
 
Historic District Commissions  
Local Historic District Commissions are the review authority responsible for regulatory design review within designated 
Local Historic Districts. Local Historic District Commissions review applications for changes to exterior architectural 
features visible from a public way and have the ability to prevent demolitions and inappropriate alterations within Local 
Historic Districts.  
 
Historic District Commissions do not prevent changes from occurring, nor do they prevent new construction. Their purpose 
is to ensure that changes and additions to properties within the Local Historic District are harmonious with the aesthetic 
and historic values of the district. 
 



The New Bedford Historical Commission serves as the Historic District Commission and its current composition will be 
amended to accommodate the inclusion of one or more residents of or owners of property in the proposed local historic 
districts. 
 
Exemptions in the Proposed Local Historic Districts 
Local Historic Districts do not prevent ordinary maintenance, repair or replacement of any exterior architectural feature 
within a Local Historic District which does not involve a change in design, material, color, or the outward appearance, nor 
to prevent landscaping with plants, trees or shrubs. 
 
Local Historic Districts regulate only changes to all exterior features and all new construction visible from a public way. 
Interior changes, landscaping, maintenance, and exterior features not visible from a public way are not reviewed.  
The proposed Ordinance will not affect:  

• Temporary structures or signs, subject to requirements of the local zoning code and/or planning board; 

• Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures or any one or more of them, provided that 
any structure is substantially at grade level with the qualification that on-grade areas intended for parking 
more than four motor vehicles are subject to review by the Historical Commission to assure that adequate 
planting, earth berms, walls or similar structures are implemented to screen or regulate the physical scale 
of the areas and to minimize their visual impact as viewed from public ways; 

• Walls and fences; 

• Storm doors and storm windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, antennae and similar 
appurtenances or any one or more of them; 

• The color of paint; 

• Signs of not more than one square foot in area in connection with use of a residence for a customary 
home occupation or for professional purposes, provided only one such sign is displayed in connection with 
each residence and if illuminated is illuminated only indirectly, subject to requirements of the local zoning 
code and/or planning board.  

 

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ’s) 
Which projects are reviewed by the local Historic Commission? 
Exterior architectural features visible from a public way are reviewed. Interior changes, landscaping, maintenance and 
exterior features not visible from a public way are not reviewed. 
 
Am I going to be told what color I can paint my house? 
No. Most historic districts do not regulate paint color – or many other changes that are considered cosmetic and can 
readily be reversed. Local historic districts that regulate paint color normally only do so upon the overwhelming desire of 
the residents within the district.  
 
How does the review process work?  
The property owner's application for a building permit begins the review process. If the building official finds that a 
property is located in a LHD, the permit application is forwarded to the local Historic Commission, which usually holds 
monthly meetings. After any needed adjustments, a Certificate is issued and the building official may issue a building 
permit. Design review is not a tool to inhibit change or growth, but is intended to ensure that the existing historic fabric 
that helps to make a building historically significant is retained and repaired whenever possible and that replacement 
materials are appropriate for the building's age, significance, and design. 
 
Who are members of the Historic Commission? 
The local ordinance describes specifically how the Mayor makes appointments to the Historic Commission. In New Bedford 
the Historic Commission consists of members such as architects, realtors, residents and property owners of the districts. 
Commissions draw on a large body of knowledge to advise homeowners on the most cost-effective methods of 
construction or replacement.  
 
 
 



If my house is included in the Local Historic District, does that mean I have to make it look more historic?  
No, you can maintain the current look of your house as long as you would like. A LHD only reviews proposed changes to 
the exterior. 
 
If a vacant lot is one of the properties within the district, will it be subject to review?  
The development of a vacant lot would be subject to review of the Historic District Commission. 
 
Would an innovative development be allowed in the Local Historic District?  
New development is permitted in a local historic district. It need not replicate historic styles. Contemporary architecture 
which blends with the current historic streetscapes would be encouraged. 
 
How does the review process work? 
The property owner's application for a building permit begins the review process. If the building official finds that a 
property is located in a LHD, the permit application is forwarded to the Local Historic Commission. The Commission meets 
monthly. After the review and any needed adjustments, a Certificate is issued and the building official may issue a building 
permit. 
 
My neighbors already maintain the historic character of our properties, why do we need an historic district? 
By having a Local Historic District, you can be assured that a NEW property owner across the street from your house will 
also maintain the historic character of the district. 
 
Is it going to cost me more now to make alterations to my property?  
It shouldn’t. Historic districts are not adopted to impose hardships on people. Nor do commissions insist that buildings be 
“restored” or become museum structures. The local historic district cannot force homeowners to maintain their 
properties. In addition, the homeowner is not required to remove existing vinyl siding, etc. Effective restoration does not 
necessarily require the most expensive materials or construction. The purpose of a district is to keep as much of the 
historic fabric as is feasible, and when alterations are necessary, that the underlying historic character of the building not 
be lost in the process. 
 
Will my taxes go up? 
Property taxes are based on fair-market value. Property taxes for buildings in historic districts are taxed no differently 
than those outside the district. 
 
What happens if changes are made to a property within the district without first going through the review process and 
obtaining the appropriate certificate?  
Changes made to a property within a district without first obtaining the appropriate certificate are done so in violation of 
the bylaw and a fine of no more than $300 per violation may be imposed by the Commission. 
 
Do we really need more regulations? Isn’t this just zoning in disguise?  
Historic Commissions do not regulate the use of buildings. The allowable uses for a building are determined by a 
community's zoning ordinance. 
 
 


