
In 1972, when the Town of Harvard residents made the decision at their Annual Town 
Meeting to implement historical preservation, they were given two options by the 
Massachusetts State Law of historical preservation:  (1) create an Historic District 
Commission to focus on its historic districts and administer the historical preservation 
of those properties only (MGL Chap 40C), or (2) create a Historical Commission to both 
administer the historical preservation of its historic districts (MGL Chap 40C), and be 
the steward and adviser on historical preservation for the town and its residents (MGL 
Chapter 40, Section 8D). As we know today, the town chose Option 2.  

Advise on all Historic 
Properties.  The first 
responsibility that is 
assigned to a Historical 
Commission in 
Massachusetts is to advise 
the town on matters 
pertaining to the historical 
preservation of all historic 
properties (exteriors and 
interiors) in town including 
those within its historic 
districts. Here, a property 
includes historic houses, 
churches, barns, farms, 
structures, monuments, 
burial grounds and 
cemeteries, stone fences, 
archaeological sites, roads 
and areas. An asset is 
historic if and only if the 

asset contributes a lesson in the history (including the history of its architecture) of 
Harvard, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts or of the United States.  

In this responsibility, the Commission must first survey all properties in town 
including those inside of its districts to catalogue and inventory the properties, 
determine which are ‘contributing’ properties and of the ‘contributing’ properties, 
evaluate and document the historical significance and the architectural significance of 
each, and finally, to determine the existence of any threat to the property that would 
limit and reduce the significance of the property in time. 

The Commission’s recommendations and advice are not enforceable by law and are 
implemented by the property owners on a voluntary basis only. 



Administer Historic 
Districts.  The responsibility 
to manage its historic 
districts gives the 
Commission a quasi-judicial 
role to first determine the 
standard that the town will 
set for the exteriors of its 
historic properties in the 
districts, and then enforce 
that standard for the 
districts. That standard 
begins with the US 
Department of the Interior’s 
Standard for the Treatment 
of Historic Properties and 
then, given those standards 
and given the history and 
architecture of town and districts, the Commission must then elaborate a set of 
specific detailed standards and rules that will apply to the historic properties of its 
districts. Those standards are periodically reviewed and updated. Again, the 
jurisdiction for this responsibility is limited to the exteriors only of the historic 
properties that are within view of a public way.  

The Commission enforces its standards by requiring the district residents who wish to 
make changes to their properties, to apply to the Commission for a Certificate of 
Appropriateness (COA). If the changes are determined to be appropriate, a COA is 
issued. The COA allows the Building Inspection to issue a building permit to the 
resident for the work to make the change described in the COA. Without a COA, a 
Building Permit cannot be issued. 

Oversee Expenditures of Community Preservation Funds for Historical 
Preservation. Aside from the historical preservation laws, the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts provides for ‘Community Preservation Funds’ which are generated by 
the real estate transactions in each town. These funds are allocated to the town on an 
annual basis and awarded by the Community Preservation Committee (CPC) to certain 
projects. One category of project which qualifies for funding is historical preservation. 
The Historical Commission typically endorses all requests for CPC funding for 
historical preservation. Therefore, the Commission is responsible to confirm that such 
funds are in actuality used for historical preservation. The Commission will therefore 
monitor the financial allocations of funds in the initial planning phases of a project to 
confirm that the funds are allocated solely for historical preservation work and during 
the project implementation, will assure that the funds expended were in fact expended 
for historical preservation tasks. 

Summary. The Historical Commission first and foremost, is the advisor to all property 
owners (private and public) on historical preservation matters in town. In its historic 
districts, the Commission has an additional responsibility to regulate the changes and 
improvements to the exteriors of the properties in its districts to promote historical 
preservation. Finally, the Commission is responsible to assure that all Community 



Preservation funding that is allocated for historical preservation is actually spent on 
historical preservation work. 


