Historic District Commission “Tips” for Getting Started

1.  Follow the Certified Local Government (CLG) standards when drafting your ordinance, regulations, and rules of procedure.  Not only are these standards the “best practice” for good governance, using them from the start will make it easy for you to qualify for the CLG program should you choose to do so.

2.  Recognize that not all historic district ordinances are the same.  For example, some are commercial (e.g., Keene), while others are residential (e.g., Amherst).  Follow your own ordinance.

3.  Understand the difference between an historic district and an “outdoor museum” (e.g., Colonial Williamsburg).  Outdoor museums pick a time period or era to which they “bring everything back.”  They remove later historic fabric and reconstruct entire lost buildings.  Historic districts preserve historic character regardless of period while allowing—but managing—change.  They encourage the restoration of lost historic building features, but not the unconditional reconstruction of lost buildings.

4.  For alterations to existing buildings, your job is to judge whether the features to be altered are historically significant.  E.g., “Do they contribute to the historic character of the building or the setting?

5.  For new work, your job is to judge “appropriateness,” not “beauty.”  E.g., “Does the design fit the character of the building and your historic district?”  Not: “Is it attractive?”  

6.  Become an authority on the unique character of your historic district.  Architectural character is local.  Don’t necessarily accept examples of architecture from other New England states for use in your historic district.  (See A Building History of Northern New England, by Jim Garvin.)  Caution:  Sometimes there are historic buildings that are “unique” to your local district.  E.g., there may be only one building in your district that had a historic cupola or a balustrade.  Even though these features are not typical of the rest of the district, they should be permitted to be restored on these buildings (but not necessarily copied on other buildings).

7.  Design review is a subjective process.  The challenge is to apply general rules to specific circumstances.  You will be accused of being inconsistent.  For example, you may let a person who lives on a secluded lot have a skylight on the back of his roof, but not let another who lives on the town common have a skylight on the front of his roof.  To defend your decisions—and not create precedent—take care to develop a list of “findings” that are specific to the unique circumstances of each application.

8.  Pick your fights.  When drafting your ordinance, do not regulate what’s easily reversible (paint color, storm windows/doors, etc.).  

9.  Actively recruit good people to fill vacancies.  Don’t wait to see who shows up to be interviewed!

10.  Do not give an automatic waiver to remove anything that has lead paint on it.  Lead paint is on practically everything that the commission is trying to protect!  It is a complicated topic, but there are well-reasoned procedures for reconciling lead paint mitigation with historic preservation.  Please contact the NH Division of Historical Resources for help.

11.  Your reputation is critical.  Recruit commissioners who are ethical and who are there to serve the community, not themselves.  Adopt a strict code of ethics, to include a rule that prohibits any commissioner (or his/her company) from bringing clients before the commission!  It is better to keep such people off the commission than it is to struggle to control their misbehavior.

Heritage Commission “Tips” for Getting Started

1.  Stay on mission.  There is a temptation for Heritage Commissions to do the work of the local Historical Society.  Support the Historical Society, but concentrate on doing the things that a Historical Society does not have the authority to do.  

2.  As your first project, survey and document all the historical, cultural and heritage “resources”  (i.e., buildings, cemeteries, bridges, etc.) in the entire town/city.  This gives you a baseline.  It also allows you to demonstrate objectivity when it comes time to defend a threatened historic resource.  I.e., because the resource was previously documented years before, you cannot be accused of “fabricating its historic importance” at the 11th hour.

3.  Pick your battles.  Sometimes it seems as though everything you hold dear is under attack.  Feel free to take a position on all those things, but be selective in choosing which issues you want to “go all the way” with.

4.  Exude competence.  Use facts and research, not emotions or opinions.  Persuade by educating.

5.  Work with the conservation commission.

6.  Actively recruit good people to fill vacancies.  Don’t wait to see who shows up to be interviewed!

7.  Your reputation is critical.  Recruit commissioners who are ethical and who are there to serve the community, not themselves.  Adopt a strict code of ethics.

