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A Brief  History of  Historic Preservation Frameworks 
for Massachusetts Local Historic Districts



First local historic districts were established by the cities of   
Charleston and New Orleans the 1930s.

vieux carre historic district.webp

Charleston Old and Historic District - 1931 Vieux Carre Historic District - 1937



In Massachusetts, the first local historic districts were 
established in Boston and Nantucket in 1955. 
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Beacon Hill Historic District - 1955 Nantucket Historic District, Old 
Town & Siasconset - 1955



Additional  Special Act local historic districts followed:
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Concord Main Street Historic District 

Lexington Historic Districts 
Act – 1956
Concord Historic Districts 
Act – 1960
Sudbury Historic Districts 
Act– 1963
Bedford Historic District Act -
1964



1960 – The Historic Districts Act  
M.G.L. Chapter 40C
Enables municipalities to establish local historic 
districts.
Establishes procedures for appointing a study 
committee and preparing a study report.
Requires 2/3s vote of  city council or town mtg.
Sets requirements for historic district commission 
appointments.
Establishes a process requiring certificates of  
approval for proposed exterior construction, 
alteration or demolition in the district.
Creates and avenue for appeals to decisions.
Affirms enforcement powers and sets penalties 
for violations.



Federal Housing Act of  1954 
funding urban renewal of  entire 
neighborhoods.

Federal Highway Act of  1956 
funding new highway 
construction through 
neighborhoods.



1963 Act establishing the Massachusetts 
Historical Commission
(M.G.L. Chapter 9, Section 26-27c),
and enabling cities and towns to establish 
local historical commissions 
(M.G.L. Chapter 40, Section 8d).

Recognition of  the need for state 
government to have a role in historic  
preservation. 

Allow the establishment of  municipal-level 
historical commissions empowered to 
undertake research, plan, promote, advise 
other local boards, acquire property.



National Historic Preservation Act 1966

Established the National Register of  Historic Places

Created State Historic Preservation Offices

Created the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation

Section 106 requires Federal agencies to consider the potential effects 
of  projects on historic properties and sites and to seek input from the 
public and other stakeholders.



The Secretary of  the Interior’s Standards



Additional Standards for Rehabilitation



The purpose of  this chapter is to promote the 
educational, cultural, economic and general welfare of  
the public through the preservation and protection of  the 
distinctive characteristics of  buildings and places 
significant in the history of  the commonwealth and its 
cities and towns or their architecture, and through the 
maintenance and improvement of  settings for such 
buildings and places and the encouragement of  design 
compatible therewith.

M.G.L. Chapter 40C – The Historic Districts Act
Section 2. Purpose


