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September 16, 2016 
 
Councilor Adam Knight 
Subcommittee on Demolition Delay 
Medford City Council  
Medford City Hall 
85 George P. Hassett Drive 
Room 207 
Medford MA 02155 
 
Re: Requested Changes to the Demolition Delay Ordinance 
 
Dear Councilor Knight: 
 
The City of Medford Historical Commission (MHC) is writing to recommend changes to the existing 
Demolition Delay bylaw (Chapter 48, Section IV) which we feel are both necessary and long overdue. 
Attached to this cover, for your review, is a markup of the existing bylaw with proposed changes 
highlighted in yellow. This letter is intended to touch upon the major proposed edits and address their 
motivation and context. 
 
As you are well aware, the Medford housing market is red-hot, resulting in a new construction and 
renovation frenzy. The adverse consequence of this rise in activity, however, is an increased number of 
properties slated for demolition. We estimate in the past three years, the number of applicants has 
tripled. The Commission diligently reviews each property on a case-by-case basis. The two step process 
requires the Commission to determine if the building is “significant” and then, if found significant, 
whether it is “preferably preserved”. If a property is voted favorable in both instances, a six-month 
Demolition Delay is initiated on the property. 
 
The intent of the Demolition Delay is to insert a pause in the process, allowing the owner and/or the 
developer examine alternatives the irreversible action of demolition. Explorations include many options 
such as: renovation, subdivision, moving/relocating the building, selling it to interested parties, and 
other options that prevent demolition. While we have had favorable interaction with some, the reality is 
that most applicants do nothing, instead choosing to simply wait out the timeline. Legally, they are 
entitled to do this. In the thirty cases the board has reviewed since 2007, only two buildings have been 
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saved. The current ordinance, adopted in 1994, has not served this community well and is need of an 
overhaul to reflect current conditions. 
 
The Commission unanimously voted to adopt several bylaw changes. The first begins with extending the 
delay from the current six months to a more robust twenty-four months. This timeline will give the 
board significant leverage on which to work out a solution with the applicant. It is their incentive to 
work with us as the revisions now clearly define what constitutes a continued, ongoing and bona fide 
effort. This aims to prevent those who might sit on their hands and play out the clock. We believe, based 
on the ongoing success of other nearby communities, that owners and developers will seriously review 
alternatives to demolition if they may have to wait a full two years to begin their project. 
 
In addition, the Medford Historical Commission is recommending several other changes to the bylaw:  
 

● Changes to the Medford Historical Commission Review Period from thirty to forty-five days 
● Changes to the definition of Demolition 
● Changes to the review period to buildings from the last fifty years, aligning with the National 

Register of Historic Places guidelines 
● Changes to the Ordinance to discourage “Demolition by Neglect” 

 
Below are details of each of the above-mentioned proposed changes to the Ordinance.  
 
Changes to the Medford Historical Commission Review Period from thirty to forty-five days. The 
Medford Historical Commission has seen an increased volume in the number of properties that need to 
be reviewed in recent years with all of the construction activity in Medford. The present thirty-day 
review period is simply too short a timeframe to evaluate properties. This is primarily because, once we 
receive an application, it takes several weeks for a consultant to prepare a Massachusetts Historical 
Commission Form B, the primary tool utilized to evaluate each property. The board often receives the 
completed form only a few days or, sometimes even hours before the meeting where determination of 
Significance must be made. An increase to forty-five days will give the Commission the necessary 
additional time to evaluate each property on their merits.  
 
Changes to the definition of Demolition. The Medford Historical Commission is requesting that the 
definition of “Demolition” be clarified in the bylaw. The changes are intended to capture significant 
changes to the building that compromise the integrity of a building, including removal of the roof, 
exterior walls and/or major architectural features. The intent is to capture major changes that are less 
than 100% demolition, but still compromise a significant or preferably preserved building beyond what 
is acceptable.  
 
Changes to the review period to buildings from 1900 to the last fifty years. At present, the MHC 
reviews properties that were built in or before 1900. This date may have made sense thirty or more years 
ago, but it is inadequate for the present day of 2016. The present bylaw gives no protection to nor allows 
for the evaluation of any property built in the last 116 years. The proposed review period date of 50 
years will bring Medford’s bylaw into line with many surrounding communities, as well as the National 
Register of Historic Places guidelines for significance, and capture many post-World War II buildings in 
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Medford that could be at-risk. This includes potential Mid-20th Century Modern buildings that are 
worthy of evaluation and potential protection. It is also important that the review date keep pace as the 
years pass, and not be a fixed date that recedes with time.  
 
Changes to the Ordinance to discourage “Demolition by Neglect.” Unfortunately, the Medford 
Historical Commission has seen numerous properties come before it in recent years where the owners of 
the building clearly were neglecting their historic property in the hopes that it would bolster their case 
for demolition. This sort of behavior, which can put a blight on otherwise well-kept neighborhoods, 
must be discouraged. When a property is a public safety or health hazard, the Building Department and 
Health Department will continue to have clear jurisdiction over the process. However, the Medford 
Historical Commission feels that there are some gray areas where there is neglect but not dangerous 
conditions where a reasonable compromise can be made in evaluating the property when the poor 
property condition appears to be the result of deliberate neglect by the owners. The MHC would like to 
make changes to the bylaws to work with both the property owner and the Medford Building 
Department to try to address the issue before it becomes a major nuisance or public safety issue.   
 

In conclusion, the Medford Historical Commission greatly appreciates the opportunity to make 
these common-sense changes to our bylaws that reflect the modern-day building environment in which 
we live. Our goal, as always, is to preserve and defend the City of Medford’s deep architectural and 
historical heritage, which is our primary mission under Massachusetts law.  
 
Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions or comments. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 

 
Ryan Hayward, Historical Commission Chairman 
 
CC (via email):  
 

Hon. Mayor Stephanie M. Burke,  
Mayor, City of Medford 
Lauren Dilorenzo,  
Director, Office of Community Development 
Mark Rumley 
City Solicitor, Law Department 
Paul Mochi 
Building Commissioner, Building Department 


