
Proposed Amendments to the City of Medford Demolition Delay Bylaw 
Background, Information and FAQ list. 

 
 
What is a Demolition Delay Bylaw? A Demolition Delay Bylaw affords public review of demolition permits for 
historically significant preferably preserved buildings, and can invoke a delay period for such buildings. The intent 
is that during the delay period, the building owner shall work with the Historical Commission to explore 
opportunities to preserve, rehabilitate, or adaptively reuse the threatened building. While the Bylaw does not prevent 
demolition indefinitely, it provides the opportunity to temporarily postpone the demolition of a preferably preserved 
building. 
 
How long has Medford had a Demolition Delay Bylaw? The current demolition delay ordinance was adopted on 
August 2, 1994. 
 
What other communities have a Demolition Delay Bylaw? Many of our immediate neighbors and surrounding 
communities have an established demolition delay bylaw. These include: Cambridge, Somerville, Arlington, 
Winchester, Lexington, Waltham, Lincoln, Concord, Boston, Woburn, Weston and Newton.    
 
Why are changes being proposed to the existing Bylaw? In the past several years, several significant historic 
buildings have been demolished to the dismay of many residents. As the real estate market continues to improve and 
no more vacant land exists, the threat to Medford’s historic buildings is ever increasing. The proposed Bylaw tries to 
address these concerns by providing time to research alternatives to demolition before any more historic buildings 
are lost. It also clarifies previously undefined terms and creates a standard set of mandates for applicants to complete 
in order for the Commission to lift the delay. 
 
When are demolition permits required? A permit, issued by the Building Department, is required to demolish any 
building within Medford, regardless of type, age, or historical significance. This process will not change.  
 
What is the demolition permit process and what is the Historical Commission’s role in it? Demolition permit 
applications are submitted to the Building Department at room 115A at Medford City Hall. The building department 
will then forward the application to the Historical Commission for review. A Commission representative will 
perform an initial review to determine whether the subject property falls under the aegis of the By-Law and is 
therefore eligible for review. 
 
If the property is ineligible for consideration, the Commission issues a letter to that effect instructing the Building 
Department to issue a permit immediately. If eligible, the Commission will forward the “Notice of Intent to 
Demolish a Building” to the applicant who shall then proceed with the review process. If the building meets certain 
criteria, a delay on demolition will occur. At the end of the delay period, a permit for demolition may be issued by 
the Building Department. 
 
Is there a fee for the Commission’s review of a demolition permit application? There is currently no fee associated 
with this application. Interested parties who are thinking about demolishing a building are encouraged to contact the 
Commission to discuss your plans. 
 
Why is the Delay being changed from six months to twenty four months? Primarily because the Commission has 
found that the present six month Demo Delay is not effective. The Commission has seen numerous cases where 
owners or developers have showed no interest in working with either the Commission or the neighborhood to look at 
alternatives to demolition and simply waited out the six month Demo Delay timeframe and demolished the property. 



A longer potential Demo Delay timeframe of up to twenty-four months is generally too long a timeframe for a 
project to become dormant. We feel the extra time will give the Demo Delay some teeth and leverage that will serve 
Medford better.  
 
A demolition delay has been placed on my property; now what happens? The point of the Demolition Delay is to 
take a pause in the development and building process. Under the revised ordinance, no permit will be issued for up 
to two years following an affirmative vote of significance and preferably preserved status. The Commission asks 
that in the time that follows, owners and/or developers take a critical look at the property and evaluate all possible 
ways to save the building. They can make a continued, bona fide effort by completing each of the options outlined 
below to the satisfaction of the Commission: 
 

A. the applicant has listed the building for sale with a real estate listing service for at least 90 days; 
B. the applicant has documented the building by engaging an architectural historian whom meets the Secretary 

of the Interior's Professional Qualification Standards, 36 CFR part 61 Appendix A, to create measured 
drawings, photographs, and a narrative of construction techniques and methods;  

C. the applicant has performed a cost analysis of renovation, restoration, or rehabilitation of the building 
versus the cost of new construction or has engaged an architect whom meets the Secretary of the Interior's 
Professional Qualification Standards, 36 CFR part 61 Appendix A, to complete the same; 

D. the applicant has performed a structural analysis of the structure using a professional engineer whom meets 
the Secretary of the Interior's Professional Qualification Standards, 36 CFR part 61 Appendix A, who has 
found that the building is structurally unsound; and 

E. other requirements that the Commission shall impose. Each building is reviewed on a case by case basis 
and the board may impose additional requirements. 

 
The delay period can be shortened if these good faith efforts are made by the applicant. It will help our board 
understand the logistics, economics and feasibility of saving the subject building. We encourage the use of the 
applicants own consultants provided they meet the requirements outlined by the Secretary of the Interior and are 
versed in period structures.  
 
The applicant could choose to do nothing, wait out the time and proceed with their original plan. They should, 
however, expect to wait out the full length of time without consideration for early release.  
 
At the end of two years, or upon vote of the Historical Commission to release it earlier, a letter will be sent to the 
applicant and Building Commissioner allowing a demolition permit to be issued. 
 
What buildings would be reviewed under the proposed bylaw? Any building that is proposed to be demolished that 
is 50 years old or more would be subject to review by the Medford Historical Commission.  
 
Does this include outbuildings such as concrete block garages, carriage houses and sheds? Yes. There have been 
rare cases where the Commission has reviewed carriage houses, which were typically built in the circa 1850’s. 
Concrete block garages and sheds will be reviewed, but the Commission generally expects few of these outbuildings 
to be determined to by historically significant and preferable preserved. If any outbuilding has a demo delay placed 
on it, it will be because it will have been determined to be significant and preferably preserved, the same high bar as 
any other structure that the Commission will review.  
 
I am a private homeowner and not a developer; does the Commission recognize the difference? Yes. The 
Commission recognizes that some applicants are simply private homeowners who may not have either the resources 
or the time to wait twenty-four months or complete each of the proposed steps in Section 48-78, the proposed 



amendments include a provision that allows the Commission to modify those requirements as needed, on a case-by-
case basis.  
 
If my house is fifty years or older, does that mean I cannot demolish it? No. These revisions only impact buildings 
that meet rigorous criteria for “historical significance” and “preferably preserved” established by the United States 
Department of the Interior’s National Park Service. The demolition of historically significant, preferably preserved, 
properties may only be delayed, not prevented. Nothing can save an important historical asset if the owner waits out 
the 24-month delay and is determined to demolish it. 
 
I want to put on an addition. Does the demolition delay prevent this or require me to get permission? The 
demolition delay by-law only applies to “substantial demolition” as defined in Commission policy. “Substantial 
demolition” includes acts such as the removal of the roof or exterior architectural features and/or interior framing 
members of more than one exterior wall of a building, interior changes to a building that compromise the exterior 
architectural features of a building, or the lifting and relocation of a building to the same or a different site, [See the 
Commission’s website for additional information.] So an addition or other limited change, not involving substantial 
demolition, does not require Commission review. In fact, the Commission encourages appropriate additions to 
accommodate owner’s needs and avoid total demolition and rebuilding. 
 
My house is just fifty years old; how can it possibly be historic? Medford has a rich and diverse history which is 
reflected in the built environment. Buildings of all ages can be considered historic. The Historical Commission uses 
criteria set forth by the United States Secretary of the Interior’s National Park Service to help determine if a building 
is “significant” and “preferably preserved”. These factors include: integrity of location, design, setting, materials, 
workmanship, feeling and association, and:  
- association with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history, or  
- association with the lives of persons significant in our past, or  
- embodiment of the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or  
- represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or  
- represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual distinction, or  
- those that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or history.  
As stated by the Massachusetts Historical Commission, “Historic resources are not limited to the earliest surviving 
buildings in a community, to properties associated with prominent individuals or groups, or to properties that reflect 
unusual or outstanding design and construction. The typical buildings, structures, and sites associated with ordinary 
residents, businesses, or institutions all comprise the historic assets of a city or town.” 
 
Will being subject to the By-Law affect the value of my property? An extensive literature review on the economic 
impact of historic designation (including case studies from California, Arkansas, Alabama, Pennsylvania, Colorado, 
New York, Tennessee, and Texas) found that preservation benefited all the communities studied in myriad ways, 
particularly in terms of property values and job creation. In a Texas study, property values increased 5-20%, but 
most studies showed far greater increases. In Pennsylvania, within a year after designation, a district’s property 
values rose 15-63% and in Georgia, one block of homes increased in value by 200% over 12 years.1 
 
The National Association of Realtors’ website includes a “how to” section on getting your house and/or 
neighborhood designated as historical. They note that, “Even if your home’s price doesn’t rise, it’s less likely to 
fall... because historic designations help ensure that the aspects that make the area attractive to home buyers will be 
protected over time by explicit design limits on such things as demolitions…”2 The Commission has not found any 
studies to the contrary that might indicate potential decreases in property values as a result of historic designation. 

                                                           
1 Morris, Mimi, “Economic Impact of Historic Designation,” California Cultural and Historic Endowment, November, 2012 
2 Retrieved from houselogic.com (http://bit.ly/2dEX1gH) 



 
Does this prevent development opportunities from happing within the City? No. The Medford Historical 
Commission is committed to adding to the vitality of our City through the adaptive reuse of the existing landscape. 
Historic Preservation contributes to a healthy economy. First and foremost, it creates jobs. The National Trust for 
Historic Preservation notes that “dollar for dollar, historic preservation is one of the highest job-generating 
economic development options available…jobs don’t stop with construction but are broadly distributed throughout 
the local economy.3” Furthermore, the recycling of older buildings is recognized as a sustainable practice. The 
greenest buildings are the ones that already exist. Unifying both these practices protects the character of community 
landmarks and destinations. Adaptive reuse has been successful all over Medford including Medford and West 
Medford Square.  
 
Does this by-law conflict with the Building Commissioner’s authority to require demolition of unsafe buildings? 
No. The Building Commissioner has an independent authority under the Building Code and state law to determine 
whether the condition of a building presents a danger to the public and to order demolition. 
 
Will this new Bylaw impact existing departments and/or their staff? No. The Historical Commission already 
reviews demolition permit applications in order to determine applicability. The primary increase in workload will be 
the responsibility of the Commission. 
 
Please contact the Historical Commission to discuss any questions or concerns you may have about these 
proposed changes. The Historical Commission Chair (Ryan D. Hayward) can be reached at 
HistoricalCommission@Medford-MA.gov 
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3 Rypkema, Donovan D., The Economics of Historic Preservation, A Community Leader’s Guide. (Washington, D.C., National 
Trust for Historic Preservation) p. 11. 


