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R o b e r t  V a n  P e u r s e m

Historic Districts, the Historic Commission and You
A n historic district is an area designated fo r  the protection o f  historic sites, bu ild ­
ings, landmarks, and neighborhoods that serve as a visible reminder o f  the history 
and cultural heritage o f  the area.

Local residents typically  create h is to ric  d is tric ts  in  an  effort to  p ro tect these la n d ­
m arks, to  foster civic pride, and to enhance the attrac tiveness o f the  com m unity . 
H istoric d is tric ts  are typically  created at a local level bu t w ill often  be recognized 
at a state an d  na tional level as well. Local h isto ric  d is tric t designation  and the 
N ational Register h isto ric  d is tric t p rogram  are, however, two significantly d ifferent 
p rogram s th a t are in depen den t o f each another.

The N ational Register o f H istoric  Places is a federal p ro g ram  ad m in istered  by the 
N ational Park Service in p a rtn e rsh ip  w ith  the  state governm ents th a t lists p ro p ­
erties indiv idually  or as p a rt o f a N ational Register d is tric t. The State H istoric 
Preservation  O fficer (SHPO ) o f each state ad m in isters  th e  p rogram  for th a t state.
In A labam a, th e  executive d irec to r o f the  A labam a H istorica l C om m ission (AHC) 
serves as the  SHPO. The AH C is responsible for co nduc ting  state-w id e surveys of 
h is to ric  p roperties, co o rd in a ting  nom in ation s o f eligible p roperties  to  the  N ational 
Register, and  condu c ting  en v iro nm en tal reviews o f federal and  state projects. The 
N ational Park  Service m akes the  final decision on a p ro p e rty ’s eligibility for and 
listing  on the  N ational Register.

A d is tric t listing  on the  N ational Register o f H isto ric  Places is p rim arily  h o n o r­
ary, acknow ledging th a t the  d is tric t has m et established criteria  used to  d e te rm in e  
w hether it is w orthy  o f preservation  for its h isto ric  value. N ational Register listing  
does no t restric t o r obligate the  p ro p e rty  ow ner in  the  use o f the  p ro p e rty  unless 
the  ow ner is seeking federal benefits such as tax  cred its o r grants. These types o f
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benefits are described elsewhere in th is  publication , an d  are usually lim ited  to 
in co m e-p ro d u c in g  properties. However, N ational Register recognition  provides 
som e overview  pro tec tion  from  federally funded  or licensed program s th a t could 
adversely im pact an  h isto ric  property .

A locally designated h isto ric  d istric t is one tha t is established by the  local govern­
m en t as w orth y  o f p reservation  and th a t is in  com pliance w ith  specified criteria 
regard ing  its h isto ric  character. T he criteria  m ay or m ay no t follow the  sam e s ta n ­
d ards as th e  N ational Register requirem ents, depend ing upon  the local m u n ic ip a l­
ity. A labam a law enables local governm ents to  designate h istoric sites and d istric ts  
an d  to  establish preservation  com m issions to  p rom ote and  pro tec t such sites. U pon 
a positive reco m m en dation  from  the local p lan n in g  com m ission, the proposal to 
becom e an  h isto ric  d is tric t requires a public hearing  at the  h istoric preservation 
com m ission . T hen the  city  council adopts an  ord inance designating  the d istric t.
In  H untsv ille  and  M adison, the  local d is tric ts are in itia ted  by a m ajority  o f the 
residents w ith in  a ne ighborhood  pe tition ing  the  city council and local historic 
preservation  com m ission to  form  such a district.

Local p reservation  com m issions have the op tion  o f establish ing arch itec tu ra l 
review boards to  review proposed changes w ith in  the d istric t. T he preserva­
tio n  com m issions o f H untsv ille an d  M adison serve as the  review boards for the ir 
respective d is tric ts. Residents w ith in  these d is tric ts  m ust ob ta in  a certificate of 
ap propriaten ess from  the review b oard  before m aking  any ex terior changes to  the ir 
p roperty . This pertains not only to structural changes and additions, but also to 
cosmetic changes such as exterior paint color, roofing, door and window replace­
ment, fencing, and major landscaping renovations. All projects involving ex terior 
dem olition  require a certificate o f appropriateness. By th is process, the  com m ission 
can en sure tha t the changes being proposed are appropriate to the  special character 
o f the  d istric t.

T he process o f ob ta in ing  a certificate o f appropriateness sounds far m ore daun ting  
th an  it ac tually  is. The com m issions typically  m eet m onthly, and have an  applica­
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tio n  dead line o f tw o weeks p rio r to the  m eet­
ing in  order to  p roperly  advertise the  m eeting  
agenda. T he applican t can sim ply fill ou t the  a p ­
p ropria te  form  ob ta ined  from  the local in sp ec­
tion  dep artm en t an d  p repare enough in fo rm a­
tio n  to  convey the  scope o f the  proposed project. 
T hat in fo rm atio n  packet typically  will need to 
include a d im ensioned  site p lan  show ing b u ild ­
ings, driveways an d  walks, fences an d  p roperty  
lines; d im ensioned  floor plans an d  ex terior 
elevations ind icating  ex isting  an d  proposed 
co n stru c tion  as well as p roposed  bu ild ing  m a te ­
rials; an d  pho tographs o f the  ex isting co n d i­
tions as well as exam ples o f m aterials an d  design 

details to  be inco rp o rated  in to  the project. Typically, the  m ore visual in fo rm atio n  
you provide, the fewer questions the  com m ission  w ill have. T he com m ission m ust 
have a visual record o f the  subm ission.

A rch itectura l review is typically  co nducted  w ith  the  aid o f s tan dard s  o r g u id e­
lines. These guidelines assist the  review co m m ittee  in evaluating  w hat im pact the 
proposed  add ition , renovation  o r dem olition  will have on the h isto ric  ch aracter 
o f the  p ro p e rty  as well as the  d istric t. At the  concep tion  o f m any histo ric  d istric ts , 
the  guidelines tend  to  be very general in  na ture . As the  d is tric t m atures and, it is 
hoped, prospers, these general gu idelines will need to  be m odified to address the  
new  issues facing h isto ric  preservation  as these lan dm arks  adapt to m eet the  needs 
o f m od ern  society. H untsv ille is cu rren tly  going th ro u g h  such an  evolution o f its 
guidelines an d  hopes to have revised s tand ard s  in 2003. An in depen den t p reserva­
tio n  co n su ltan t has been h ired  to  update  the  s tand ard s  w ith  the help an d  inpu t 
fro m  d is tric t residents and  local p reservation  en thusiasts.

Residents w ith in  an  h istoric d is tric t w ho are p lan n ing  any ex terio r m odifications

CER TIFICA TE OF A PPR O PR IA T EN ESS

Residents o f  h isto ric  d is tr ic ts  m u st o b ta in  
a certificate  o f  app ro p ria ten ess from  the 
review  b o a rd  before m ak in g  any  ex te rio r 
changes to  th e ir  property .
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should  consu lt w ith  the  local inspection  d ep artm en t to  de term ine  the  requirem ents 
for a certificate o f appropriateness. In m ost cases, a certificate is required  before 
a b u ild in g  p e rm it will be issued. In H untsv ille, a bu ild ing  perm it is requ ired  for 
all s tru c tu ra l projects, and  any co n struc tio n  over $250 in value, w ith  som e m in o r 
exceptions for ca rp eting , cabinet w ork and pain ting . M adison has a $1,000 lim it 
w ith  sim ilar exceptions. M adison C o un ty  cu rren tly  does not have a local desig­
na ted  h isto ric  d is tric t requ iring  arch itec tu ra l review, bu t it does have a bu ild ing  
p e rm it requ irem en t th ro u g h  its 
inspec tion  dep artm en t for all 
m od ifications o f $10,000. Failure 
to obtain the necessary permits 
and certificates of appropriate­
ness may result in a citation from the inspection departm ent punishable as a 
m isdemeanor and a $500 fine. Current legislation is under consideration to make 
this type of violation renewable on a daily basis until the violation is corrected, 
m aking it a $500-per-day fine.
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