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About Solaria
Established in 2000, The Solaria Corporation has created one of the industry’s most respected 
IP portfolios, with over 100 patents encompassing materials, processes, applications, 
products, manufacturing automation and equipment. Headquartered in Fremont, California, 
Solaria has developed a technology platform that unlocks the potential of solar energy 
allowing it to be ubiquitous and universally accessed. 
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NNOOTTIICCEE  OOFF  DDEECCIISSIIOONN  
 

The Harvard Historical Commission has denied the application for 
 

CCEERRTTIIFFIICCAATTEE  OOFF  AAPPPPRROOPPRRIIAATTEENNEESSSS  
 

for a property in the Harvard Common Local Historic District  
at 11 Massachusetts Avenue at a public hearing on October 7, 2020. 

 

 

This denial is for the Application for Certificate of Appropriateness received by 
the Town Clerk, on August 27, 2020 and an addendum submitted on October 4, 
2020 from Brandon Smithwood, to install 40 solar panels on various aspects of 
the roof of his residence at 11 Massachusetts Avenue, as specified in the 
application, including 16 the panels to be placed on the main roof facing Mass 
Ave.  
 
The commission made the difficult decision to deny the application after a public 
hearing on October 7 and considering the Design Guidelines suggesting that solar 
panels not be oriented toward a public way and not be placed on the main roof 
but instead on a subsidiary roof(s) so as to appear less significant. The home is a 
prominent one in a prominent area of the Harvard Common Historic District 
surrounded by similar structures.  While the commission was supportive of 
panels on other roofs on the structure, the main roof is totally exposed to and 
visible from the street, library and town cemetery.  The applicant was not inclined 
to consider alternate arrangements for the panels which might have been 
acceptable to the commission.  The commission therefore denied the application 
in its entirety.  The commission’s reasoning for this decision is explained in more 
detail in a letter to the applicant dated October 8, 2020 which is incorporated 
into this decision.   
 
Signed for the Commission: 

Pamela Marston 
 
Pamela Marston 

Chair, Harvard Historical Commission 
 
 

 



 

 

October 8, 2020 

Mr. Brandon Smithwood  

11 Mass Avenue  

Harvard, MA 01451 

 

RE:  DECISION OF THE HARVARD HISTORICAL COMMISSION ON 

APPLICATION FOR CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS FOR 11 

MASS AVENUE  

 

Dear Mr. Smithwood: 

Thank you very much for submitting your Application For Certificate Of 

Appropriateness seeking approval for the installation of multiple roof-mounted solar 

panels for your home at 11 Mass Avenue in Harvard.  The Harvard Historical 

Commission appreciated you taking the time to put together a thorough and thoughtful 

application. As explained below, the Commission carefully considered the merits of your 

application, but regrettably could not approve your application and issue you a Certificate 

of Appropriateness. The Commission would certainly entertain, as allowable by rule, any 

subsequent applications or modified applications you may wish to submit to help advance 

your project while also maintaining the integrity and harmony of the Harvard Common 

Historic District. 

Procedural History And Decision  

On August 27, 2020 you filed an Application For Certificate Of Appropriateness 

(Application) for 11 Mass Avenue with the Harvard Historical Commission (HHC) 

seeking “…to install a 14.8 kw dc roof-mounted solar installation, using 40 solar pv 

panels: no panels on North-facing roof/ 18 panels on East-facing roof 4,6 + ./ 4 panels on 

South-facing roofs 2 + 5 / and 18 panels on roofs 1 + 3.” You further indicated that the 

prospective panels would be black in color which you indicated would be HHC 

compliant. 

The HHC duly processed your Application and promptly placed it on the agenda for the 

September 2020 HHC meeting. At that meeting the HHC determined that the prospective 

panel installation was Substantial in nature and therefore would be reviewed in the 

context of a public hearing before a vote on the Certificate of Appropriateness. Abutters 

were notified of the prospective changes and all requirements of Notice were met. Shortly 

before the October 2020 HHC meeting you forwarded to HHC an addendum to the 

Application which had detailed designs of the roof and panels which were numbered and 

labeled, as well as where the panels were to be mounted, their dimensions and tilt. The 

addendum also included pictures of the property from the North, East, South and West 

elevations each angle having 2 pictures, one with, and one without the prospective panels.  

At the October 7, 2020 HHC meeting a public hearing was held wherein you presented 

your Application again, the Application was made open for public commentary, HHC 

Commissioners asked questions and deliberated and ultimately voted 4-0 not to approve 

your Application.  

In reaching its Decision the HHC considered all the evidence it had before it to include 

the Application, addendum and multiple presentations, and applied that evidence in light 



of the bylaws of the Town of Harvard; the HHC Design Guidelines; Massachusetts 

General Laws c. 40C et. seq., as well as design guidelines of surrounding similarly 

situated towns which the HHC thought persuasive. Further, the HHC also looked to 

relevant case law which has illuminated the application of the factors to weigh and 

consider, specifically in the context of solar panels in historical districts. First Parish In 

Bedford et al. v. Historic District Commission of The Town of Bedford, 16-1844-A 

(Middlesex Sup. Ct. 2017).  Lastly, the HHC considered the General Court’s mandate 

that “the Commonwealth strongly encourages the use of solar and to protect solar 

access.” MGL c. 40C § 7.  

At the outset, the HHC strongly supports the use of solar and whenever feasible to help 

facilitate solar access within its Districts. In fact approximately 10 installations have been 

approved in recent years.  However, the HHC also has to balance this laudable endeavor 

with its purpose “[t]o preserve and protect the historic assets of Harvard, its buildings, 

structures, places, sites, and surrounding settings of historical or architectural 

significance.” § 48-1. The HHC looked to page 21-22 of its Guidelines which stand for 

the proposition that solar panels on a modern structure is always preferable to being 

mounted on a historic structure. Moreover, the HHC guidelines place particular emphasis 

on solar panels not being orientated toward a public way whenever possible. These 

guidelines are consistent with the guidelines of other similarly situated communities to 

include Concord, Natick, Newton and Arlington. Other factors the HHC has to consider 

is the historic value and significance of a site, building or structure as well as the size and 

shape of the building or structure to the land on which it sits in relation to the buildings 

and structures in the vicinity.  Consistent with this approach, solar panels that have been 

approved in the districts have been either not visible from a public way, pole mounted, 

and/or attached to subsidiary buildings.    

In considering the Application the HHC took all of this into account. The HHC took no 

issue with the panels to be affixed on Roofs 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7. These roofs and panels to be 

placed thereon were not orientated toward a public way, were discreet and consistent with 

HHC guidelines and the Commonwealth’s promotion of solar. The HHC only took issue 

with Roof 1.  Roof 1 is situated on the main structure (not a subsidiary building) and is by 

far the most prominent of the entire structure. It faces in a South-Westerly direction 

directly onto Mass Ave in the heart of the District. Roof 1 is totally exposed, low-hanging 

and with little frontage between the Roof and the street it seemingly overhangs Mass 

Ave. It is prominent in the direct periphery of anyone driving or walking Northbound on 

Mass Ave. Moreover, it is only somewhat less prominent traveling Mass Ave 

Southbound. The roof also stands flush and completely exposed to the historic cemetery 

and Library in an almost perpendicular manner directly across the street.  

At the October 7, 2020 meeting the HHC sought to explore possible alternative options to 

Roof 1, to include possible additional panels on Roof 4, other roofs, or the possibility of a 

freestanding panel on the property. Unfortunately, you did not seem open to considering 

alternative options. It was not made clear to the HHC as to whether such additional 

options, although perhaps not personally optimal were nonetheless functionally viable, 

allowing for a revision to the application that would have been acceptable. Therefore, in 

weighing the evidence and applying the factors cited above the HHC had to deny the 

Application in whole.  



The HHC once again thanks you very much for your Application. We hope to continue to 

work with you to help you achieve your solar goals that we share and support not only as 

Commissioners but as neighbors and members of the community. We look forward to 

exploring additional options to meet your needs consistent with our charge to the District.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Pam Marston 

Chair, Harvard Historical Commission  
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