What is a Design Review Board?

As we consider our town’s future, one of the concerns that arise is how to control development and make it compatible with the community. Two approaches that could be helpful are (1) setting up a design review board and (2) adding new design guidelines for specific areas of town to Belmont’s zoning bylaw. These strategies are not mutually exclusive, but given Belmont’s small size and its less-than-rapid rate of development, only one may be necessary.

In Belmont, both the Planning Board and the Historic District Commission may review new construction if the project occurs within the boundaries of the Pleasant Street Historic District or if the applicant requests a special permit requiring site-plan review from the Planning Board. Other communities in Massachusetts, though, also have design review boards, which review new construction in areas like town centers for a certain quality or for compatibility with the surrounding neighborhood.

A design review board is made up of design professionals, like architects and landscape architects, who advise a planning board on design issues. A design review board typically reviews building bulk and the relationship of a building with surrounding features, as well as architectural features like doors and windows, materials, signage, and landscaping. Most design review boards in Massachusetts do not have regulatory authority and therefore can act only in an advisory capacity.

According to Chris Skelly at the Massachusetts Historical Commission, 42 communities in Massachusetts have groups that offer design reviews, including Bedford, Boston, Brookline, Cambridge, Cohasset, Dedham, Duxbury, Lexington, Natick, Needham, Sudbury, Wellesley, Winchester, and Woburn. Some of these communities, like Brookline, have only a design advisory team (DAT)—a group of design professionals that is called in to help the planning board with design issues. A DAT is an informal version of a design review board, so the members can change on a project-by-project basis. Both options recognize that many planning boards, which rarely include design professionals, do not have the expertise to review architectural features.

At Belmont’s Special Town Meeting on February 7, 2005, there seemed to be a consensus that establishing clear design criteria for new construction projects could assist the town in getting good development while not scaring off developers. The conversation at that meeting focused on the Waverley Square fire station—the lack of any design guidelines in Belmont’s zoning bylaw has necessitated the use of some tried and true general guidelines for that redevelopment project, to avoid creating new design guidelines specific to Waverley Square. 

Cities and towns implement design guidelines by creating zoning overlay districts in targeted areas and along corridors where design is critical to the character of the town. Since town centers typically have the highest concentration of historic structures, many towns and cities control their major commercial centers through historic design review. In Belmont, though, our town centers are not historic districts, and neither are areas like south Pleasant Street, so the Historic District Commission does not regulate design there. Therefore, Belmont needs to take the initiative and establish design criteria that set out a vision for how the centers should look and feel in the future. Design guidelines that add overlay districts to the zoning bylaw are an effective way to clearly help new developments become compatible with the neighborhood they will inhabit for years to come.

- Thayer Donham is an architect/ planner and a Precinct 5 Town Meeting member.

