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 SATELLITE DISHES AND SOLAR ENERGY SYSTEMS 
 Rev. 11/17/10 

 

Salem Historical Commission Guidelines  

 

Satellite Dishes 
 

The Historical Commission has jurisdiction over satellite dishes and finds that they are obtrusive as well as historically and 

architecturally inappropriate elements in historic districts. Therefore, satellite dishes shall not be visible from any public way. If 

a homeowner is able to locate the dish so as not to be visible from any public way, it will still require a Certificate of Non-

Applicability. 

 

Solar Energy Systems 
 

The Historical Commission also has jurisdiction over solar energy systems. A solar energy system is a device or structural design 

feature, a substantial purpose of which is to provide daylight for interior lighting or provide for the collection, storage and 

distribution of solar energy for space heating or cooling, electricity generating, or water heating (as defined in G.L. c. 40A, §1A). 

In general, a solar energy system shall be placed in a location that minimizes visibility from any public way. If a solar energy 

system will not be visible from any public way, either the contractor or the homeowner must apply for and receive a Certificate 

of Non-Applicability before such installation. The application shall state the location of the installation, the dimensions and 

design of equipment to be placed on the exterior of the building, details of operation and the route of exterior wiring, if any.  

See also the Commission’s guidelines for Utilities, below.  
 

For circumstances in which a solar energy system cannot be installed so as not to be visible from the public way, the contractor 

or the homeowner must apply for a Certificate of Appropriateness or Hardship. Once again, the application shall state the 

location of the installation, the dimensions and design of equipment to be placed on the exterior of the building, and the route 

of exterior wiring. Applicants are encouraged to include scaled drawings, manufacturer’s specifications and photographs of 

similar installations.  If the system is being proposed for the primary structure, the applicant shall be prepared to discuss why 

placements with less visibility or less impact are not proposed. When ruling on an application for a Certificate of 

Appropriateness for a solar energy system, the Commission shall consider the policy of the Commonwealth encouraging the 

use of such systems and shall protect solar access (G.L. c. 40C, § 7). Nevertheless, the Commission shall consider and review 

each proposed installation on a case-by-case basis. Among the factors that the Commission shall consider are the following: 

 

Solar energy systems shall be installed so as to meet the Secretary of the Interior Standards for Rehabilitation and be 

installed so as to be sensitive to the historic environment.  

Location:  Installation shall consider the proportions, balance and scale of a property to determine the least intrusive 

location.  Installation shall have negligible visual impact upon the site as a whole.  Preferably, solar energy systems shall 

be installed on a rear ell, subordinate wing, secondary massings, within an existing skylight, on accessory outbuildings 

or on the ground.  If a solar energy system is placed on the ground, it shall be positioned in a limited or no-visibility 

location in a secondary area of the property.  On buildings, they shall be set back on a flat surface or placed behind an 

existing architectural feature (parapet, dormer, chimney, etc.), whenever possible.  Solar energy systems shall not be 

installed on the roof of primary elevation of a building unless other options have been explored and eliminated.  

Vegetation or a compatible screen may also be explored to further reduce the impact of these features on a historic 

property.  Such screen should be situated at a sufficient distance from the system to create a visual barrier without 

casting shadows of a prolonged duration or at times of day that would inhibit energy production. 

In all cases, the installation shall be as flat as possible against the surface where it is installed.  The placement of panels, 

either with horizontal or vertical tilt, shall be done to keep a low profile extension.  Pitch and elevation shall be 

adjusted to reduce visibility from the public right-of-way.  

The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. Therefore, installation shall not involve the 

removal, covering or altering of significant, character-defining features of a building.  Roof slopes, dormers, chimneys, 

windows, shutters and other architectural features shall not be altered to accommodate solar energy systems.  Solar 

shingles laminates, glazing or similar materials shall not replace historic materials, such as slate.   

Roof integrated solar shingles must be low or non-reflective. 
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Solar energy systems and mounting systems, whenever possible, shall be comparable in color to established roofing 

materials.  Mechanical equipment associated with the solar panel system shall be non-visible or minimally visible and 

unobtrusive as possible.  Solar energy systems, mounting systems and mechanical equipment, whenever possible, shall 

have non-reflective finishes. 

Installations shall be reversible and not cause permanent damage to the historic integrity of the property. 

 


