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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Connecticut considered whether a historic district commission had statutory
authority to deny a certificate of appropriateness based on the proposed relocation of an outbuilding
and its effect on the historic integrity of Southport Harbor. The court held that the commission’s stated
consideration was within its statutory authority, but concluded that the record lacked substantial
evidence supporting the stated reason for denial. The court therefore affirmed the trial court’s
judgment sustaining the property owner’s appeal.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the historic district commission had statutory authority to consider the effect of relocating the
outbuilding on the historic integrity of Southport Harbor.

2. Whether substantial evidence supported the commission's stated reason that relocation of the outbuilding
would damage the historical integrity of Southport Harbor.

3. Whether a reviewing court may search the record for reasons other than those expressly stated by a
historic district commission.

4. Whether the commission's denial constituted an arbitrary and unreasonable abuse of discretion.

HOLDINGS

1. A historic district commission may consider not only the architectural features of the structure being
altered and their relationship to nearby structures, but also the relationship of the structure to a place of
historic significance within the historic district, including Southport Harbor.

2. The commission's stated reason was not supported by substantial evidence because the record did not
establish that the outbuilding, its location, or its design had historic significance in relation to Southport
Harbor.

3. When a historic district commission states the reasons for denying a certificate of appropriateness, the
reviewing court is limited to determining whether those stated reasons are supported by substantial
evidence and may not search the record for alternative reasons.

4. The commission's denial was an arbitrary and unreasonable abuse of discretion because it was based on
aesthetic preferences rather than an evidence-based determination that the proposed relocation would
affect historically significant aspects of the district.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We reaffirm that this is the appropriate scope of review for municipal land use appeals and appeals from
decisions of historic district commissions.” (941 A.2d 928)

“We conclude that the commission's denial was based on aesthetic preferences rather than on an evidence
based determination of the impact that the proposed changes would have on the historical aspects of the
Southport Harbor area of the Southport Historic District.” (941 A.2d 931)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Gibbons owned a single-family residence and a nonoriginal outbuilding in Fairfield's Southport Historic District.
The outbuilding had been moved to the property around 1939 and was located in a flood plain and within a
required setback area. Gibbons proposed removing a modern addition and deck, relocating and renovating the
outbuilding, and connecting it to the main house. The commission denied the revised application on the stated
ground that relocating the outbuilding would damage the historical integrity of Southport Harbor, but the record
contained no substantial evidence that the outbuilding or its location had historic significance.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Gibbons applied for approval of proposed alterations to her residence and relocation of an outbuilding in
Fairfield's Southport Historic District. The commission denied the revised application because relocating the
outbuilding would damage the historic integrity of Southport Harbor. The trial court sustained Gibbons's appeal,
concluding that the stated reason lacked record support and exceeded the commission's authority. The
commission appealed, and the Supreme Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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