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Until recently, we Americans have thought that our 
land and resources were somehow limitless. But in 
the last few years, we have begun to reassess how we 
use land We have become interested in "smart 
growth." 

Smart Growth and Neighbourhood Conservation: 

Preserving What's Best about Maryland 
by John w._ Frece 

Maryland's Smart Growth initiative of 
1997 led the movement. Many of us here 
in Maryland think we're on the right 
track, but only time will tell. As Governor 
Parris N. Glendening often says, it took 
half a century of land-use patterns to get 
us into this mess, and we're not going to 
change them in two or three or even five 
years. It may take decades. 

Redirecting growth 
Development in Maryland in the first half 
of the last century was mostly in and 
around the city of Baltimore, with a little 
suburban development on the fringe of 
both Baltimore and Washington, D.C. The 
growth that occurred over the last third of 
the century is almost a photographic neg
ative of the previous trend. Not only have 
we been replacing farms and other open 
space with development at an extraordi
nary pace, but there has been a continu
ous exodus from established cities and 
towns. 

According to M aryland's Department of 
Planning, if growth patterns do not 
change, new development will consume 
as much land in central Maryland alone in 
the next twenty-five years as it has during 
the 368-year history of the state. 
M aryland responded with Governor 
Glendening's Smart Growth program, 
which now serves as a framework for 
state decision-making and spending on 
development projects. 

The goals of the program are straightfor
ward: 

1. Support and enhance existing commu
nities; 

2. Preserve valuable natural resource and 
agricultural areas; and 

3. Save taxpayers from redundant infra
structure needed to support sprawl 
development. 

Smart Growth takes an incentive-based 
rather than a regulatory approach to 
reversing trends. It uses the state budget 
as an incentive to change growth pat
terns. Smart Growth is not intended to be 
a "no growth" or even a "slow growth" 
policy. We want to encourage develop
ment, but in a more sensible, better
planned way, while simultaneously pre
serving the best agricultural and natural 
resource areas. 

Maryland established "priority funding 
areas" (PFAs) to channel state spending 
into built-up communities and areas 
where local governments want state assis
tance with future growth . The 1997 
Smart Growth Areas Act gave 
Maryland's twenty-three counties 
until October 1998 to develop 
their respective PFA plans. After 
that deadline, the state was 
prohibited from spending 
money associated with 
growth projects outside PFAs. 
Under our Smart Growth law, 
all municipalities and the 
heavily developed areas inside 
the Baltimore and Washington 
beltways are automatically 
PFAs. Counties may also desig
nate other areas, but only if 
they meet minimum state cri
teria: 

1. The areas must have exist-
ing or planned water and 
sewer service. 

2. New residential develop
ment must meet an aver
age minimum density of 
3.5 units per acre. 

3. Each county's PFA plan 
must be consistent with 
that county's twenty
year growth projections. 

Incentives and initiatives 
To make PFAs work, we are putting in lay
ers of incentives to support smart growth. 
For example, the Neighborhood Business 
Development Program provides loans and 
grants to small businesses or non-profit 
organizations whose activities contribute 
to a broader revitalization effort. In 2000, 
we set up a new reserve capital access 
fund to encourage private lending by 
allowing the state to insure loans to busi
nesses. A job creation tax credit provides 
financial incentives to companies that cre

ate at least 
twenty-five 
jobs within 

PFAs. 
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" Live Near Your Work" is a program in 
which employers, local jurisdictions, and 
the state team up to offer a minimum of 
$3,000 to employees toward the purchase 
of homes in targeted neighbourhoods 
near their workplaces. Usually, these are 
distressed neighbourhoods that will bene
fit from greater percentages of home 
ownership. Almost 80 per cent of partici
pants in the program are first-time home
buyers, and nearly 40 per cent say they 
would not have looked in the jurisdiction 
without the incentive. 

Brownfield redevelopment is important to 
smart growth because it cleans up con
taminated properties in the heart of areas 
where redevelopment and job creation are 
essential. Parties who have not caused or 
contributed to brownfield contamination 
can apply for funds under the Brownfields 
Revitalization Incentive Program. Th e 
Department of Business and Economic 
Development may award funds to pay for 
initial environmental assessments of 
potential brownfield sites, thus attracting 
developers w ho had been reluctant to pay 
for the in itial assessments themselves and 
were therefore avoiding brownfield sites 
entirely. 

The Can Company project in the Canton 
section of East Baltimore has become a 
poster child for smart growth. One of our 
first brownfield clean-up sites, it took 

advantage of federal 
historic preservation 
tax credits that made 
the project work 
financially. Now th e 
site houses forty busi
nesses, including high
tech companies and 
restaurants represent
ing 700 jobs. It is the 
on ly area in Baltimore 
that currently boasts a 
rising rate of home
ownership. 

I and 2 The Can Company revitalization project in East 
Baltimore was Maryland's first brownfield clean
up project. 

Maryland offers "his
toric preservation" tax 
credits-a terrific 
smart growth tool. 
The tax credit equals 
25 per cent of rehabil
itation costs on prop
erties that are listed in 
the National Register 
of Historic Places, des
ignated as a historic 
property under local 
law, or certified as a 
resource within a local 
historic district. 

Courtesy of Struever Bros. , Eccles & Rouse 
(Baltimore). 

A dispersed development pattern causes an 
increase in long-distance commuting and, with 
that, an increase in traffic congestion. 

The Maryland Department of Transportation is 
trying to develop a balanced system that 
includes bicycling, walking, and bus- and rail
based transit 

Cou rtesy of the Ma~·land Department of 
Transportation. 
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Government is too 
often the biggest 
impediment to smart 
growth development. 
For example, 
Maryland has many 
well-built older build-
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ings that could be put back into use 
relieving pressure to bui ld new faci lities on 
"green fields " elsewhere. But building 
codes made rehab work costly and time
consuming, so people abandoned build
ings or let them run down. 

In the 2000 legislative session, Governor 
Glendening pushed through two new 
"smart code " bills. A new building reha
bilitation code replaces ten codes that had 
governed construct ion on existing build
ings. It went into effect in June, and we 
hope it wi ll be as successful as a similar 
New Jersey law, which in one year 
resulted in an 80 per cent increase in 
rehab work in Jersey City; a 60 per cent 
increase in Newark, and a 40 per cent 
increase in Trenton . The new Maryland 
code sets up an easy-to-use framework of 
requirements that increases as the scope 
of the rehab project increases. The smaller 
the rehab project, the fewer the code 
requirements that apply. 

Zoning and other local codes that produce 
segregated land uses have become 
impediments to smart growth. Separate 
legislation directed the Department of 
Planning to develop two new model 
codes: one to encourage infill develop
ment and another to encourage the 
development of compact, mixed- use 
commu nities, which we are calling "smart 
neighbourhoods." 

The fundamental goal of smart growth is 
to direct growth to areas that have the 
infrastructure and services to support it 
To achieve this goal, we have also devel
oped programs to improve parks and 
playgrounds in older areas, and to reward 
communities that are work ing toward 
smart growth . To harmon ize these many 
efforts, Governor Glendening convinced 
the Maryland General Assembly to estab
lish a Governor's Office of Smart Growth 
to coord inate policy issues, provide assis
tance for specific smart growth projects, 
and increase the outreach to and educa
tion of citizens concerning smart growth 
issues. 

The elements of success 
Maryland's program has been successfu l 
for several reasons: 

1. From the outset, the program has fea
tured an urban/rural balance, recog
nizing the obvious link between the 
liveabi lity of urban areas and the 
increasing pressure to develop rural 
areas . This linkage is also helpful in 
bu ilding broader political support for 
smart growth. 

2. Our mayors were among our earliest 
and biggest supporters and remain so, 
in part because they saw Smart 
Growth as a program that, for the first 
time in a generation, devoted state 
resources to older communities. 

3. Maryland has a favourable govern
ment structure for smart growth , with 

only twenty-three counties and the 
city of Baltimore vested with the bulk 
of local land-use authority. 

4. Maryland has a long history of land
use efforts, so the Smart Growth pro
gram was able to build on the founda
tion of previous land-use successes. 

5. The program preserved local land-use 
decision-making authority. 

6. It had environmental support from 
both state and national groups w ho 
saw smart growth as a hol istic way of 
dealing with air quality, water quality, 
and other environmental issues they 
had been addressing piecemeal. 

7. The program protects rural lifestyles 
and rural economies. 

8. It provided certainty to businesses 
about where the state government 
would support development and 
w here it wou ld not 

9. It is a fiscally responsible program that 
attempts wise use of limited state 
financial resources for infrastructure. 

10. Finally, it benefited from strong lead-
ership. 

While aspects of Maryland's program 
have been copied by other states, pro
grams that work in one place may not 
work in another. One size does not fit all. 
Land-use measures must fit into an area's 
geographic, social and political context. 
Yet there are concepts embedded in the 
Maryland plan that Canad ian planners 
may find appealing: 

• It is incentive-based, not regulatory. 

• It embraces economic growth-just not 
everywhere. 

• It does not prohibit development, but 
says the State can no longer afford to 
support it everywhere or anywhere. 

• It recognizes that time is not on our side 
and that some of the best remaining 
natural areas will be lost fo rever if we 
do not act with a sense of urgency to 
save them . 

• Finally, it recognizes the value of con
serving and enhancing our older neigh
bourhoods, on the belief that an 
improved quality of life is not only indis
pensable to our citizens but vital to our 
economy. 

Smart growth is not so much a specific 
program or project as it is a new way of 
thinking about how to make new growth 
better planned, more sustainable, and 
more protective of the environment. 
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Summary 
Maryland Governor Parris N. Glendening's 
Smart Growth and Neighborhood 
Conservation initiative represents the 
nation's first statewide, incentive-based 
effort to reverse the costly, environmen
tally damaging and often unsightly pat
terns of development known as "sprawl. " 
The initiative is already strengthening 
older towns and cities; permanently pre
serving some of the state's most beautiful 
and valuable environmental resources; and 
saving taxpayers the cost of building 
redundant infrastructure to support sprawl 
development. Maryland's innovation is its 
commitment and determination to use the 
state's $21 billion annual budget as an 
incentive to encourage better planned , 
less costly and more environmentally sen
sitive growth. This article describes the 
development trends in Maryland that 
prompted Governor Glendening to initiate 
the Smart Growth effort, and how the 
program works. 
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Sommaire 
Le programme environnemental Smart 
Growth and Neighborhood Conservation 
initiative du gouverneur du Maryland, 
Parris N. Glendening, est le premier 
programme etatise fonde sur des mesures 
d'encouragement, mis sur pied en vue de 
contrer /es effets nefastes du developpe
ment urbain tentaculaire. Ce programme, 
en protegeant certaines des plus impor
tantes ressources environnementa les de 
l'Etat, fortifie deia certaines des vi lles /es 
plus anciennes et evite au contribuable 
des frais de creation d' infrastructures 
redondantes entra1nes par /'expansion 
tentaculaire. Le Maryland innove en 
consacrant un budget annuel de quelque 
21 milliards de dollars a encourager un 
amenagement plus sain, mains couteux et 
mieux planifie. Le present article decrit 
le fonctionnement du programme et 
esquisse le contexte qui a amene le gou
verneur Glendening a le mettre en ceuvre. 
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Note 
This is an abridged version of the keynote address delivered 
by Mr. Frece to the ClP-OPPI conference in Ottawa in July 
2001. 


