NeighborSpace of Baltimore County, Inc.

Response to Draft Strategy for Protecting and Restoring the Bay
The Baltimore region is among the most densely populated areas in the Chesapeake Bay watershed. The region includes Baltimore City and Baltimore, Anne Arundel, Howard, Carroll, and Harford Counties and has a population of roughly 2.5 million.  Within the region, Baltimore County is the largest political jurisdiction with slightly less than one third of the region’s population.

Baltimore County has two distinct land management areas, an urban area bordering Baltimore City, where the provision of public water and sewer infrastructure is an incentive to development, and a rural area that lacks this infrastructure, in order to discourage development. As shown in the map below, the two areas are separated by an urban rural demarcation line (URDL).  Growth within the URDL took place in the immediate post-World War II building boom, before there were regulations governing open space, and, today, 90 percent of the county’s 755,000 residents live within the URDL.  Growth ultimately fueled concerns that a mechanism was needed for striking a proper balance between land development and the provision of passive and active open space within the URDL, a result that led to the creation of NeighborSpace of Baltimore County, a non-profit land trust, in 2002.  

The mission of NeighborSpace is to promote more livable communities in established neighborhoods within the URDL by acquiring land to serve as small parks, gardens and natural areas.  Since its founding, NeighborSpace has acquired, either in fee simple or by way of easements, nine properties that together comprise 26 acres of land within the URDL.  The organization’s mission, past efforts and future plans are in close alignment with the focus of the “Draft Strategy for Protecting and Restoring the Chesapeake Bay” on restoring clean water and conserving land; and, we are particularly appreciative of the focus on   “empowering local efforts” as a means of achieving these goals.  We offer the following comments, which we believe would strengthen the strategy, if adopted:
1. Funding for the nine properties that NeighborSpace has acquired has come to the organization from the County pursuant to one ordinance that requires a developer to provide open space or pay a fee in lieu of doing so and another that gives the County discretion to give NeighborSpace a portion of the “fee in lieu of” proceeds.  With the economic downturn, the numbers of development projects have diminished and funds for land acquisition have, in turn, dried up.  In light of this funding challenge, the idea of creating a new mechanism for underwriting conservation through the development of economic markets for ecosystem services that offset the impacts of development and industry (p. 32) is one with great appeal to us.  We are hopeful that local land trusts can be specifically named as potential beneficiaries of this strategy.

2. As you have so aptly noted, “the health of all water bodies in the watershed, from the most remote streams to the largest rivers, has an impact on the quality of water in the Chesapeake Bay itself.” (p.5)  Within the areas served by NeighborSpace, there are 10 such watersheds and five rivers that are tributaries of the Chesapeake Bay, including the Bird, Gunpowder, Back, Middle and Patapsco rivers.  Among these, the Patapsco stands out because, across the Bay’s watershed, it is among the largest tributaries.  All of the aforementioned rivers suffer some level of environmental degradation.  Land conservation in these watersheds is a clear means of improving their health and, in turn, the health of the Bay, and we support the proposed “Chesapeake Landscapes Initiative” as a means of funding state and local efforts to achieve these ends.  We are hopeful that in targeting available federal funding for this initiative to “state grants … and other funding programs” (p.34), you will specifically include local land trusts as potential recipients of funding.
3. [image: image1.emf]NeighborSpace is somewhat unique among land trusts in that it engages local community organizations and members to serve as managers of the properties that it acquires, rather than taking on sole responsibility for the duties of stewardship.  The organization is also embarking on a strategy to involve students enrolled in local university programs in planning and landscape architecture in efforts to improve its properties.  These activities would be greatly enhanced by the creation of a Chesapeake Conservation Corps (p.35) and, again, we would ask that local land trusts like NeighborSpace be included in the list of potential partners, along with relevant local university programs in landscape architecture and planning.  
4. We would encourage the federal government: 

· To support local initiatives that involve the planting of trees along streams and rivers by offering grants to local governments and non-profit organizations to further these activities.

· To streamline regulations that would allow government and nonprofit organizations to purchase interests in land with federal funds, either in fee simple or by way of conservation easements, in targeted watersheds.

· To require state and local governments to impose a mandatory, no variance allowed, buffer along streams and shorelines for new development and to offer a tax credit to property owners,  of small as well as large parcels, if they enhance vegetation in these areas.
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