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Dear Citizens: 

I am pleased to present the 2012 Howard County Land Preservation, Recreation and 
Parks Plan.  This plan is the result of the combined efforts of the Department of 
Recreation and Parks and the Department of Planning and Zoning, with assistance from 
Leadership Howard County’s Leadership Essentials Class of 2012.   

The focus of the 2012 Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan is to update the 
major recreation and parks components present in the 2005 version of the plan, 
including inventory, supply and demand analysis, and the 15-year land acquisition and 
capital improvement priorities for Howard County. The 2012 Plan also addresses the 
priority recreation and parks’ needs and opportunities identified in the 2009 State Plan.  

This has helped evaluate the progress Howard County has made since the last Land 
Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan in 2005 and chart a course for the future.  
There remains a sustained cooperative effort between state and local governments to 
preserve open space, protect local and regional Greenways, and provide facilities for a 
broad-range of recreation activities.   

Public meetings on park master plans, land acquisition initiatives and annual budget 
hearings will continue to be the venue for public input on recreational and park 
amenities.  I trust that the citizens of Howard County will continue to provide their 
valuable insights and feedback as we move toward making Howard County an even 
better place to live, work and play. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Ken Ulman 
County Executive 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION TO THE PLAN

The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation and Recreation Plan describes how Howard

County intends to continue developing its recreation-related resources. The Plan also outlines

the County’s approach to protecting sensitive natural resources and conserving the region’s

farmland. State legislative goals and applicable Howard County plans provide the overall

policy framework for all goals, strategies and techniques identified in this Plan.

Purposes of the Plan

The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan is important and timely

for several key reasons. Most critically, the County must sustain its pro-active approach to

dealing with the pressures that growth exerts on Howard County’s recreation services, natural

environment and agricultural heritage. The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks’

mission is “to responsibly manage natural resources; provide excellent parks, facilities, and

recreation opportunities for the community; and ensure the highest quality of life for current and

future generations.” The Department’s vision is “to deliver recreation and leisure opportunities

that will improve the health and well-being of the community and to serve as a model steward of

the environment by managing, protecting and conserving our resources for a sustainable future.”

This Plan will help the Department carry out its mission and vision by guiding the Department’s

policy decisions and day-to-day operations.

One major goal of this Plan is to:

Comply with the State of Maryland mandate that all local jurisdictions update their land

preservation, parks and recreation plans to continue qualifying for Maryland Program Open

Space funds.

A second major goal is to:

Guide the development of Recreation and Parks services, and help direct the County’s efforts to

conserve and protect its natural environment and farmland.

In accordance with guidelines prepared by the Maryland Department of Planning and the

Maryland Department of Natural Resources, the specific objectives of The 2012 Howard County

Land Preservation and Recreation Plan are as follows:
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• Review goals and objectives of State and local programs for three principal elements: parks

and recreation, agriculture, and natural resources;

• Identify where these goals and objectives are essentially the same, where they are

complementary or mutually supportive, and where they are simply different;

• Evaluate the ability of implementation programs and funding sources for each element to

achieve related goals and objectives;

• Identify desirable improvements to policies, plans, and funding strategies, to better achieve

goals and improve return on public investment;

• Recommend to State and local legislatures, governing bodies and agencies changes needed

to overcome shortcomings, achieve goals, and ultimately ensure good return on public

investment;

• Identify the outdoor recreation needs and priorities of current and future State and local

populations;

• Achieve legislative goals of State and local land preservation programs; and

• Beyond these State-mandated objectives, the following Howard County goals are the basis

for this 2012 Land Preservation and Recreation Plan.

• Provide for, ensure, and increase the quality of life for all Howard County residents and

preserve the County’s unique character in balance with continued economic growth;

• Provide for future passive, active, and lifetime recreational opportunities, ensuring that all

land, programming, and recreational facility needs are met;

• Ensure that the County’s fresh approach to land and resource conservation as well as

programming and recreation in Howard County reflects the County’s priorities, character,

and economic resources;

• Protect renewable, non-renewable natural, cultural and historic resources;

• Integrate the preservation of the County’s agricultural land and agricultural activities with

resource protection and recreational goals;

• Make open space preservation a priority to help sustain the future quality of life of Howard

County residents; and
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• Protect and enhance the County’s natural resources and quality of life in accordance with the

principles of sustainability and stewardship.

• Maryland State Law requires the 23 counties and Baltimore City to prepare local Parks,

Recreation, and Land Preservation Plans every five years. The State is required to submit a

statewide plan that incorporates the County plans one year after the local plans are due.

Local Agency Preparation of the Plan and Public Participation

The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks is the lead agency and driving force

behind The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation and Recreation Plan. The Department is the

Plan coordinator and will have the primary role in implementing much of the Plan, especially

recommendations related to recreation and parks services. Other aspects of the Plan, particularly

policies that address resource conservation and farmland preservation, will involve an array of

State agencies, County entities, local officials, and other active County residents. The Plan is

designed to do more than just set policy. The Plan identifies responsible parties and directs them

on how to go about translating policies into results—results aimed at improving the quality of

life for people who live, work and visit in Howard County.

The Howard County Executive has designated the Director of Recreation and Parks to serve as

the “County Liaison Officer” to Program Open Space, a state grant program for land acquisition

and park development. In this role, the Director is responsible for the development of this Plan,

as well as, the administration of Program Open Space grants. The following organizations

contributed to the development of this plan:

Chapter One – Introduction to The Plan

• Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks

• Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

• Urban Research and Development Corporation

Chapter Two – Framework for the Local Plan

• Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks

• Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

• Urban Research and Development Corporation

• Maryland Department of Planning

Chapter Three – Recreation, Parks and Open Space

• Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks

• Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

• Urban Research and Development Corporation
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• Maryland Department of Natural Resources

• Maryland Department of Planning

• University of MD Baltimore Co., Maryland Institute for Policy Analysis and Research

• Howard County Department of Education

Chapter Four – Agricultural Land Preservation

• Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

• Urban Research and Development Corporation

• Maryland Department of Planning

Chapter Five – Natural Resource Conservation

• Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks

• Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

• Urban Research and Development Corporation

• Maryland Department of Natural Resources

• Maryland Department of Planning

Chapter Six – Summary and Synthesis

• Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks

• Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

• Urban Research and Development Corporation

In addition to the entities noted above, preparation of the 2012 Howard County Land

Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan involved the citizens of Howard County. The public

process involved three methods of outreach. First, in May of 2003, the State of Maryland secured

the University of Maryland, Baltimore County, Maryland Institute for Policy Analysis and

Research to conduct a statewide survey of households titled, “Participation in Local Park and

Recreation Activities in Maryland”. The survey was conducted in seven sub-regions, one being

the Suburban Baltimore region, which includes Howard, Anne Arundel, Baltimore, Carroll and

Harford counties. The survey provided public participation data for eighty-three different

recreation and fitness activities. The participation rates were utilized to calculate the recreation

facility needs for Howard County.

A second method of public participation was the public meeting hosted by the Howard County

Recreation and Parks Advisory Board. This meeting was advertised in local newspapers and on

the Howard County website prior to the event.

In addition to the public meetings above, the Howard County Planning Board hosted a public

meeting to receive comments on the Draft Plan. This meeting was also advertised in advance of

the meeting.

The final public meeting opportunity was a public hearing on the Final Draft Plan before the
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Howard County Council.

The third method of public participation in the Plan process was the use of the Howard County

website www.howardcountymd.gov/RAP to post the various draft plan chapters, issue papers

and meeting dates. These web postings encouraged the public to attend meetings and/or provide

written comments.

The Plan’s Relationship to the Comprehensive Planning Process

Howard County is now updating General Plan 2000, its existing comprehensive plan. In April

2012, the Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning issued a preliminary draft of this

comprehensive plan update, which is called PlanHoward 2030. A public comment period is

underway with public meetings and a formal adoption process to follow.

PlanHoward 2030 is organized to address each of the 12 Maryland State Planning Visions, with

chapters devoted to:

 Quality of Life and Sustainability

 Public Participation

 Environmental Protection

 Resource Conservation

 Economic Development

 Growth

 Transportation

 Infrastructure and Services

 Housing

 Community Design

 Implementation

 Stewardship

Howard County adopted its current Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan in 2005. Both

that 2005 document and this 2012 Land Preservation and Recreation Plan update were prepared

in close consultation with the Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning, particularly

regarding Chapter Four – Agricultural Land Preservation and Chapter Five – Natural Resource

Conservation. In turn, the Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks provided

important information on parkland acreage and related recreation matters for inclusion in

PlanHoward 2030. Both plans embrace Maryland’s Smart Growth concept, the principles of

sustainability and environmental stewardship.

http://www.howardcountymd.gov/RAP
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Definitions Used in the Plan

County land preservation and recreation plans in Maryland should classify recreational land by

park acreage, service area, and acres per number of residents served. This is the classification

system that the State of Maryland utilizes in determining and projecting future recreational and

open space needs. The following matrix defines the terms used throughout the 2012 Howard

County Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan.

Term Definition Appearance Typical

Examples

Goal / Purpose

Active

Recreation

Recreational pursuits that

are physically challenging

such as field sports, court

games, playground usage,

running, bicycling, etc.

Participants are engaged

in physical activity.

Facilities include athletic

fields, game courts, swim

facilities, etc.

Field sports, court

games, playgrounds,

jogging, and

swimming.

Enjoyment of physical

activity and exertion;

health benefits.

Agriculture Farming, including

cultivating and harvesting

for production of food and

fiber products; the raising of

livestock for food and other

purposes; agritourism and

related incidental uses.

Crop fields, pastures,

orchards, nurseries.

Grain producer, dairy

farm, horse breeding

operation,

horticultural products

facility.

Human-managed

cultivation of farm

products for harvest and

sale.

Stream or

Wetland Buffer

A natural or established

vegetated area on all lands

within 50, 75 or 100 feet

(measured from the top of

the bank) of any perennial

and intermittent stream and

within 25 feet (measured

from the outside perimeter

edge) of any nontidal

wetland.

Linear lands adjacent to

water-related resources.

Gorman Stream

Valley Park, Murray

Hill Stream Valley

Park.

Filter pollutants provide

habitat, and transition or

separation of natural areas

from development.

Commercial

Recreation

Centers/Private

Recreation

Recreational opportunities

that are privately owned and

generally operated for

profit, usually requiring a

membership fee to

participate.

Building or outdoor

facility signed as “private”

and with a reception desk

to check memberships and

collect fees.

Normandy Lanes

(bowling), Supreme

Sports Club,

Colosseum Gym and

Fitness.

Provide additional

recreational opportunities

that fill a public need and

generally make a profit for

the company.

Community

Park

Lands providing active and

passive recreational

opportunities for all

neighborhoods within a

two-mile radius. Can also

serve organized sports

groups.

Developed and

undeveloped recreational

lands ranging in size from

20 to 100 acres typically

with active recreation

facilities and open space.

Alpha Ridge Park,

Hammond Branch

Park, Waterloo Park,

Warfield’s Pond

Park, Meadowbrook

Park and North

Laurel Park.

To serve structured and

unstructured, active and

passive recreational needs

while protecting sensitive

natural areas.
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Term Definition Appearance Typical

Examples

Goal / Purpose

Conservation The systematic protection

of natural resources, such as

forests and waterways.

Undeveloped land in its

natural state.

Open space, natural

resource areas and

portions of parks that

are protected with

limited use.

Protection and

management of resources.

Easement A non-possessory interest in

land that restricts or allows

the use of the land or the

management of the land to

protect the resource.

Not evident by appearance

unless posted.

Agricultural,

recreational, and

conservation

easements.

Open space easements

provide access without

liability for passage or

recreational enjoyment.

Agricultural easements

conserve productive

farmlands. Recreational

easements provide for

specific recreational uses

in accordance with

agreement.

Facility Outdoor recreational

structure and/ or grounds.

Size and shape varies

dependent on intended

use.

Ballfields,

playgrounds, tennis

courts, equestrian

rings, including

ancillary uses such as

parking, restrooms

and concession

stands.

Provide setting for

structured activities.

Green

Infrastructure

A network of land

maintained in a largely

natural state primarily to

preserve environmental

resources.

Could be “hubs”, which

are large ecologically

significant properties or

“corridors”, which are

linear connections

between hubs.

Pristine natural areas

in the Patuxent River

and Patapsco River

watersheds.

Protect natural sources,

including animal and plant

plant and animal habitats.

Greenways,

Recreational

Multi-purpose, publically

accessible trails, primarily

for active use.

Linear trails with surfaces

appropriate for multiple

uses.

Little Patuxent

Greenway, Middle

Patuxent Greenway.

To accommodate walkers,

bicyclists and other active

trail users.

Historic -

Cultural Areas

A major land holding

category utilized for County

inventory purposes. Sites

are owned and managed by

Howard County.

Varies depending on the

property. May or may not

include a structure.

Baldwin Commons,

Waverly Mansion,

Ellicott City Colored

School, Isaac

Thomas Log Cabin,

The Old Court

House, The

Firehouse Museum,

B & O Railroad

Museum, Tiber

Historical Park,

Patapsco Female

Institute.

Protect significant historic

-cultural resources and

their setting, and provide

recreational/educational

opportunities for citizens

to better understand the

past.

Indoor Space Heated, lighted, enclosed

space in which designated

activities can be held.

Classroom, large meeting

room, auditorium.

School / Recreation

Center, Roger Carter

Recreation Center,

Meadowbrook

Athletic Complex

and Robinson Nature

Center.

Climatized, comfortable

space for year-round

activities.
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Term Definition Appearance Typical

Examples

Goal / Purpose

Lifetime

Recreation

Both passive and active

recreational pursuits that are

enjoyed from youth through

old age. These are typically

adaptable to high- and low-

impact energy levels and

may be modified to address

the pace and fitness of the

participant.

No definitive land or

participant appearance.

Golf, horseback

riding, gardening,

cycling, walking.

Enjoyment of a leisure

activity from youth

through old age in order to

maintain physical, mental

and emotional health.

Natural

Resource Areas

A publicly accessible,

protected parcel(s) of land

with limited development,

managed to maintain or

enhance the resource and

related habitats.

Natural, undeveloped

land, rich in resources;

may have trails,

interpretive signs, maps,

nature center.

David Force, Murray

Hill, Gorman, Middle

Patuxent

Environmental Area.

Protection, conservation

and management of

natural resources

providing public access,

opportunities for

environmental education

and appreciation.

Neighborhood

Parks

Lands that provide

opportunities for passive

recreation and may include

limited opportunities for

active recreation.

1 to 20 acres providing

active and passive

recreation, typically with

limited or no off-street

parking.

Atholton Park,

Lisbon Park, Martin

Road Park.

Provide recreational

opportunities to residents

near their homes.

Nodes Interim destination points

on a linear trail system that

can accommodate small

groups or individuals.

Small, informal spaces

often with benches or

grass for sitting, resting.

Elkhorn Lake on the

Columbia Pathway

System, Turf Valley

Overlook.

Visual and physical relief

to built environment.

Open Space

Areas

Areas providing for the

protection of the

environment, for recreation

or other public use, which

can include schools,

libraries, parks and trails.

Open areas along streams

and rivers of Howard

County (wetlands,

floodplain and steep

slopes). Some open space

areas can support limited

recreation use to include

small playground and

open play areas.

Open spaces within

developments such as

Gwynn Acres / Plum

Tree, Turf Valley

Overlook,

Montgomery

Meadows, Grey Rock

Farms, Rockburn

Township, Dorsey

Hall.

Protect the major streams

and rivers of Howard

County to include

wetlands, floodplain and

steep slope areas. Efforts

are being made to include

flat upland areas along the

stream valley for

pathways consistent with

the State’s “Greenway”

concept.

Park Publicly accessible land

utilized for recreational

purposes.

Developed / maintained

land with facilities, e.g.,

picnic tables, playground,

ball fields, parking.

Centennial Park, Font

Hill Park, Guilford

Park.

Destination for active,

passive, and lifetime

recreation for groups or

individuals.

Park Site Undeveloped land acquired

for future development of

facilities.

Natural, undeveloped

land.

Dunloggin Park Site Land for future facilities

as needed, or as money

becomes available.

Passive

Recreation

Low-impact pursuits that

are done for enjoyment.

No definitive land

appearance; participants

typically appear calm and

relaxed.

Birdwatching,

walking, reading,

picnicking.

Enjoyment of non-

strenuous pursuit.
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Term Definition Appearance Typical

Examples

Goal / Purpose

Planning Area Five geographical areas of

the County determined by

zoning, population density,

urban/rural character, and

census tracts.

No appearance on the

land.

Columbia, Ellicott

City, Elkridge, Rural

West, Southeast.

To help identify facility

and conservation needs

based on inventory of

existing resources and

similar populations.

Preservation To protect, without

management or

enhancement, a resource in

its existing state for the

future.

A natural or cultural

resource retained in its

original undisturbed state.

Howard County

Conservancy,

Woodstock Park,

David Force, Murray

Hill, and Gorman

natural resource

areas.

Protected land that

evolves through natural

succession over time

without human

interference. A historic

building or other structure

protected in its original

condition.

Private

Recreation

Recreational opportunities

that are privately owned,

usually requiring a

membership or fee to

participate.

Building or outdoor

facility typically with a

reception desk to monitor

ingress and egress.

Forest Hills Swim

and Tennis, Circle D,

Columbia

Association facilities.

Provide additional

recreational opportunities

that fill a public need and

make a profit for

company.

Programs Formal scheduled and

supervised activities, or

operational activity.

Organized group

activities.

Youth sports

programs, special

events, social

recreation, aquatic

programs, senior

adult programs.

Organized recreation

activities offering one or

more purposes as detailed

in Chapter 3.

Regional /

County-wide

Park

Large, multipurpose park

for use by County-wide

population, but typically

serving residents within a

five mile radius. Provides

organized and unorganized

sports, active and passive

recreation and preservation

of sensitive natural areas.

A “drive to” park that is

staffed, consisting of over

100 acres offering a wide

variety of recreational

facilities which may

include athletic fields,

court games, hockey rinks,

specialized facilities,

indoor facilities and

lighted facilities.

Centennial, Schooley

Mill, Cedar Lane and

Rockburn, Western

Regional and

Blandair.

Provide variety of indoor

and outdoor facilities and

programs to County

citizens from organized

team sports to individual

lifetime activities.

School /

Recreation

Centers

School facility designed in

cooperation with Recreation

and Parks to accommodate

additional use.

Enlarged school spaces to

accommodate use (+5,500

SF); additional playing

fields if site area allows.

Forest Ridge

Recreation Center,

Rockburn

Elementary School

Recreation Center.

Maximize use of County’s

resources through

cooperative ventures

between Board of

Education and Recreation

and Parks.

Sustainability Efforts by the Howard

County Office of

Environmental

Sustainability and others to

make Howard County a

greener, more

environmentally-friendly

location with a reduced

carbon footprint.

Conservation easements,

solar demonstration

projects, green building

policies, LED traffic

lights, county-wide

recycling bins.

Howard County Gas

Inventory & Climate

Action Plan, the

County-owned

Robinson Nature

Center.

Conservation,

preservation, and

restoration of our land, air

and water, guided by the

principles of science,

ingenuity, sustainability

and stewardship.
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Plan Concepts

Land Conservation

The concept of land conservation, as it applies to The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation

and Recreation Plan, focuses primarily on the protection of park and open space land from

development, and the conservation of important resources: stream corridors, including

floodplains, wetlands, steep slopes, and adjacent buffers; agricultural land; and cultural and

historic resources. Land conservation also incorporates conservation of environmental and

landscape resources such as woodlands, meadows, soils, viewsheds, and scenic roads.

Stream Valley Protection

Stream valleys transect all portions of Howard County. They range in size from the Patapsco

River and Patuxent River valleys to small tributary and intermittent streams. A stream valley

often consists of all the following features:

• Stream channel

• One-hundred-year floodplain

• Associated wetlands

• Highly erodible soils

• Rare, threatened, and endangered species, and their habitats (for same)

• Steep slopes

• Woodlands

• Unique geologic areas

• Riparian and wetland buffers

The primary purpose of protecting stream valleys is to maintain or enhance the quality of the

water in the stream channel and protect the streamside environment.

Agricultural Land Preservation

Agricultural lands are particularly susceptible to growth pressure since land that is well suited for

agricultural use is most often also well-suited for development. Agricultural preservation in

Howard County targets prime land that is suitable for agricultural, horticultural, or silvicultural

use and is located in the rural western portion of the County. In addition to providing stability to

the agricultural economy and land resource base, agricultural land preservation helps to maintain



The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation and Recreation Plan

11

a rural character, scenic vistas, and habitat, all important components of Howard County’s

natural environment. The agricultural easements obtained to date do not provide for public

access. Subdivision regulations do not require dedication of publicly accessible lands in the

Rural West.

Historic Resources

Historic resources are a part of our heritage from which we can learn about and appreciate our

progress. Historic resources are items of historical significance including:

• Historic sites (locations of significant structures, events, occupations, or activities; includes

settings, landscapes, and gardens)

• Historic buildings (e.g., house, barn, church, or a complex such as a courthouse and jail)

• Historic structures (anything human-constructed that has historical significance; includes

buildings and appurtenances)

• Cemeteries (ownership, location, and gravestone inscription inventory)

• Archeological sites

When conserving historic resources, it is also important to consider the “setting”. The

surrounding area impacts the visitor’s impression and experience. In some cases, the setting can

dictate the permanence of the resource protection measures.

Rare, Threatened and Endangered Species

Conserving wildlife habitat, particularly for rare, threatened and endangered species, is an

important motivation behind Howard County’s efforts to preserve open space. In cooperation

with state agencies and other entities, Howard County strives to safeguard the stream systems,

forested land, farmland, meadows and other natural areas that provide a locational niche for

special indigenous flora and fauna.
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The Park and Open Space System in Howard County

The park and open space system in Howard County includes the following elements:

• State Lands

• Regional Parks

• Community Parks

• Neighborhood Parks

• School Recreation Centers

• Natural Resource Areas and County Open Spaces

• Historic / Cultural Areas

• Homeowner Association Lands

• Other Permanently Preserved Private Open Spaces

Chapter Three of this 2012 Howard County Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan,

entitled Recreation, Parks and Open Space, discusses the role of each of these park and open

space types in Howard County. Brief definitions are provided below.

State Lands

State Lands in Howard County (two state parks and a wildlife management area) are large land

and forest reserves with unique scenic character that provide protection of significant natural

resources, protection of the immediate watershed and water quality, and nature-oriented

recreational opportunities.

Regional Parks

Regional Parks are large holdings of land, serving and providing recreational opportunities to

residents within a five-mile radius, but capable of serving visitors county-wide. A regional park

is typically developed to provide a wide variety of recreational opportunities for County

residents, including passive, active, and lifetime activities as well as organized team sports.

Regional parks can include both indoor and outdoor recreation facilities.

Community Parks

Community Parks serve organized and non-organized, active and passive recreational needs.

These activities may be provided year-round in both outdoor and indoor environments. Facilities
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are oriented toward use by a large portion of the population, such as formal playing fields,

playgrounds, trails, and court games, but may also serve the needs of a small area by providing

specific recreational opportunities, including programmed activities.

Neighborhood Parks

Neighborhood Parks provide both active and passive recreational opportunities oriented toward

short-term, spontaneous, close-to-home types of activity. Recreational functions are confined to

those activities requiring small amounts of space and oriented to the specific needs of the

neighborhood or groups of neighborhoods within a one-mile radius.

School / Recreation Centers

School / Recreation Centers are schools that double for use as recreational centers. These

facilities are designed to have larger than normal assembly areas, cafeterias, and gymnasiums to

accommodate non-school activities. They typically include an office for recreational staff,

outside storage and restroom access, and often include outdoor recreational facilities

programmed by the Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks.

Private and Quasi-Public Recreation Facilities

Private and Quasi-Public Recreation Facilities are typically operated for profit and offer

specialized recreational opportunities. Private facilities, which may accommodate indoor or

outdoor opportunities, include, for example, theme parks, golf courses, stables, health clubs, and

spas. Private facilities usually require a membership or a fee. They fill a recreational need not

provided by public facilities and parks and are located close to the demand.

Natural Resource Areas and County Open Space

Natural resource areas are large, resource-rich properties Howard County acquired to help

conserve the ecological character of the region by protecting wildlife habitat and

environmentally sensitive natural features, such as stream valleys and steep slopes. County open

spaces are the many smaller parcels developers have dedicated to Howard County as part of new

residential subdivisions. The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks oversees these

numerous, dispersed properties.
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Historic / Cultural Areas

County-owned Historic / Cultural sites discussed in this Plan include two museums, a bridge,

historic schools, and other visible reminders of Howard County’s unique heritage. In addition to

these stand-alone sites, Howard County oversees several historic buildings that are situated

within County-owned parks. These structures include farmhouses, cabins, barns, schoolhouses

and other attractions.

Homeowner Association Lands

Typically, a developer dedicates these sites to a homeowner association as a precondition for

County approval of a proposed residential subdivision. While they are usually small in size,

lands held by homeowner associations are of many different configurations. They feature a range

of physical site characteristics and are located throughout Howard County.

Other Permanently Preserved Private Open Spaces

Land in this category is property preserved by the Columbia Association and by the Washington

Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC). The 10 residential villages within the planned

community of Columbia also each include permanent open space tracts. These open spaces

encompass both undeveloped lands and properties with recreation facilities such as pools, gyms,

neighborhood centers, tennis clubs or similar amenities.

A Note About Private and Quasi-Public Recreation Facilities

While not the subject of this Plan, Private and Quasi-Public Recreation Facilities are important in
Howard County. They are typically operated for profit and offer specialized recreational
opportunities. Private facilities, which may accommodate indoor or outdoor opportunities,
include, for example, theme parks, golf courses, stables, health clubs, and spas. They fill a
recreational need not provided by public facilities and parks, and are usually located close to the
demand.
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CHAPTER TWO – FRAMEWORK FOR THE LOCAL PLAN

Chapter One explained the major goals of, and specific terminology used in The 2012 Howard

County Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan. Chapter Two includes an overview of

Howard County’s land use and natural environment, and a summary of key demographic

trends. Major land conservation and resource protection strategies are also summarized.

County Characteristics

Howard County comprises 252 square miles and is located approximately 15 miles south of the

City of Baltimore and 30 miles north of Washington, D.C. Howard County has no incorporated

municipalities. Ellicott City and the famous planned community of Columbia are the largest

population centers. Together, these two locations contain over 50 percent of the County’s

residents. Other population centers in Howard County include Elkridge, West Friendship,

Clarksville, Cooksville and Laurel.
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Interstate 95, which is the spine of the Baltimore-Washington corridor, traverses the eastern side

of the County, and brings extensive daily traffic through Howard County. Howard County

directs most of its growth to the eastern portion of the County. The less intensely developed

western part of Howard County is part of a rural belt that also encompasses portions of nearby

Montgomery, Carroll and Frederick Counties.

Most of Howard County is readily accessible. Drivers can travel from the northern portion of the

County to the southern portion (from Ellicott City to North Laurel) in approximately 20 minutes.

Travel time from east to west (from Dorsey to Long Corner) is approximately 50 minutes. In

addition to Interstate 95, major traffic routes in Howard County include Interstate 70, U.S.

Routes 1, 29, and 40, and MD Routes 32 and 100.

Planning Areas

Howard County has delineated the following five planning areas, as shown on the Planning

Areas map:

• Columbia

• Ellicott City

• Elkridge

• Rural West

• Southeast

The Department of Planning and Zoning (DPZ) based these planning areas on location, land use

intensities, natural features and overall character. DPZ uses planning areas to evaluate needs and

formulate plans on a sub-county basis. Statistics and priorities are often analyzed and discussed

at the planning area level. In addition, residential and nonresidential land use projections are

conducted by planning area. Columbia is the most populous planning area and contains the

highest proportion of high density residential, commercial uses, and other business development.

The planning areas of Elkridge and Southeast are along the Interstate 95 corridor, where direct

access to Washington and Baltimore has stimulated both residential and nonresidential growth.

The Ellicott City planning area contains the historic County seat and a major interchange of

Interstate 70. The Rural West contains 60% of the County’s land area and has no public water

and sewer service. It is the least densely developed of the five planning areas, and is dominated

by agriculture and low density residential uses. Farmland easements, dedicated preservation

parcels, State parkland, Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC) property, and other

conservation measures have combined to set aside significant acreage in the Rural West, which

is the focus of on-going agricultural and environmental preservation efforts.
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Land Use Patterns

Howard County is largely a mix of suburban and rural areas. The accompanying Howard County

Existing Land Use graphic shows that, based on data from the Howard County Department of

Planning and Zoning, developed residential land encompasses 34.5% of Howard County’s land

area, the largest land use category. Land in Preservation Easements is the second largest land use

category, accounting for 18.2% of the County’s land area. The three remaining categories on the

graphic include: a) Open Space & Parkland (17.5%); b) Commercial / Industrial / Government /

Transportation / Utilities (15.6%); and c) Undeveloped Land (14.2%).

In Howard County, over 137,840 acres (85.8% of all land area) is committed land—land that is

either developed, permanently preserved or part of public open space and parkland. The

remaining 22,800 acres (14.2% of all land area) is undeveloped land, including farmland and

other vacant land that is not permanently preserved. Howard County officials expect continued

development pressure in the foreseeable future. The County is a desirable place to live, work,

and/or visit for many reasons, including the following:

• Prime location along Interstate-95 corridor

• High-speed, limited access roads that extend both north-south and east-west

• Historic and scenic amenities

• Extensive and responsive government services
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Streams, Rivers and Reservoirs

Howard County is bounded on the north by the Patapsco River and on the south by the Patuxent

River. These two rivers are major tributaries to Maryland’s most important and most vulnerable

resource, the Chesapeake Bay. Approximately three-quarters of the County drains to the

Patuxent River. The remaining one-quarter of the County drains to the Patapsco River.

Therefore, any activity within Howard County can potentially impact the Chesapeake Bay.

The rivers and tributaries are an important resource for the County due to their wildlife habitats

and recreational opportunities. The Patuxent River is classified as a Maryland Scenic River. The

Patapsco River has been nominated for inclusion in the Maryland Scenic Rivers Program.

Much of the land directly adjacent to these two rivers is protected and in public ownership,

although several gaps still remain. The State is actively pursuing acquisition along these two

rivers to protect all lands adjacent to the shorelines. It will continue to be important to close these

gaps by working with the Maryland Department of Natural Resources or by setting aside land

through additional easements, dedications, or fee simple acquisitions.

The Patapsco River and the Patuxent River are each fed by numerous tributaries, perennial and

intermittent streams that traverse the County. These streams provide wildlife habitat which

supports many species of fish, and offer recreational education opportunities. The lower portion

of the Patuxent River, the Middle Patuxent River, the Little Patuxent River, Hammond Branch

and Dorsey Run, as well as their tributaries, are classified as Use I-P: Water Contact Recreation

and Protection of Aquatic Life and Public Water Supply under Maryland’s Designated Use

Stream Classification System. The lower portion of the Patapsco River and Deep Run are

classified as Use I: Water Contact Recreation and Protection of Aquatic Life. The upper reaches

of the Patuxent River and its upper tributaries are classified as Use III-P: Natural Trout Waters

and Public Water Supply, which support natural trout propagation. The middle portions of the

Patuxent River and Cattail Creek are classified as Use IV-P: Recreational Trout Waters and

Public Water Supply, which support trout stocking (protected as recreational trout water in

addition to other Use I uses). Upper portions of the Patapsco River are classified as Use III and

IV: Natural and Recreational Trout Waters, respectively. As described in Chapter Five, among

other measures, Howard County helps protect stream water quality by requiring no new soil

disturbance within specific buffer areas along stream corridors.

The Patuxent River in Howard County has two major impounded water supplies owned and

managed by the Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC): the Triadelphia Reservoir

and the Rocky Gorge Reservoir. WSSC, a quasi-public agency, owns over 5,986 acres of land

(3,204 acres in Howard County) and 35 miles of shoreline adjacent to these two reservoirs.



The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation and Recreation Plan

21

Floodplains

Howard County has 10,100 acres of land in 100-year floodplains. Floodplains are adjacent to

streams and tributaries, and define the limit of flow during a 100-year flood event. Development

within the 100-year floodplain is prohibited for the protection of property and lives, as well as

for ecological reasons.

Although not suitable for development or active recreation, floodplains, in conjunction with

streamside buffers, provide an extensive green network throughout the County that can be

utilized for passive recreation such as walking, hiking, picnicking, and wildlife observation. The

County intends to continue extending and linking open spaces within floodplains through the

dedication process, easements, and/or fee simple acquisition.

Wetlands

Howard County has approximately 2,986 acres of nontidal wetlands. Most of the wetlands are

located in stream valleys associated with the 100-year floodplain. Wetlands are protected under

the Federal Nontidal Wetland Act, which is administered by the State of Maryland and by the

State’s Nontidal Wetland Protection Act. Wetlands are an important resource providing benefits

such as scenic value, flood water retention, pollutant filtering, and food source and habitat for

wildlife.

Although a wetland may be protected from actual disturbance, many times wetlands are

degraded by adjacent activities and land uses. Silt and sediment can smother wetland vegetation.

A change in the water runoff patterns can dry a wetland. Pedestrian traffic can damage and kill

wetland vegetation. The County continues through the dedication process, easements, or fee

simple acquisition to acquire, extend, and link open space lands containing wetlands. As

described in Chapter Five, Howard County helps protect wetlands by requiring no new soil

disturbance within specific buffer areas around wetlands.

Forest Cover

Approximately 28 percent of Howard County (45,131 acres) is forested. Forest cover provides

numerous environmental benefits including flood retention, pollution absorption, wildlife habitat,

sediment and erosion control, temperature moderation, scenic value and visual buffering. Much

of the County’s woodlands are located adjacent to streams, tributaries, and floodplains, and in

buffers. Upland woodlands are increasingly threatened as development continues.

In 1991, the State of Maryland began requiring counties and local jurisdictions to develop and

approve a Forest Conservation Act. The Howard County Forest Conservation Act became
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effective in 1993. This Act establishes development regulations that are intended to reduce forest

clearance, and to require forest planting to mitigate for forest cleared and/or to provide a

minimum forest cover on developing sites. As noted on the following table, there are currently

2,739 forest conservation easements in the County that contain approximately 5,293 acres of

forest. These easements range in size from less than an acre to 65 acres, with an average size of

only 2 acres. The majority of these easements (97%) are 10 acres or less in size, and contain 72%

of the total easement acreage.

Table 1

FOREST CONSERVATION EASEMENTS

Howard County – 2012

Total Forest Acres in County 45,131

Number of Easements 2,739

Forest Acres Retained in Easements 5,293

Mineral Resources

Mineral resources include coal, sand, gravel and talc. Conservation of these resources today is

important for future generations. The major mineral resources in Howard County are sand and

gravel deposits in the Sassafras-Chillum Soil Association. Most of the exposed strata is located

in the eastern portion of the County.

Agricultural Lands

Howard County has some of the richest agricultural lands in the State. Agriculture and farming

have always been a part of Howard County’s heritage. In order to protect the agricultural lands

and agricultural heritage of the County, Howard County instituted a highly successful voluntary

Agricultural Land Preservation Program. The program involves the purchase of land

development rights, removing the possibility of that land being developed. The purchase of these

agricultural easements preserves the agrarian use of the land, as well as landscape diversity and

the visual rural character of western Howard County. Details on the progress of Howard

County’s agricultural preservation efforts are included in Chapter Four of this document.

Wildlife Habitat

Howard County is rich in wildlife habitat due to the diversity of land uses and natural features.

The Maryland Department of Natural Resources’ list of current and historical rare, threatened

and endangered species identifies 59 species in Howard County: 13 animals and 46 plants. As
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development threatens to encroach on natural stream systems, wetlands, forested land, farmland,

and fields, plant and animal habitats are at risk. Howard County, in conjunction with state and

quasi-public agencies, has sought to conserve habitat by land acquisition through the dedication

process, easements, and fee simple acquisition. Examples of natural resource areas in Howard

County include Patapsco and Patuxent State Parks, Rocky Gorge and Triadelphia Reservoirs, and

the Middle Patuxent Environment Area.

Steep and Very Steep Slopes

Howard County has between 9,000 and 10,000 acres of steep slopes (15-25% grade) and very

steep slopes (over 25% grade). These areas are primarily located along the many stream valleys

in the County. They are mostly concentrated along the Patapsco River and its tributaries which

penetrate into the northern part of the County. Concentrations of steep slopes are also found

along the Middle Patuxent River and the Little Patuxent River in the eastern and central portions

of the County, and along the Patuxent River and Cattail Creek in the west.

Current and Projected Demographic and Socioeconomic

Characteristics

Total population, age distribution, average household size, income statistics, and related data

provide a descriptive profile of Howard County’s residents and growth patterns. Recreation

planners use this information to help clarify current trends, and to assist in projecting future

needs for both recreation facilities and recreation programs. U.S. decennial census data, State

demographic projections, and statistics collected and organized by Howard County all contribute

to this ongoing analysis.

Current Population Totals and Trends

Howard County’s population in 2010 was 287,085 according to the U.S. Census, an increase of

39,243 residents, or 15.8%, since 2000. Howard County is still adding residents but at a

significantly slower rate than previous decades. Howard County’s population grew by 71%

during the 1960s, 92% during the 1970s, 58% during the 1980s and 32% during the 1990s.

Projected Population Totals

The Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning projects that the County’s growth rate

will continue to moderate. They forecast that the County will add 33,916 residents between 2010

and 2020 for a total 2020 population of 321,001. This would be an increase of 11.8% over the
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County’s 2010 population. The County’s 2020-2030 prediction calls for 20,266 new residents for

a total 2030 population of 341,267, which is a 10-year growth rate of 6.3%.

The Maryland Department of Planning expects Howard County’s population to rise to 312,200

by 2020 and 328,200 by 2030. These State-forecasted population totals are somewhat lower than

Howard County’s predictions. However, both sources agree that while Howard County will still

add residents in the foreseeable future, growth rates will continue to slow down.

Lower growth rates will continue to affect the Howard County Department of Recreation and

Parks directly. Among other repercussions, slower growth will permit the Department to focus

more on meeting the variety of needs presented by the County’s diverse population, instead of

simple responding to the need for more and more parkland to serve ever-growing numbers of

new residents.

Age Distribution

Table 2 shows that while Howard County’s overall population growth is slowing, different age

groups are growing at different rates. Residents over 65 years old will continue to increase as a

proportion of all residents. The Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning predicts that

the 65 years and older group will constitute 21% of all residents by 2030. In 2010, this group

accounted for only 10%. The State projects that the 45 to 64 year old group will shrink to 22% of

all residents by 2030. The number of County residents in the 20 to 44 year old group is

forecasted to remain steady. The 19 year old and under group is expected to shrink as a percent

of total population from 28% in 2010 to 25% in 2030.

In summary, the needs of seniors (65 years and older) will represent a greater share of the

demand for recreation facilities and programs in the coming decades. The demand for recreation

to serve young adults (20 to 44 years old) and young people (under 19 years old) will stay about

the same. The County’s response to these shifts will be important. For example, greater efforts

will be needed to program activities that sustain good health and maintain social contacts.

Conversely, the demand for recreation services that revolve around organized sports may not

grow as fast in the future as it has in recent times.
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Table 2

AGE DISTRIBUTION IN HOWARD COUNTY

2010 – 2030

AGE GROUP

2010 2020 2030

No. % No. % No. %

19 and Under 80,723 28 76,243 24 83,997 25

20 to 44 92,861 32 101,081 32 107,784 32

45 to 64 84,356 30 89,430 28 74,921 22

65 and Over 29,045 10 50,897 16 73,646 21

Total 287,085 100 317,651 100 340,348 100

Source: Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning, 2012

Diversity

The 2010 Census shows that the population of Howard County is 59 percent non-Hispanic

White, 17 percent non-Hispanic African-American, 14 percent non-Hispanic Asian, and almost 6

percent Hispanic. About 3 percent of the population indicated that they were of more than one

race. The remaining 0.5 percent is of another race, including a small number of American

Indians and Native Alaskans. Hispanics can be of any race.

Compared to a decade ago, the County has become increasingly diverse. In 2000, the non-

Hispanic White population was 73 percent of the total county population. The remaining 27

percent consisted of minority populations. By 2010, the minority populations had increased to 41

percent of the totala significant increase over a relatively short period of time.

The non-Hispanic Asian population increased the most between 2000 and 2010: more than

22,000 persons, or a 116 percent increase. The non-Hispanic African-American population grew

by almost 14,000 residents, representing a 39 percent increase over the decade. Hispanics

increased by about 9,200 residents, comprising the largest growth rate of any minority popula-

tion (123 percent). By comparison, the non-Hispanic White population decreased by 10,000

residents, representing a 5.6 percent decline.

The decade from 2000 to 2010 was the first time the non-Hispanic White population has

decreased in Howard County between decennial censuses. At the current rate of change, Howard

County will likely become a “majority-minority” county sometime in the next five to ten years.
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Household Size

Nationwide, average household size has decreased in recent decades because of more divorces,

more people who never married, more single-person elderly households, and fewer children per

family. In Howard County, average household size shrank from 3.59 persons in 1970 to 2.61

persons in 2010. The Maryland Department of Planning predicts average household size in

Howard County will continue to shrink in the decades ahead but not as dramatically. The State

calls for Howard County’s average household size to be 2.51 persons in 2020 and 2.44 persons in

2030.

When household size decreases, small neighborhood parks tend to serve fewer people. The

smaller the service population, the less economical a facility may be, with a decreasing cost /

benefit ratio in relation to other services provided by the Department of Recreation and Parks.

The Department will continue to monitor this trend in Howard County.

Education and Income

Howard County residents are well educated. Over 94 percent of the County’s adult residents

(people over 25 years old) graduated from high school. Over 59% of all adult residents are

college graduates. Almost 29% have a graduate or professional degree.

The U.S. Census reported that median household income in the County was $104,055 in 2009,

an increase of 40.3% over the 1999 average of $74,167. Maryland’s statewide median household

income in 2009 was $70,477. While recreation planners have to be careful about generalizations,

Howard County’s education and income profiles suggest County residents are likely to continue

to be interested in a wide range of recreation opportunities, including specialized activities.

Travel to Work Data

According to the U.S. Census, 80.9% of Howard County residents drove to work alone in 2010.

The mean travel time to work among Howard County residents was 30.5 minutes, up from 30.2

minutes in 2000. Howard County’s well-developed network of major roadways, such as I-92, I-

70 and Route 1, among others, tends to promote vehicular travel.



The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation and Recreation Plan

27

Disabilities

As the County’s population continues to age, dependency on the automobile may decrease and

alternative transportation modes that facilitate mobility for seniors will become more important.

The U.S. Census Bureau reported in 2010 that 7.2% of Howard County residents has a physical

disability (20,673 persons). As the population ages, the number of people with disabilities is

expected to rise. The Department of Recreation and Parks understands the importance of

ensuring all new recreation facilities are designed in full accordance with the federal Americans

With Disabilities Act (ADA).
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CHAPTER THREE - RECREATION, PARKS AND OPEN SPACE 
 
 
After an overview of relevant goals, Chapter Three describes the parks and recreation facilities 
available in Howard County. The needs for additional parks and recreation facilities are then 
identified by comparing what exists now to an estimate of the current and future demands for 
these services based on standards prepared by the Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources. Once Howard County’s recreation-related needs are identified, this chapter then 
describes how the County intends to address these needs. 
 
 
State and County Goals for Recreation, Parks and Open Space 
 
 
The goals and policies that guide the Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks 
include goals and policies adopted by the State of Maryland, the County’s comprehensive 
planning goals, and the goals highlighted in Howard County’s 2005 Comprehensive Recreation, 
Parks, and Open Space Plan. These important benchmarks and how they guide County policy are 
summarized below.  
 
 
State Goals 
 
Howard County recognizes and supports the State of Maryland’s overall goals for recreation, 
parks and open space preservation. These State goals include the following: 
 
• Make a variety of quality recreational environments and opportunities readily accessible to 

all of its citizens, and thereby contribute to their physical and mental well-being. 
 
• Recognize and strategically use parks and recreation facilities as amenities to make 

communities, counties, and the State more desirable places to live, work and visit. 
 
• Use State investment in parks, recreation and open space to complement and mutually 

support the broader goals and objectives of local comprehensive / master plans. 
 
• To the greatest degree feasible, ensure that recreational land and facilities for local 

populations are conveniently located relative to population centers, are accessible without 
reliance on the automobile, and help to protect natural open spaces and resources. 

 
• Complement infrastructure and other public investments and priorities in existing 

communities and areas planned for growth through investment in neighborhood and 
community parks and facilities. 
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• Continue to protect recreational open space and resource lands at a rate that equals or 
exceeds the rate that land is developed at a statewide level. 

 
 
Relevant County Comprehensive Planning Goals 
 
Howard County’s comprehensive planning goals are based on the concepts of Smart Growth and 
Sustainable Development, philosophies that emphasize preserving land and targeting population 
growth to areas served by adequate infrastructure. These underlying themes and the County’s 
comprehensive planning goals overall are strongly compatible with the twelve visions 
established as Maryland State planning policy. 
 
The County’s most recently adopted comprehensive planning policy on recreation is to “Enhance 
the County park system and recreational facilities”. Recommended actions pursuant to this 
policy include the following: 
 
• Establish specific, realistic goals for acquisition of land. 
 
• Accelerate acquisition of land to meet the County’s long-term recreation needs since 

suitable sites are disappearing rapidly. 
 
• Develop a detailed greenway plan. 
 
• Develop a County-wide plan for locating, constructing and maintaining sustainable trails 

and pathways.  
 
• Refine County-wide objectives for parkland, open space, recreation programs and recreation 

facilities by looking for neighborhood-level parks, recreation and open space opportunities. 
 
• Design facilities for active recreation with public input and using design features that 

mitigate impacts and address safety concerns. 
 
• Preserve and rehabilitate historic structures on County-owned parkland, conditional upon the 

degree of deterioration. 
 
Howard County augments these goals with additional policies aimed at improving management 
of park facilities and site features and delivery of recreational services through needs analysis 
and ongoing partnerships with the Howard County Public School System, Columbia Association, 
and other public and private recreation providers. 
 
 
Goals of the 1999 Recreation, Parks and Open Space Plan 
and 2005 Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan 
 
Howard County’s 1999 Comprehensive Recreation, Parks, and Open Space Plan cites the 
following six “major goals”, all of which are compatible with the State’s goals and the County 
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comprehensive plan goals noted above. These goals were reiterated in the County’s 2005 Land 
Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan and remain relevant today. 
 
• Provide for, ensure and increase the quality of life for all Howard County residents and 

preserve the County’s unique character in balance with continued economic growth. 
 
• Provide for future passive, active and lifetime recreational opportunities, ensuring that all 

land, programming and recreational facility needs are met. 
 
• Take a fresh approach to land and resource conservation as well as programming and 

recreation in Howard County in order to reflect the County’s priorities, character and 
economic resources. 

 
• Protect resources, renewable and non-renewable natural resources, cultural and historic. 
 
• Integrate the preservation of the County’s agricultural land and agricultural activities with 

resource protection and recreational goals. 
 
• Make open space a priority equal to its impact on the future quality of life of Howard 

County residents. 
 
 
How State and County Goals Underlie County Policy 
 
Howard County’s emphasis on improving quality of life by expanding and refining its parks, 
recreation and open space offerings is consistent with State goals, County comprehensive 
planning goals, and the goals the Department of Recreation and Parks established for itself in its 
2005 Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan. The State and County goals listed above are 
basically formal statements of the day-to-day priorities that have guided the Howard County 
Department of Recreation and Parks’ ongoing operations. 
 
The Department’s recreation programming, land acquisition, and capital improvement initiatives 
follow systematic needs analysis that is regularly updated, with public input. In addition, the 
Department has reached out to form recreation-related partnerships with local youth athletic 
associations, the Howard County Board of Education, the Maryland Historical Trust, the 
Columbia Association and other private and semi-public entities. Special efforts to serve elderly 
populations, preserve more passive recreation areas, extend the park system in the western part 
of the County, consider greenway alternatives, and promote other modes of travel by forming a 
Bicycle Master Plan Task Force, are among the recent examples of how the Howard County 
Department of Recreation and Parks has patterned its approach on the State and County goals 
enumerated above. 
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Existing Recreational Acreage in Howard County 
 
 
Howard County residents, workers and visitors have access to an extensive park and open space 
system that offers many forms of recreation. This park and open space system includes the 
following components: 
 
• State Lands 
• Regional Parks 
• Community Parks 
• Neighborhood Parks 
• School Recreation Areas 
• Natural Resource Areas 
• County Open Spaces 
• Historic / Cultural Areas 
• Homeowner Association Lands 
• Other Permanently Preserved Private Open Spaces 
 
Chapter One features specific definitions for each of these park and open space types. The 
amount of acreage and number of sites included in each category are summarized for Howard 
County in Table 3. Appendix A provides a complete inventory, with the park type, ownership 
and acreage listed for each specific site. 
 

Table 3 
RECREATIONAL ACREAGE 

Howard County 
2012 

 Site Type Total Acres Sites 

  State Lands 9,752.60 3 

  Regional Parks 2,521.77 10 

  Community Parks 882.33 21 

  Neighborhood Parks 285.91 32 

  School Recreation Areas 1,874.47 68 

  Natural Resource Areas 1,864.58 8 

  County Open Spaces 3,505.17 978* 

  Historic / Cultural Areas 37.58 12 

  Home Owner Association Lands 1,205.60 **

  Other Permanently Preserved Private Open Spaces 6,450.19 11 

 TOTAL 28,395.00 1,132
* Refers to total parcels. 
** The number of individual sites in this category are not tabulated. 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 

URDC. 
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State Lands (9,752.60 acres) 
 
The Maryland Department of Natural Resources manages 9,752.60 acres of public open space in 
Howard County, including two state parks and a wildlife management area. The Patapsco Valley 
State Park and the Patuxent River State Park each offer fishing, picnicking, hiking, mountain 
biking, equestrian trails, and playgrounds, among other attractions. The Hugg Thomas Wildlife 
Management Area features hiking trails, hunting grounds, and preserved wildlife habitat. 
 
The State’s landholdings in Howard County are large, land and forest reserves with unique 
scenic character that protect natural resources, water quality and nature-oriented recreational 
opportunities. Because State lands are largely left in their natural state, their main function is to 
offer recreation to people looking for a natural or wilderness experience. State lands 
complement, rather than take the place of, regional or locally-oriented parks. In some instances, 
State lands, particularly trails are accessed from County owned parklands. 
 
 
Howard County Lands (9,097.34 acres) 
 
The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks Bureau of Parks and Program 
Services’ manages 9,097.34 acres of parkland, and other preserved areas. The Department is 
responsible for 3,690.01 acres of active/passive-use parkland, including: 
 
• 10 regional parks (2,521.77 acres); 
• 21 community parks (882.33 acres); 
• 32 neighborhood parks (285.91 acres). 
 
Howard County designs its regional parks primarily for residents within a five-mile radius, but 
these parks also serve visitors from throughout the County. Within regional parks, the County 
balances natural resource conservation with the provision of active recreation facilities for 
organized team sports and lifetime activities. Regional parks also provide visual relief from 
development and supply passageways for both wildlife and pedestrians. Some of Howard 
County’s regional parks feature special facilities such as a lake, an equestrian ring, paved 
pathways and natural surface trails or indoor recreation space. Howard County staffs its regional 
parks year-round and maintains recreation facilities at these parks for formal team competition. 
Integrated Natural Resource Management plans are created for each regional park. These 
management plans describe and inventory natural resource features on each site, provide land 
and resource management decision guidelines based on best management practices, habitat 
enhancements, and resource management options to be carried on site. They also provide a 
framework to implement and monitor activities to ensure goals are achieved. 
 
Howard County’s community parks typically serve residents within a two-mile radius by 
providing athletic fields and courts, playgrounds, and trails. The County maintains these parks to 
accommodate both formal league play and informal use. Some community parks include 
preserved natural areas. Others feature special recreational facilities for indoor and/or outdoor 
activities. 
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Neighborhood parks provide close-to-home recreation, usually for residential areas within a one-
mile radius. Howard County plans its neighborhood parks to be readily accessible, walk-to sites 
(as opposed to drive-to sites). Recreation facilities at neighborhood parks typically accommodate 
informal, spontaneous activities and take up only limited space. Some neighborhood parks also 
help to preserve small natural settings. 
 
In addition to regional, community and neighborhood parks, the Howard County Department of 
Recreation and Parks Division of Natural Resources’ manages 5,407.33 acres of passive-oriented 
sites, including: 
 
• 8 natural resource areas (1864.58 acres) 
• County open spaces (3505.17 acres) 
• 12 historic / cultural areas (37.58 acres) 
 
Natural resource areas are large, resource-rich properties. Howard County acquired these 
properties to help conserve the ecological character of the region by protecting wildlife habitat 
and environmentally sensitive natural features, such as stream valleys and steep slopes. Howard 
County also manages its natural resource areas to provide opportunities for hiking and other 
types of passive recreation, including nature photography, birding, and plant identification. If any 
development occurs within natural resource areas, Howard County tries to keep development 
like nature centers, observational platforms, parking lots, trail heads and related amenities away 
from ecologically sensitive locations like floodplains, wetlands, and steep slopes. Integrated 
Natural Resource Management plans are created for each Natural Resource Area as well.  
 
County open spaces are the many smaller parcels developers have dedicated to Howard County 
as part of new residential subdivisions. The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks 
oversees’ these numerous and dispersed properties. Many of these properties are too small and 
fragmented to have recreation value. However, the County is now trying to use these dedications 
more strategically to fill in missing links along potential greenways and complement or augment 
other nearby preserved lands. 
 
Also among the County’s passive recreation holdings are 12 historic / cultural areas located on a 
total of 37.58 acres. These sites include two museums, a bridge, historic schools, and other 
visible reminders of Howard County’s unique heritage. In addition to these stand-alone sites, 
Howard County oversees several historic buildings that are situated within County-owned parks 
and thus not separately listed in Appendix A. These structures include farmhouses, cabins, barns, 
schoolhouses and other attractions. 
 
While the prime purpose here is to overview properties included on the inventory in Appendix A, 
County policy acknowledges that Howard County is also home to widespread historic resources 
not managed by the County. Both County-owned historic sites and those that are privately owned 
contribute to the historic identity and sense of roots that exists in Howard County. Among the 
County’s privately-owned historic resources are two locally designated historic districts. Design 
guidelines, and historic tax credits for property owners who renovate in these locations according 
to approved standards, are among the techniques used to sustain the historic integrity of these 
two districts. 
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Thirty-eight properties in Howard County are on the National Register of Historic Places. 
Howard County’s Historic Sites Inventory is incorporated by reference into this Plan. The 
County works with the Maryland Historical Trust (MHT) to update and expand its Historic Sites 
Inventory. As of March 2012, 1,019 properties were on that list. Howard County formally 
recognizes the need to enhance historic preservation. The County also supports adaptive reuse 
projects that keep historic properties viable by using them for new purposes (bed & breakfast 
inns are a popular example). 
 
Howard County owns all of the active-oriented and passive-oriented recreational acreage 
described above except for: a) the private historic properties mentioned; and b) neighborhood 
park sites the County operates on acreage leased at no cost from the Board of Education and 
other entities. 
 
 
School Recreation Areas (1,874.48 acres) 
 
Howard County’s 68 public school sites occupy 1,874.48 acres. The Howard County Board of 
Education administers all of these sites, except for the Howard County Community College, 
which Howard County owns, and the Maryland School for the Deaf, which the State of 
Maryland owns. The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks plans and provides 
public recreation programs at most public schools in the County. Several of these schools contain 
public indoor recreation centers developed and administered jointly by the Howard County 
Recreation and Parks Department and the Howard County Board of Education. Howard County 
has been very active in implementing the school-park concept, under which schools are 
constructed or enlarged to accommodate bigger than normal assembly areas, cafeterias, and 
gymnasiums for community use that occurs in addition to scholastic use. Currently, Howard 
County Recreation and Parks is one of the many organizations that utilize school facilities. 
 
 
Homeowner Association Lands (1,205.60 acres) 
 
In Howard County, 1,205.60 acres are permanently preserved by homeowner associations. 
Typically, a developer dedicates these sites to a homeowner association as a precondition for 
County approval of a proposed residential subdivision. While they are usually small in size, 
lands held by homeowner associations are of many different configurations, feature a range of 
physical site characteristics, and are located throughout Howard County. 
 
 
Other Permanently Preserved Private Open Spaces (6,450.19 acres) 
 
Land in this category is property preserved by the Columbia Association and by the Washington 
Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC). The 10 residential villages within the planned 
community of Columbia each include permanent open space tracts. These open spaces 
encompass both undeveloped lands and properties with recreation facilities such as pools, gyms, 
neighborhood centers, tennis clubs, or similar amenities. WSSC holdings within Howard County 
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include 3,204.08 acres of undeveloped open space located along the Patuxent River corridor 
between I-95 and the Triadelphia Reservoir region. 
 
 
 
Recreational Acreage in Howard County 
Compared to State and County Goals 
 
 
After completing this inventory of recreation land through Howard County, the County 
compared the amount of its existing recreation land to both State guidelines and locally 
established goals. 
 
 
Recreational Acreage and State Goals 
 
The Maryland Departments of Planning and Natural Resources stipulate that Maryland counties 
must have at least 30 acres of recreational acreage per 1,000 county residents before counties can 
use more than 50% of their Maryland Program Open Space grant funds for capital improvements 
at existing parks. Absent special, State-approved justification, counties with less than 30 acres 
per 1,000 residents must spend at least 50% of their Program Open Space allotment to acquire 
more land until recreational acreage in that county reaches 30 acres per 1,000 residents. 
 
The State maintains the following rules on what types of recreational acreage counties can count 
in documenting compliance with the 30 acres per 1,000 residents threshold: 
 
• The only State-owned land that can count is that portion of State-owned land in excess of 60 

acres per 1,000 residents. 
 
• Acreage in regional parks, community parks and neighborhood parks is 100% eligible. 
 
• 60% of public school acreage is eligible. 
 
• 33% of natural resource areas or historic site acreage is eligible. 
 
• 33% of permanently preserved private open space is eligible. 
 
Howard County has 9,066.11 acres of recreational land that the State considers eligible towards 
meeting the 30 acres per 1,000 residents guideline, as shown in Table 4. Howard County’s 
population was 287,085. Comparing the County’s recreational acreage to its population, results 
in an average of 31.58 acres of qualifying recreation land per 1,000 residents. Accordingly, 
Howard County remains eligible, under State regulations, to spend more than 50% of its Program 
Open Space funds on capital improvements. Appendix A identifies specific recreation sites by 
site type and shows how Howard County counts each site’s acreage in accordance with State 
regulations. 
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 Table 4 
 ELIGIBLE RECREATIONAL ACREAGE 
 Howard County 
 2012 

 
Site Type 

 
Total 
Acres

Percent Eligible 
By State 

Guidelines* 

 
Eligible 
Acres

  State Land 9,752.60 0% 0.00 
  Regional Parks 2,521.77 100% 2,521.77 
  Community Parks 882.33 100% 882.33 
  Neighborhood Parks 285.91 100% 285.91 
  School Recreation Areas 1,874.48 60% 1,124.68 
  Natural Resource Areas 1,684.58 33% 555.91 
  County Open Spaces 3,505.17 33% 1,156.70 
  Historic / Cultural Areas 37.58 33% 12.40 
  Home Owner Association Lands 1,205.60 33% 397.85 
  Other Permanently Preserved Open Spaces 6,450.19 33% 2,128.56 
 TOTAL 28,380.20 — 9,066.11 
* Refers to the proportion of site acreage that can be counted, according to State guidelines, towards the State 

goal for counties of 30 acres of recreation per 1,000 residents. 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 
 
Despite being technically eligible to shift Program Open Space spending priorities from land 
acquisition to capital improvements, Howard County intends to continue acquiring new 
recreation lands. One major reason Howard County is able to satisfy the State requirement of 30 
acres of recreation land per 1,000 residents is the County’s extensive natural resource areas and 
County open spaces (the many small parcels dedicated to Howard County by residential 
developers). While these holdings have significant ecological value, they present very limited 
opportunities for active recreation. In the years ahead, Howard County will therefore continue to 
acquire land for regional, community, and neighborhood parks. These new parklands will 
provide more space for recreation facilities such as athletic fields, courts, and playgrounds. 
Active recreation facilities in many areas of Howard County do not meet current or projected 
demand levels, as shown in the next section of this Plan. 
 
By continuing to acquire new recreation land, Howard County will also be better able to serve 
future populations. Right now, the County meets the State’s 30 acres per 1,000 residents 
threshold, as explained above. However, without setting aside more recreational land, the County 
will soon fall short of this State goal, as Howard County continues to add new residents. Based 
on the County’s population forecasts, Howard County will have a shortfall of recreational 
acreage compared to the State’s 30 acres per 1,000 residents goal in 2020 and 2030. As shown 
on Table 5, this deficit is projected to grow larger in subsequent years unless the County 
continues to add land to its park system. 
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Table 5 
ELIGIBLE RECREATIONAL ACREAGE COMPARED TO STATE GOALS 

Howard County 
2010 - 2020 

 
 

YEAR 

PROJECTED 
POPULATION 

EXISTING 
ELIGIBLE 

ACRES 

ACRES 
REQUIRED @ 
30 AC./1,000 

ACREAGE 
DEFICIT @ 

30 AC./1,000 
2020 321,001 9,069.20 9,630.03 560.83 
2030 341,267 9,069.20 10,238.01 1,168.81 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 
 
 
Recreational Acreage and County Goals 
 
Howard County’s own recreational acreage goals are another important reason the County 
intends to continue acquiring parkland. Today, the County maintains a goal of 35 acres of 
recreation land for every 1,000 County residents and that goal will continue to guide County 
policy from 2012 forward. 
 
As noted above, Howard County currently has 31.59 acres of qualifying recreation land for every 
1,000 residents. This total surpasses the State goal of 30 acres per 1,000 residents but is less than 
the County’s own goal of 35 acres per 1,000 residents. Table 6 shows this shortfall as of 2012 for 
the County overall and compares the County’s recreational acreage goal to the eligible 
recreational acreage in each of Howard County’s five planning areas. The Southeast Planning 
Area and the Ellicott City Planning Area have the lowest ratios of parkland to population. While 
this ratio is somewhat higher in Elkridge and Columbia, these two planning areas also fall short 
of the County’s recreational acreage goal. The Rural West Planning Area is the only planning 
area to exceed the County’s goal, which at 69.31 acres per 1,000 residents, it does by far. These 
comparisons provide important input into Howard County’s decisions about where the 
Department of Recreation and Parks should acquire more parkland. 
 
 

Table 6 
ELIGIBLE RECREATIONAL ACREAGE BY PLANNING AREA 

Howard County 
2012 

PLANNING AREA POPULATION ACRES ACRES PER 1,000 
Columbia 99,476 2,542.03 25.55 
Elkridge 40,141 1,106.95 27.57 
Ellicott City 65,652 1,625.46 24.75 
Southeast 41,063 1,008.96 24.57 
Rural West 40,753 2,824.98 69.31 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 
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Existing Recreation Facilities in Howard County 
 
 
In addition to tabulating park acreage, Howard County’s recreation facility inventory catalogs 
the primary recreation facilities at each recreation site in the County. Table 7 summarizes this 
information for the County overall by type of recreation facility. 
 

Table 7 
RECREATION FACILITIES BY TYPE 

Howard County 
2012 

Facility Quantity 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds 183 

Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse Fields 112 

Basketball Courts 185 

Swimming Pools 27 

Tennis Courts 146 

Golf Courses 3 

Biking / Hiking Trails 183 (miles) 

Playgrounds 265 
  Sources:   Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 

 
 
Recreation Facilities: Supply vs. Demand 
 
 
Howard County compared its supply and demand for the eight types of recreation facilities listed 
above. The resulting need or surplus of each type of recreation facility was then determined 
based on standards prepared by the Maryland Department of Natural Resources. The County 
completed these calculations for each of its five planning areas in three different time periods: 
2010, 2020, and 2030. 
 
 
Supply of Recreation Facilities 
 
The supply of recreation facilities refers to the capacity of each type of recreation facility that 
exists at the following categories of park sites in Howard County: 
 
• Regional Parks 
• Community Parks 
• Neighborhood Parks 
• School Recreation Areas 
• Private (Columbia Association) Open Spaces 
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The 2012 inventory counts the actual number of recreation facilities that exists at each type of 
recreation site in the County. The inventory included in Howard County’s 2005 Land 
Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan was based on the average number of recreation facilities 
found at a typical site to calculate recreation facilities existing at elementary schools, middle 
schools and high schools. 
 
Major recreation facilities at selected private recreation sites, such as large private golf courses, 
tennis courts, and swim clubs, are also part of this analysis. 
 
As a starting point, Howard County used the Baltimore Region results included in the May 2002 
State survey entitled Participation in Local Park and Recreation Activities in Maryland (the State 
Survey) to assess the capacity of the recreation facilities in the County. This State data provided 
frequency rates and other information that allowed the County to calculate how many visits per 
year can be accommodated at the various types of recreation facilities in Howard County. Before 
completing this analysis, Howard County reviewed the State parameters carefully and, in the 
case of length of season, fine-tuned them to more closely reflect local realities. 
 
 
Demand for Recreation Facilities 
 
On the demand side, the State Survey reports the percentage of people in the Baltimore Region 
likely to use various recreation facilities each year—and how many times per year. Howard 
County multiplied these per capita averages by Howard County’s 2010 population to estimate 
the current demand for each type of recreation facility. The County then used its population 
projections to forecast demand levels for 2020 and 2030. 
 
As with the supply parameters, Howard County adjusted the State’s demand assumptions to 
conform with local facility use trends. In addition, Howard County combined the levels of 
demand that the State reported for softball and baseball because the County’s inventory does not 
distinguish between ball diamonds used for baseball and those used for softball. In reality, 
baseball teams and softball teams share many of the same facilities. Similar adjustments were 
made for multi-purpose fields, those fields that frequently serve football, soccer, field hockey 
and other clientele simultaneously. 
 
 
Recreation Facility Needs 
 
Results of the County’s facilities needs analysis are reported for Howard County overall and for 
each of Howard County’s five planning areas by three different time periods: 2010, 2020, and 
2030. Appendix B includes the detailed supply and demand data that supports the conclusions 
summarized below. 
 
Table 8 summarizes the County’s supply-demand analysis for recreation facilities in Howard 
County overall. According to the methodology used, the County is currently in need of: 
 
• Baseball/softball fields 

46 
 



 The 2012 Howard County Land Preservation, Recreation and Parks Plan 
  
• Football/soccer/lacrosse/field hockey fields 
• Tennis courts 
• Golf courses 
 

Table 8 
RECREATION FACILITIES NEEDS BASED ON STATE STANDARDS 

Howard County 
2010 - 2030 

 
Facility 

Surplus / Deficit (minus sign) 
2010 2020 2030 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds -37 -55 -70 
Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse 
Fields 

-68 -84 -98 

Basketball Courts 87 79 73 
Swimming Pools 4 0 0 
Tennis Courts -29 -44 -89 
Golf Courses -6 -6 -6 
Biking / Hiking Trails (in miles) 25 11 1 
Playgrounds 130 119 110 

Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 
 
Population in each of the five planning areas and, therefore, in the whole of Howard County, is 
expected to increase between 2010 and 2030. Therefore, unless the numbers of facilities noted 
above are increased, the current deficits in the facilities will only be exacerbated. 
 
Furthermore, future population increases will reduce current surpluses in the following facilities: 
 
• Basketball courts 
• Swimming pools 
• Biking/hiking trails 
• Playgrounds 
 
On a countywide basis, the surplus of basketball courts and playgrounds is more than sufficient 
for the projected demand in 2030. However, by 2030, the current surplus in swimming pools and 
the mileage of biking/hiking trails will be virtually eliminated. 
 
As described in the next section of this Plan, certain planning areas in the county have demands 
for some specific recreation facilities even though the total number of that specific facility may 
appear sufficient on a countywide basis. The following tables show recreation facilities needs for 
each of Howard County’s five planning areas. Overall, the Ellicott City, Elkridge, and Southeast 
Planning Areas show the greatest recreation facility needs. Columbia is the planning area best 
served by the recreation facilities considered in this analysis. Service levels in the Rural West 
Planning Area do not match those found in Columbia but compare favorably to Ellicott City, 
Elkridge, and Southeast. 
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Table 9 
RECREATION FACILITIES NEEDS BASED ON STATE STANDARDS 

Columbia Planning Area 
2010 - 2030 

 
Facility 

Surplus / Deficit (minus sign) 

2010 2020 2030 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds -10 -12 -15 

Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse Fields -20 -21 -24 

Basketball Courts 41 41 39 

Swimming Pools 18 18 18 

Tennis Courts 21 20 17 

Golf Courses -1 -1 -1 

Biking / Hiking Trails (in miles) 60 59 57 

Playgrounds 159 158 156 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 

 
 
 

Table 10 
RECREATION FACILITIES NEEDS BASED ON STATE STANDARDS 

Ellicott City Planning Area 
2010 - 2030 

 
Facility 

Surplus / Deficit (minus sign) 

2010 2020 2030 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds -13 -16 -19 

Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse Fields -17 -20 -23 

Basketball Courts 11 9 8 

Swimming Pools -4 -5 -5 

Tennis Courts -16 -19 -21 

Golf Courses -2 -2 -2 

Biking / Hiking Trails (in miles) -18 -21 -23 

Playgrounds -10 -12 -14 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 
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Table 11 
RECREATION FACILITIES NEEDS BASED ON STATE STANDARDS 

Elkridge Planning Area 
2010 - 2030 

 
Facility 

Surplus / Deficit (minus sign) 

2010 2020 2030 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds -7 -14 -17 

Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse Fields -14 -20 -23 

Basketball Courts 10 7 6 

Swimming Pools -3 -4 -4 

Tennis Courts -17 -22 -24 

Golf Courses 0 0 0 

Biking / Hiking Trails (in miles) -6 -11 -13 

Playgrounds -7 -11 -12 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 

 
 
 

Table 12 
RECREATION FACILITIES NEEDS BASED ON STATE STANDARDS 

Rural West Planning Area 
2010 - 2030 

 
Facility 

Surplus / Deficit (minus sign) 

2010 2020 2030 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds 6 3 0 

Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse Fields 0 -3 -5 

Basketball Courts 14 13 12 

Swimming Pools -3 -4 -4 

Tennis Courts -1 -4 -6 

Golf Courses -1 -1 -1 

Biking / Hiking Trails (in miles) 7 5 3 

Playgrounds -2 -4 -6 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 
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Table 13 
RECREATION FACILITIES NEEDS BASED ON STATE STANDARDS 

Southeast Planning Area 
2010 - 2030 

 
Facility 

Surplus / Deficit (minus sign) 

2010 2020 2030 

Baseball / Softball Diamonds -13 -16 -19 

Football / Field Hockey / Soccer / Lacrosse Fields -17 -20 -23 

Basketball Courts 11 9 8 

Swimming Pools -4 -5 -5 

Tennis Courts -16 -19 -21 

Golf Courses -2 -2 -2 

Biking / Hiking Trails (in miles) -18 -21 -23 

Playgrounds -10 -12 -14 
Sources: Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks, URDC. 

 
 
Recreation Programming in Howard County 
 
 
The Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks provides recreation programming 
through the Bureau of Recreation and Administrative Services.1 There is also some 
programming done through two divisions of the Bureau of Parks and Programs Services: the 
Parks Operation Division and the Natural Resources Division. Overall, the County offers 10 
basic types of recreation programs: 

                    

 
1. Volunteerism / Service Opportunities (serving on boards, coaching, service learning) 
2. Special Events/Social Recreation (parties, large and small special events) 
3. Music and Dance (performance, instruction, listening, all types of dancing) 
4. Sports and Games (competitive, leagues, individual, team sports) 
5. Visual Arts/Arts and Crafts (ceramics, photography, jewelry making, cooking, painting, 

sculpture, 
6. Outdoor Recreation/Nature/Environmental Activities (camping, nature crafts and activities, 

nature education, team building course) 
7. Drama (films, movies, puppets, re-enactments, theater, drama clubs) 
8. Self-Improvement/Hobbies/Leisure Education (stress management, how-to classes, 

collecting, gardening) 
9. Cognitive and Literary (creative writing, book clubs, museums) 
10. Trips and Tours and Tourism (day trips, field trips, adventure tourism) 

                             
 Recreation1The   consists of three bureaus: Howard County Department of Parks and

• Bureau of Recreation and Administrative Services 
• Bureau of Parks and Program Services 
• Bureau of Capital Projects, Park Planning and Construction 
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The goals of the Bureau of Recreation and Administrative Services are: 
 
1. To continue providing marketing strategies within all divisions and provide a comprehensive 

process to that delivery. 
 
2. To continue maintaining and meet the standard of excellence for the Certification of 

Accreditation of Recreation and Parks Agencies under the National Recreation and Park 
Association (NRPA). 

 
3. To maintain and address customer service needs to provide 100 percent satisfaction of 

program and service management and implementation. 
 
The Bureau of Recreation and Administrative Services consists of four divisions, each charged 
with a specific area of service: 
 

• Administrative Services Division 
• Recreation Services Division 
• Sports and Adventure Services Division 
• Recreational Licensed Childcare and Community Services Division 

 
 
Administrative Services Division 
 
The Administrative Services Division performs in-house support functions, such as human 
resource management, accounting and budgeting, warehousing, training and administrative 
support, and purchasing. The other two divisions are “front line” program providers and 
professional administrative staff that are discussed in more detail below. 
 
 
Recreation Services Division 
 
The Recreation Services Division (RSD) is comprised of recreation programs and services 
related to pre-school, youth, teens, adults, special events, volunteers, and community centers.  
 
 Goals for the Division include: 

1. To meet the needs and desires of a diverse population; 
2. To secure partnerships with local businesses, community groups, and civic groups to 

support recreation programs for the community; 
3. To encourage participation for all residents, especially children and teens, to get 

involved in quality recreation programs that promote good health and wellness; and 
4. To encourage and recruit qualified volunteers to assist with mentoring children and 

assist at special events and programs. 
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The various areas of programming within the Recreation Services Division include: 
 
• Volunteers – The volunteer program enhances the department services while offering 

citizens an opportunity to contribute back to the community. The area is led by a full-time 
Volunteer Coordinator. 

 
• Community Centers – The Gary J. Arthur and North Laurel Community Centers offer a 

wide variety of programs, drop-in opportunities, fitness center, memberships, and rental 
opportunities. Both centers are managed by full-time staff Managers and Coordinators. 

 
• Special Events – The Special Events area coordinates large festivals, concerts, children’s 

events and dances, performing arts, and community events. 
 
• Youth Programs – The Youth program section focuses on programs for pre-school and 

school age children. Activities include arts, crafts, cooking, music, dance, camps, and 
partnerships with various community groups and schools. This section is led by a Recreation 
Manager and Coordinators. 

 
• Adult Programs – The Adult program section offers community residents classes in arts, 

music, cooking, crafts, dance, and personal development in addition to various trips and 
tours. This section is led by a Recreation Manager and Coordinator. 

 
 
Sports and Adventure Services Division 
 
The Sports and Adventure Services Division (SASD) facilitates active recreation through sports, 
fitness and the outdoors. The division, through its sport contacts and athletic facility permitting 
procedure provides facility and technical assistance to over fifty sport organizations. The 
division hosts an annual Celebration of Sports through its Sports Alliance efforts to recognize the 
community’s contribution to sports and healthy lifestyles. 
 
The SASD actively participates in many national based programs such as the American Sport 
Education Coaches, the NRPA’s Good Sports, NFL Flag, Hershey Track and Field and many 
other efforts to promote physical activity, sportsmanship and participation. 
 

Goals for the Division include: 
1. To continue to provide county leadership in developing comprehensive plans to 

improve the overall health of the county with respect towards obesity and 
cardiovascular disease. Current focus is on a State / Get Active Games concept; 

2. To continue our efforts with promoting the GoodSports concept. Plans are in place to 
add the Coaches Registry as the next step in this process; and 

3. Continued improvement in fitness offerings; including work on the revamping of 
aquatics and fitness activities at the Roger Carter Center. 

 
The various areas of activity within the Sports and Adventure Services Division illustrate its 
dedication to promoting healthy activities. 
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• Community Sports – The department won the prestigious Sportstown Maryland award 

from NRPA and Sports Illustrated. Staff works towards facilitating community sport 
opportunities regardless of sponsorship. 

 
• Sports Competitions – This area of program focuses on countywide organized sport 

leagues for the more competitive youth and adults. Programs are packaged with 
modifications of national playing rules and game officials from approved National 
Governing Bodies. Whenever possible, all teams proceed to a post-season event, thus de-
emphasizing winning during the majority of the season. 

 
• Sports / Health Events – Recognizing the value of weekend events for local residents as 

well as tourism benefits, the department recently ventured into partnership arrangements to 
bring to Howard County a vast number of regional tournaments and events to Howard 
County. Programs are offered so as to not interfere with traditional league play of county 
residents. 

 
• Instructional Sports – Recognizing that the more skill a player has will enhance their 

playing enjoyment, the department provides a significant number of instructional sport 
opportunities. These programs are largely youth based and are offered after school, 
evenings, and weekends and as summer camps. Many of our first sport programs are offered 
as instructional leagues thus allowing the young child to begin playing some form of the 
sport at an early stage. 

 
• Fitness – Over 100 classes are offered each season including Aerobics, Pilates, Martial Arts, 

Yoga and personal / group options either to improve fitness for life or sport performance. 
This area is providing the direction for the County’s effort in fighting obesity and 
cardiovascular disease. 

 
• Adventure – The department recognizes that not everyone is looking for a competitive or 

class program to maintain health. This area of programming provides everything from 
hiking the Appalachian Trail to Mountain Biking to Whitewater Rafting. 

 
• Nature – This area taps the expertise of its contingent leaders to provide seasonal nature 

programs ranging from nature crafts to exploring aquatic life. Nature Camps are among the 
division’s most popular offerings. 

 
 
Recreational Licensed Childcare and Community Services Division 
 
Recreational Licensed Childcare and Community Services Division (RLC&CSD) is one of the 
strongest department offerings, offering 37 programs with a total of seven full-time professionals 
and 200 part-time staff. All programs are financially self-sustaining, and all programs and staff 
are licensed through the Maryland Child Care Administration. The RLC&CSD division has eight 
basic components: 
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• Care for Pre-School / Kindergarten Children – Low-key, structured learning, social and 
recreation activities with a total current enrollment of 120. 

 
• Care for Elementary School Children – Diversified recreational program including arts 

and crafts, sports and games, fitness, nature and ecology, creative dramatics, homework / 
study time, community service, special events, and field trips with a total current enrollment 
of more than 2,294. 

 
• New Student Union After School Enrichment Program – Safe, supervised environment 

for middle school students that provides an opportunity to learn to get along with others, 
develop the values and skills needed to become good citizens, and have fun, with a current 
enrollment of 45. 

 
• Therapeutic Recreation Extended Care (TREC) – Aftercare for 24 children, teens and 

young adults with developmental disabilities, including leisure education, community 
outings, special events and various social and recreational activities. 

 
• Therapeutic and Accommodation Services – 

a. Accommodation / Inclusion Services – provides reasonable accommodations for 
individuals with disabilities to access and participate in recreation and leisure programs 
and services. Consistent with the American Disabilities Act, accommodations may be 
but are not limited to: financial assistance, accessibility, companions, additional 
training, and interpretive services. Over the past 5 years we have provided 
accommodation services for 1,200 individuals with disabilities. 

b. Therapeutic Recreation Services – to provide opportunities for individuals with 
disabilities to develop age-appropriate recreation and leisure skills that improve / 
maintain functional skills and enhance recreation participation, well-being and quality 
of life. Programs offered are: bowling leagues, dances, social and community outings, 
arts, drama and summer camps in a segregated setting. We service approximately 1,000 
participants annually. 

 
• Older Adult Programs – The mission of the Older Adult Program Section is to enhance the 

quality of life for the older adult (senior) population by providing active and educational, 
recreational and leisure pursuits that promote the well-being of each individual. Diverse 
programs in classes, socials, workshops, trips and tours, and cultural arts are planned 
seasonally for older adults of various ages, abilities and socio-economic backgrounds. 
Cooperative ventures with the Office on Aging, Cooperative Extension Service, Howard 
Community College and senior advocacy groups are included in this section which serves 
approximately 600 annually. Older adult drop-in programs are also offered at Kiwanis-
Wallas Recreation Center, serving approximately 9,000 older adults annually. 

 
• Trips and Tours Section – The mission of the Trips and Tours Section is to provide 

opportunities for leisure exploration of community, state and national destinations in a safe, 
high-quality, organized manner while providing opportunities for socialization and inter-
generational interactions. Trips are categorized into 3 sections: Family, Adults and Adults 
55+. Opportunities are provided for all ages. Trips include, but are not limited to, theater and 
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the arts, historical sites, professionally guided tours, restaurants, sports events and holiday 
events. Inter-generational and multiple-day trips are offered seasonally, serving 
approximately 3,600 participants annually. 

 
• Kiwanis-Wallas Recreation Center – The mission of the Kiwanis-Wallas Recreation 

Center is to provide a safe, clean environment for interactive, user-friendly and accessible 
community and recreation programs by promoting community involvement, fitness and 
recreational opportunities and communication with the public and other user groups. 
Extensive communication and cooperation with Department-sponsored users including 
senior adult programs, therapeutic recreation programs, fitness classes, and pre-school 
programs is required. The section actively promotes facilities for rental use by the public and 
private user groups. 

 
Goals for the RLC&CSD program include: 
1. To research the possibility of expanding the New Student Union Program to several 

schools in Columbia by creating a working partnership with the Columbia Association 
After School Care Program. Expand to Roger Carter Recreation Center. 

2. To research alternative sites for childcare programs outside of the public school system 
and implement pilot test sites. 

3. To continue to research and prepare implementation strategies for MD State 
Accreditation of Howard County Early Learning Centers in Full-Day Kindergarten 
Center school spaces (due to Howard County Public School System going with full-day 
kindergarten). 

4. Research and implement updated programming prototypes in all 4 areas of Recreational 
Licensed Childcare focusing on increased homework / educational tutoring, fitness and 
healthy lifestyles by support of the department health initiative, and current trends in 
children. 

5. Goals of the Therapeutic and Accommodation Services Section are to provide programs 
that maintain or improve participants’ physical, social and emotional functional abilities 
(functional intervention focus); to provide opportunities for participation to improve 
skills necessary for a recreation inclusion experience with neuro-typical peers 
(functional intervention focus); to provide participants with structures, age-appropriate 
opportunities for social interactions (social interaction skills focus); to provide programs 
that assist participants’ utilization of current leisure skills and acquisition of new leisure 
skills (leisure skills focus); to provide opportunities for participants to experience 
enjoyment by engaging in recreation and leisure activities (recreation participation 
focus); and to provide opportunities that promote a healthy leisure lifestyle (leisure 
awareness). 

6. Goals of the Older Adult Section are to provide programs that maintain or improve 
participants’ physical, social and emotional functional abilities (functional intervention 
focus); to provide participants with age-appropriate opportunities for social interaction 
(social interaction skills focus); to provide programs that assist participant’s utilization 
of current leisure skills and acquisition of new leisure skills (leisure skills focus); to 
provide opportunities for participants to experience enjoyment by engaging in 
recreation and leisure activities (recreation participation focus); and to provide 
opportunities that promote a healthy leisure lifestyle (leisure awareness focus). 
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7. Goals of Trips and Tours Section are to provide opportunities for social interaction in a 
stimulating environment (social interaction skills focus); to provide opportunities to 
enhance leisure resource options (leisure skills focus); to provide leisure opportunities 
for interaction and exploration with family members and/or younger participants (social 
skills focus); to provide intellectually stimulating opportunities (functional intervention 
focus); and to provide opportunities that promote a healthy leisure lifestyle (leisure 
awareness focus). 

8. The goals of the Kiwanis-Wallas Recreation Center are to provide a venue for 
opportunities for social interaction (social interaction skills focus); to provide a venue 
for opportunities for community events (recreation participation focus); and to provide a 
venue for department training and meetings (leisure awareness focus). 

 
 
Bureau of Parks and Program Services 
Other programming conducted by the County occurs through the Division of Natural Resources’ 
within the Bureau of Parks and Program Services through the Robinson Nature Center.  The 
mission of the Robinson Nature Center is to facilitate the enjoyment and understanding of our 
natural resources and to bridge the gap between people and nature.  By inspiring sound 
environmental awareness, we promote responsible stewardship of all our natural resources and 
strive to connect people of all ages with nature through experience-based education.   

 
Recreation and Parks Community Survey   
 
 
In January 2012, a group of six individuals from Leadership Howard County’s Leadership 
Essentials class (the “Project Team”) partnered with the Howard County Department of 
Recreation and Parks (“HCRP”) to implement the 2012 Howard County Recreation & Parks 
Community Survey (the “Survey”). The Survey was conducted in the Spring of 2012 in 
conjunction with the development of this Land Preservation and Recreation Plan. The Project 
Team was tasked with developing, executing and analyzing a Survey of Howard and surrounding 
areas to address current and future needs for recreational activities, programs and facilities. 
 
The Survey focused on major program areas provided by HCRP. The project Team implemented 
the survey online through Survey Monkey in March 2012 with numerous marketing strategies. 
The survey closed in March 2012 with a total of 3,008 responses, of which 2879 participants 
completed Surveys, representing a 95.7 percent completion rate. Responses were analyzed in 
total and by regions, which were divided by zip code. The regions were Columbia, Ellicott City, 
Western Howard County, Elkridge, Clarksville, and non-Howard County. Columbia and Ellicott 
City made up two-third of all responses.  
 
Respondents were most interested in program offerings for Special Events (94%), Sports (72%), 
and Nature, Environment & Outdoor Recreation (69%). Each region was most interested in these 
three program offerings. Only Columbia and non-Howard County respondents were more 
interested in Nature, Environment & Outdoor Recreation over Sports. Each region was most 
interested in Special Events. It is interesting to note that Special Events was the first program 
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offering questioned in the survey. Respondents wee least interested in Drama (26%) and 
Childcare (22%) both in total and by region.  
 
Across program clusters, Adults and Elementary Youth were age groups most often listed to be 
interested HCRP programs.  
 
For programs that respondents would like to see HCRP offer in the future, swimming programs, 
pet friendly programs, an indoor pool, more handicapped/special needs programs for adults and 
children, additional foreign language programs and polocrosse at Schooney Mill were the most 
common answers. The respondents would like to see future facilities located in Columbia and 
Ellicott City, which makes sense since two-thirds of the respondents are from Columbia or 
Ellicott City.   
 
The project Team recommends HCRP allocates the majority of its budget towards Special 
Events, Sports and Nature, Environment & Outdoor Recreation. Columbia and Ellicott City 
should be the regions where HCRP focuses its program offerings. HCRP should also look to add 
more swimming pools and swimming activities to its roster of offerings, since this was heavily 
mentioned throughout the survey. Likewise, there should be more pet friendly events and 
possibly another dog park built in the County. Finally, HCRP should look into adding more 
activities for special needs children and adults. 
 
  
 
County Priorities for Acquisition, Development and Rehabilitation 
 
 
Howard County’s priorities for addressing its most significant parkland and recreation facilities 
needs are reflected in Table 14, the Department of Recreation and Parks’ proposed Capital 
Improvement Program (CIP). Improvements the Department proposes for specific locations are 
categorized by planning area. Separate line items identify on-going rehabilitation and 
development activities Howard County hopes to pursue at various locations throughout its park 
system, as funding and other resources permit. The Howard County Department of Recreation 
and Parks classifies all improvements on its CIP into one of three time frames: 
 
• Short-Range: 2013 – 2017 
• Mid-Range: 2018 - 2023 
• Long Range: 2024 - 2028 
 
 
Rationale Behind the Department’s Capital Improvement Priorities 
 
The Department developed the CIP shown on Table 14 by considering the following major 
factors: 
 
• Howard County’s goals, as described in this plan and the draft PlanHoward 2030, the 

County’s new comprehensive plan. 
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These goals stress responding to growth with adequate recreation facilities in appropriate 
locations. Equal importance is devoted to preserving the County’s environmental character. 
As reflected in the 2006-2020 CIP, these overarching concerns and their quality of life 
implications are the foundation of the Department’s capital budgeting process. 

 
• The Department’s commitment to sustaining its three-tier park system of regional, 

community and neighborhood parks complemented with resource-based open spaces: 
 

Across different size catchment areas, this system provides different levels of service on 
both a drive-to and walk-to basis. Neighborhood park improvements in the CIP will be 
convenient on foot to adjacent residential areas. Community park improvements will address 
larger concentrations of population, many of whom will drive to the site. Regional park 
improvements will serve residents countywide, almost all of whom will arrive by car. The 
three tier system also provides a different mix of active and passive-oriented recreation 
opportunities at each type of park thereby providing facilities for organized athletics, 
individual sports and non-sports oriented lifetime activities. The CIP includes projects to 
address all three park types, plus environmental and historic preservation. 

 
• Consideration about where State holdings and private parkland/open spaces exist to 

complement County holdings: 
 
State lands are a key part of the County’s parkland offerings, and the role of private sector 
recreation providers is an important and growing one, particularly in golf, tennis and 
swimming. Several specific CIP line items are designed to complement, rather than 
duplicate, recreation facilities owned by entities other than Howard County. 

 
• The path of growth and development in Howard County and related demographic trends: 
 

The need to better serve emerging demand in the Rural West and more consideration for 
seniors and non-traditional households are relevant examples of how these factors influence 
Howard County CIP decisions. 

 
• Public input the Department has received about changing recreation preferences and 

specific unmet needs: 
 

This planning process featured citizen participation at well advertised public meetings as 
described in Chapter One. In preparing its CIP, Howard County considered input from these 
meetings in addition to its regular ongoing public input. 

 
• The demand analysis presented earlier in this chapter on park acreage: 
 

This analysis shows that land acquisition is warranted in the CIP. Although Howard County 
is temporarily ahead of the State’s 30 acres of parkland per 1,000 residents goal, the County 
on the whole is deficient with regard to its self-imposed standard of 35 acres per 1,000 
residents. Regarding the County’s planning areas, only the Rural West exceeds 35 acre per 
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1,000 residents. However, much of this acreage is due to WSSC land and larger regional 
parks, some of which have no recreation improvements to date. Thus parkland acquisition is 
appropriate in the Rural West in addition to acquisition planned for the County’s other 
planning areas. 

 
• The demand analysis presented earlier in this chapter on recreation facilities: 
 
 Among other conclusions, this analysis shows that all five planning areas in Howard County 

need the new sports fields and other athletic facilities proposed in the CIP to adequately 
meet both current and projected needs. 

 
• The Department’s desire to balance traditional, active recreation needs with more focus on 

greenway trails, environmental conservation, and historic preservation: 
Special CIP line items to address passive-oriented activities respond to the growing interest 
in these types of recreational offerings in Howard County. As highlighted earlier, Howard 
County plans to further emphasize preservation of both natural and man-made resources in 
the future. 

 
• The experience of the Department’s staff in weighing information related to all of the other 

factors on this list: 
 

Formal goal statements, public input, and formula-based needs analysis are important 
ingredients in assessing demand. However, Howard County has found that insight gained 
from managing the County’s park and recreation system on a day-to-day basis is also 
invaluable in making capital budget decisions. 

 
 
Capital Funding 
 
The Capital Projects and Park Planning Division of the Department of Recreation and Parks 
oversees the following: 
 
• Comprehensive planning, such as this document. 
 
• All park and open space acquisition for Howard County, including property dedicated to the 

County via development regulations. 
 
• The master planning, design and construction of all recreation-related improvements at 

County park and open space sites. These improvements include athletic fields, playing 
courts, playgrounds, multi-purpose trails, indoor recreation facilities, environmental 
education facilities, and the full range of support amenities such as parking lots, roads for 
internal circulation, pedestrian walkways and trails, restrooms, lighting, benches, and water 
fountains, among other enhancements. 

 
• Renovations to all County-owned historic properties, including those situated in County 

parks and those located elsewhere. 
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The Capital Projects and Park Planning Division’s park development process starts with long 
range planning, budget preparation and the pursuit of grants. Land acquisition is typically next. 
Then staff members and the public are involved in site design. The process culminates in the 
development of new recreation facilities for public use. 
 
While the Capital Improvement Program shown on Table 14 proposes a total of $229.519 
million in capital spending needs between 2013 and 2028, the Howard County Department of 
Recreation and Parks actually budgets and spends only a fraction of this amount each year. 
 
State Program Open Space funds have historically funded approximately 50% of the Department 
of Recreation and Parks’ capital budget. However, in recent years, the State diverted a large 
portion of its transfer tax revenues to offset shortfalls associated with other revenue sources. As a 
result, Howard County’s Program Open Space funds were significantly reduced by an average of 
63% in each of the last three fiscal years. This downward trend in State Program Open Space 
revenues has constrained Howard County’s park development and land acquisition capabilities. 
Reduced grants leave less dollars to pay for land in Howard County and the increasing cost of 
park design and construction. 
 
Pay as you go financing options Howard County has used or considered using to help fund 
capital costs not provided by State grants include the following: 
 
• County taxes (property, income, sales, and excise taxes) 
 
• Special assessments (for projects that benefit a specific target area rather than the 

community at large) 
 
• User fees (such as park admission or recreation program fees) 
 
• Fees collected from developers in lieu of mandatory land dedication 
 
Debt financing techniques available for the County to consider using include direct borrowing 
from a bank and bonds. Bank loans are typically short term and often must be repaid with 
interest in 5 years or less. Longer-term borrowing is usually arranged by selling bonds to raise 
revenue. These bonds are then retired (paid back) with interest over a long term period, such as 
25 years. 
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Table 14-A
Howard County Department of Recreation and Parks

CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM
2013 - 2028 (Dollars are in Thousands)

Estimated Short-Range Cost
2013 - 2017

Estimated Mid-Range Cost
2018 - 2023

Estimated Long-Range Cost
2024 - 2028

Project

State
District

Planning
Area

Description of Land Preservation
& Recreation Recommendations Park Class

Estimated
Total Cost

(In Thousands)

Acres
to be

Acquired
Acquisition

Capital
Development Rehabilitation Acquisition

Capital
Development

Rehabilitation
Acquisition

Capital
Development

Rehabilitation

Centennial Park
9A

Ellicott City Dredge sediment from lake. Regional Park $6,000 $6,000

David Force Park
9A

Ellicott City Construct a 36-acre community park. Community
Park

$6,000 $6,000

Patapsco Female
Institute 9A

Ellicott City Construct restroom, lighting, fencing, shelter,
roads, parking and landscaping at this 7-acre
historic site.

Historic -
Cultural

$1,000 $1,000

Rockburn Branch
Park 12A

Elkridge Restore historic farmhouse and construct enclosed
sports facility, sports fields, playgrounds, picnic
areas, parking and court games on Parcel M,
replace field lighting on Phase I and a install
synthetic turf on Field #15.

Regional Park $11,050
$1,050

$10,000

Troy Park
13

Elkridge Restoration of a historic Georgian farmhouse and
land acquisition for development of a 100-acre
regional park. A typical regional park contains both
active and passive recreation activities.

Regional Park $27,200 5 $1,000 $24,200 $2,000

North Laurel Park
13

Southeast Construct an outdoor swimming pool. Community
Park

$4,400 $4,400

Blandair Park
13

Columbia Rehab historic buildings and develop a regional
park on the 300-acre Blandair Farm at Route 175 in
Columbia. A typical regional park contains both
active and passive recreation activities.

Regional Park $41,170 $20,000 $3,870 $17,300

Elkhorn Park
13

Columbia Construct fields and playground at a 12-acre site at
Homespun and Oakland Mills Roads.

Neighborhood
Park

$1,800 $1,800

Alpha Ridge Park
9A

Rural West Construct low intensity lighting and cover the
existing in-line hockey rink at this Route 99
location.

Community
Park

$1,300 $1,300

Clarksville Park
9A

Rural West Construct a 20+ acre community park in the Route
108 and Route 32 study area. A typical community
park contains both active and passive recreation
activities.

Community
Park

$6,000 20+ $2,000 $4,000

Havilland Mill Park
9A

Rural West Acquire and develop a 40+ acre community park
off Brighton Dam Road. A typical community park
contains both active and passive recreation
activities.

Community
Park

$6,000 5 $2,000 $4,000
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Estimated Short-Range Cost
2013 - 2017

Estimated Mid-Range Cost
2018 - 2023

Estimated Long-Range Cost
2024 - 2028

Project State
District

Planning
Area

Description of Land Preservation
& Recreation Recommendations

Park Class Estimated
Total Cost

(In Thousands)

Acres
to be

Acquired

Acquisition
Capital

Development Rehabilitation Acquisition
Capital

Development Rehabilitation Acquisition
Capital

Development Rehabilitation

Benson Branch
Park

9A Rural West Construct a regional park on this 333-acre site. A
typical regional park contains both active and
passive recreation activities.

Regional Park $10,000 $10,000

Woodbine Park
9A

Rural West Construct a 20-acre community park near the
intersection of Route 94 and I-70. A typical
community park contains both active and passive
recreation activities.

Community
Park

$4,000 $4,000

Fulton South Park
13

Rural West Acquire and construct a 20-acre community park
south of Route 216 near Fulton. A typical
community park contains both active and passive
recreation activities.

Community
Park

$10,000 $6,000 $4,000

Fulton North Park
13

Rural West Acquire and construct a 20-acre community park
northeast of Fulton. A typical community park
contains both active and passive recreation
activities.

Community
Park

$5,600 20+ $1,600 $4,000

Manor Woods Park
9A

Rural West Construct a 40.4-acre community park at Route
144 and Triadelphia Road. A typical community
park contains both active and passive recreation
activities.

Community
Park

$4,000 $4,000

Homewood Park
9A

Rural West Acquire and construct a 20-acre park between
Route 108 and the University of Maryland Central
Farm. A typical community park contains both
active and passive recreation activities.

Community
Park

$5,000 20+ $1,000 $4,000

South Branch Park 9A Rural West Restore historic buildings and construct a 9.6-acre
neighborhood park at Route 32 and the Patapsco
River.

Neighborhood
Park

$350 $350

West Friendship
Park

9A Rural West Construct a regional park located at Route 32 and
Route 144. A typical regional park contains both
active and passive recreation activities.

Regional Park $15,000 $7,000 $8,000

Western Regional
Park

9A Rural West Construct restroom/storage facility, picnic pavilions
and additional parking.

Regional Park $2,900 $300 $2,600

Equestrian Trails
and Parking

ALL ALL Construct trails on existing County parkland and
open space along river corridors. Acquire
additional right-of-way as needed using the
Acquisition Parkland Fund.

Greenway $1,500 $500 $500 $500

Historic Structure
Rehabilitation

ALL ALL
Rehabilitation of County-owned historic structures.

Historic-
Cultural

$6,500 $3,500 $1,500 $1,500
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Estimated Short-Range Cost
2013 - 2017

Estimated Mid-Range Cost
2018 - 2023

Estimated Long-Range Cost
2024 - 2028

Project State
District

Planning
Area

Description of Land Preservation
& Recreation Recommendations Park Class

Estimated
Total Cost

(In Thousands)

Acres
to be

Acquired

Acquisition Capital
Development

Rehabilitation Acquisition Capital
Development

Rehabilitation Acquisition Capital
Development

Rehabilitation

Howard County
Pathway System

ALL ALL Improve and enhance the spinal pathway 7 miles
along the Little Patuxent River from Gwynn Acres
to Alpha Ridge Park. Rehabilitate and expand the
existing Spinal Pathway which currently extends
from Savage Park through Columbia to Dorsey’s
Search. Project includes an evaluation and
possible improvements to the Rt. 29 Pedestrian
Bridge and its approaches and connections to the
County’s borders, and rehabilitation of existing
pathway system.

Greenway $6,056 $1,390 $2,333
$2,333

Park Resurfacing
Program

ALL ALL
Resurface roads, parking lots, courts and
playgrounds.

All Classes $10,650 $1,000 $3,650 $1,000 $2,000 $1,000 $2,000

Parkland
Acquisition
Program

ALL ALL Continue to budget funds annually for new parks
and parcels adjacent to existing parks to provide
residential buffers and address additional park and
open space needs; funds should also be used to
acquire critical Natural Resource Areas and
address state and local greenway efforts.

All Classes $8,400 150 $1,760 $3,320 $3,320

Park Systemic
Improvements

ALL ALL Rehabilitation of existing parks. All Classes $23,350 $10,000 $7,350 $1,000 $2,000 $1,000 $2,000

TOTALS
$225,226 $3,760 $62,790 $26,720 $15,970 $54,833 $5,500 $7,320 $42,833 $5,500
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Table 14-B State Goals Met by Acquisition and Development Recommendations

Project Short-
Range

Mid-
Range

Long-
Range

State
Goal(s) Met

(1-6)

Local Goal (s)
Met (7-
onward)

Notes

Centennial Park  N/A 7 This is a project to dredge Centennial Lake which will protect environmental and natural resources, a local goal.

David Force Park  1-6 7,9,10 By constructing this 36-acre community park, it will accomplish all six State goals, as well as the local goals of meeting the local goals by providing
additional acreage to meet the County goal of 35 acres/1000 residents, provide greenway protection and will provide active recreation with public
input and using design features that mitigate impacts and address safety concerns.

Patapsco Female
Institute

 1-6 10,11 The historic restoration of this site accomplishes all six State Goals, as well as the local goals of providing active recreation with public input and
using design features that mitigate impacts and address safety concerns, a local goal.

Rockburn Branch
Park

  1-6 10 This project will accomplish all six State goals and meets the local goal of designing facilities for active recreation with public input and using
design features that mitigate impacts and address safety concerns.

Troy Park  1-6 7,10 This project will restore a historic Georgian farmhouse and develop a 100-acre regional park for active and passive recreation. This project meets
all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental and natural resources, and will require public input to address any
concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

North Laurel
Park

 1-6 7,10 Constructing an outdoor swimming pool at North Laurel Park will address all six of the State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting
environmental and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Blandair Park   1-6 7,10 This project will rehabilitate many historic buildings located on the 300-acre site and also develop a regional park. This project meets all six State
Goals, as well as protecting environmental and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact
mitigation and safety concerns.

Elkhorn Park   1-6 10 By constructing fields and a playground on this 12-acre site, it will meet all six State goals, we well as provide for active recreation with public
input and using design features that mitigate impacts and address safety concerns.

Alpha Ridge Park  1-6 10 This is a project to construct low intensity lighting and cover the in-line hockey rink. This project meets all six State goals, as well as the local goal
of requiring public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Clarksville Park   1-6 7,10 By constructing a 20+ acre community park at this site, it will meet all six State goals, as well as, protecting environmental and natural resources,
and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Haviland Mill
Park

  1-6 7,10 The acquisition and development of this 40+ acre community park will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting
environmental and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.
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Project Short-
Range

Mid-
Range

Long-
Range

State
Goal(s) Met

(1-6)

Local Goal (s)
Met (7-
onward)

Notes

Benson Branch
Park

  1-6 7,10 Construction of this regional park on this 333-acre site will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental and
natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Woodbine Park  1-6 7,10 Constructing a 20-acre community park as this location will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental and
natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Fulton South
Park

  1-6 7,10 The acquisition and construction of this 20-acre community park will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental
and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Fulton North
Park

  1-6 7,10 The acquisition and construction of this 20-acre community park will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental
and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Manor Woods
Park

 1-6 7,10 Constructing a 40.4-acre community park as this location will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental and
natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Homewood Park   1-6 7,10 The acquisition and development of this 20-acre community park will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting
environmental and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

South Branch
Park

 1-6 7,10 The restoration of historic buildings and the construction of a 9.6-acre neighborhood park will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of
protecting environmental and natural resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety
concerns.

West Friendship
Park

  1-6 7,10 The construction of a regional park on this site will meet all six State goals, as well as the local goals of protecting environmental and natural
resources, and will require public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Western
Regional Park

 1-6 10 By constructing a restroom/storage facility, picnic pavilions and providing additional parking will meet all six State goals and will require public
input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Equestrian Trails
and Parking

   1-6 10 The construction of equestrian trails complete with parking will meet all six State goals and will require public input to address any concerns
regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Historic Structure
Rehabilitation

   1,2,3 11 By restoring County-owned historic structures, they will be made more desirable and accessible for all County citizens and will mutually support
the broader goals and objectives of existing master plans at their respective locations. The historic restoration projects will be conditional upon
the degree of deterioration thereby meeting a local goal.

Howard County
Pathway System

   1,2,3,4,5 10 By improving and enhancing the County pathways, five of the six State goals will be met and the local goal of requiring public input to address any
concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns will also be met.
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Project Short-
Range

Mid-
Range

Long-
Range

State
Goal(s) Met

(1-6)

Local Goal (s)
Met (7-
onward) Notes

Park Resurfacing
Program

   5 10 Resurfacing the roads, parking lots, courts and playground will meet the State goal by complementing infrastructure in existing communities and
areas planned for growth. This project meets the local goal by requiring public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and
safety concerns.

Parkland
Acquisition Prog.

   1-6 7,8,9 By continuing to budget funds annually for new parks and parcels adjacent to existing parks to provide residential buffers, addressing additional
park and open space needs, acquiring critical Natural Resource Areas, and parcels within greenway areas, all six State goals will be met, as well as
the local goals of protecting environmental and natural resources, assist in meeting the county goal of 35 acres of recreation land for every 1,000
county residents, and requiring public input to address any concerns regarding impact mitigation and safety concerns.

Park Systemic
Improvements

   1-6 10 The rehabilitation of existing parks meets all six State goals, as well as the local goal of requiring public input to address any concerns regarding
impact mitigation and safety concerns.

State Goals

1 Make a variety of quality recreational environments and opportunities readily accessible to all of its citizens, and thereby contribute to their physical and mental well-being

2 Recognize and strategically use parks and recreation facilities as amenities to make communities, counties, and the State more desirable places to live, work, and visit.

3 Use State investment in parks, recreation, and open space to complement and mutually support the broader goals and objectives of local comprehensive/master plans.

4 To the greatest degree feasible, ensure that recreational land and facilities for local populations are conveniently located relative to population centers, are accessible without reliance on the automobile, and
help to protect natural open spaces and resources.

5 Complement infrastructure and other public investments and priorities in existing communities and areas planned for growth through investment in neighborhood and community parks and facilities.

6 Continue to protect recreational open space and resource lands at a rate that equals or exceeds the rate that land is developed at a statewide level.

Local Goals

7 Environmental and natural resource protection.

8 Additional acquisition to meet the county goal of 35 acres of recreation land for every 1,000 county residents.

9 Acquisition of property for greenway protection.

10 Design facilities for active recreation with public input and using design features that mitigate impacts and address safety concerns.

11 Preserve and rehabilitate historic structures on County-owned parkland, conditional upon the degree of deterioration.
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CHAPTER FOUR — AGRICULTURAL LAND PRESERVATION

This chapter describes the goals and objectives of Howard County’s Agricultural Land

Preservation Program (ALPP), focusing primarily on the County’s Purchase of Development

Rights (PDR) activities and current zoning regulations for the Rural West (the area targeted

for agricultural preservation). This chapter also highlights the Agricultural Marketing

Program of the County’s Economic Development Authority, which supports agriculture as an

important economic activity in Howard County.

Introduction and Background

The State of Maryland has long held protecting more than 1 million acres of farmland as one of

its highest priorities. Howard County is one of the smallest counties in Maryland (160,640 acres)

and is highly urbanized with only some 29,400 acres in active agriculture, according to the

federal 2007 Census of Agriculture. This would seem to make agricultural preservation a minor

issue locally and of little import when juxtaposed against the Statewide goals.

However, Howard County’s rural area occupies a crucial spot in central Maryland because it

provides a physical link between the rural areas of Montgomery, Carroll and Frederick counties.

Howard County has long recognized that a loss of active agriculture in Western Howard County

would add pressure for similar losses in Carroll or Frederick counties and to a lesser degree in

Montgomery County. More importantly, Howard County values its agricultural economy and is

determined to sustain it.

Based on these concerns and commitments, PlanHoward 2030 identifies agricultural preservation

as a critical concern and describes the policies that are the basis of the current County

agricultural preservation actions. A brief overview of the history of agricultural preservation over

the past three decades, including the relationship of such efforts to important Countywide

development trends, is presented here to make it easier to understand how the County has tried to

protect its relatively small but valuable agricultural land base.

Howard County’s 1982 General Plan confirmed an earlier target of conserving 20,000 acres of

agricultural land in the Rural West, about 22% of that region’s total land area. As of 1988, some

3,900 acres had been enrolled in the State-sponsored Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation

Foundation (MALPF) Program, with the County contributing $6.8 million to these purchases.

During this same time, Howard County spent $6.2 million to enroll land in its own Purchase of

Development Rights Program, which was funded by a levy on real estate and agricultural

property transfer taxes.
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However, compensation to landowners through both of these programs was low compared to

land values on the open market. Because of this reality and due to acute development pressures

prevailing at that time, the 1990 General Plan called for new methods to retain viable farmland

and upped the farmland preservation goal to 30,000 acres in the Rural West. Additional methods

under consideration included cluster zoning, density exchanges, easements and private land

trusts, among others. Howard County’s General Plan 2000 supported these initiatives and the

County’s commitments led to the establishment and ongoing fine tuning of three important

farmland preservation initiatives:

1. Revision in 1989 of the Purchase of Development Rights program to base it on an

installment purchase agreement form of payment to make it more financially competitive

with the open market for land purchases by developers;

2. Revision in 1992 of the County’s zoning and subdivision regulations to promote developer

dedication of sizable preservation parcels through clustering and various forms of intra-

Rural West transfer of development rights; and

3. Stepped up support efforts by the County’s Economic Development Authority to promote

active and diversified agriculture, including innovative “metropolitan” farming enterprises

as part of the local economy.

The following sections describe each of these three components in greater detail.

Agriculture Easement Installment Purchase Agreement Program

Howard County’s Installment Purchase Agreement (IPA) method of financing its PDR program

was groundbreaking when it was introduced in 1989 and in subsequent years has been copied

and modeled by other jurisdictions. Until recently, the IPA provided a 30-year term with tax

exempt interest on the purchase amount twice yearly and a balloon payment of the principal at

the end of this term. In recent application cycles, the length of the term has been shortened and

principal payments are now made in equal yearly installments. The County has modified the

structure of the IPA to make easements more affordable and encourage more landowners to

participate.

This IPA system has many advantages over the original cash payment methods which often

confronted property owners with large capital gains obligations based on its single payment

arrangement. The IPA offers landowners a reliable income stream and the note is fully

transferable, giving the landowner complete liquidity and potential collateral.
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The following are the key features of the current agricultural land preservation program.

Eligibility

1. To apply for the program, properties must be outside the Planned Water and Sewer

Service areas and at least 50 acres.

2. Exceptions are made for properties between 20 and 50 acres, if they are adjacent to land

already enrolled in agricultural preservation; land with environmental easements such as

those managed by the Maryland Environmental Trust, adjacent to parkland or to other

permanently protected lands (e.g., the reservoir holdings of the Washington Suburban

Sanitary Commission) or adjacent to preservation parcels created by cluster subdivision

or density sending provisions of the Zoning Ordinance. (See below for details of zoning

options affecting agricultural preservation.)

3. Parcels must be capable of further subdivision for residential uses by right (i.e., have

development rights) to apply.

4. Owners of contiguous parcels of at least 20 acres each can pool their holdings to create a

total aggregate of more than 50 acres and apply as a group for enrollment.

5. At least 50% of the land must be Class I, II or III soils and more than 66% must be Class

I, II, III or IV.

6. The land must be subject to a Soil Conservation and Water Quality (SCWQ) plan by the

time of easement settlement.

7. All lien and mortgage holders must subordinate their interests to the deed of easement.

Purchase Price and Payment

1. For most of the 2000s, the ALPP was not able to compete with development and attract

new applicants to the program. As prices for developable land in western Howard County

escalated throughout the first half of the decade, the ceiling on offers to purchase

development rights was raised twice in an attempt to keep pace. In 2003 the maximum

offer was increased from $7,200 to $20,000 per acre, and then again in 2006 to $40,000

per acre. Subsequent to the most recent increase, two successful application periods

secured easements on eleven relatively large and strategically placed farms. The average

price offered since the latest increase was $31,875 per acre.
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2. Actual price is determined by a point system that assesses the qualities of the active

agricultural land that will be protected by purchasing the development rights. Currently, the

price factor is $40 per point with a maximum of 1,000 points possible. The qualities that are

assessed and awarded points include overall size, soil capability and productivity, and

adjacency to land already protected. Other factors which assess the property’s desirability

for agricultural use, such as percentage of the property actively farmed and the extent to

which the Soil Conservation and Water Quality Plan has been implemented are also

evaluated.

3. As time has eroded the number of large undeveloped areas and as the County’s investment

in agricultural easements has grown, the program criteria has been adjusted to be more

effective in enrolling smaller parcels adjacent to existing holdings. That said, the average

size of the eleven properties in the last two application periods was 134 acres.

Changes in the price formula require a County Council Resolution.

Rights, Benefits and Obligations

Once enrolled, landowners accrue the following rights, benefits and obligations:

1. Owners of properties successfully enrolled retain the right to a limited number of 1-acre

residential lots at a ratio of 1 per 50 acres. The landowner’s dwelling unit can remain as an

existing principal dwelling that cannot be subdivided from the land except as one of the 1

per 50 by right lots.

2. Owners retain the right to subdivide a parcel of more than 100 acres into 50 acre units.

3. Properties of more than 50 acres can request tenant houses at a rate of 1 unit per 25 acres

which must include any tenant houses that existed at the time of the easement purchase.

4. Activities on the easement except for the residential uses cited above must be for

agricultural purposes or other specified very limited activities.

5. All restrictions imposed by the deed of easement run with the land in perpetuity and bind all

future owners.
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Evaluation of the Program

The following graphic illustrates the amount of acres enrolled in the County PDR program, the

MALPF program and through dedication by year.

Figure 4-1: Year-To-Year Enrollments in Agricultural Preservation Programs

The chart provides a clear visual history of the relative success of the different preservation

techniques over time. The mainstay has been the County’s PDR program, although it is apparent

that interest in it has varied greatly over its 30-year life span. One significant feature of the chart

is the impact that the introduction of the IPA method of payment had on easement acquisition.

The IPA was introduced in 1989, and the following decade saw consistently high acreage totals

coming into the program.

By being more competitive with the open market, Howard County added nearly 9,000 acres over

the next nine years to the 7,400 acres that had been acquired in the preceding seven years

through the County and MALPF programs. By May 1997, the County had committed all the

available $55 million of funding and temporarily had to cease accepting applications.
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The fund was allowed to rebuild itself through the influx of new transfer taxes and new

applications were authorized once again in 2001 as the County Council, at the request of the

County Executive, made $15 million available for such purchases. Over 400 acres of new

easements were purchased subsequent to the 2001 allocation. Also, after years of inactivity, four

parcels totaling 78 acres entered the MALPF program between 2002 and 2006.

The real estate boom in the mid-2000s created a situation where preservation was not an

economically viable option for most landowners. As Figure 4-1 illustrates, most of the decade

saw little, if any, acquisition activity for the County’s PDR program. By contrast, the dedication

of agricultural easements to the ALPP was very active, with hundreds of acres encumbered by

protective easements at no cost to the County. The vast majority of the acreage was preserved

through the Density / Cluster Exchange Option (DEO / CEO) program, whereby the

development rights were lifted from the “sending” parcel and transferred to the “receiving”

parcel. This allows the receiving parcel to be more intensely developed than base density would

allow and requires that a perpetual easement be placed on the sending parcel (the details of how

the DEO / CEO program works are provided in the next section). Through the DEO / CEO,

approximately 1,650 acres were preserved from 2000–2010, the bulk of the transfers occurring

between 2005 and 2007.

The DEO / CEO program was so popular during the boom because developers were offering

property owners ever increasing amounts of money for their density rights. In fact, the PDR

program was competing with the DEO / CEO program for the few farmers committed to

preserving their land instead of selling it outright for development. As a result, the maximum per

acre amount the PDR program offered was raised significantly during this time period; from

$7,600 to $20,000 an acre in 2003 and then again to $40,000 an acre in 2006.

The combined effect of the downturn in the real estate market towards the end of the decade and

the dramatic increase in the maximum per acre offer amount set the stage for two very successful

application periods, Batch 13 which began in 2006 and Batch 14, which began in 2009. Between

these two batches, eleven relatively large, strategically located farms were placed under

easement in the County program.

There are 14,633 acres of farmland enrolled in the County's PDR program as of January 1, 2012.

This is in addition to the 2,972 easement acres that have been dedicated to the County through

the subdivision process and the 3,960 acres that are enrolled in the Maryland Agricultural Land

Preservation Foundation program.
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Zoning and Subdivision Regulations Used to Protect Farmland

Even with implementation of the Installment Purchase Program, it was apparent by the early

1990s that agricultural easement preservation targets could not be fully realized by outright

purchase. In accord with the recommendations of the 1990 General Plan, zoning for western

Howard County was amended to better help protect the County's remaining active agricultural

activities and farmland. This was initiated through the 1992 Comprehensive Zoning Plan which

unlike previous efforts that were Countywide, focused only on the western part of the County to

expedite such changes.

The main focus of the 1992 Comprehensive Zoning Plan was to end the former uniform

coverage of the residential areas of the Rural West by a 3-acre minimum lot "Rural” (R) zoning

district. In place of the old R District, the 1992 Comprehensive Zoning Plan divided most of

western Howard County into two residential zones that included clustering and intra-West

density transfer provisions designed in large part to better support the County's agricultural

preservation goals1.

The smaller coverage is the Rural Residential (RR) zone that retained much of the earlier

requirements of the previous 3-acre minimum lot "R” zone, but added opportunities for

clustering and density receiving as well. Most of the rest of the Rural West became a new Rural

Conservation (RC) district that required mandatory clustering on parcels of more than 20 acres

and provided for both sending and receiving density transfer. The RC district covered most of the

County west of MD Route 32 and a large enclave of still largely undeveloped lands adjacent to

Columbia. The RR district generally coincided with a large band of existing or already

subdivided 1-acre and 3-acre lots with a few remaining large undeveloped tracts and little active

agriculture, largely following the MD Route 216 and MD Route 32 corridors (see map above).

Most new development in the RR district has taken advantage of the clustering option.

Establishment of the RC / RR division line mirrored conditions on the ground at the time. It also

provided a clear demarcation between land that was a high priority for preservation efforts and

the portion of the Rural West where preservation was not a priority. That is not to say that a

property zoned RR could not apply to the ALPP and sell an easement to the County. However, as

a general rule, RR properties have not been actively pursued. The scoring system used to

determine easement value has, over time, reflected the preference for RC zoned land by heavily

weighing the awarding of monetary points to RC zoned land. The preference to preserve RC

zoned land is also reflected in the cluster subdivision and density exchange regulations, as

detailed below.

1
Non-residential zoning in western Howard County only accounts for a negligible portion of the Rural

West. This is in keeping with the 1990 General Plan decision to make only a few adjustments to the urban service

area. Non-residential zoning in western Howard County is therefore largely limited to recognition of traditional

centers such as Highland or Lisbon, or to prevent having to treat major long-standing commercial or other

employment sites as non-conforming uses, e.g., the W.R. Grace employment campus near MD 32.
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The distinctions between the RR and RC zoning categories most germane to Howard County's

agricultural preservation goals are as follows2.

1. On RC parcels of more than 20 acres, owners must cluster all new residential lots of

approximately 1 acre at a ratio of 1 unit / 4.25 gross acres—the effective yield of the

previous "R” zoning district. The remainder of the development site is designated as a

preservation parcel or parcels.

2. Parcels between 6-acres and 20-acres can choose to create non-cluster lots or cluster lots

with preservation parcels.

3. The Agricultural Land Preservation Program is given the opportunity (right of first refusal)

to obtain a dedicated easement on the resulting "preservation parcel.” The ALPP accepts

dedication of the preservation parcel if it is a large contiguous parcel, buffered from the

cluster lots and can meet the guidelines for acceptance into the agricultural preservation

program for size, location and capabilities to support agriculture. About 17% of all cluster

preservation parcels have been dedicated to the ALPP.

4. Two density exchange programs, the Density Exchange Option and the Cluster Exchange

Option, apply to qualifying RC parcels enabling them to transfer their allowed densities to

properties more suited to absorb new growth. About 42% of all sending parcels have been

enrolled in the ALPP. As with the cluster preservation parcels, the ALPP is given priority

for obtaining any density sending preservation parcel that meets the program’s criteria. If a

proposed dedicated parcel, whether cluster or sending, is not a good fit for the ALPP, it will

be recommended to be encumbered by an environmental preservation easement.

5. Density Exchange Option (DEO):

a. Qualifying RC sending parcels must be 20 or more acres. Development rights may be

transferred to qualifying receiving parcels at a ratio of 1 unit per 3 gross acres.

b. Qualifying receiving parcels must be located in the RR zone or be less than 50 acres if

in the RC zone. If in the RC zone, the receiving parcel must be adjacent to lots of 10

acres or less on 60% of its perimeter—i.e., adjacent to those areas already converted to

residential use and thus less suited for active agriculture. Maximum receiving densities

are 1 unit per 2 net acres.

c. The sending parcel must be encumbered by an easement at the time such transfers are

made.

2
Full details of the requirements for creating RC preservation parcels and the allowed uses on them are

found in Section 104.F. of the Howard County Zoning Regulations. Section 106 outlines the requirements for the

Density Exchange Option (DEO) Overlay District and the Cluster Exchange Option (CEO).
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6. Cluster Exchange Option (CEO):

a. This option allows sending development rights from a qualifying RC parcel to another

RC parcel that does not meet the criteria described in 5.b. above, but at a lower sending

ratio of 1 unit per 4.25 gross acres. Maximum receiving densities are still 1 unit per 2

net acres.

b. The sending parcel must be encumbered by an easement at the time such transfers are

made.

Evaluation of Agricultural Preservation, Zoning and Subdivision Regulations

Since 1992, a total of 2,972 acres of agricultural preservation easements have been dedicated by

developers through the cluster and density exchange options described above. This represents

30% of all dedicated preservation parcels. Although this total may not seem overwhelming, the

dedicated acreage represents 14% of the land under agricultural easement, and has been achieved

at no cost to the County. This allows the Installment Purchase Program to target other properties

whose owners would rather extinguish their density rights than transfer them.

Since their first institution in 1992, the regulations controlling the RC cluster requirements, and

the DEO and the CEO mechanisms have been revised to improve the quality of the preservation

parcels created. Nevertheless, almost twenty years of experience with the Rural Conservation

(RC) and Rural Residential (RR) Zoning Districts shows that preservation parcels within cluster

subdivisions have been more effective in preserving environmentally sensitive lands and buffers

between housing and farms than in preserving good farmland. This is why within the last ten

years or so, the vast majority of cluster subdivision residue parcels were not accepted into the

ALPP and recommended for encumbrance by an environmental easement instead.

Parcels preserved through the density exchange options have proven much more fruitful at

meeting farmland preservation goals than parcels preserved through cluster zoning. In many

instances density exchange options have preserved entire farms. Since 2000, the average size

density sending parcel is 42 acres. The majority (67%) of the County’s dedicated agricultural

preservation easements are density sending parcels. However, during the real estate boom years

in the mid-2000s, some of the best remaining RC-zoned farms became density receiving parcels

as opposed to density sending parcels. One of the shortcomings of the County’s density

exchange program is the ability for RC zoned properties to receive development potential.

Attempts to amend the program to end this practice or to at least reduce its impacts have been

unsuccessful. As a result, the amount of density receiving in the RC District greatly increased

over the years and to a certain extent, has undermined the County’s agricultural land preservation

goals. The limits of this method of creating permanently protected agricultural land may be in

sight, however, as qualifying large sending tracts become fewer, as do undeveloped areas
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sufficiently large to absorb the transferred development rights. In addition, the real estate bust of

the last several years has significantly reduced the demand for density sending rights.

Current Status of All Agricultural Preservation Efforts

As of January 1, 2012, the total of agricultural preservation easements in Howard County

acquired through all the State and County options cited above was 21,646 acres. Table 15 shows

the distribution of this acreage among the several ways it has been obtained.

Table 15

AGRICULTURAL EASEMENTS BY ACQUISITION METHOD

(As of January 1, 2012)

Program Type

Number of

Properties

Acres

Protected

Purchased Agricultural Easements

County ALPP Pre-IPA Program, 1984-1988 29 3,497

County ALPP IPA Program, 1989-1997 94 9,263

County ALPP IPA Program, 2001-present 19 1,873

MALPF 1979-present 35 3,960

State Rural Legacy 2001-present 4 81

Subtotal Purchased Agricultural Easements 181 18,674

Dedicated Agricultural Easements

County ALPP Density Exchange Sending Preservation Parcel 40 1,855

County ALPP Cluster Subdivision Preservation Parcel 27 865

County ALPP Sending / Cluster Combination Preservation Parcel 7 252

Subtotal Dedicated Agricultural Easements 74 2,972

TOTAL AGRICULTURAL EASEMENTS 255 21,646

The total acreage protected through all of the programs identified above means the County has

achieved its original goal of 20,000 acres of farmland under agricultural preservation easement.

However, that acreage goal has been a moving target over the years. Based on early acquisition

successes, the 1990 General Plan and the General Plan 2000 increased the target of both

agricultural preservation easements and also other types of protected land (county and state

environmental easements). The 1990 General Plan set a goal of 30,000 acres permanently
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preserved in western Howard County through the addition of these other forms of easements, but

still with the focus on protecting more farmland. At the time of General Plan 2000, there was a

total of 17,760 acres of land protected by some type of agricultural easement. Based on the

success of the IPA during the 1990s, the goal was revised to 25,000 acres. An analysis of past

trends suggested that for the goal to be met, the County would need to purchase easements on an

additional 5,000 acres of farmland, as well as continue to obtain dedicated easements through the

development process.

The revised goals of General Plan 2000 were ambitious. But by mid-decade, with the real estate

market booming and preservation efforts at a standstill, it became clear that 25,000 acres enrolled

within the ALPP was unlikely. The 2005 General Plan Monitoring Report revised the goal

downward to 21,000-22,000 acres. As Table 15 illustrates, the current goal has been met. After

acquisition dry spell during the 2000s, attaining this goal was largely the result of the most recent

application period, known as Batch 14. Due to the depressed real estate market, a renewed

interest in land preservation resulted in the protection of eight large, strategically placed farms,

adding 1,220 acres to the easement acreage totals.

At the conclusion of Batch 14, the County’s Department of Finance analyzed the ALPP budget

and determined that funding is committed through the end of this decade to pay off the IPAs

already acquired. There will most likely not be additional batches in the foreseeable future. Any

farmers interested in preserving their land will still have the option of participating in the

MALPF or the DEO / CEO programs.

When the 2005 LPRP was written, the County was trying to reduce development in the RC

zoning district. However, there was very limited public support for restrictive measures, and the

initiative failed. As is mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, there are only about 8,000 acres in

the RC that aren’t already committed to preservation or development, so the impact of any

zoning changes would have been relatively minimal had we been successful. The preservation of

1,472 acres in the last two ALPP batches arguably did more to relieve development pressure in

the RC than the proposed changes to the Zoning Regulations. Since the 2005 Plan, the County

was successful in reducing the number of housing unit allocations in the Rural West from 250 to

150 per year. PlanHoward 2030 calls for an additional reduction to 100 units.
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Additional Preservation Efforts in the Rural West

Howard County farmland is not only preserved through agricultural preservation programs. For

several decades, easement programs administered by the Maryland Environmental Trust (MET),

the Maryland Historical Trust, and the Howard County Conservancy protected farmland from

future development. Also, various preservation parcels set aside through rural cluster zoning

regulations continue to be used for agricultural operations while not being officially enrolled in

the agricultural preservation program. Table 16 prepared by the Department of Planning and

Zoning shows the amount of land—almost 7,800 acres protected through these programs.

Table 16

OTHER EASEMENTS IN RURAL WEST

(As of January 1, 2012)

Type of Easement Acres

Environmental Preservation Parcels 6,832

Permanent Historic Easements 102

MET / HC Conservancy 846

Total 7,780

Source: Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning

When added together, there are 29,426 acres under protective easement in western Howard County, the

vast majority of it located in the RC, as detailed in Table 17 below. This figure is right in line with

expectations for overall easement acreage, and will gradually increase as additional properties are

preserved. It is worth noting that the amount of uncommitted land (that which is not already preserved or

developed, and referred to as "remaining potential” in Table 17) in the Rural West is dwindling, with

approximately 14,000 acres left until "build out”. Of that total, only 8,000 acres are in the RC zoning

district, where preservation efforts have always been focused.
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Table 17

PRESERVED AND DEVELOPED LAND BY ZONING DISTRICT

(As of January 1, 2012)

RC RR Total

Easements (Purchased and Dedicated) 26,884 2,542 29,426

Agricultural Easements 20,599 1,047 21,646

Other Rural Easements 6,285 1,495 7,780

Parks / Recreation / WSSC 7,055 4,318 11,373

SUBTOTAL PROTECTED 33,939 6,860 40,799

Residential 23,344 23,509 46,853

Existing 15,331 17,596 32,927

Remaining Potential 8,013 5,913 13,926

Other Developed 4,600 1,961 6,561

SUBTOTAL DEVELOPED 27,944 25,470 53,414

TOTAL ACREAGE IN RURAL WEST 61,883 32,330 94,213

The combined effect of a decreasing supply of available land and a scarcity of preservation

funding necessitates a shift in the ALPP’s priorities away from acquisition and toward

monitoring and stewardship. There are over 250 properties under a perpetual agricultural

easement. As the original easement grantors retire and their farms transfer, there will be an

increasing need for assistance to future owners who may not be familiar with the implications of

easement encumbered land. In the future, the role of the ALPP in helping farmers to navigate the

County’s regulatory framework will become more important. The County has succeeded in

preserving a significant land base to keep agriculture a viable industry. The focus now shifts to

keeping the farmers farming all of that preserved land.

Agricultural Marketing Program

Protecting agricultural land from future development is only a means toward the real priorities of

Howard County's agricultural preservation efforts—keeping active agriculture alive and well as a

significant part of the County’s overall local economy, particularly in the RC zoning district.

Recognizing that agriculture is a business that must evolve and adjust like any other, in 1996 the

County Economic Development Authority established an Agricultural Marketing Program to

promote and support a more diversified and economically healthy agricultural base. Over the
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years there have been many positive signs of success, including a growing number of next

generation farmers transitioning their family farms to higher value products and a significant

increase in direct marketing activities as the demand for locally grown food has exploded.

Staffed by a full-time agricultural marketing specialist, this program has supported local farmers

through such direct farm to consumer activities as establishing five local farmers markets and

assisting in the development of several Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) operations on

local farms. Another successful effort has been the "Restaurant-Grower” program, which

facilitates local sourcing of produce by restaurant owners and chefs, and was the impetus behind

the creation of the "Farm-2-Table” Restaurant Weeks event within the County. Because of the

relative affluence and education of County residents, such direct marketing features many high

value items such as specialized niche products (e.g., cheese, goat, ethnic vegetables),

horticultural products (e.g., ornamental, flowers, Christmas trees), and organic food.

County zoning regulations for the Rural West have been amended over time to greatly expand

the ability of farm operators, in particular those with agricultural easements, to engage in

activities such as pick-your-own operations, agritourism and value-added processing, in addition

to emerging businesses such as wineries. It is anticipated that the upcoming Comprehensive

Rezoning process will provide further flexibility to the County’s farmers.

A significant function of the Agricultural Marketing Program is education, not only to serve the

farming community but also agriculture’s urban neighbors. The farming community needs to be

educated on the potential benefits of new forms of metropolitan agriculture. Traditional farming

operations such as dairy and row crops are dwindling in this region while opportunities abound

for innovative practices seeking to satisfy the demand for locally grown food. This includes

CSA’s, ethnic vegetables, free-range meat and produce that is organically or naturally grown. In

addition, non-food crops such as nursery plants, horticultural products and landscaping materials

comprise a growing green industry that can take advantage of the County’s productive soils and

proximity to urban areas. Equine industry activities including breeding, recreational riding and

horse rescue have continued to be strong within the County. The agricultural community needs

technical assistance and training to be able to diversify and profit from these opportunities.

Howard County farms benefit from their close proximity to suburban neighbors. However, that

proximity also presents many challenges for farmers and residents alike. Education is a critical

component in an attempt to inform the public about the significance of local agriculture to their

health, the environment and the local economy. Program events such as the annual Farm City

Celebration, Farm-2-Table Restaurant Weeks and Film Feastival all highlight the connection

between local producers and consumers. The Film Feastival began in 2010 and was an

immediate success. Held at an agricultural preservation farm, the event features sampling from

area restaurants that source locally, a farmers market and several short, sustainable agriculture

themed films available for viewing throughout the evening. In addition, the Agricultural
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Marketing Program partners with Howard County Public Schools to expose students to the

contributions of local farmers. Programs like “Days of Taste” and “Our Environment in Our

Hands” teach 4th graders the benefits of eating locally and the importance of nurturing our soil

and water resources.

The breadth and scope of the Agricultural Marketing Program continues to grow as the

community it serves evolves and transitions to remain viable.

Summary

The Agricultural Land Preservation Program is at a transition point. For thirty years, the ALPP

has been intensely focused on acquiring new easement properties and racing to preserve large,

contiguous blocks of farmland in the Rural West. Despite the absence of a rural “hinterland” and

the lack of agricultural zoning, the ALPP has been incredibly successful in protecting the

County’s farmland. Despite the fragmentation of the land that exists, the County enjoys a very

vibrant and innovative agricultural community. At this point in time, as the Rural West

approaches build-out, new preservation funding is limited and the original agricultural easement

grantors retire, the ALPP will be concentrating more on assisting preservation farm families to

transition ownership to the next generation and enabling the new crop of farmers to succeed.
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