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April 22, 2020 will mark the 50th anniversary of  Earth Day, an event started in 1970 that ushered in an environmental move-
ment to clean up the planet and protect the natural resources in every community. Fifty years later, the country’s population has 
ballooned from 205 million to over 329 million. With all those added consumers, we have continued to lose valuable forests and 
habitat, leading to a loss in biodiversity, and while there has been progress in some areas, overall, we still face major problems of  
air and water pollution, plastic pollution, and degradation of  ecosystems. We are caught in a Catch 22 of  a need to grow, build, buy 
and consume more to stimulate a healthy economy and a need to moderate, conserve, scale back, redevelop and revitalize.

Every day is Earth Day at the Valleys Planning Council. Our staff  and board are laser-focused on proposed development and any 
potential changes to the laudable growth controls and regulations in place in Baltimore County designed to avoid sprawl, restore 
degraded resources, and maintain the sanctity of  the Urban Rural Demarcation Line (URDL). Things like the annual amendments 
to the water and sewer plan may sound mundane, but incursion of  public infrastructure outside the URDL is just one example of  
the “death by a thousand cuts” that is possible without vigilant oversight.

Joining us in our efforts to fight the good fight is Lawrence (Laurie) Hooper, who was elected to 
the VPC board at our September 2019 annual meeting. Laurie is a retired lawyer who served as 
General Counsel for Adams Funds in Baltimore for 21 years. He and his wife, Nancy, live on 
Tufton Ridge Road. Laurie has experience in dealing with community issues, having been involved 
in and served as president of  the Lutherville Community Association. That kind of  front-line 
experience is very valuable, and he will be a great addition.

Keeping up with the daily occurrences in the VPC’s 130-square-mile territory and the relevant 
initiatives in county and state government as well as development proposals and conservation proj-
ects is generally a pretty full plate, but this year, we took on a strategic planning exercise, a survey 
of  members’ observations of  environmental changes, a solar siting project, and a climate trends 
analysis. This work has injected energy and new thinking into our routine and has been a catalyst 
for new partnerships with larger conservation groups and county officials. 

We expect to have results from our climate analysis and the solar siting project by the end of  this 
year. VPC hired WSP, an international consulting firm, who took the global climate models and 
scaled them down to the very local level to determine what kinds of  changes we can expect in our immediate area. Apparently, we 
need to be ready to adapt to wild swings in weather, such as what we have just experienced with the wettest ever year in 2018, and 
record high water table, to a very dry 2019. Climate chaos, as some have termed the situation, is upon us, but Baltimore County 
may be more resilient than many other parts of  the country due to its location/geography and its thoughtful approach to land use 
and land conservation over many decades. There will be much to deal with thanks to warmer summer and winter temperatures and 
an increase in severe storms -- both frequency and intensity. 

The optimal solar siting study is gaining interest. VPC partnered with the Chesapeake Conservancy, whose GIS staff  developed a 
methodology for screening sites to find locations where large solar arrays offer the most benefits and require the least trade-offs, 
with a key tradeoff  being the loss of  prime farmland. They are currently developing a computer model and pilot run for Baltimore 
City and Baltimore County. The results will be an estimate of  the amount of  solar energy that can be generated on rooftops, closed 
landfills, brownfields, and various types of  marginal lands as well as an indication of  where the most jobs and economic benefits 
would be generated from this use. The project will be presented to local officials at the winter meeting of  the Maryland Association 
of  Counties in early December. We would like to thank the Ludwig & Nancy Sternberger Charitable Foundation for the $25,000 
grant to VPC to fund the solar siting study.

As always, we are grateful to all VPC members for their continued support and welcome feedback and ideas. We are in our year-end 
annual giving drive, so we hope you will keep VPC on your list of  organizations to assist.

New VPC board member, Laurie Hooper
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VPC Annual Meeting 

VPC had a robust annual meeting on September 17 and enjoyed hearing from three speakers. 
Dr. Rawlings Miller, a climate scientist and principal at the international consulting firm WSP, presented 
preliminary findings from a climate trends and analysis study she is preparing for VPC. Susan Minnemeyer, 
a geospatial program manager at the Chesapeake Conservancy spoke on a methodology for using computer 
mapping to identify optimal sites for large solar arrays; and Josh Kurtz, director of  policy development at 
The Nature Conservancy spoke on increasing sustainability and resilience in our local communities. County 
executive John Olszewski, Jr., also addressed the audience and announced the appointment of  former state 
delegate Steve Lafferty as the county’s new sustainability chief. Presentations by the speakers have been 
posted on VPC’s website, and the two studies should both be completed by the end of  the year. Below are 
photos of  speakers addressing the crowd along with photos of  VPC members and guests.

Josh Kurtz, 
The Nature Conservancy

Dr. Rawlings Miller (with hands in the air), WSP Susan Minnemeyer,
Chesapeake Conservancy 

County Executive John Olszewski, Jr.
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Residents Share Observed Environmental Changes on Rural Properties
In late summer, VPC reached out to members and residents of  the rural area via a survey seeking feedback 
on changes observed on local properties. The questionnaire requested feedback on questions in several 
categories. We were delighted to receive 120 responses. Below is a summary of  what was reported.

Crops/Vegetation
Over 90% of  respondents reported an increase in weeds and invasive plants as well as difficulty in man-
aging them. Some have started mowing areas or treating chemically to contain, as hand pulling or weed 
whacking is no longer an option. Deer continue to be a major problem for vegetation. Many reported 
problems with weeds in pastures and crop fields. A long list of  problem weeds were mentioned with the 
most people citing Japanese Stilt Grass (46% of  those noticing an increase in weeds); Canada Thistle 
(14%); Mile-a-Minute (9%); and Multi-flora Rose (9%). Photos below are courtesy of  University of  Mary-
land Extension, which also has tips online for helping to control invasive species (https://extension.umd.
edu/hgic/topics/invasive-plants).

Streams
More than half  those responding have a stream on their property. Of  those, 69% have noticed an increase 
in erosion, stream volume, and/or flooding. Portions of  Western Run were reportedly undergoing dramat-
ic changes in course along with erosion, banks collapsing, and faster, higher water moving through. Tree 
loss along the Western Run stream bank was also mentioned. McGill Run was also singled out for flooding 
concerns during heavy rains. While observers felt the stream was healthy, they expressed concern about 
tree loss, bank collapse, damage to fencing from standing water, and issues with water covering local roads 
and small bridges.

Piney Run was also identified as a stream with banks eroding at a faster rate due to heavier rains. Residents 
noted that areas were saturated and could not absorb runoff, contributing to excessive stream flows. 
McGill Run and Piney Run join Western Run near Mantua Mill Road, and it is the area below this conflu-
ence that seems to be the most troublesome stretch of  Western Run, particularly after heavy downpours.

Jones Falls in the Greenspring Valley was also noted as a trouble spot for increased flooding in recent 
years. Major stream bank destabilization and added debris were reported as a result of  more frequent and 
heavier flooding in the area. Some reported severe runoff  even in moderate rainfall. Some standing water 
fails to recede and some reported problems with constant moisture and mold issues. Intermittent streams 
have changed to regularly flowing streams, springs are appearing in new areas, portions of  roads are often 
inundated, and drainage pipes are becoming clogged due to sediment piling up. Loss of  pasture areas and 
increased fence line repairs were also noted.

Stiltgrass Canada Thistle Mile-a-Minute Multiflora Rose
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Trees
Almost 90% of  respondents reported a loss of  trees on their property, with many losing dozens at 
a time. The highest percentage of  reported loss was 21% for ash trees. Several varieties of  oak trees 
were lost by 14% of  respondents who reported a tree loss (red, white, chestnut, and black), and 14% 
also reported losing a variety of  evergreens. Nut and fruit trees were the next highest percentage 
(10%) reported, followed by maples (8%). Reported causes of  tree loss were ash borer, high winds and 
micro bursts, saturated soils leading to uprooting, and the high water table. Disease, vines, blight and 
erosion were also mentioned. Over 50 respondents reported planting trees with varying degrees of  
success. One respondent planted 300 seedlings that all died.

Forest
In Baltimore County, one of  the major concerns for forest health is the fragmentation of  ownership 
of  forested land, which leads to a lack of  proper forest management. Of  those responding to the 
questionnaire, 79 people reported having some forest area on their property, ranging in size from a 
half  acre to 250 acres. Eighteen said the forest on their land was part of  a larger forest, and 11 said 
their portion of  forest was subject to a forest management plan. Forest management is expected to 
become more important as periods of  heavy rain and drought add stressors on top of  pests, blight, 
and invasive species.

Wildlife
Seventy percent of  respondents said they have noticed a change in wildlife, with an increase in deer 
being the dominant difference. Another 14% reported an increase in coyotes, and 12% reported an in-
crease in fox. Groundhogs were also reported on the rise. Respondents reported both an increase and 
decrease in birds, suggesting a change in species mix as habitat areas change.

VPC Member Actions
Of  the 120 respondents, 110 reported taking a variety of  actions to improve environmental condi-
tions.

 

Thanks to all who responded, and to those who are already taking supportive actions.

# Actions Taken to Enhance Environmental Conditions

75 Stopped or curtailed use of plastic bags or styrofoam
70 Adopted “dark sky” practices by turning out unnecessary lights
62 Reduced use of fertilizer and/or herbicides
55 Planted pollinator-friendly plants
39 Conducted home energy audits and/or upgrades
30 Joined a Community Supported Agriculture group or supported a local 

farmstand
26 Placed their land under conservation easement
26 Purchased a hybrid, electric, or more fuel-efficient vehicle
21 Changed from a mowed lawn to a meadow
17 Installed rain barrels or practiced water conservation
11 Added solar panels
10 Added geothermal
  6 Hosted a stream restoration project
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Introducting Notecards Featuring Iconic Sites Within the VPC Territory
Celebrating the beautiful landscape we are fortunate to call home, VPC has 
created notecards that show what land use planning and preservation can 
accomplish. The front of  each card displays a beautiful color photo from 
the valleys (animals, landscapes and iconic views). The back of  each card has 
a description of  the photo that explains how it fits into the VPC mission.
All cards are blank inside so can be used for any occastion. These notecards 
come in sets of  6 for $12. Please visit the VPC website to see the 26 choices 
for individual cards and the variety packs available: www.thevpc.org. 

Special thanks to VPC members who made their properties available for 
photography, and to Kevin Moore for taking all the pictures.

New Sustainability Chief  for Baltimore County
In early September, the county executive named former state delegate Steve Lafferty to 
coordinate sustainability efforts among county agencies. He will be evaluating county 
operations as well as county responsibilities for managing natural resources, in an 
effort to reduce carbon emissions and conserve ecosystem components and processes. 
Sea level rise is one of  the critical concerns for Baltimore County, which has over 200 
miles of  shoreline, but climate trends that include heavy downpours and higher tem-
peratures may trigger reviews and future changes to development regulations as the 
need to better protect streams, forests, and other resources becomes more critical.

Among many items on his to-do list is an update of  the county’s landscape and open 
space manuals, which are both used in the development review process. He also hopes 
to take steps to build resiliency into county projects and is considering a 
“sustainability screen” for projects in the capital budget.

In a recent meeting with members of  the newly-created Baltimore 
Green Alliance, Lafferty noted that climate change is an issue on the 
minds of  younger residents who will be raising their families under 
future conditions that could be much less hospitable unless important 
steps are taken to alter the current trajectory. He noted the county’s hir-
ing of  a transportation planner, to focus on increasing public transit, as 
an important step towards sustainability.

Reuse Directory
Baltimore County has a helpful 

directory of  organizations that accept various 
items for reuse and recycling. You can find the 

directory online at 
baltimorecountymd.gov/solidwaste.

Find out what groups take electronic equipment, 
clothing, furniture, and other items and put 

them to to use to help others.
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2020 Comprehensive Rezoning Map Process (CZMP)
The next CZMP is underway with issues being filed in October and November of  2019. As of  this writing, 27 issues had been 
filed for District 2, and 28 issues in District 3. Among those is a request to expand business zoning at Friendly Farms Restaurant. 
All requests for zoning changes can be found online at https://www.baltimorecountymd.gov/Agencies/planning/czmp/issuelog.
html. Public hearings begin in the spring: March 5 for District 2 and March 12 for District 3.

Farm Tours a Hit at Ag Center on Shawan Road
School teachers and others are raving about the experience of  bringing a group of  kids to 
one of  the farm tours offered in spring and fall by Farmer Stan and Farmer Wayne. Kids 
sit outside on hay bales and learn about crops grown in the area, then get some hands-on 
fun where they pot some plants, followed by a trip to a barn with a variety of  farm animals, 
and winding up with a flower pot relay that burns off  any excess energy from learning so 
much about farming. For information on tours, please go to http://www.farmerstansfarm-
tours.com/.

Holly Springs Wildlife Sanctuary Special Exception Request for Large 
Solar Array
Not many local residents or land trusts were aware of  a wildlife and nature sanctuary on 
the north end of  Falls Road in Upperco. The Holly Springs Wildlife Sanctuary and Nature 
Conservancy filed for a special exception to place over 5,000 solar panels on two parcels it 
owns just south of  Beckleysville Road. Neighbors expressed concern about impacts to the 
forest on site as well as Compass Run and a tributary, with a key concern being the need to 
run an underground electrical cable underneath a stream to connect two separate panel arrays. This project was unusual because it 
involved two adjacent parcels, which is prohibited under state law, which means two entrances and double the impacts. In addition, 
questions were raised as to whether the properties owned by the conservancy are under some form of  conservation easement. 
The matter was heard by the Baltimore County Board of  Appeals in October and November, and a public deliberation is sched-
uled for December 10 at 9 a.m.

McDonough Overlook - St. Thomas Lane
A development plan hearing is scheduled for December 20 at 10 a.m. on the proposed 9-lot subdivision at 16 St. Thomas Lane. 
Two existing dwellings and a pool will be razed. At a community input meeting in February of  this year, residents raised concerns 
about storwmwater management and existing flooding problems at this end of  St. Thomas Lane. The site is 3.5 acres and zoned 
DR 3.5. The hearing will be held in room 205 of  the Jefferson Building, 105 W. Chesapeake Avenue in Towson.

Rural Residents Seeking Expanded Broadband Service
Baltimore County is in the process of  renewing its 10-year contract with Comcast for broadband service. VPC and other com-
munity groups have been receiving feedback from members frustrated with the lack of  service to the rural area. In the contract, 
requirements such as the number of  homes or subscribers per mile and the standard installation distance from the wire or pole 
are factors that could be changed to make service available to more residents. In addition to contract changes, the state has made 
matching funds available to help offset capital construction costs associated with broadband in rural areas. Grants are competitive, 
and Kathleen Pieper, president of  the North County Community Group, is collecting names and addresses of  residents who want 
access to this service. She has over 600 names in the database so far. Anyone wishing to be listed should e-mail name and address 
to kathie@stoneponyrestoration.com. The county’s contract with Verizon expires in 2022, and similar negotiations are expected.

Water and Sewer Plan Amendments 2019
Every year, the county considers requests to change the assigned water and sewer service designations on various properties. This 
year, two requests in the VPC area were requested, including a change to a Multi-Use designation for St. Paul’s School (a minor 
change, as they will still be on septic), and a request from Padonia Swim Club to have public water and sewer service extended to 
their facility, which is just outside the Urban Rural Demarcation Line (URDL). VPC is always concerned about extensions outside 
the URDL. The Planning Board has recommended approval of  the request, which must also be reviewed by the County Execu-
tive, County Council, Maryland Department of  Environment, and Maryland Department of  Planning.



Yes, I want to protect Baltimore County’s agricultural, natural, 
historic, and scenic resources, and work to promote a balanced 

and rational use of the land for the benefit of present and future 
generations by becoming a VPC member at the following level:

  Executive ($10,000 & above)
  Steward ($5,000 to $9,999)
  Guardian ( $2,500 to $4,999)
  Preservationist ($1,500 to $2,499)
  Conservator ($500 to $1,499)
  Advocate ($150 to $499)
  Supporter (up to $149)

      Young Associate (up to $50)
 
Name____________________________________________________
Address__________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
City/State/Zip______________________________________________
Phone____________________ email___________________________ 
  

The Valleys Planning Council Inc.
P.O. Box 5402, Towson, MD 21285-5402

410-337-6877    www.thevpc.org

The Valleys Planning 
Council is a 501 (c) (3)

tax-exempt 
organization.

Your donation is tax 
deductible to the fullest

extent allowed.
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