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Council                                                    Fiscal Note March 17, 2025 

  First Consideration 
 
Bill 19-25  Council District(s) _ All__ 
 

 
Councilmembers Marks, Kach, Ertel, Patoka & Crandell 

 

 
County Charter – Baltimore County Farmland Preservation Act 

 

 

Bill 19-25 amends the Baltimore County Charter to revise the process for updating the County’s 

Urban-Rural Demarcation Line (URDL).  Today, the area designated as “within” the URDL 

includes about 90% of the population in the southern third of the County’s land, while designating 

the northern two-thirds “outside” the URDL as rural. 

 

The Baltimore County Planning Board officially adopted the URDL in 1967.  The URDL was 

developed primarily as a growth management tool, providing context for zoning, land-use, and 

infrastructure decisions.  

 

Definition and Origins of the URDL 

The boundaries of the URDL are not formally established in the County Code or the Zoning 

Regulations.  The URDL was adopted by the Planning Board in October 1967 as part of a series 

of community plans.  Formal implementation of the URDL was achieved later in 1967 when the 

Council enacted Bill 40-67.   

 

Bill 40-67 established a definition of the URDL in the Zoning Regulations, which remains the 

current definition.  The URDL is defined as “a boundary line established by the Planning Board, 

dividing that portion of Baltimore County considered as ‘urban’ from that portion of the county 

considered as ‘rural.’  In establishing or relocating such line, the Planning Board shall consider 

population density, existing public water supply and sewerage facilities, other existing public 

facilities and public facilities scheduled for planning or construction in the capital budget and five-

year capital program.”  In a historical quirk, the main content of Bill 40-67 was the creation of a 

gas station overlay district, intended to limit the proliferation of gas stations and guide their 

development throughout the County. 

 

In the years leading to the enactment of Bill 40-67, the County’s Office of Planning and Zoning 

(OPZ) and community groups were grappling with the County’s explosive population growth that 

had occurred throughout the 1950s and 60s.  As its definition suggests, the URDL was drawn to 

mostly coincide  with the already  established Metropolitan line  (the Metro line),  the official area  
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where public water and sewer service was available at cost from Baltimore City.  The Metro line 

and the original URDL generally followed the natural topography of County watersheds and 

included the lowest elevations in the service area. 

 

Greenbelt – Urban Service Area – Urban Growth Boundary 

Understanding why the County implemented the URDL in the first place requires an 

understanding of three major growth management concepts – the greenbelt, the urban service 

area, and the urban growth boundary.    These concepts are relevant to the history and 

development of the County’s URDL.  

 

A greenbelt is a physical area of open or green space which encircles growth in an urban area.  

These swaths of conserved open space are intended to be permanent fixtures on the landscape 

and utilized as accessible park and recreation space for urban dwellers, and are typically created 

by non-profits or the public through outright purchase of land or development rights.   

 

An urban service area (USA) is a line which limits the extent of public services like water and 

sewer.  Also commonly called a service boundary, this policy tool is committed to providing 

efficient public services by controlling the timing of development.  Jurisdictions can use service 

boundaries to discourage sprawling development outside of the established limits of these 

services and encourage infill development where the services already exist. 

 

An urban growth boundary (UGB) is not a preserved physical space like the greenbelt, but a 

political line which guides growth by separating urban and rural land uses.  This policy tool may 

incorporate or bound an urban service area, but an urban growth boundary typically has more 

policy objectives than to simply provide efficient services.  While they can be used like a USA to 

provide efficient public services, they are also commonly charged with discouraging sprawl, 

increasing urban densities, managing the timing of development, and protecting valuable natural 

resource areas like farmlands, wildlife habitats, and important watershed areas. 

 

Early Years of the URDL 

As the above definitions suggest, the URDL is an early example of an urban growth boundary – 

UGB.  However, it is critical to recognize that the URDL was initially drawn to delineate the extent 

of water and sewer, and guide gas station overlay districts, but had no powers to preserve rural 

areas of the County.  In the first few years of the URDL’s existence, developers faced little 

resistance to build on small lots (as small as ½ acre) outside the new URDL as long as they stuck 

to private sewerage and water systems.  Suburban-style growth was still possible,  even with the  
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1967 URDL.  Essentially, without policy beyond the extent of services, the URDL was initially 

more of a redundant USA tool (considering the Metro line governed the actual provision of water 

and sewer service) than a traditional UGB.   

 

In 1968, just one year after the creation of the URDL, OPZ began the process of compiling its 

very first comprehensive master plan.  This plan, called the 1980 Guideplan, experienced a 

preliminary release in 1969, but was not completely adopted until 1972.  The plan’s purpose was 

to compile the efforts of the sector plans and significantly update the oldest versions which dated 

to the 1950s.  The Guideplan is the first plan to make use of the URDL and illustrate its importance 

for planning efforts. 

 

This Guideplan is a great example of the “pull” factors of a USA whereby development is “pulled” 

to places where public infrastructure already exists and “fills in” these areas.  However, a true 

UGB has not only “pull” pressures from limiting the extent of infrastructure, but “push” forces that 

deter growth away from rural lands and place them “out of bounds” for development. 

 

Rural Conservation Zones and the URDL 

Beginning in 1970, the County established new rural zones that began to remedy the lack of 

“push” force for the URDL.  However, these rural zones did very little to push growth, permitting 

uses that a modern planner might consider “urban” land uses outside the URDL.  Among the 

reasons for this was that actual permitted land use has always been governed by the zoning map.  

Since neither the URDL nor the Guideplan themselves had the power to change the zoning map, 

contradictions often occurred. 

In 1974, upon the recommendation of the North County Advisory Group, the County enacted the 

modern rural conservation  zoning classifications to provide the effective “push” needed to deter 

rural growth and make the URDL a useful UGB.  The rural conservation zones were primarily 

established to address the concerns of rural and farmland preservation that were not being 

effectively managed outside the URDL under the 1-acre lot scheme.  When they came online in 

1976, the rural conservation zones finally provided an effective “push” force that could 

successfully deflect sprawling development away from rural areas to within the confines of the 

URDL.  With the stronger zoning in place, the URDL had transitioned from a simple USA to a 

more complex and useful UGB tool. 

 

Changes to the URDL 

As mentioned above, the URDL as it was originally conceived was intended to fluctuate according 

to changes in zoning, service capacity, and comprehensive plans.  Indeed, the URDL was revised  



 
Page 12 

Bill 19-25  March 17, 2025 

 

in 1969, 1970, 1972, and 1974 as a result of the above issues.  The URDL was again revised in 

1975 with the County’s next Master Plan, simply called the 1975 Comprehensive Plan.  This plan 

responded to slower growth rates by shrinking the URDL and shifting 58,500 acres of urban land 

into rural conservation designation.  The next major revision of the URDL came in 1984 in 

response to the State’s Chesapeake Bay Critical Area Act.  The Planning Board revised the URDL 

to comply with the Act’s 1,000-foot setback of tidal waters.  In addition, two new rural conservation 

zones were established to further implement the URDL revision.  

 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the County’s master plans continued to emphasize the 

importance of the URDL.  The 1989-2000 Master Plan, adopted in 1990, stated “in order to retain 

the county’s current structure, the URDL should not be significantly moved. … When it is the only 

alternative to resolve a clear and present threat to the public health, the URDL should be adjusted 

to limit service to the existing problem area, and scattered individual instances of sewage system 

failure should be corrected with on-site technologies.” 

 

Smart Growth and the URDL 

One of the major events for the URDL occurred with the appearance of state “Smart Growth” 

legislation in 1997.  The Smart Growth and Neighborhood Conservation Act established a number 

of Smart Growth principles to guide planning at the State and local levels.  Among other 

provisions, this Act required communities to designate Priority Funding Areas (PFAs).  The PFAs 

would guide State funding and subsidies for transportation, infrastructure, and housing.  By 

locating these areas in urban communities, the PFAs were the State’s attempt to provide targeted 

incentives to support redevelopment and revitalization.  Balancing the efforts of urban 

endorsement was a complementary designation called Rural Legacy Areas (RLAs).  RLAs were 

created to receive State grants to support the conservation efforts of local land trusts and county 

governments.  This State money would be used for the purchase of land parcels, as well as the 

purchase or transfer of development rights to a more urban area.   

 

Due to the URDL framework, Baltimore County had a relatively seamless effort designating its 

PFAs and RLAs.  The PFA became, for the most part, the urban area inside the URDL, and four 

RLAs were established in areas outside the URDL.  Thanks to its historic pattern of urban and 

rural development reinforced by the URDL, Baltimore County was found to be one of the most 

successful Smart Growth counties.   
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The URDL and the Metro Line 

The provision of public water and sewer service are governed by the Metro line.  While the URDL 

initially followed the Metro line, there have been several deviations, the most notable of which 

came in the late 1990s as a result of Chesapeake Bay pollution.  OPZ realized the “shore shacks” 

along the Lower Back River coast could no longer be permitted to retain private septic systems.  

The coastal location and poor infiltration capabilities of the peninsula soils meant that onsite 

treatment was incapable of preventing water pollution in the Back and Middle Rivers.  Thus, in 

1999, the County took steps to install limited water and sewer service in this area outside of the 

URDL.  The URDL was not redrawn to include this area, which retains rural conservation zoning 

and the Rural Coastal Legacy designation. 

 

While this is the largest single example, the County has periodically extended the Metro line for 

other projects.  The County also continues to extend the Metro line for public health and safety 

reasons, similar to the above situation.  

 

The URDL Today 

In the past two decades, very little about the URDL has changed.  OPZ transitioned into the Office 

and now the Department of Planning, which has continued an unofficial policy that recommends 

no net-change for the URDL.  The idea stipulates that the URDL can “slip” and expand to include 

a few acres of urban development, as long as it contracts the same acreage in another area.  This 

tradeoff will likely present planners with difficult management issues, not unlike the quality 

problems experienced in the process of wetland “banking” and construction.  The rural quality of 

one parcel “lost” to urban development may not match the quality of the parcel placed in rural 

conservation outside the URDL in its stead. 

 

Perhaps the largest recent change to the URDL is the updates in Geographic Information System 

(GIS) technology.  When computerized GIS became widespread in the late-1990s and 2000s, the 

County initially struggled to digitize the URDL, which began as a simple hand-drawn line across 

the County.  Until the advent of GIS imaging, determining a property's status near the boundary 

line as either urban or rural was of a highly interpretative nature.  As GIS technology allowed for 

greater resolution, the URDL was revised and developed to more accurately match the County’s 

GIS standards.  This new URDL removes much of the old one's ambiguity while keeping its 

original intent.  The new URDL was reviewed, modified, and subsequently approved by the 

Planning Board on June 19, 2003.  Minor revisions were adopted as follows: September 2, 2004, 

nea r Hintzewater  Road  and  Bauers  Farm  Road;  October 21, 2004,  near  Nicodemus Road;  
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September 4, 2007, near Vincent Farm Lane and Ebenezer Road; May 21, 2009, near Thornton 

Mill Road and York Road; and October 1, 2009, near Johnnycake Road and Woodlands Road. 

 

On November 15, 2012, the Planning Board unanimously approved shifting the URDL so that 

designation of 195 acres adjacent to Gun Road near Patapsco Valley State Park changed from 

the urban to rural.  This URDL adjustment was appropriate since the land was recently zoned for 

rural residential  use.  With the Board’s vote on the URDL adjustment, development on the 

affected land would also depend upon passing the County's test for septic systems. 

 

Since then, two changes to the URDL have been considered but not adopted.  In 2013, the 

Department recommended moving the URDL for the Oheb Shalom Cemetery in response to a 

change in zoning.  However, the Council denied a subsequent change to the property’s water and 

sewer designation, negating the need to change the URDL.  In 2016, a property owner (Hilltop 

Residential, LLC) requested a change to the URDL to correspond to their request for a change in 

their water/sewer designation.  The Department recommended waiting until the conclusion of the 

2016 Comprehensive Zoning Map Process (CZMP) since the property was subject to a CZMP 

issue.  The Council subsequently did not change the zoning, negating the need for a change to 

the URDL and the water/sewer designation.  

 

Addressing Misconceptions about the URDL 

The following questions and answers are meant to address some common misconceptions about 

the URDL.  

 

Does the URDL control where water or sewer service may go in the County?   

No.  The provision of public water and sewer to a property is governed by the Metro line and its 

boundary.  Article 20 of the County Code establishes the process for amending the Metro line 

boundaries.  Further, the level of public water and sewer service a particular property may receive 

– which is a key aspect of development – is governed by the County’s Water and Sewerage Plan.  

 

Does the URDL control whether an undeveloped property may be developed? 

No.  Every property in the County is assigned a zone which is governed by the County’s Zoning 

Regulations and may be changed every four years during CZMP.  These regulations set the 

specific uses, densities, and other development factors for each zone or overlay district.  There 

are specific rural conservation zones that may only be applied outside of the URDL and prohibit 

most forms of urban development.  In addition, for rural property, particularly farmland, the County 

and State have a variety of programs to purchase development rights  or that impose easements  
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– both agricultural and environmental – that effectively prohibit development on untouched green 

space or farmland. 

 

Does the URDL control the provisioning of transportation resources, like road resurfacing, street 

widening, traffic lights, sidewalks, or traffic calming devices?   

No.  These are all governed by a combination of laws, regulations, and polices set by the State 

and County.  Where the URDL is mentioned or used in these processes, it is in the context of 

priority and projects and funding.  However, these are not explicitly tied to the URDL itself – they 

are tied to designations of State-based priority funding areas.   

 

Does the URDL control the provisioning of quasi-public services like power, landlines, cable 

television, or internet?   

No.  The Maryland Public Service Commission regulates where utilities must provide service.  

Cable TV and internet locations are governed by agreements between those service providers 

and the County. 

 

Does the URDL control the location or type of public safety services in the County?   

No.  The County’s Police and Fire Departments have a duty to respond to any and all calls for 

service, regardless of location.  However, the Fire Department does rely on volunteer fire 

companies to service certain rural areas.  

 

Bill 19-25 

Bill 19-25 adds a new section to the Miscellaneous Article of the County Charter.  This new section 

will state “any changes, revisions, or amendments to the boundaries of the Urban-Rural 

Demarcation Line (URDL) shall require the recommendation of the Planning Board and approval 

by the affirmative vote of a majority plus one of the total number of county council members 

established by this charter, including the affirmative vote of the county council member or 

members in whose district the change, revision, or amendment is located.” 

 

As the historical content herein suggests, requiring approval of the Council will permit the Council 

to exercise direct decision-making over proposed changes or amendments to the URDL, rather 

than its current indirect involvement such as with requested changes to zoning during CZMP or 

water/sewer designations on specific properties. 
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If passed by the affirmative vote of five Councilmembers and approved by County voters on 

November 3, 2026, the amendment shall stand adopted and become a part of the Charter from 

and after the thirtieth day following said election. 
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