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Planners talk about barriers facing planning community
By DANDAN ZOU dzou@somdnews.com  Jun 28, 2017

About 10 people active in the local planning community attended a meeting in North Beach June 20 to discuss barriers and issues faced by municipal
planners.

The meeting was the first of a series of focus group sessions planned throughout the state by Maryland Planning Commissioners Association to improve
efficiency and identify ways to assist local planners.

The No. 1 issue that came up during the meeting was the situation many planners find themselves in during controversial projects when visions of
residents, developers and public officials clash.

“Part of the issue is the planning horizon for planners is different than what the elected officials’ horizons are,” said David Jenkins, CEO of Southern
Maryland Association of Realtors based in Hughesville.

Jenkins said elected officials often look at the next election cycle while planners look further down the road.

“Somehow they have to bridge that,” he said.

Rich Romer of North Beach said the problem he sees is politicians flip-flopping on their positions once they are elected into office. Romer is the chair of
Calvert’s Environmental Commission that provides recommendations to county government on matters affecting the environment.

Even if some run on the platforms of anti-development or growth management or keeping tax rates flat, once in office, “they become captive to
developers,” raise taxes, increase the size of county government and become partners with developers to develop areas where most of the community
have expressed a desire to keep pristine, Romer said.

David Jenkins, left, and Carolyn McHugh listen to an attendee speak at a focus group meeting in North Beach on June 20 to
discuss barriers and issues facing municipal planners. Jenkins is the CEO of Southern Maryland Association of Realtors. McHugh
is the chairwoman of the Calvert County Planning Commission.
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He called it “the traditional contest between developers and people who like dirt.”

“I’m talking about Calvert; this is larger than Calvert,” Romer further said. “The development agenda is rising certainly in Southern Maryland.”

Jenkins followed up Romer’s comments by saying it troubles him when developers are painted “as bad people and they buy politicians off.”

“What troubles me is, with all due respect, there is an anti-growth, anti-development environment that is basically saying that we are going to shut the
county down,” he said. “Anybody who is associated with real estate, whether you are a real estate agent, a developer or a lawyer, you are the enemy.”

Jenkins said the “us-versus-them mentality” leads to a divided community and makes it harder to reach consensus.

Planners at the meeting said that when residents, developers and public officials disagree on certain projects, they are often the ones stuck in the
middle.

That is something maybe planners could get some help from the state planning commissioners association, said Patricia Haddon, principal planner of
Calvert County’s community planning and building.

“We are here to listen,” said Robert Reed, a long-term member of Calvert County’s planning commission and president of the state planning
commissioners association that is behind the outreach project.

Attendees also discussed extending planning training to elected officials so they can be more educated on planning and zoning issues.

After the June 20 session, there are six more meetings lined up statewide through August.

Through surveys and focus group discussions, the planning association hopes to find ways to offer support to local planners on the barriers they face
before the association’s fall meeting, according to Joe Griffiths, local assistance and training manager from the Maryland Department of Planning.

For more information on the outreach project, go to planning.maryland.gov/YourPart/mpca/mpca-outreach.shtml.
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