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BACKGROUND 

Somerset County is requesting approval of a text amendment to allow Restaurants and Retreats within 
the Critical Area’s Resource Conservation Area (RCA). On February 24, 2026, the Somerset County 
Commission approved County Ordinance 1220, which amends Chapter 1-108 of the County’s Zoning 
Ordinance to add two uses, Restaurants and Retreats, to the list of approved uses within the RCA and 
includes specific provisions limiting the uses within the RCA. Chair Fisher determined the change to 
be a refinement and is seeking concurrence from the Program Committee. Commission staff further 
recommend approval of the text amendment with conditions. A copy of Ordinance No. 1220 is 
attached.   

Summary of Proposed Text Amendment 
The proposed amendment adds Restaurants and Retreats to the approved RCA Use List and includes 
provisions that address lot coverage limitations, vesting provisions, Critical Area Buffer and Habitat 
Protection Area impacts, participant and patron limits, climate resilience considerations, and 
emergency preparedness. 

Definitions 
Per Somerset County Code 1-101, the proposed uses are defined as: 

Restaurants: 
Any establishment where food and drink are prepared, served, and consumed and 
whose design or principal method of operation is characterized by customers 
being provided with an individual menu and being served their food and drink by 
a restaurant employee at the same table or counter at which said items are 
consumed. 

Retreats: 
The use of any land, buildings, structures, and facilities that: a) are operated by a 
charitable or non-profit organization; b) provides opportunities for groups of 
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people to congregate temporarily on a site for enlightenment, contemplation, 
counseling, renewal, solitude, or educational, recreational, social, or spiritual 
purposes; c) provides meals and housing for participants during a period of the 
retreat or program only; and d) may provide recreational activities utilizing both 
indoor and outdoor facilities, that contribute to the program experience. 

DISCUSSION 

RCA Use Considerations 
COMAR 27.01.02.05.C. generally restricts commercial, institutional and industrial uses in the RCA. 
However, uses that existed prior to Critical Area law may remain, and new commercial or institutional 
uses may be allowed in the RCA if authorized under a local Critical Area program that is approved by 
the Commission. In reviewing whether a new use is appropriate in the RCA, the Commission must 
consider whether the proposal meets the goals of the Critical Area law as well as the defined land uses 
and policies of the RCA. The goals are to: 

1. Minimize adverse impacts on water quality;   
2. Conserve fish, wildlife, and plant habitat;   
3. Establish land use policies for development which accommodate growth and also address the 

fact that the number, movement and activities of persons in the Critical Area can create adverse 
environmental impacts; 

4. Reduce vulnerability to the impacts of climate change and incorporate measures to improve 
climate resilience; and 

5. Ensure an equitable distribution of burdens and benefits of development, mitigation, 
restoration, conservation, and adaptation to climate change within the critical area. 

The defined land uses and policies of the RCA are to: 

1. Conserve, protect, and enhance the overall ecological values of the Critical Area, its biological 
productivity, and its diversity;   

2. Provide adequate breeding, feeding, and wintering habitats for those wildlife populations that 
require the Chesapeake Bay, its tributaries, or coastal habitat in order to sustain populations of 
those species;   

3. Conserve the land and water resources base that is necessary to maintain and support land uses 
such as agriculture, forestry, fisheries activities, and aquaculture; and   

4. Conserve the existing developed woodlands and forests for the water quality benefits they 
provide.   

New RCA uses should balance the goals of the law while maintaining the land uses and policies of the 
RCA. This is often accomplished by limiting the intensity or frequency of a proposed use, and by 
limiting the type and amount of development associated with that use. 

Preliminary Feedback and Review 
On December 3, 2025, the portion of the proposed text amendment pertaining to the use of Restaurants 
in the RCA was presented to the Program Committee for preliminary feedback. The Committee 
requested limitations including considerations around lot coverage, vesting provisions, Critical Area 
Buffer and Habitat Protection Area impacts, and participant and patron attendance. In addition, they 
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recommended that the County incorporate considerations related to both climate resilience and 
emergency preparedness. 
As a result of this feedback, the County revised the Restaurant use to limit it to structures existing as 

of December 31, 2025, prohibit further impacts or encroachment on the Critical Area Buffer or Habitat 
Protection Areas, require a Climate Resilience Assessment, and limit the number of patrons allowed. 

Separately, Commission staff worked alongside the County to provide feedback pertaining to the use 
of Retreats in the RCA (Attachment 2). Based on this guidance, the County revised the Retreat use to 
limit it to parcels improved as of December 31, 2025, prohibit further impacts or encroachment on the 
Critical Area Buffer or Habitat Protection Areas, limit the number of participants per event and the 
number of events per year, and require an evacuation plan with an evaluation of coastal hazards. 

Both uses are also required to comply with underlying zoning district requirements and Somerset 
County Health Department requirements and are required to obtain Somerset County Technical 
Advisory Committee and Planning Commissions approvals. The attached ordinance is included for 
detailed information regarding the specific limiting provisions included for each RCA use. 

RECOMMENDATION 
To ensure consistency with COMAR 27.01.02.05, Commission staff are recommending minor 
revisions to the lot coverage requirements for the Restaurant use. To further limit potential 
development associated with the Retreat use and to ensure consistency with other RCA uses in the 
Critical Area, Commission staff recommend a maximum lot coverage limit for large RCA parcels. 

Therefore, Commission staff recommend that the Program Committee concur with the Chair’s 
determination that this text amendment be processed as a refinement to the Somerset County Critical 
Area program. Further, staff recommends the Chair approve the text amendment with the following 
conditions: 

1. The County shall revise the lot coverage provisions in Chapter 1-108.E(10)(c) pertaining to the 
use of Restaurants in the RCA to: 

“Lot Coverage shall not exceed 15% of the total lot area located within the 
Resource Conservation Area. A variance for increased lot coverage is 
not permissible.” 

2. The County shall revise the lot coverage provisions in Chapter 1-108.E (11)(g) 
pertaining to the use of Retreats in the RCA to: 

“Lot Coverage within the Resource Conservation Area shall not exceed 
15% of total lot area located within the Resource Conservation Area or 
20,000 square feet, whichever is less. A variance for increased lot 
coverage is not permissible.” 

ATTACHMENT 
1_Somerset County Ordinance 1220 
2_Critical Area Commission Retreat Language Letter 



SOMERSET COUNTY 
DEPARTMENT OF TECHNICAL AND COMMUNITY SERVICES 

Jesse Drewer, MPA,   Director 
William Cornish, CFM, Assistant Director and Zoning Administrator 

11916 Somerset Avenue, Suite 211 • Princess Anne, Maryland 21853 
Telephone (410) 651-1424 • Fax (410) 651-2597 

Email: dtcs@somersetmd.us 

February 26, 2026 

Ms. Annie Sekerak, AICP 
Critical Area Commission 
1804 West Street – Suite 100 
Annapolis, Maryland 21401 

Re: Somerset County Critical Area Ordinance Refinement – Text Amendment for Restaurants and 
Retreats in the Resource Conservation Area 

Dear Ms. Sekerak, 

Throughout 2025, following months of discussions and meetings for permissibility of 
restaurants and retreats in the Resource Conservation Area, we have locally adopted Ordinance 1220. 
After discussions with staff from the Critical Area Commission a draft was prepared with the 
proposed amendments and a public hearing was held with our County Commissioners on February 
10, 2026. Two public comments were received during the time the hearing was open, both in support 
of the changes. The proposed amendments were formally adopted by the County Commissioners and 
approved by Somerset County Ordinance 1220. 

The amendment to the ordinance includes the addition of definitions for restaurants and 
retreats on pages 15 and 16, and the inclusion of restaurant and retreat standards in Chapter 1-108, 
Resource Conservation Areas on pages 50-52. 

Following discussion with Critical Area Staff, Somerset County would view this change as a 
refinement to our existing Critical Area program. 

Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact Catherine Skeeter, Senior Planner or 
myself. 

         
Sincerely, 

       

Jesse Drewer, MPA 
Director 

Cc:   Catherine Skeeter; Senior Planner 
Enclosure: Somerset County Ordinance 1220 

https://dtcs@somersetmd.us


























Wes Moore Erik Fisher 
Governor Chair 

Aruna Miller Nick Kelly 
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STATE OF MARYLAND 

CRITICAL AREA COMMISSION 

CHESAPEAKE AND ATLANTIC COASTAL BAYS 

1804 West Street, Suite 100, Annapolis, Maryland 21401 – (410) 260-3460 

dnr.maryland.gov/criticalarea/ – TTY users call via the Maryland Relay Service 

December 2, 2025 

Mr. Jesse Drewer 

Somerset County 

Office of Planning and Zoning 

11916 Somerset Avenue Room 211 

Princess Anne, Maryland 21853 

Re: Resource Conservation Area Use Text Amendment – Religious Assembly & Places of 

Worship 

Dear Mr. Drewer, 

Thank you for the opportunity to review and provide preliminary feedback on the above-

referenced draft text amendment to Somerset County’s Critical Area Code. The purpose of this 

letter is to provide guidance to the County on the proposed amendment prior to bringing it to the 

Critical Area Commission Program Committee. 

After reviewing the proposed language, Commission staff have significant concerns regarding 

the proposed use definition for “Place of Worship; Religious Assembly” and the lack of 

limitations associated with the proposed use. We understand that the proposed amendment 

results from the use of Franks Island as a religious retreat facility, which is currently not 

permissible in the RCA. The text amendment will be used as an avenue for the county to review 

the applicant’s use requests for this property. However, as written, it is unclear if the proposed 

language would be applicable to the site, and it does not appear to match the proposed uses 

onsite, nor does it appear to provide adequate measures that would appropriately balance the 

goals of the Critical Area law and maintain the land uses and polices of the RCA. As you are 

aware, in reviewing whether a new use is appropriate in the RCA, the Commission must consider 

whether the proposal meets the goals of the Critical Area law as well as the defined land uses and 

policies of the RCA. The goals of the law are: 

1. Minimize adverse impacts on water quality; 

2. Conserve fish, wildlife, and plant habitat; 

3. Establish land use policies for development which accommodate growth and also address 

the fact that the number, movement and activities of persons in the Critical Area can 

create adverse environmental impacts; 

4. Reduce vulnerability to the impacts of climate change and incorporate measures to 

improve climate resilience; and 

5. Ensure an equitable distribution of the burdens and benefits of development, mitigation, 

restoration, conservation, and adaptation to climate change within the Critical Area. 

https://dnr.maryland.gov/criticalarea
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The defined land uses and policies of the RCA are: 

1. Conserve, protect, and enhance the overall ecological values of the Critical Area, its 

biological productivity, and its diversity; 

2. Provide adequate breeding, feeding, and wintering habitats for those wildlife populations 

that require the Chesapeake Bay, its tributaries, or coastal habitat in order to sustain 

populations of those species; 

3. Conserve the land and water resources base that is necessary to maintain and support land 

uses such as agriculture, forestry, fisheries activities, and aquaculture; and 

4. Conserve the existing developed woodlands and forests for the water quality benefits they 

provide. 

As such, Commission staff strongly advise the County to revise the text amendment to consider 

the following, prior to coming before the Program Committee for preliminary feedback: 

1. Determination of vested, nonconforming use: The proposed amendment results from 

the use of Franks Island as a religious retreat facility, which is currently not permissible 

in the RCA. For Franks Island, specifically, make a determination on whether this use at 

this site is grandfathered . In order to determine this, the applicant needs to show that the 
use on the property has been continuous since the adoption of the local program. 

2. Applicability of this Defined Use to the Franks Island Site: The proposed text 

amendment adds the definition “Place of Worship; Religious Assembly” to the County’s 

Critical Area Code and, within the Critical Area Code, to the RCA Use List. However, the 
definition of this use does not appear to accurately describe the proposed use of the 
Franks Island site. Specifically, it does not address the retreat aspect of the current use 

where attendees stay overnight on location. Additionally, the current definition is 

extremely broad and not aligned with the land uses and policies of the RCA. Commission 

staff recommend the following: 
a. Draft a new definition and use that captures the true nature of the use-type. This 

definition should include language pertaining to retreats and the overnight nature 
of the use. 

b. Commission staff have identified two examples that Somerset County may find 

helpful in creating a new use definition. As a note, neither of these examples fully 

address the use-type that Somerset County is proposing, so County staff will need 

to draft a definition that is applicable to their needs: 
i. Kent County defines “Retreat” as “A small meeting facility in a private, 

natural area, free from distractions thus allowing meeting participants to 

focus on the goals and objectives of the meeting.” This use is allowed in 

the RCA, per their Critical Area Program, however it does not encompass 

overnight accommodation considerations 
ii. Dorchester County defines “Retreat Center or Camp” as: 

1. The use of land, buildings, structures and facilities that: 
a. Are operated by a charitable organization 
b. Provides opportunities for groups of people to congregate 

temporarily on a site for enlightenment, contemplation, 
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counseling, renewal, solitude, or educational, recreational, 

social, or spiritual purposes; 
c. Provides meals and housing for participants during the 

period of the retreat or program only; and 
d. May provide recreational activities, utilizing both indoor 

and outdoor facilities, that contribute to the program 

experience. 

2. Critical Area staff note that this is not an approved RCA use in 

Dorchester County Code, however, provides a reference for the 

definition. 

3. Determination of number of applicable properties: As this amendment will constitute 

a new use within the RCA, the County should investigate and determine the total number 
of properties the new RCA use could apply to. This context will help in determining the 

scope of the limitations the provision should include and will help the County and 

Commission understand the overall, County-wide, potential impacts from the proposed 

amendment. 

4. Provide Additional Measures to Balance the Goals of the Critical Area Law and the 

Land Use Policies of the RCA: The County should consider the following limitations 
regarding the use in order to address this concern: 

a. Vesting Provisions: The text amendment does not limit the establishment of the 

new RCA use to existing structures, though the amendment is intended for an 

existing facility. The County should consider limiting the establishment of the 

new RCA use to an existing structure with a specific vesting date. 

b. Lot Coverage: The existing draft of the text amendment does not limit a property 

owner from additional development associated with this use. In the past, some 

jurisdictions specifically limited the lot coverage associated with more 
institutional and commercial uses in the RCA. For example, Anne Arundel 

County allows religious facilities in the RCA provided the lot coverage associated 

with the use is limited to 15% of the site or 20,000 square feet, whichever is less. 
c. Time of Year, Number and Length of Retreats: The existing draft does not limit 

when retreats may occur within the calendar year, how many may occur within a 

calendar year, or how long the retreats may last. The County should consider the 

impact to the RCA from increased activity associated with the new use. Limiting 

the timing, number, and length of retreats could be one way to maintain the land 

use polices of the RCA, given the increase in activity. Somerset County has 

similar limitations associated with the Special Events use in the RCA. 

d. Temporary Lodging: The County should consider language that limits the onsite 

facilities to temporary lodging only. This will minimize the potential for the site to 

be used in a more intense manner than intended. For example, the County could 

add the following limitation to the use: “Existing onsite facilities may be used to 
provide temporary lodging, meals, and recreation solely for participants during 

the program period.” 
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e. Number of Participants: The County should consider a maximum allowable 

number of participants per retreat in order to meet the goals of the RCA, as this 

new use will constitute an increase in activity within the RCA. 
f. Specificity of the Local Approvals and Authorizations: The proposed text 

amendment states that applicable properties that wish to establish this use will 
need to obtain authorizations from the County Health Department and Fire 
Marshall. The County should consider additional requirements for locations not 
on public water or sewer, including biannual water testing and confirmation of 

septic/wastewater capacity for the proposed use. In particular, given that the new 

use is proposed on a property that is located entirely within the floodplain and 

subject to coastal hazards, additional requirements regarding the continued 

adequate functioning of wells, onsite sewage disposal systems (OSDS), and 

stormwater management facilities should be considered. 

g. Coastal Hazards: Given the vulnerable location of the proposed use on Franks 

Island, and the potential for this use to be allowed within the RCA in other 
vulnerable locations, the County should consider annual permit requirement that 

assesses coastal hazards and how they may impact access to the site and the safety 

of retreat attendees. In particular, Critical Area staff note that the new use would 

allow overnight accommodations in extremely vulnerable locations, including 

sites that are accessible only by water/air. For the Franks Island site, it is unclear 

if/how the County’s floodplain ordinance would address the new use, specifically 

the overnight nature of the use which is located entirely within the 100-year 

floodplain and is projected to be nearly entirely inundated by mid-century. The 
County should consider if the proposed use should be required to meet the 
floodplain standards (including elevation requirements) for residential 

construction. Additionally, the County should consider emergency response to 

potential extreme weather events, such as the requirement of a severe weather 
warning system and evacuation plan. We note that Queen Anne’s County requires 

annual permits for special events in the RCA. 

Commission staff recommend the County update the proposed text amendment to reflect the 

recommendations outlined above and share this updated language with our office for review. If 

you have any questions, please contact me at (410)-260-3462 or 

jamileh.soueidan@maryland.gov. 

Sincerely, 

Jamileh Soueidan 

Natural Resource Planner 

CC: Charlotte Shearin, CAC 

Emily Vainieri, OAG 

Nick Kelly, CAC 

Jennifer Esposito, CAC 

Annie Sekerak, CAC 

file:///C:/Users/cshearin/Downloads/jamileh.soueidan@maryland.gov
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