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DISCUSSION:  

Somerset County is requesting approval by the Critical Area Commission of a text amendment to 

allow Special Events as an approved use within the Resource Conservation Area (RCA). On 

March 11, 2025, the Board of County Commissioners of Somerset County approved Ordinance 

#1207, which amends the county’s Critical Area Ordinance to include the definition of Special 

Events, adds Special Events to the Resource Conservation Area (RCA) use list, and includes 

standards that must be met to allow the use. A copy of the text amendment is attached.  

Special Events in the RCA 

COMAR 27.01.02.05.C(6) allows for new commercial uses in the RCA without growth 

allocation, if the specific uses are approved by the Commission as a part of the local Critical 

Area program. There are many examples of small commercial or institutional uses that are 

allowed in the RCA including bed and breakfasts, small inns in existing structures, or churches 

with a limit on impervious surface. When these uses have been added by a local Program, the 

Commission has determined that the uses are consistent with the goals of the Critical Area law.1   

 

1 There are five goals: (1) Minimize adverse impacts on water quality that result from pollutants that are discharged from 

structures or conveyances or that have run off from surrounding lands; (2) Conserve fish, wildlife, and plant habitat; and (3) 

Establish land use policies for development in the Chesapeake Bay Critical Area or the Atlantic Coastal Bays Critical Area which 

accommodate growth and also address the fact that, even if pollution is controlled, the number, movement, and activities of 

persons in that area can create adverse environmental impacts; 4) reduce vulnerability to the impacts of climate change and 

incorporate measures to improve the climate resiliency of the Bay and its tributaries; 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. 
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In 2013, a workgroup of Critical Area Commission members was established to review a 

proposal by Queen Anne’s County to permit special events in the RCA. The purpose of the 

workgroup was to examine the significance of such uses and make recommendations to the 

Commission regarding allowing such uses in the RCA. Because special events are commercial 

uses, there is the risk that a significant number of events, the length of the event, the number of 

guests, and the intensity of the use, or other factors, will conflict with the defined land uses and 

policies of the RCA. Therefore, the workgroup reviewed Queen Anne’s County’s special events 

text amendment with the following RCA land use policies in mind. Key components are 

italicized: 

A. Resource conservation areas are those areas characterized by nature-dominated environments 

(that is, wetlands, forests, abandoned fields) and resource-utilization activities (that is, 

agriculture, forestry, fisheries activities, or aquaculture). These areas shall have at least one of 

the following features: 

(1) Density is less than one dwelling unit per 5 acres; or 

(2) Dominant land use is in agriculture, wetland, forest, barren land, surface water, or 

open space. 

B. In developing their Critical Area programs, local jurisdictions shall follow these policies when 

addressing resource conservation areas: 

(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 and Atlantic Coastal Bays, their tributaries, or 

coastal habitats in order to sustain populations of those species; 

(3) Conserve the land and water resource 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 

that they provide. 

The Commission approved the Queen Anne’s County text amendment, with conditions, in May 

2013. The County’s standards included a definition for special events, measures to meet RCA lot 

coverage and clearing limits, a requirement to minimize impacts to the natural resources on site, 

prohibition of any lot coverage or temporary structures in the Buffer unless the structures legally 

existed at the time of application, and limits on the length and number of special events that can 

be hosted per year; events were limited to 48 hours, and the maximum number of events is set to 

35 (the number of allowed events is reduced for parcels smaller than 100 acres). 

Summary of Proposed Text Amendment  

Natural Resources Article 8-1808 requires a County program to establish land use policies for 

development which accommodate growth while also minimizing adverse impacts to water 
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quality, conserving habitat, reducing vulnerability to climate change, and ensuring an equitable 

distribution of the benefits and burdens of development. Somerset County’s Critical Area 

program currently does not contain provisions to allow special events within the Resource 

Conservation Area. The adoption of Ordinance #1207 includes the addition of special events on 

page 17, item number 130, and the inclusion of special event standards in Chapter 1-108, 

Resource Conservation Areas on page 49-50.  

Much of the language within the proposed Somerset County text amendment follows the 

aforementioned special event regulations for Queen Anne’s County as approved by the 

Commission. The proposed text amendment includes the following: 

1) Ordinance #1207 adds the definition of “Special Events” on page 17, item 130, to define 

any personal or business social engagements or activities conducted where guests 

assemble.  

2) Chapter 1-108 sets out special event standards: 

a.       Section 9(a) requires all special events to be submitted to the Department of 

Technical and Community Services with scaled drawings showing location of 

proposed temporary structures and how the special event will minimize impacts to 

natural resources. 

b.       Section 9(b) specifies that all lot coverage must be located outside of the 

Critical Area Buffer. 

c.       Section 9(c) sets lot coverage and clearing limits in accordance with RCA  

requirements. 

d.       Section 9(d) specifies all lot coverage and temporary structures must comply 

with the requirements for impacts to Habitat Protection Areas in accordance with 

Somerset County Code. 

e.       Section 9(e) states that there shall be no time of year restrictions for special 

events, however the use of a property for special events is limited to 20 days a 

year, and no event shall exceed 72 hours.2 

f.        Section 9(f) states that no permanent structure is permitted to be constructed 

for special events. 

Recommendation  

The proposed text amendment to the Somerset County Critical Area program meets the goals, 

policies, and procedures of the Critical Area law and regulations;  therefore, Commission staff 

and the Program Committee recommend that the Commission concur with the 

Chair’s determination that this text amendment be processed as a refinement. 

 

2 The County originally proposed a length of 48 hours; however, during the public hearing, a request was made to increase the 

event length to 72 hours. Somerset County Commissioners approved this change with the adoption of Ordinance #1207. 



 
Somerset County RCA Text Amendment 
June 4th, 2025 
Page 4 
 

During the Program Committee meeting May 23rd, 2025, the following conditions were added 

to the Committee’s recommendation of approval: 

 

1. Prior to the full Critical Area Commission meeting, Commission staff and the County 

shall coordinate to ensure that accessibility is addressed in the Critical Area program and 

applies to special events.  

 

2. The County shall amend the following provision within 1-102 E.9(e) with the underlined 

text :  

There shall be no limit on the time of year that special events are allowed,  

however, the use of a property for special events is limited to twenty (20) 

special events per calendar year. No event shall be permitted to exceed  

seventy-two (72) hours, including set up and take down. 

 

Commission staff will provide an update to address Condition #1 during the June 4th, 2025 

Commission meeting.  
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DISCUSSION:  

Somerset County is requesting approval by the Critical Area Commission of a text amendment to 
allow Special Events as an approved use within the Resource Conservation Area (RCA). On 
March 11, 2025, the Board of County Commissioners of Somerset County approved Ordinance 
#1207, which amends the county’s Critical Area Ordinance to include the definition of Special 
Events, adds Special Events to the Resource Conservation Area (RCA) use list, and includes 
standards that must be met to allow the use. A copy of the text amendment is attached.  

Special Events in the RCA 

COMAR 27.01.02.05.C(6) allows for new commercial uses in the RCA without growth 
allocation, if the specific uses are approved by the Commission as a part of the local Critical Area 
program. There are many examples of small commercial or institutional uses that are allowed in 
the RCA including bed and breakfasts, small inns in existing structures, or churches with a limit 
on impervious surface. When these uses have been added by a local Program, the Commission 
has determined that the uses are consistent with the goals of the Critical Area law.1   

In 2013, a workgroup of Critical Area Commission members was established to review a 
proposal by Queen Anne’s County to permit special events in the RCA. The purpose of the 

1 There are five goals: (1) Minimize adverse impacts on water quality that result from pollutants that are discharged from 
structures or conveyances or that have run off from surrounding lands; (2) Conserve fish, wildlife, and plant habitat; and (3) 
Establish land use policies for development in the Chesapeake Bay Critical Area or the Atlantic Coastal Bays Critical Area which 
accommodate growth and also address the fact that, even if pollution is controlled, the number, movement, and activities of 
persons in that area can create adverse environmental impacts; 4) reduce vulnerability to the impacts of climate change and 
incorporate measures to improve the climate resiliency of the Bay and its tributaries; 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. 



workgroup was to examine the significance of such uses and make recommendations to the 
Commission regarding allowing such uses in the RCA. Because special events are commercial 
uses, there is the risk that a significant number of events, the length of the event, the number of 
guests, and the intensity of the use, or other factors, will conflict with the defined land uses and 
policies of the RCA. Therefore, the workgroup reviewed Queen Anne’s County’s special events 
text amendment with the following RCA land use policies in mind. Key components are 
italicized: 

A. Resource conservation areas are those areas characterized by nature-dominated environments 
(that is, wetlands, forests, abandoned fields) and resource-utilization activities (that is, 
agriculture, forestry, fisheries activities, or aquaculture). These areas shall have at least one of the 
following features: 

(1) Density is less than one dwelling unit per 5 acres; or 

(2) Dominant land use is in agriculture, wetland, forest, barren land, surface water, or 
open space. 

B. In developing their Critical Area programs, local jurisdictions shall follow these policies when 
addressing resource conservation areas: 

(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 and Atlantic Coastal Bays, their tributaries, or 
coastal habitats in order to sustain populations of those species; 

(3) Conserve the land and water resource 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 
that they provide. 

The Commission approved the Queen Anne’s County text amendment, with conditions, in May 
2013. The County’s standards included a definition for special events, measures to meet RCA lot 
coverage and clearing limits, a requirement to minimize impacts to the natural resources on site, 
prohibition of any lot coverage or temporary structures in the Buffer unless the structures legally 
existed at the time of application, and limits on the length and number of special events that can 
be hosted per year; events were limited to 48 hours, and the maximum number of events is set to 
35 (the number of allowed events is reduced for parcels smaller than 100 acres). 

Summary of Proposed Text Amendment  

Natural Resources Article 8-1808 requires a County program to establish land use policies for 
development which accommodate growth while also minimizing adverse impacts to water 
quality, conserving habitat, reducing vulnerability to climate change, and ensuring an equitable 
distribution of the benefits and burdens of development. Somerset County’s Critical Area 
program currently does not contain provisions to allow special events within the Resource 
Conservation Area. The adoption of Ordinance #1207 includes the addition of special events on 



page 17, item number 130, and the inclusion of special event standards in Chapter 1-108, 
Resource Conservation Areas on page 49-50.  

Much of the language within the proposed Somerset County text amendment follows the 
aforementioned special event regulations for Queen Anne’s County as approved by the 
Commission. The proposed text amendment includes the following: 

1) Ordinance #1207 adds the definition of “Special Events” on page 17, item 130, to define 
any personal or business social engagements or activities conducted where guests 
assemble.  

2) Chapter 1-108 sets out special event standards: 

a.       Section 9(a) requires all special events to be submitted to the Department of 
Technical and Community Services with scaled drawings showing location of 
proposed temporary structures and how the special event will minimize impacts to 
natural resources. 

b.       Section 9(b) specifies that all lot coverage must be located outside of the 
Critical Area Buffer. 

c.       Section 9(c) sets lot coverage and clearing limits in accordance with RCA  
requirements. 

d.       Section 9(d) specifies all lot coverage and temporary structures must comply 
with the requirements for impacts to Habitat Protection Areas in accordance with 
Somerset County Code. 

e.       Section 9(e) states that there shall be no time of year restrictions for special 
events, however the use of a property for special events is limited to 20 days a 
year, and no event shall exceed 72 hours.2 

f.        Section 9(f) states that no permanent structure is permitted to be constructed 
for special events. 

Staff Recommendation  

 

The proposed text amendment to the Somerset County Critical Area program meets the goals, 
policies, and procedures of the Critical Area law and regulations;  therefore, Commission staff 
recommend that the Commission concur with the Chair’s determination that this 
comprehensive review be processed as a refinement. Furthermore, staff recommend that the 
Chair approve this text amendment as proposed. 

 

 

2 The County originally proposed a length of 48 hours; however, during the public hearing, a request was made to increase the 
event length to 72 hours. Somerset County Commissioners approved this change with the adoption of Ordinance #1207. 
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