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Upper Shore Regional Council

Minutes
August 13, 2009
Maryland Association of Counties, Ocean City
Chair Roy Crow opened the meeting at 12:15 p.m.

Presentation

Eastern Shore Land Conservancy

Ms. Amy Owsley conducted a PowerPoint presentation regarding the Regional Transportation Plan. 

Ms. Owsley stated that one of the purposes for conducting the transportation assessment was to address goal four of the Eastern Shore 2010 agreement. Ms. Owsley stated that the regional transportation plan provides alternatives to another Bay Bridge crossing and addresses the use of public transportation on the rural Eastern shore.

Ms. Owsley reported that one of the steps to address the regional transportation plan was in the creation of an Advisory Council. The Eastern Shore Sustainable Transportation Advisory Council would research transportation on the Eastern Shore and make recommendations regarding a feasible transportation plan. The Council developed a report that addresses these recommendations. (A copy of the report can be obtained from the USRC Office).

BEACON

Ms. Sarah Bunch from the Business Economic and Community Outreach Network (BEACON) at Salisbury University gave an overview of the transportation vision conducted in partnership with the Eastern Shore Land Conservancy. Ms. Bunch stated that several partners such as Eastern Shore Regional GIS Cooperative, Mid-Shore Regional Council and the Maryland Department of Business and Economic Development provided information to facilitate the transportation vision.
Ms. Bunch stated that BEACON assumed the role of gathering the information from the partners and that this process should be complete in October or November 2009. The information will be used to develop a report that should be complete in early 2010. The report may also help to identify members necessary to formulate  a transportation focus group for the shore.

Bay Country Welcome Center

Ms. Hannah Byron, Assistant Secretary for the Maryland Department of Tourism Development, Arts and Film, addressed the Council with regard to the decision to suspend operations of the Bay Country Welcome Center located on Route 301 in Queen Anne’s County. 

Ms. Byron reported that she recently met with Kent and Queen Anne’s County officials including Tourism and Economic Development Directors regarding extending the closure of the tourism portion of the facility. She stated that the Department has agreed to extend closure to September 15th. However after the tourism center closure, the center will continue to operate in the capacity of a rest stop under the supervision of the Maryland State Highway Administration. Ms. Byron stated that office equipment will remain.

Ms. Byron stated that the facility may pose the potential for commercial use and the state may be open to provide a kiosk or brochure rack in a protected area for visitors. Another suggestion from Council members was with respect to reduced staffing hours as a possible option of the facility in lieu of complete closure. 
Some Council members expressed concerns regarding traffic safety and water and sewer issues once the center is closed. Ms. Byron stated that the rest areas will remain open after September 15th. She also suggested that the Counties look more closely to see if there were ways they could supplement the cost of operating the facility.
Business Meeting
The minutes of April 27, 2009 were approved with no corrections.

The treasurer’s report was approved with no corrections.

Director’s Report

Broadband Stimulus Request

Mr. John Dillman provided the Council with information regarding the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act Broadband Stimulus request. He stated that the Upper Shore Regional Council will be submitting an application for $37 million in grant funds to build laterals from the Maryland Broadband Cooperative network in the upper shore region. These laterals will be constructed to cover isolated towns within the region. This network will provide “middle mile” service and access every town, school, library, business park, etc. in the region. The completion of the middle mile network will allow the “last mile” providers to build the network for access to individual homes, businesses, etc.

Mr. Dillman reported that the MdBC has also applied for Stimulus funding under ARRA. However, he reported that during an MdBC board meeting earlier in the day, it was brought to the attention of the Board that an application from One Maryland was being submitted and that this application potentially had State support. He reported that members from One Maryland had solicited a partnership with MdBC to reduce competition and for the two entities to combine for a joint submission.

Mr. Dillman reported that the application deadline for the first round of stimulus funding is August 14th at 5p.m. He stated that the second round of funding is targeting the public sector and specifically government entities. 

Vineyard Project
Mr. Dillman reported that the Council had received grant funds from the Rural Maryland Council under the Maryland Agricultural Education and Rural Development Assistance Fund (MAERDAF) to further develop the vineyard project. He stated that funds received were used to develop a website: www.ShoreVines.com to promote upper shore vineyards and wineries. He stated that grape growing could be an alternative crop that appeals to younger or second generation farmers.

Mr. Dillman reported that Loblolly Productions developed the site; however, the Council owns the right to the Shore Vines site and its content. Loblolly Productions is still in the process of filming segments that will be incorporated into the site as informational videos.
Task Force on Growth and Development

Mr. Dillman reported that he was asked by Vanessa Orlando, Executive Director, to represent the Rural Maryland Council on the Task Force on Growth and Development. He reported that he will meet with each county to discuss the region’s perspectives on growth and development and then convey these suggestions to the Task Force. The Task Force is charged with making recommendations to be compiled into a report by November 2009.

Economic Development Administration

Mr. Dillman reported that he will focus more on the possibility of obtaining Economic Development Administration funds once the ARRA stimulus package has been submitted. Mr. Dillman explained that the Mid- and Lower Shore counties qualify for EDA funding; however, the USRC does not. He stated that the entire region of the Mid or Lower Shore does not qualify, but that they each have pockets within the region that do qualify; therefore, the entire region has the ability to become and EDA designated area.

He stated that there are two factors that qualify an area. These factors are: average income and unemployment rate. Mr. Dillman reported that it is his intention to have EDA fund a study that helps to show that the USRC qualifies to be come an EDA designated region.
Budget

Mr. Dillman reported that the Council has been affected by another round of state budget cuts. He stated that originally the Council was receiving $140,000 from the Maryland Department of Business and Economic Development (DBED). The Councils were then cut to $98,000 in FY08, $95,000 in FY09 and now to $73,500 in FY10. He stated that overall cuts amount to more than 32% from $140,000. Mr. Dillman stated that the Council had previously been in a strong financial position when the cuts were instituted due to reserve funding from previous fiscal years. However, the reserved funding will be severely impacted.

Sustainable Agriculture Committee

Mr. Dillman reported that the Sustainable Ag Committee has been engaged in researching the need for and Agricultural Center for a value-added processing facility that also incorporated an incubator site within the facility. He stated that members of the SAC traveled to Rutgers University to tour such a facility. 
Mr. Dillman also reported that the Council has applied for a MAERDAF grant to update the Upper Shore Harvest Directory. He stated that there will be a mechanism to survey farmers regarding the potential use of the value-added facility should one be located within the region.

There being no further business, the meeting adjourned at 1:22 p.m.

