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The Maryland Heritage Areas Program: An Overview 

 

Strengthening and Revitalizing Marylandôs 

Communities 

Marylandôs Heritage Areas are locally designated and 

state certified regions that contain high concentrations of 

historical, cultural and natural resources, where 

motivated public and private partners make commitments 

to the protection of those resources for economic 

development through heritage tourism.  Now entering its 

twelfth year of operation, the Maryland System of 

Heritage Areas has enjoyed steady growth, enthusiastic 

private and public support, and a record of achievement.  
 

Marylandôs first Heritage Area was created by the General 

Assembly in 1993 with the establishment of the Canal Place 

Preservation and Development Authority.  This nineïmember 

organization was directed to develop a historic Chesapeake and 

Ohio (C&O) Canal preservation district in Cumberland known as 

ñCanal Place.ò  

 

Canal Placeôs success in fulfilling its mission to serve as ña 

catalyst for the preservation, development and management of the 

lands adjacent to the C&O Canal, and be the advocate for 

preservation and development within the Canal Place Preservation 

District and the greater Cumberland area, for the purpose of 

enhancing heritage tourism in Western Maryland,ò generated 

interest in the creation of a statewide program to help local 

governments foster economic development through heritage 

tourism.  Elements of the Canal Place model, combined with 

lessons learned from other existing state heritage area programs, 

formed the basis for the Marylandôs Heritage Areas Program, 

which was created by legislation in 1996. 

 

Marylandôs Heritage Areas are locally designated and State 

certified regions where public and private partners make 

commitments to preserving historical, cultural and natural 

resources for sustainable economic development through heritage 

tourism.  At the local level, Heritage Areas focus community 

attention on often under-appreciated aspects of history, living 

culture, and distinctive natural areas, thus fostering a stronger 

 

 

Photo descriptions (from top to bottom):  Tall Ships at ñDownrigging Weekendò (Stories of the Chesapeake Heritage 

Area); Port Towns Heritage Murals Project (Anacostia Trails Heritage Area); Leonardtown Waterfront Park Promenade 

(Southern Maryland Heritage Area) 

 
 

 



Maryland Heritage Areas Authority 

2008 Report to the Governor and General Assembly 

Page 2 

 

 

sense of pride in the places where Marylanders live and work.  The 

Maryland Heritage Areas Authority (MHAA) does this through 

targeted State financial and technical assistance within a limited 

number of areas designated as ñCertified Heritage Areas.ò 

 

Each of Marylandôs current eleven Certified Heritage Areas is 

defined by a distinctive focus or theme that makes that place or 

region different from other areas in the state.  These distinctive 

places exhibit tangible evidence of the areaôs heritage in historic 

buildings and districts, distinctive cultural traditions, singular 

natural landscapes, as well as other resources such as museums, 

parks, and traditional ways of life as revealed in food, music, and 

art.  This ñspecial flavorò of each Heritage Area attracts not only 

out-of-state visitors, but locals who are also looking for an 

experience that is different than ñback home.ò 

 

The program recognizes that a successful Heritage Area needs to 

have a viable economy which recognizes the value of the areaôs 

unique heritage resources, and through public and private sector 

partnerships strives to preserve and enhance the resources that 

make the area distinct and attractive to visitors.  By investing 

public dollars to create tourism-related products, spark matching 

private investment, and motivate local leadership, MHAA seeks to 

promote a balanced, sustainable level of heritage tourism that 

strengthens communities and improves the stateôs quality of life. 
 

 

 

 

  

Photo descriptions (from top to bottom):  Family on Trail (Stories of the Chesapeake Heritage Area); Bromo Seltzer 

Tower (Baltimore Heritage Area); Laytonsville Barn (Montgomery County Heritage Area) 
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Program Goals:  Enhance, Increase, Enable, Foster, and Accomplish 

The MHAA charted the future course for the program by developing seven 

program goals.  These goals demonstrate the MHAAôs commitment to protecting 

and interpreting the stateôs heritage assets and to achieving these goals by means 

of broad-based partnerships: 
 

V Enhance the visitor appeal and enjoyment of 

the stateôs history, culture, natural environment, and 

scenic beauty by enhancing the overall ñproductò -- 

the visitor experience. 

 

V Increase the economic activity associated 

with tourism, creating opportunities for small 

business development, job growth, and a stronger 

tax base. 

 

V Encourage preservation and adaptive re-use 

of historic buildings, conservation of natural areas 

important to the stateôs character and environment, 

and the continuity and authenticity of cultural arts, 

heritage attractions and traditions indigenous to the 

region. 

 

V Enable Marylanders and visitors alike to 

have greater access to and understanding of the 

history and traditional cultures of the state and to 

understand the important events that took place 

here. 

 

V Foster linkages among and between heritage 

attractions that encourage visitors to explore, linger, 

and sample the diverse offerings of the stateôs 

distinctive regions. 

 

V Balance the impact of tourism activity with 

the quality of life enjoyed by residents. 

 

V Accomplish these goals via partnerships 

among local and regional leaders, non-profit 

organizations, businesses, and state agencies. 

 

 

Photo descriptions (from top to bottom):  Cove Point Lighthouse and Keeperôs Quarters Southern Maryland MD Heritage 

Area ); Van Sweringen Site Interpretive Exhibit (Southern Maryland MD Heritage Area); Annapolis Maritime Museum, 

McNasby Oyster Company Building (Annapolis, London Town & South County Heritage Area) 
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Program Governance: Interagency Collaboration  

Representation by seven state agencies has engendered interagency collaboration 

that is a major strength of the program.  In the same way that the heritage areas 

program compels diverse stakeholders to cooperate at the local level, MHAAôs 

interagency structure has encouraged state agencies to work together to pool 

funding resources, share staff expertise, and ensure that interests and 

responsibilities as diverse as history, archaeology, culture, natural resources, 

recreation, economic development, and education are factored in to program 

activities. 
 

The body responsible for leading Marylandôs heritage areas program is the Maryland Heritage 

Areas Authority.  Created by legislation in 1996, the MHAA is an independent unit of state 

government housed in the Maryland Department of Planning (MDP), and is chaired by MDP 

Secretary Richard Eberhart Hall.   

 

The 17-member body consists of seven state officials representing the departments of Planning, 

Housing and Community Development, Transportation, Business and Economic Development, 

Natural Resources, the Maryland Higher Education Commission, and the State Historic 

Preservation Officer, and an additional ten members appointed by the Governor including one 

representative each from the Maryland Association of Counties, the Maryland Municipal 

League, the Maryland Greenways Commission, the Maryland Tourism Development Board, and 

two public members, one with historic preservation and one with heritage tourism expertise. 

 

 

           

 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Photo description: Members of 

the Maryland Heritage Area 

Authority, MHAA/MHT staff, 

Certified Heritage Area 

directors, and National Park 

Service staff at the Monocacy 

Aqueduct.  (Montgomery 

County Heritage Area, 

October 2008) 


