
Table 2 Best Practices


Comprehensive Plan Equity Element Checklist
Overview
This checklist is designed to promote a shared understanding of the Equity Principle and equity element between MDP and local governments and communicate how MDP will evaluate equity in a local plan. Local governments should use it to inform their planning processes, assess whether their draft plans follow best practices, and comply with statutory requirements. MDP’s 60-day review comments evaluate whether equity elements include the items identified in this checklist.
Maryland’s eight Sustainable Growth Policy and Planning Principles (SG3P) are the foundation for this checklist and all MDP guidance. SG3P seeks to improve human well-being, mitigate climate change, and grow economic opportunity for all Marylanders. Maryland’s Equity Principle is intended to engage all sectors of the community in plan development to ensure diverse voices are heard and the needs of the underserved populations are prioritized. The Sustainable Growth Subcabinet’s Sustainable Growth Implementation Guide (pages 37 – 42) describes the Equity Principle, the benefits of equity planning, and key performance indicators (KPIs) the state will use to measure progress toward a more equitable Maryland.  
This checklist has two sections: one table identifying statutory references and a second table identifying recommended best practices. Table 1 addresses statutory requirements for equity elements. Table 2 addresses equity element best practices that are consistent with Maryland’s Equity Principle. Table 2 best practices accompanied by code references are listed in statute as a “may” statement for the equity element. Direct any questions or concerns to Joe Griffiths at joseph.griffiths@maryland.gov.
Checklist Terms 
Defined by Maryland Statute
All these definitions are in the Environment Article § 1-701
1. “Environmental justice” means equal protection from environmental and public health hazards for all people regardless of race, income, culture, and social status.
2. “Overburdened community” means any census tract for which three or more of the environmental health indicators listed in Environment Article §1–701(a)(7) are above the 75th percentile statewide.
3. “Underserved community” means any census tract in which, according to the most recent U.S. Census Bureau Survey:
a. at least 25% of the residents qualify as low–income;
b. at least 50% of the residents identify as nonwhite; or
c. at least 15% of the residents have limited English proficiency.
Other Terms
The following definitions can assist with implementing the Equity Principle and equity element.
1. Just Communities: Communities that have been disproportionately affected by harmful government actions and policies, such as redlining, environmental hazard siting, mass incarceration, and state highway displacement[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development, Just Communities] 

2. Anti-displacement: Planning strategies designed to prevent the involuntary relocation of a community’s existing residents and businesses because redevelopment or other planning policies increase the cost of living or doing business. 
3. Meaningful Actions: Traditionally defined in federal fair housing law[footnoteRef:2], meaningful actions are proactive steps that jurisdictions or others can take to overcome historic patterns of discrimination or injustice, rather than reactive actions only designed to prevent future injustice.  [2:  24 CFR Subtitle A, §5.154] 

4. Racial/Ethnic Disparities: When the economic, social, educational, health, or other outcomes of racial or ethnic groups are unequal in comparison to the general population. 
5. Underrepresented Communities: Populations, neighborhoods, or other stakeholder groups whose historical or traditional impact on policy development or decision making have been diminished in relation to their size or importance to a community. 
6. Community Engagement: Allowing the community to engage in decision-making, not just informing or consulting the community, defining community in a way that prioritizes the voices of people historically excluded in decision making.
7. Compounded Health and Pollution Burdens: When communities or areas face multiple, overlapping environmental justice impacts that accumulate and exacerbate each other.
Required State Plans
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Maryland law requires that equity elements be informed by Maryland Commission on Environmental Justice and Sustainable Communities (CEJSC) Annual Report. The Report describes the purpose, mission, and activities of the CEJSC over the preceding year. Established in 2001, the Maryland General Assembly charged the CEJSC with examining environmental justice issues and sustainable community opportunities related to public health, safety, economic development, government function, and other topics. Jurisdictions should review the description of the CEJSC's actions and policy recommendations, along with the tools and resources guiding its work, through the lens of planning for the physical environment and the Equity Principle’s intent to “engage all sectors of the community in plan development to ensure diverse voices are heard and the needs of underserved populations are prioritized." This review should inform considerations for the equity element's requirements to address the needs of overburdened and underserved communities and the interests of stakeholders who have not traditionally participated in the planning process. Jurisdictions can use the annual report's recommendations as a model for outreach and engagement, scaling them to local-level comprehensive plan recommendations and implementation strategies
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	Reference

This column summarizes each statutory requirement
	Statute citation(s)

This column cites the law. These requirements apply to all jurisdictions with planning and zoning authority, but their location in the code may differ depending on the type of jurisdiction
	Resources / Guidance (page number if applicable)

This column recommends resources for addressing the requirement
	Example (page number)

This column recommends good examples of plans that meet the requirement

	Comprehensive plans must implement the Equity Principle: “Engage all sectors of the community in plan development to ensure diverse voices are heard and the needs of the underserved populations are prioritized.” 

	Land Use Article § 1–201
	Maryland’s Sustainable Growth Implementation Guide (pgs. 37 – 42): The Sustainable Growth Subcabinet designed this guidance to assist localities in implementation of the Sustainable Growth Policy and Planning Principles 

	Thrive Montgomery 2050, Racial Equity and Social Justice Review: this element describes the county’s outreach, analysis, and plan recommendations specific to equity. 


	All jurisdictions must include an equity element in their comprehensive plans. 
	Charter Counties
Land Use Article § 1-406
Land Use Article § 1-411

Non-Charter Counties and Municipalities
Land Use Article § 3-102
Land Use Article § 3-107

	Equity Planning and Environmental Justice: An MDP webpage that compiles equity planning best practices resources and MDP’s technical assistance offerings. 
	HoCo By Design, Howard County’s General Plan (pgs. I-12 – I-15): this section summarizes the county’s approach to embedding equity in the comprehensive plan. 

	An equity element must consider and address the needs of overburdened and underserved communities in the jurisdiction.
	Charter Counties
Land Use Article § 1-411(b)(1)

Non-Charter Counties and Municipalities
Land Use Article § 3-107(b)(1)
	The Maryland Department of the Environment’s (MDE’s) MDEnviroScreen mapper identifies census tracts that are overburdened, underserved, or both. It also identifies areas and communities vulnerable to climate impacts. 

The Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development’s Just Communities mapper identifies census tracts that face disparities in housing, economic opportunity, and neighborhood conditions due to historical unjust policies and disparate resource allocation.

The American Planning Association (APA) Planning for Equity Policy Guide (2019) is a comprehensive resource for applying equity throughout the planning process from engagement through implementation. Pages 11 -22 describe example policies that jurisdictions can adopt to address the needs of underserved and overburdened communities
	Plan 2040, Anne Arundel County’s Master Plan (pg. 79): implementation matrix includes strategies to address the lack of tree canopy and overrepresented urban heat islands in underserved communities. 

Our Baltimore, Your Baltimore: A Comprehensive Plan for the City of Baltimore (pgs. 190 -191): defines and describes environmental justice, climate justice, environmental racism, and explains why they are important to plan development and a healthy and just city.

City of Fruitland 2025 Comprehensive Plan (pg. 37): describes how the city considered equity when developing its Transportation Element.

Thrive Montgomery 2050 (pgs. 59 - 60): maps and describes Equity Focus Areas, which the plan defines as “parts of Montgomery County that may experience the highest inequities in access to community amenities and other resources to support a good quality of life.”
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	Reference

This column summarizes each statutory requirement
	Statute citation(s)

This column cites the law. These requirements apply to all jurisdictions with planning and zoning authority, but their location in the code may differ depending on the type of jurisdiction
	Resources / Guidance (page number if applicable)

This column recommends resources for addressing the requirement
	Example (page number)

This column recommends good examples of plans that meet the requirement

	An equity element must be developed in partnership with populations which have not traditionally participated in the planning process.



	Charter Counties
Land Use Article § 1-411(b)(2)

Non-Charter Counties and Municipalities
Land Use Article § 3-107(b)(2)
	The Maryland Department of the Environment’s Public Participation: A Guide for Applicants Seeking Environmental Permits, describes the requirements for engaging communities with environmental justice concerns as part of the permitting process, but also includes general strategies for engaging underserved and overburdened communities on pages 7 and 8 which should be applied during the comprehensive planning engagement process.

The Mid Atlantic Planning Collaboration’s Equity Planning Webinar (2021) explores how some communities and organizations in the Mid-Atlantic are proactively addressing the legacy of injustice and ensuring that equity is included in the planning process from community engagement through development review.

The Neighborhood Design Center’s Equitable Engagement Toolkit is a deep repository of community engagement methods that jurisdictions can use to aid this Equity Element requirement. 
	Our Baltimore, Your Baltimore: A Comprehensive Plan for the City of Baltimore (pgs. 22 – 23): describes the city’s approach to engaging diverse, underrepresented communities in the plan development and implementation process, as well as those less likely to participate.

Thrive Montgomery 2050 (pgs. 24 – 25): outreach strategies stress the importance of establishing trust with underrepresented stakeholders, developing planning materials in multiple languages, and allocating additional resources to target outreach to underserved communities. 




	Best-Practice Subject

This column identifies items recommended for inclusion in equity elements
	MDP Guidance

This column explains plan content that a particular best-practice subject should include
	Resources

This column recommends resources to reference in addressing the best practice
	Example

This column recommends good examples of plans that demonstrate best practices

	Vision
	Describe a vision for a more equitable community. At a minimum, the vision should be consistent with the state’s Equity Principle and its intent statement.
	The Implementation Guide for the eight Planning Principles describes the importance of equity planning and its sustainable growth benefits, which jurisdictions can use to inform their own visioning process. 

Together Jeffco 2045 (2024) documents how Jefferson County, Colorado used community input to establish visions for planning and regulatory updates, including a vision for inclusion on page 8 that mirrors an equity vision. 

The Government Alliance on Race & Equity’s Root Solutions for Housing and Land Justice: Comprehensive Planning for Racial Equity includes terms and explanations of how comprehensive planning can either reinforce inequity or advance equity. Jurisdictions can use these to inform discussions about equity visions.
	HoCo By Design, Howard County’s General Plan (pg. I-2): incorporates equity into its plan aspirations

Annapolis Ahead (pg. 20): elevates equity to one of the plan’s three themes, emphasizing how historical racial inequities intentionally led to under-investment in certain communities. 

Plan2040, Anne Arundel County’s Master Plan (pg. 14): establishes equity as a core theme. 

	An equity element may include strategies to engage more community members in the planning and plan implementation process.


Charter Counties
Land Use Article § 1-411(d)(1)

Non-Charter Counties and Municipalities
Land Use Article § 3-107(d)(1)
	Equity extends beyond the comprehensive planning process to include plan implementation and structures for continued engagement and community education and input, which should be identified as actions in the Equity Element. 

	A Guide to Community Planning Academies, available at no cost to APA members, explains how jurisdictions can establish, manage, and expand community planning academies, which create more authentic public engagement and empower stakeholders with the knowledge to affect change. 

The Montgomery County Equity Agenda for Planning describes county efforts to embed equity in its operations with community planning academies, equity lenses (more below), staff equity advisory groups, and ongoing engagement of diverse communities during plan implementation. 
	Baltimore County Master Plan 2030 (pgs. 102 – 106): the vision framework establishes goals and actions for equitable decision-making, community engagement, and community organization capacity-building as part of plan implementation.

Thrive Montgomery 2050 (pgs. 24 – 25): describes why and how the county emphasized outreach toward younger residents and racial and ethnic groups historically excluded from the planning process. This resulted in the Thrive Montgomery 2050, Racial Equity and Social Justice Review.

Our Baltimore, Your Baltimore: A Comprehensive Plan for the City of Baltimore (pgs. 22 - 26): established prior to the comprehensive plan update, describes the city’s Planning Academy and strategies to empower community members in plan development. 

	An equity element may include strategies to reduce the health risks and environmental problems in overburdened and underserved communities.

Charter Counties
Land Use Article § 1-411(d)(2)

Non-Charter Counties and Municipalities
Land Use Article § 3-107(d)(2)
	Identify and analyze how and to what degree communities face unique and compounded health and pollution burdens due to generations of environmental injustice. 

While Maryland’s counties and municipalities do not have final authority over final permitting of all polluting uses - much of which is vested in MDE – they do have authority over if and where they are sited or allowed. Jurisdictions should consider how land use, resource protection, and development designations and policies can be modified to reduce overburdened indicators in the MDEnviroScreen Mapper. The County Health Department can also aid planning for 
better health outcomes and environmental justice.
	The Maryland Department of Health’s Environmental Public Health Data Portal includes maps and downloadable data resulting from environmental hazard monitoring, including, but not limited to data on asthma, lead poisoning, and air quality.

The Maryland Department of the Environment’s (MDE’s) MDEnviroScreen mapper identifies census tracts that are overburdened, underserved, or both. It also identifies areas and communities vulnerable to climate impacts. 

MDE’s Open MDE is a public-facing data portal that provides easy to use and searchable platforms of MDE’s permit and compliance assurance data. Users can view or download available records or documents related to citizen complaints, compliance inspections, violations, permits, and sewage​ overflows.
The New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection’s Examples of Municipal Actions to Advance Environmental Justice includes helpful examples for addressing environmental justice in comprehensive plans. 
	Baltimore County Master Plan 2030 (pgs. 101, 108, and 110): includes actions to address food desserts, increase health care options for underserved areas regardless of immigration status, and expand park and open space in lower-income communities. 

Annapolis Ahead (pg. 288): Community Facilities Action CF 7.4 prioritizes satellite healthcare programs in underserved communities.

Hagerstown Policy 9.5 (pgs. 9-13 and 9-14): actions prioritize new parks and open space in underserved areas. 

	An equity element may include strategies to prioritize improvements and programs that address the needs of overburdened and underserved communities.


Charter Counties
Land Use Article § 1-411(d)(3)
Non-Charter Counties and Municipalities
Land Use Article § 3-107(d)(3)
	Describe how the jurisdiction plans to dedicate jurisdiction resources (financial, staffing capacity, prioritization) to intentionally reverse generations of disinvestment and historical inequities. 

 
	The APA’s Equity in Zoning Policy Guide describes zoning strategies jurisdictions can use to remove the regulatory barriers that historically disadvantaged communities of color and other underserved communities. 

Equity lenses or equity in all policies approaches apply justice considerations for underserved communities in most or all planning decisions, with the aim of achieving and measuring equitable outcomes through a variety of comprehensive plan implementation actions. The APA Planning for Equity Policy Guide (2019) frames equity lenses and describes how they can be applied to decisions related to health equity, anti-displacement, and climate resilience. 

To advance equity, jurisdictions should consider incorporating residential and small business anti-displacement strategies into their plans for revitalization and redevelopment. The Center for American Progress describes a variety of local planning strategies to combat displacement. Local Housing Solutions explains the residential anti-displacement planning process while the Smal Business Anti-Displacement Network addresses the commercial side.

Jurisdictions should also consider climate equity strategies. The MDEnviroScreen’s Climate Vulnerability Score layer identifies communities disproportionately affected by climate impacts in Maryland. Pages 32 – 39 of the Local Governments for Sustainability’s Equity in Climate Planning report (2023) describes priority actions an examples of incorporating climate equity in local plans. 
	Livable Frederick Master Plan (pg. 164): strategies targeting advanced telecommunications infrastructure to underserved areas. 

Town of La Plata Comprehensive Plan (pgs. 65 and 69): plan actions designed to fill the housing and park access needs of underserved populations.

The Baltimore City Department of Planning’s Equitable Planning in Baltimore webpage explains the city’s equity lens and its application to policy review and capital investment decisions. 

Annapolis Ahead (pg. 260): describes the results of a Maritime Task Force and coordinated development of the 
Equitable Public Water Access Plan, which includes a goal to ensure that low-income communities can access public water facility upgrades. 

Our Baltimore, Your Baltimore: A Comprehensive Plan for the City of Baltimore (pg. 339): Strategy 1.15 proposes creating an anti-displacement plan for communities undergoing a historic district designation process. 



	Goals, objectives, strategies, and metrics
	Apply analysis or identification of inequity/injustice in the Equity Element’s development of goals, objectives, strategies, policies and/or actions. The goals, objectives, and strategies should make a direct connection between the analysis and the goals.

Identify meaningful actions that the jurisdiction will take to reverse or remediate inequity/injustice, counter existing disparities, or facilitate the ability of lower income households to move to the community. Statements or efforts to simply “not allow” or 
“prevent discrimination”, or similar passive and reactive phrasing, do not advance equity.
	The Massachusetts Institute of Technology compiled meaningful actions from around the United States for affirmatively furthering fair housing which can serve as models for all Equity Element strategies, even those unrelated to housing. 

The APA Planning for Equity Policy Guide (2019) is a comprehensive resource for applying equity throughout the planning process from engagement through implementation. Pages 11 -22 describe example goals, objectives, and strategies that can address equity.

Equity elements should establish a methodology for tracking how plan implementation advances equity. One example is Montgomery County’s Community Equity Index, which measures the socio-economic indicators of neighborhoods against those of the entire county.
	Our Baltimore, Your Baltimore: A Comprehensive Plan for the City of Baltimore (pgs. 193 and 194): goals are designed to reduce the environmental burdens of underserved communities, engage low-income residents in workforce development and employment opportunities supporting environmental remediation, and increasing community literacy and education regarding environmental justice. It also highlights metrics, tracked through implementation of the Baltimore Sustainability Plan, to measure progress. 

Leonardtown Comprehensive Plan (pg. 45): Action 6.4 prioritizes engagement with underserved communities in ongoing housing planning and implementation.

City of Rockville Comprehensive Plan (pgs. 62, 81, 96, and 131): policies and actions stress the importance of equity in the city’s transportation system, community facilities, and climate mitigation strategies. 



	Implementation
	Identify implementation measures specifically targeted to reverse or remediate inequity/injustice that underserved communities face, counter existing disparities, or facilitate the ability of lower income households to move to the community. Identify that the implementation measures have this express purpose.
	Equity planning committees or equity strategies support the application of equity in plan development. These can address both internal equity, through staff training and hiring practices, and external equity, through analyzing department land use decisions considering equity. The Urban Sustainability Directors Network publishes extensive resources and examples for embedding equity within planning organizations.

Through the application of state designations (e.g. Just Communities, Sustainable Communities, underserved/ overburdened Areas) or the creation of locally designated equity areas, jurisdictions can target equitable plan implementation strategies and resources (e.g. capital investment, anti-displacement strategies, affordable housing funding, inclusionary zoning) to communities in need. While no longer in place at the federal level, the Justice40 Initiative is an example framework for spatial targeting of equitable investment to underserved communities. Pages 52 - 66 of UCLA’s Making Justice40 a Reality for Frontline Communities report describe best practices for such a framework. 
The APA publication, Implementation Project Assessment: A New Tool for Implementing Community Plans (2024) (available free for APA members) includes strategies for addressing Equity in Plan Implementation on page 3.
	City of Frederick Comprehensive Plan (pg. 1-43): includes a map of the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments’ Equity Emphasis Areas in the city. Page 13-269 includes an implementation strategy to prioritize transit in these areas. 

Baltimore City developed an Equity in Planning Committee (EIPC) in 2015. The EIPC developed an Equity Lens, mirroring the Urban Sustainability Directors Network, to consider structural, procedural, distributional, and multi-generational equity in engagement, department staffing, external and internal policy development, and capital investment decisions. The city also drafted an Equity Action Plan in 2017 and used an equity lens to analyze the Capital Improvement Plan and Sustainability Plans in 2019, and hired an equity officer for the Department in 2024. The EIPC provides staff training, supports the work of the commissions that the Planning Department staff (Planning Commission, Historic Preservation Commission (CHAP), and Sustainability Commission), and manages the city’s Planning Academy.

Thrive Montgomery 2050 (pg. 47): addresses the legacy of racial discrimination in the county and the history of African American kinship communities. The county is addressing this legacy by targeting investment in these communities. The Montgomery County Sustainable Communities Designation for Scotland Kinship Community Case Example in the Sustainable Growth Implementation Guide (pg. 6) highlights this implementation measure. 

	Implementation of previous plan
	If the currently adopted comprehensive plan addresses equity, indicate the jurisdiction’s progress towards implementation of equity goals, objectives, and strategies in the current plan.
	Jurisdictions can reference their 5-yr implementation reports, required by Land Use Article §1-207(c)(6) to measure progress toward equity in the implementation of the previous plan. Jurisdictions may also distinguish those plan strategies most related to equity, such as affordable housing, blight reduction, or improved green space access, in the previous plan, and discuss internally and document if and how they have been implemented. Jurisdictions can also use publicly available data such as American Community Survey (ACS) 5-yr estimates, or locally generated data, to assess how outcomes have changed for underserved communities over the previous plan’s planning horizon. 
	Anne Arundel County Plan2040 Progress Report (2025): Anne Arundel County centered equity as a theme of its 2021 Plan2040 General Plan and does the same in its annual implementation reports. The report’s introduction includes the statement that "Many Plan2040 goals, policies, and strategies, such as increasing the diversity and affordability of housing, investing in historically underserved communities, and building resilience to flooding have become even more important over time." In the analysis of Plan2040's four themes (Natural Environment, Built Environment, Healthy Communities, Healthy Economy), the report describes an example of how equity has been advanced as part of Plan2040 implementation. The Plan2040 Implementation Matrix Analysis in the report's appendix also includes quantitative and qualitative metrics for equitable plan implementation.

	Publicly available data
	Include quantitative data reflecting a jurisdiction’s social, economic, and health indicators, such as:

American Community Survey
· Race
· Poverty level
· Educational attainment
· Disability status
· Employment status
· Income
· Health insurance coverage
Maryland Environmental Public Health Tracking
· Asthma
· Lead poisoning
· Chronic disease
· Birth defect and outcomes
· Air Quality
· Climate Change
· Drinking water
MDEnviroScreen
· EJ Score
· Proximity to polluting uses
· Climate vulnerability
	The first step for analyzing publicly available data is identifying overburdened and underserved communities, which the data and mapping programs below can help with. 

American Community Survey

Maryland Environmental Public Health Tracking
MDEnviroScreen Indicator Maps

	Queen Anne’s County Comprehensive Plan 2022 (pg. 8-8): the Equity in the Economy section analyses income and wealth disparities based on race.  

Plan2040 (pg. 62): the Equity in the Economy section analyses income disparities based on race.  

Somerset County 2025 Comprehensive Plan (pgs. 5-4 – 5-6): analyzes regional and county housing needs considering the intersection of housing cost-burden, poverty, disability, and race.


	Existing programs
	Identify any programs currently in place that support equity. Such programs could address affordable and fair housing, community education and engagement, spatial designations supporting underserved communities, anti-displacement, or others. 
	This best practice is comparable to the analysis of current plan implementation described above and the two may be combined.  Jurisdictions can reference their 5-yr implementation reports to review current programs supporting equity. 

The assessment in DHCD Sustainable Communities renewal applications may also include descriptions of current programs. 
DHCD’s Multifamily Mapper: planners can use this interactive tool to identify how many buildings and units are subsidized by the state and federal governments
	Our Baltimore, Your Baltimore: A Comprehensive Plan for the City of Baltimore (pgs. 192 -193): describes the city’s current efforts to remediate environmental and climate injustice in overburdened communities.



	Locally generated data
	Include locally generated qualitative and (to the extent available) quantitative data. Locally generated data can supplement publicly available data. Such data can strongly inform goals, strategies, and actions local governments will take to address equity.
	Jurisdictions may also identify additional underserved communities using local data and knowledge, historical records, or through the community engagement process. Qualitative data is best generated through inreach (discussions and analysis across jurisdiction agencies and departments) and outreach to community stakeholders, particularly those in underserved communities, and the organizations that work in those communities. Discussions should focus on issues and injustices facing underserved communities and potential objectives, actions, and policies to address them that can be included in a comprehensive plan. The Interaction Institute for Social Change’s Equity and Urban Planning series describes best practices for working with communities to gather such data during the planning process.
	The Thrive Montgomery 2050, Racial Equity and Social Justice Review describes the process for gathering and thoroughly analyzes locally generated equity data throughout the document. 
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