
 

 

 

 

CITY OF BALTIMORE 
 

Brandon M. Scott – Mayor 

Zeke Cohen – Council President 

 

 

 
Office of Council Services 

 

Nancy Mead - Director  

100 Holliday Street, Room 415 

Baltimore, MD 21202                             

 

CHARTER REVIEW SPECIAL COMMITTEE 
The Honorable Ryan Dorsey 

CHAIR 

 

HEARING NOTES 
 

LO25-0038 

Charter Review 

 

Hearing Date: 12/3/2025 

Hearing Start Time: 4:00 PM 

Hearing End Time: 7:00 PM 

Location: Du Burns Council Chamber / Webex 

Total Estimated Attendance: 15 

Committee Members in Attendance: 

• Chair Ryan Dorsey 

• Zac Blanchard 

• Odette Ramos 

• Jermaine Jones 

 

MAJOR SPEAKERS 
(This is NOT an attendance record.) 

• Ty’lor Schnella – Mayor’s Office of 

Government Relations 

• Ben Guthorn –Department of Legislative 

Reference 

• Jeff Hochstetler – City Law Department 

• Comptroller Bill Henry – Office of the 

Comptroller 

 

NOTES 

• Chair Dorsey introduced the committee 

o During the first meeting the committee did a very brief overview of the previously 

discussed topics 

o During the second meeting, the committee began to delve further into the depth of those 

topics as well as several new ideas 

o Today, we will continue to work through the list of topics that have been gathered thus far 

• The committee has been using the following process 

o Level of consensus between council and mayor 

▪ Polling of committee members, including administration partners 

o What is the immediacy of the need? 

▪ Should something be so pressing that it should be prioritized for the 2026 ballot?  

Or, can it wait for 2028? 

▪ Then, can something be practically and politically advanced 
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o What is the capacity of the department of legislative reference to draft? 

• CM Ramos – the previous conversation around parking benefits districts became broader than just 

those districts but, rather, the notion of segregating certain funds by budget, including whether and 

why those are done by Charter 

• New topics 

o CM Ramos – change requirement in Charter mandating a meeting of the Council on the 

first Thursday after the first Monday in December 

▪ CM Blanchard – how much of the effort to remove things that don’t need to be in 

the Charter can be put under one proposal? 

• Law Department – there is a one subject rule for ordinances but for Charter 

amendments, would need to check 

• Comptroller Henry – if you are discussing the removal of language 

extraneous to the structure of government, would think you could do one 

amendment to revise the entire charter 

▪ CM Blanchard – once we decide what goes, we can determine how to best package 

▪ Comptroller Henry – there is an order of operations if the goal is to winnow down to 

what is really necessary to run government 

• Redistricting reform 

o Came from legislation from CP Cohen in the previous term 

o Chair asked that the bill drafted in the previous term be circulated to the committee 

o CM Ramos – whether wholesale reform or simply the timeframe, we should take this on 

▪ In terms of timing, we don’t need to take this on now 

o Chair – not necessarily a 2026 imperative, also a matter of what level of detail on 

redistricting is currently in the Charter 

o CM Blanchard – seems to touch on the structure of government and, therefore, within the 

purview 

▪ Redistricting is currently in an odd place in the public zeitgeist, though he is 

supportive of independent redistricting 

o Comptroller Henry – census did not release the first results of 2020 census until April of 

2021 

▪ The timeline for the proposal as outlined may present logistical challenges 

o Law – currently the charter indicates that the city shall be divided into 14 districts by 

ordinance 

o Chair – could require process by Charter but not necessarily the entire process 

o CM Blanchard – it does require that the Mayor present a plan 

o CM Ramos – it touches on the structure of government 

o CM Blanchard – agrees, instead of Mayor does XYZ, commission does XYZ and then 

provide further details by code 

• Veto Reform 

o Chair – one veto reform measure was passed in 2018 in response to the Council being put 

in a position where we passed a $15/hour minimum wage and vetoed at a time where there 

were no council meeting between 5 and 20 days 

▪ At that time the Charter said the Council could only take up a veto no sooner than 5 

but no later than 20 days after 

▪ So, there was no ability to take up a veto override 
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▪ Amendment allowed for the Council to take up a veto override at the next meeting, 

if no meeting met that timeline 

o This proposal decreases the number of meetings that must occur before the mayor can 

decide to veto  

▪ And allows the council to override a veto at special meetings 

o Comptroller Henry – what has been a real impediment over the years is that the Charter 

does not clearly define regular meetings and the Law Department has interpreted that to be 

those meetings announced at the beginning of the year 

▪ Could add into the charter a provision that clarifies that a “regular meeting” is any 

meeting with a specified amount of lead time 

o Council GC – this came up during the previous redistricting cycle when the council ran out 

of time to override a veto 

▪ Allowing a sooner veto would have allowed the council to consider an override vote 

o Comptroller Henry – why are there any limits whatsoever when the council can vote to 

override a veto 

▪ The very limitation is a huge executive bias 

o Chair – what if, for example, there are not 5-20 days left in a term 

o Council GC – if you allow at a special meeting, that would not be a concern 

o Chair – most imperative thing is to allow the council to override a veto at ay time after it is 

delivered 

▪ Although, it probably should not be lingering indefinitely 

o Comptroller Henry – similarly, unsigned legislation passed on the last night of a term does 

not become law but is not vetoed so it cannot be overridden 

▪ The only remaining pocket veto option for the mayor 

o Chair – allowing the veto at any time up to a point, after delivery from the mayor 

▪ Some sort of reasonable framework 

o CM Jones – that focus is the primary goal but the comptroller’s points on the timeline are 

also a concern 

• Timing of budget delivery to council 

o Chair – there is certainly consensus among the council, not necessarily the administration 

but this is an important one 

o Comptroller Henry – we have a board of estimates in the budget process 

▪ Reduce the amount of time that the Board of Estimates has to consider the draft 

estimate from the department of finance 

▪ The BOE does not need a month to consider 

▪ At most, this should be at the next meeting – would buy an additional two weeks 

o Chair – it is drafted far sooner than when it gets to the council but goes to someone other 

than the council first 

o Proposal would move from May 15 to April 15 

o Comptroller Henry – should we press finance to give a preliminary estimate 

o Chair – peer counties all get their budgets at least one month (some two months) earlier 

than the City 

o Chair – this seems relatively straightforward 

o Revenue certification schedules – do other jurisdictions have them?  What are they? 

o DLR – the charter does not require the mayor to deliver the budget to anyone, just that the 

BOE makes it public 
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▪ Currently, requires delivery to city Council by BOE 45 days prior to the start of the 

fiscal year 

o Council GC – the goal of the previous effort was to require that the proposed ordinance of 

estimates be introduced to the Council sooner to allow the Council to have hearings earlier 

▪ Without the actual budget books, hearings would not be on the actual budget 

• Revenue certification schedule 

o Council GC – looking for additional information on expected revenue to inform the budget 

▪ There is currently not a requirement that it be shared by a certain date 

▪ Certifying the revenue assumptions for the coming budget 

o Comptroller Henry – this is often the responsibility of the Comptroller 

o CM Ramos – what about quarterly updates (not charter mandated) 

• Audit Timing Requirements 

o Council GC – brings Charter requirement in line with state requirements 

▪ State requirements annual audit delivery by state within 6 months of end of fiscal 

year 

▪ Charter is currently silent and this codifies the charter being silent 

o Chair – could this be done by ordinance 

▪ Council President staff – this is a state-imposed deadline that we do not meet 

o Comptroller Henry – is there a penalty for not meeting a state-imposed deadline 

▪ Would there be any penalty different from violating the charter? 

▪ DLR – the consequence is up to people who evaluate our credit worthiness 

o Chair – but, does code v. charter make any difference here 

• Minor privileges reform 

o Chair – strike lots of language 

▪ If you want to open a business and want to hang a sign, that is a minor privilege 

because it is on the public right of way 

▪ This all goes through the BOE 

o MOGR – so where does it go? 

o Chair – basic permit handled by right of way division at DOT 

o Comptroller office – this has been a contentious issue in some neighborhoods 

o MOGR – DOT with potential appeal to BMZA 

o Chair – does not believe there is a public notice requirement to minor privileges 

o Chair – there is some consensus on this as an issue, we may need to determine what the 

alternative system is 

o CM Blanchard – more often than not these are not divisive 

▪ Whatever the solution is, should be minimally invasive 

o Chair – requests of comptroller’s office data on protests on minor privileges 

▪ Comptroller’s office – 6-10 over the past few years 

▪ Chair – would like to see those examples 

▪ Consensus on repeal from charter with ordinance for new process 

• City Seal 

o Resolved, others in comptroller’s office have control 

• Financial Topics 

o Conditional budgeting authority 

▪ Chair – condition the release of funds 
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• In state budget – a small amount of money shall be withheld from a specific 

office unless that office produces XYZ (usually a report or information) 

• Leveraging purse strings such that it makes it easier to do our jobs 

• Currently we can do this but only with NON-city agencies (state’s attorney, 

etc.) 

• This is a critical part of how the budget process compels agencies to be 

responsive to legislature and the members’ constituents 

o We are reasonably expected to be able to do certain things and the 

charter often stands in the way of very reasonable, common things 

▪ Comptroller Henry – general assembly also actually has purse strings 

• Legislator elects state treasurer 

• City council used to elect the city treasurer but that was removed by the 

Charter Review Commission of 1963 

• Can put it in the charter but there is not anything in place to actually enforce 

it 

• May not be effective without further structural reform 

▪ Chair – is this something in the charter that requires us to further meddle with the 

charter, could something simply be removed to allow for greater latitude by 

ordinance 

o Procurement reform 

▪ CM Ramos - Priority and consensus for the next election 

• does anything need to be in the Charter 

• Law – much of the administrative topics can be removed, there may be some 

overlap with budgetary processes 

▪ Chair – asks MOGR to speak to having BOE policy document as opposed to an 

ordinance 

• MOGR – will send current draft 

▪ Comptroller Henry – when this is replaced with ordinance, asks for some reference 

to electronic bidding administered by the bureau of procurement 

▪ CM Jones – there is no tracking of procurement and change orders 

• Comptroller Henry – it is tracked in the Board of Estimates database 

o Has anyone done an analysis of how much the change orders add to 

final prices vs. initial bid 

▪ CM Jones – best value contracting 

• Move away from lowest bid, which is required in the charter 

• We should be considerate of what the best value contracting code looks like 

as a replacement 

▪ Chair – can the entire low-bid requirement be removed from the Charter 

• The answer seems to be no 

• This could be made as ordinance 

o Biennial Audit Reform 

▪ Comptroller Henry – have put in budget request for funds to expand the program 

▪ Chair – is there any concern for whether this is in the Charter or ordinance 

• Comptroller’s office – not at all 

o Remove mandated audits already covered by annual financial report 
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▪ Comptroller Henry – a specific audit of a specific agency was not finding anything 

that the annual report was not already finding 

o Capital Budget Reform 

▪ CM Ramos – made up by the dollars that voters allow us to borrow (and state and 

federal money) for capital projects 

• Beginning in January the planning commission holds hearings where 

agencies report on their projects 

• Planning commission then make a recommendation to BOE on what the 

capital budget would look like 

• Council then only receives that budget at the very end of the process 

• Could have the capital budget earlier to have hearings to examine 

• Would remove planning from process and have the city council solely 

receive and pass the capital budget 

▪ Comptroller Henry – currently, finance department’s budget bureau puts together 

operating budget and planning department does capital budget 

• Council makes ultimate decision on how they pass 

• Why take planning staff out of it 

▪ CM Ramos – not a matter of taking planning staff out of it, just about giving council 

control 

▪ Comptroller Henry – planning has not, to date, been taking this job as seriously as it 

should, the new planning director seems committed to being more thoughtful 

▪ Chair – there are two things here  

• Finance creates proposed operating budget which the council scrutinizes 

• Planning department staff (for planning commission) puts together the 

capital budget 

• We can amend either 

▪ DLR – Counsel is able to amend general funds that go to capital projects 

▪ MOGR – when will there be concrete proposals as opposed to theoreticals 

o Split-Rate Taxation Enabling 

▪ CM Blanchard – more commonly known as a land-value or land tax 

• The rate that you pay on the improvements on your property is 2.248 cents 

of every dollar, the land is the same 

• In the state of Maryland we theoretically break out the land and 

improvement values 

• Hypothetically, raising the rate on the land would allow for lowering the rate 

on the improvements for the same net amount of money 

o Winners would be homeowners and business operators 

o Losers would be vacant lot and business owners 

▪ Surface parking, gas stations, etc. 

• Tax burden shifted from homeowners to less-prioritized 

• This would make it far easier to lower the tax burden on homeowners and 

there is enabling legislation on the state level 

• Concerns for law 

o Uniformity clause – seems to suggest land and improvements are 

separate classes 
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o Are there any other barriers to implementation that exist in the city 

charter 

▪ Does the charter uniformity clause prevent this? 

▪ Chair – big fan 

• For this to work, we do need a change in tax assessments 

o More strict assessment of intrinsic value of land 

▪ CM Blanchard – could do it in such a way that raises revenue but, at least to start, 

prefers revenue neutral 

• It is actually much easier to assess land than improvements 

• There is also a broader conversation to be had about how the state assesses 

value 

▪ CM Ramos – does this need to be in the charter? 

▪ CM Jones – we should be considerate of legacy residents 

▪ Chair – the current system disincentives improvements to property 

• The value of the structure itself will maintain value more steadily 

o Close out supplemental reform 

▪ Council GC – finance prepares close-out supplemental package to level 

deficit/surplus spending 

• Current determination is that the charter requires this 

▪ Chair – what clause in the charter is interpreted as such 

• Council GC - Charter requires that we are not in deficit and that is 

interpreted to mean at the agency level as well (Art. 6, Section 8) 

o But by function of charter, a surplus reverts to the general fund 

o Principal goal makes it so that at audits, agencies in deficit are 

reflected as being in deficit 

o Not to say the city can’t do it at the agency level, just that it isn’t 

required 

• Law – this is effectively an accounting measure 

▪ CM Ramos – why not, this provides transparency 

▪ Chair – these are the bills that say “we are transferring $X to Y” 

• One bill per program 

• As accounting and transparency measure, there could be one informational 

document submitted to the council in place 

▪ DLR – they functionally cannot do that under the charter because money is spent by 

the Board of Estimates 

▪ Chair – what is the actual problem this is solving 

• Council GC – the issue it addresses is that agencies in deficit can be 

artificially shown to be in balance 

▪ Chair – please share written proposal 

▪ Chair – if money has already been spent without our permission, it seems like a 

rubber stamp to then require us to approve it 

▪ Council GC – this would also provide greater transparency with respect to the actual 

status of the agencies – they would not show as always in balance/surplus 

o Outside Counsel Reform 



 

 

 

Page 8 of 9 

▪ Council GC – requests (often from Police Accountability Board) to be able to 

appeal to an outside entity 

• Some at the PAB believe the Law department has a conflict of interest 

▪ Chair – this is primarily limited to the PAB 

▪ Comptroller Henry – this also came up in the context of the BOE’s quorum rules on 

the conduit deal 

• Law Department opined that by not coming, those missing members had 

abstained 

• We have no recourse to a law department opinion 

▪ Law – “conflict” of interest under rules of professional misconduct does not 

necessarily apply because we are all under one entity 

• Not necessarily a barrier to obtaining an outside opinion 

▪ Comptroller Henry – could be desirable to allow the Council GC to go to a circuit 

court when they dispute the City Solicitor opinion 

• If you made that expansion, you could allow other agencies to come directly 

to you 

▪ Chair – what is a legally appropriate and practicable solution 

▪ DLR – do any other jurisdictions allow standing in circumstances where a member 

of the corporate entity is allowed to take their conflict to the judiciary 

▪ Chair – this is murky, want it in writing from the PAB/ACC 

• Those offered subsequently by the chair 

o Term limits 

▪ Chair – likely consensus among the council 

• do not know of anyone in government opposed 

• did not benefit from any real public discourse before appearing before the 

voters 

• question is not whether the council would pass but, if something for 2026 vs. 

2028, is there a value in doing public education 

o lots of information about why legislative term limits are bad public 

policy that was not widely shared or debated 

▪ CM Ramos – 2026 would be better because members are all facing election in 2028 

• Would be more feasible to have a discrete campaign about the issue without 

also doing a personal campaign 

• Also run the risks of perception of self-serving if done in 2028 

▪ Comptroller Henry – why not make this a 2028-2030 problem because it will not 

affect anyone until 2032 election 

▪ Chair – 2032 would make it that now freshman members would be impacted for 

lack of pension reform 

▪ CM Ramos – pension reform in last term was handled poorly 

▪ CM Jones – there is a large education component and more time would allow us to 

improve the education component 

• Typically, there are A and B groups to avoid turning over the entire council 

▪ CM Ramos – there is also another set of people who want to educate people and 

have more money 

• Do this now and get it done 
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▪ Chair – is there enough time to do adequate public education 

• Not sure 

• This is an uphill battle – we don’t have members of the public here tonight 

o Restructuring accountability for CAO to Mayor and City Council 

▪ Chair – the role is suggested to be apolitical and accountable but they cannot be 

fired 

▪ Comptroller Henry – they do have to be confirmed 

▪ Chair – but once they are confirmed, they cannot be removed 

▪ DLR – City administrator is an exception 

• They continue until a qualified successor is found 

• The mayor should have reappointed her 

▪ Chair – there is no mechanism to remove them 

▪ CM Jones – there is a certain level of responsiveness that our constituents expect 

and that is made difficult without a level of accountability from the administrator to 

us 

• Before the existence of the job, the mayor did the job 

• This would be, essentially, a new power for the council 

 

Hearing Packet in bill file? ---------------------------------------------------- ☒ YES  ☐ NO  ☐ N/A 

Attendance Sheet in bill file? -------------------------------------------------- ☒ YES  ☐ NO  ☐ N/A 

Agency reports read? ----------------------------------------------------------- ☐ YES  ☐ NO  ☒ N/A 

Hearing televised or audio-digitally recorded? --------------------------- ☒ YES  ☐ NO  ☐ N/A 

Certification of advertising/posting notices in the bill bile? ------------ ☐ YES  ☐ NO  ☒ N/A 

Evidence of notification to property owners in bill file? ---------------- ☐ YES  ☐ NO  ☒ N/A 

 

 

Notes by: Ethan Navarre  Direct Inquiries to: ethan.navarre@baltimorecity.gov 

Notes Date: 12/3/2025     



Charter Review Committee – Split-Rate Taxation
Split-Rate Taxation, also known as a universal building exemption or land value shift, is a change to the traditional
property tax system that makes it more equitable, productive, and less exploitable. The concept was proposed by
economist Henry George in the late nineteenth century as a way for municipalities to recover the value created by
their efforts such as infrastructure development and access to economic opportunity while discouraging
speculation and rewarding those who made use of their land productively.

The traditional property tax is really two taxes: a tax on land and a tax on improvements. In the context of housing,
property tax means that the more a property owner invests in improving their property (like adding an accessory
dwelling unit, for example) the more tax is owed, effectively disincentivizing improvements. All the while, an
adjacent vacant or unimproved parcel grows in value based on improvements to the area and the property
speculator owes very little in property taxes. Improving a vacant property under the traditional property tax
increases the burden of taxation, resulting in a lower return on investment compared with doing nothing.
Improvements to property are exactly what we want to see more of in our city - more housing, businesses, and
jobs - yet they are disincentivized under the current system.

Split-Rate Taxation creates a different taxation model--a shift in the property tax that puts more burden on the land
and less on the improvements by applying a higher rate to the land. Shifting the burden of taxation makes it harder
for a speculator to passively benefit from the increasing value of their property without meaningfully improving it.
Meanwhile those who improve their properties by expanding businesses or adding housing are penalized less by
higher taxes.

History in Maryland

Maryland's history with Split-Rate Taxation is almost as old as the book in which George proposed it, 1879’s
Progress and Poverty. In 1892, Hyattsville's Board of Commissioners decided to go all-in on a land value tax



(LVT), which is a split-rate tax where the land is taxed at 0%, becoming the first municipality in the country to
operationalize the idea. Opponents of the change immediately challenged LVT in court, succeeding upon appeal
to the State Court of Appeals, which ruled that its application was unconstitutional. This was the result of an
interpretation of the "uniformity clause" in the state's constitution, which stated that taxation must be applied
evenly across every taxing jurisdiction. 

In 1914, Maryland amended the state’s Declaration of Rights with Article 15: 

That the levying of taxes by the poll is grievous and oppressive, and ought to be prohibited; that paupers ought
not to be assessed for the support of the government; that the General Assembly shall, by uniform rules,
provide for the separate assessment, classification and sub-classification of land, improvements on land and
personal property, as it may deem proper; and all taxes thereafter provided to be levied by the State for the
support of the general State Government, and by the Counties and by the City of Baltimore for their respective
purposes, shall be uniform within each class or sub-class of land, improvements on land and personal property
which the respective taxing powers may have directed to be subjected to the tax levy; yet fines, duties or taxes
may properly and justly be imposed, or laid with a political view for the good government and benefit of the
community. 

Although nearly every state has a uniformity clause, no state courts have struck down land value taxes on the
basis of a uniformity since the Maryland State Court of Appeals' ruling in 1898. Maryland's Article 15 was
interpreted by the state's attorney general in a 1994 opinion as being compatible with the separate taxation of land
and improvements to land, saying that: 

In view of the express power of the General Assembly to classify land and improvements on land there is no
uniformity objection to declaring that land and improvements on land which are not otherwise classified are
separate subclassifications. Moreover, within the subclassification of improvements on land, the proportion of
the actual value on which the rate is levied may be reduced, even to zero, without violating the uniformity
clause. 

The 1994 opinion effectively paves the way for split-rate taxation.

City Charter

Baltimore's Charter itself has a uniformity clause, 1 § 6, which states: 

The taxes levied by the City with respect to ownership of the same class of property or property rights, shall be
uniform in rate throughout the entire City. 

The newly formed Charter Committee tasked with reviewing the charter could leverage some of its capacity to
explore whether the wording of the city's uniformity clause is in conflict with the establishment of split-rate taxation.
Should there be an opinion that the city's uniformity clause, not having any classes called out specifically as in the
state version, conflicts with a land value tax, the easiest path to implementation would be to remove the uniformity
clause from the charter. If removed, the state's uniformity clause applies, enabling split-rate taxation.
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