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Buying on the Chesapeake:
3 Critical Area Rules Every Buyer Must Know
From the Desk of Hugh M. Smith, Broker and Co-Owner

The dream of owning a piece of  Maryland’s Eastern Shore is magnetic.  Whether it  is  a
historic estate in St. Michaels, a quiet retreat nestled along the Chester River, or a sweeping
waterfront view in Cambridge, our tidal waterways offer an unparalleled lifestyle. However,
buying  waterfront  property  here  requires  more  than  just  finding  a  beautiful  view—it
requires  navigating  complex  environmental  regulations  designed  to  protect  the  very
ecosystem we love. 

At Coldwell Banker Chesapeake, our agents are trained to be more than just dream makers; we
are  strategic  problem  solvers.  We  know  our  markets,  we  know  our  inventory,  and  most
importantly, we know the strict statutes that dictate what you can and cannot do on waterfront
land. Foremost among these is the Maryland Chesapeake Bay Critical Area Protection Act. 

If  you are looking at real estate near the Bay or its tidal tributaries,  here are the three non-
negotiable Critical Area rules you must understand before you write an offer. 

1. THE 1,000-FOOT BOUNDARY AND THE 100-TO-200-FOOT BUFFER

The  "Critical  Area"  isn’t  just  a  vague  term—it  is  a  strictly  mapped  legal  zone.  By  law,  it
encompasses all land within 1,000 feet of the mean high tide line or the landward boundary of
tidal wetlands. If a property falls within this zone, it is subject to special jurisdiction. 

Within that 1,000-foot zone lies the most restrictive area: the Buffer. For older legacy properties,
this  is  typically  the first  100 feet  from the water,  though for  newer subdivisions and certain
grander developments, it has been expanded to 200 feet. 

The  Rule: Inside  this  buffer,  natural  vegetation  must  be  preserved  or  managed,  and  new
"disturbance"—meaning cutting down trees, clearing brush, or building structures—is severely
restricted. If you purchase a home with plans to build a pool, a guest house, or even an expansive
deck  right  next  to  the  water,  you  must  realize  that  unless  the  project  meets  highly  specific
variance criteria or replaces an existing footprint, the answer from the county planning office
will likely be an absolute no. 
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Expert Advisor Tip:

Never rely on a seller’s verbal assurance that "you can easily add a dock or a pool here." Our
advisors know how to pull the exact county Critical Area maps during your due diligence period
to verify where the buffer lines sit relative to the home's footprint.

2. LOT COVERAGE AND IMPERVIOUS SURFACE CAPS

When you own a rural or waterfront property, you might assume you have the right to pave a
longer driveway, build a multi-car garage, or put in a massive concrete patio. In the Critical Area,
however, your property is subject to strict lot coverage limits. 

The state limits "lot coverage" (which includes rooftops, driveways, walkways, concrete, and any
material  that  prevents  rainwater  from  soaking  directly  into  the  ground).  In  many  highly
protected  residential  or  agricultural  zones  within  the  Critical  Area,  lot  coverage  is  tightly
restricted, often capped at just 15% of the total lot size. 

If a property is already at or near its maximum allowable lot coverage, you cannot add any more
footprint  without  engineering  expensive  mitigation  solutions,  utilizing  pervious  pavers,  or
obtaining a rare variance. 

3. THE TIERED OVERLAY CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM

Every waterfront parcel falls into one of three specific land classifications, and knowing which
one applies to your prospective home changes everything: 

Intensely Developed Areas (IDA): These are areas like downtown Cambridge or parts of
Easton where commercial or dense residential development already exists. Restrictions are
more flexible here, focusing on water quality engineering rather than footprint limits.

Limited Development Areas (LDA): These are suburban-style or moderately developed
residential communities. They have strict rules regarding clearing trees and keeping lot
coverage to certain percentage thresholds.

Resource Conservation Areas (RCA): These are the agricultural fields, wetlands, and heavily
forested areas (common in rural Talbot, Kent, and Dorchester counties). RCA zones are the
most tightly restricted, prioritizing habitat protection. Residential density is sharply
controlled, often limited to just one primary dwelling unit per 20 acres.

• 

• 

• 
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WHY PARTNERING WITH A LOCAL SPECIALIST MATTERS

Buying  a  waterfront  home  on  the  Delmarva  Peninsula  is  an  incredible  investment  in  your
lifestyle  and  wealth,  but  it  requires  a  real  estate  partner  who  understands  the  underlying
infrastructure  and  land-use  laws.  From  evaluating  private  well  and  septic  capacity  (like
advanced Best Available Technology (BAT) septic systems required near the water) to managing
shoreline erosion and bulkhead permits, the details matter. 

We embrace the changing regulations and dynamic market landscapes of Maryland, Delaware,
and Pennsylvania so you can purchase with complete confidence. We don’t just find you a house;
we shield you from legal, financial, and environmental surprises. 

READY TO EXPLORE THE EASTERN SHORE SAFELY?

Connect  with  a  Coldwell  Banker  Chesapeake  Trusted  Sales  Advisor  in  our  historic  Easton  or
Chestertown  offices  today.  Let  us  put  our  local  knowledge,  inventory  mastery,  and  regulatory
expertise to work for you.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Hugh M. Smith has been a licensed Maryland Real Estate Broker since 1983. In addition to over four
decades of local brokerage leadership, he served as the Public Communications Officer for the 
Chesapeake Bay Critical Area Commission from 1989–1993 during its early, formative years and the
local adoption of the Chesapeake Bay Critical Area statutes. His deep background provides our
advisors and clients with unparalleled land-use insight across the Delmarva Peninsula.
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