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Emerging and Potential Markets 

Destination Weddings 
The wedding industry in Maryland is a $1.1 billion industry and 85% of Maryland couples get married within 50 miles 
of their home. In 2013, the average wedding in the United States cost $29,858 (excluding honeymoon), and the 
average number of guests at wedding was 138. The percentage of destination weddings in the United States in 2013 
was 24%. Washington D.C/Northern VA/Suburban MD is the 13th-most expensive place to get married in the nation  
at $37,487. 

St. Mary’s County Weddings 
The tourism industry in St. Mary’s County is experiencing growth in the wedding markets, which has become a 
primary leisure driver for overnight stays. St. Mary’s County Tourism and the Tourism and Hospitality Advisory 
Committee (THAC) have worked together over the past two years to develop a Destination Wedding Program to 
draw business from Maryland, D.C., and Northern Virginia. The marketing position is that St. Mary’s County offers a 
more affordable alternative to other locations while offering equally beautiful locations, quality, and breadth of 
services. Venues remain booked well in advance.  

The Travel & Tourism website has a wedding page that provides comprehensive information on venues and 
wedding-related service providers and professionals working in St. Mary’s County. The site garnered 23,338 page 
views in 2015. SMCT-THAC worked with a publisher to produce a wedding booklet, “Magnificent Weddings in St. 
Mary’s County” showcasing local venues and supported by advertising sales. The booklet is available in digital form 
on the website. In FY2015, SMCT distributed 700 copies of the print run of 1,500 and will continue to distribute 
copies over the next year. The booklet is distributed via wedding shows, the venues, and by request. SMCT-THAC 
cooperatively participates in regional wedding shows. SMCT advertises in print and digital publications and keeps a 
social media presence.   

Hotel Data 
While supporting venues and wedding-related businesses is important, the driving force is this market’s ability to 
generate overnight stays at area hotels. Details from the hotels in Lexington Park provide insight that the destination 
wedding market is one of the few markets that stay in hotels in addition to the Navy-related business. While the 
number of B&Bs and unique lodging are limited and the lack of resorts constrain development of destination 
weddings, the county’s numerous brand hotels offer affordable venues for out-of-town guests.  

Wedding Venues 
Venues for wedding ceremonies and receptions vary from small, such as the Capt. Kelly Cheseldine House with a  
50-75 person capacity and grass parking for 25 cars, to large, such as Historic St. Mary’s City which can hold tented 
receptions for up to 1,000 persons. Venue providers are mostly nonprofit historic sites, which use wedding income to 
support programs and operations or small private enterprises, which are limited to the number of events they can 
host each year due to zoning regulations. There is only one facility fully dedicated to banquets and weddings in St. 
Mary’s County (Olde Breton Inn). Leonardtown offers the public park of Leonardtown Wharf at minimal cost, and 
although the town does not close the area to the public during receptions and ceremonies, the Wharf Park is a 
popular venue. In addition, St. Mary’s College is popular for alumni weddings. 

Venues 
Inn at Brome Howard, Historic St. Mary’s City 

Summerseat Farm, Mechanicsville 
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Historic St. Mary’s City , St. Mary’s City 

Tudor Hall, Leonardtown 

Rosedale Manor at Greenwell, Hollywood 

Sotterley Plantation, Hollywood 

Bowles Farms, Mechanicsville 

Capt. Kelly Cheseldine House, Avenue 

Flora Corner Farm, Mechanicsville 
 
Mary’s Hope, St. Inigoes 
 
Ocean Hall , Bushwood 
 
Smith Creek Farm, Ridge 
 
St. Michael’s Manor, Scottland 

Woodlawn Farm, Ridge 

Olde Brenton Inn, Leonardtown 

Leonardtown Wharf 

St. Mary’s College, St. Mary’s City 

 

Conclusion: While established sites do as much business as they can or are willing to handle, small private sites 
in Rural Preservation Districts are limited to 20 commercial events per year. The rural and picturesque settings 
make these sites very marketable. Rezoning could increase business for small establishments. Should 
Leonardtown include a conference center/resort as part of the Tudor Hall Farm development, the town and its 
shops and restaurants could see additional economic benefit. 

 

Small Meetings Market 
In a $124 billion industry, 80 percent of all meetings have 50 participants or fewer — a segment of the business worth 
$10 billion a year. Is the opportunity worth the trouble? The typical day meeting generates approximately $4,000 to 
$6,000 in total revenue for a hotel. If properties small meeting bookings increase by just two meetings per week, the 
revenue impact could be more than half a million dollars a year. And, because most small meetings are regional or 
local in nature, the chances of repeat business are high if the customer is satisfied. 
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Local Situation 
The local meetings market may be divided into two types of users: contracting firms and base-related businesses, 
and local community groups. The former are served by NAS Patuxent River’s River Edge Catering and Conference 
Center which hosts functions for up to 500 guests. Because it is located on the base, it is only available for use by 
DoD civilians, military personnel, and military contractors. Many of the large contracting firms also have their own 
meeting spaces. Community-related gatherings use the atrium and the meeting rooms of the Southern Maryland 
Higher Education Center. The recently opened Holiday Inn Express offers conference space for 130 people with the 
ability to section the room. 

Facilities offering meeting/banquet space  
Facility Maximum 

Seating 
Catering 
Kitchen 

American Legion Post 221 Hall 140 x 

Bay District Vol. Fire Dept. Hall 350 x 

Old Breton Inn 170 x 

Charlotte Hall Library 83  

Christ Church Parish Banquet Hall 250 x 

200Elks Lodge 2092 200 x 

Hollywood Vol. Fire Dept. Hall 720 x 

Leonardtown Library 75  

Lexington Park Library 136  

Mary’s Hope 200 x 

Patuxent River Naval Air Museum   

Riverview at Wicomico Shores Golf Course 175 x 

Rosedale Manor at Greenwell  x 

Southern Maryland Higher Education Center 500 x 

 

Need for a Conference Center  
JLL has facilitated discussions about the viability of a new meeting venue in St. Mary’s County. With the shortage of 
meeting space in any of the current St. Mary’s County hotels, there is interest in evaluating this opportunity. JLL has 
met with a task force to explore the potential of developing additional meeting space. This discovery is still in 
progress. The initial discussion included an interest in increasing the bookings of current venues or those coming 
online in the near future. 

Conclusion: The County’s Mid-Atlantic location and proximity to urban areas as well as its water-centric location 
could make it an attractive venue for small meeting planners. However, existing meeting space is configured to 
meet local short-meeting needs and is lacking in size and flexibility to configure space to convene multiple 
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simultaneous activities and concurrent sessions. Additionally, meeting planners look for a “full experience” to include 
lodging, shopping and activities in the immediate (walkable) vicinity of the venue. The Tudor Hall Farm property in 
Leonardtown includes plans for a resort hotel. Should that include a conference space, the venue could be similar to 
the Cambridge Hyatt Regency with the added advantage of a much closer walkable link to the downtown. Subject to 
the challenges of environmental regulation, St. Mary’s City, with its college and historic site along the St. Mary’s 
River, and Myrtle Point, directly across the Patuxent from Solomons Island, have both been discussed as conference 
resort sites in the past, and perhaps, warrant a second look within the context of the Tourism Master Plan. The 
development of a sustainable small group sales and marketing effort will include a transformation of approach and 
enhanced resources.  
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Primary Areas of Geographic Focus      

SMCT divides the county into six geographic areas, each with its own history and sense of community, which should 
be thought of as unique visitor destinations. These include North County; the Seventh District; Piney Point and St. 
George Island; the Patuxent Corridor-Lexington Park Area; the Leonardtown Area; and South County. The first four 
are briefly described and mapped at the beginning or this report. Below is a more considered discussion of the 
remaining two: South County, an area that once served as a popular center for charter boat fishing but has since 
languished and for which the South County Action Plan will be developed as part the tourism master plan; and 
Leonardtown, which, due to its central location and density of shops and restaurants, serves as the county’s tourism 
hub. All geographic areas and their assets will be addressed in the Master Plan. 

South County 
South County is defined as the area south of Gate 3 of NAS Patuxent River on the Patuxent River side of the county 
and St. Mary’s City on south on the Potomac River side of the county. South County ends with Point Lookout at the 
tip of the county peninsula.  

Situated at the confluence of the Potomac and Patuxent rivers and the Chesapeake Bay, South County was once a 
charter fishing center known throughout the Mid-Atlantic and favored by recreational fishermen in western and central 
Pennsylvania. Scheibles Fishing Center was at the center of activity and ran a daily head boat, operated a 
restaurant, and provided modest accommodations consisting of eight rooms. Other fishermen lodged at the 
Belvedere Hotel about 20 minutes away in Lexington Park.  

Decline of the Charter Boat Industry  
Declines in health of the Bay and Potomac River and subsequent declines in sport fish such as blues and rock, 
contributed to a decline of charter boat activity and jeopardized the marinas and restaurants the industry supported. 
Implementation of Maryland’s Critical Area Law in 1984 as a means to spark Bay recovery restricted and 
discouraged development along the Bay’s shoreline creating a challenging environment for business start-ups that 
sought to fill the void with new enterprises.  

Need for Amenities Cited by Focus Group 
Over the past decade, some new enterprises have taken hold. Others have failed. Today, a seasonal farmer’s 
market, winery, and excursion operator join the old-fashioned country store, the Civil War monuments, Point Lookout 
State Park, and Historic St. Mary’s City Museum and Archaeological Park. However, the business environment 
remains extremely challenging for existing and start-up businesses. A focus group, held in November 2015 as part of 
the planning process with members of South County tourism-related businesses, felt that the lack of places to lunch 
and dine are a major impediment to an area that otherwise offers much for visitors. They identified immediate needs 
to kick-start visitation as “one or two restaurants, a coffee shop, and a small resort hotel.” The group further felt that 
focusing on existing assets would be a good place to start. Recommendations included finding a way to reopen 
Scheible's Restaurant in Ridge and finding a way to allow St. Inigoes Deli to provide sit-down service. The addition of 
a restaurant, authentic lodging, and small local retail offerings would create an initial transformation of the South 
County experience, according to a longtime South County business owner.    

 

Current South County Businesses and Activities 
Businesses Location 
The Home Grown Farm Market Lexington Park 
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Kellams Seafood Ridge 
St. Inigoes Deli St. Inigoes 
38° North, Oyster Farm Scotland 
Buzzy’s General Store  Scotland 
Ridge Market Ridge 

 
Attractions and Activities Location 
The Home Grown Farm Market Lexington Park 
Fish the Bay Charter/ Excursions  Dameron  
Smith Island Cruises (leaving from Point Lookout) Scotland 
Point Lookout State Park Scotland  
Point Lookout Lighthouse   
Point Lookout Civil War Museum  
Sons of the Confederacy Civil War Monument Scotland 
State and Federal Civil War Monuments Scotland 
St. Inigoes State Forest St. Inigoes 
Historic St. Mary’s City St. Mary’s City 
St. Mary’s College of Maryland  St. Mary’s City  
Trails  
   Portion of the Potomac Heritage Trail  
   Portion of the Religious Freedom National Scenic Byway  

 
Lodging Location 
Vacation Rental properties Scotland 
St. Michael’s Manor B&B Scotland 
Woodlawn Farm B&B Ridge 

 
Food Location 
Courtney’s Restaurant Ridge 
Sunset Cove Restaurant Ridge 
St. James Deli  Dameron 
St. Inigoes General Store and Deli St. Inigoes 

 
Marinas Location 
Point Lookout Marina Ridge 
Bluhaven Piers Ridge 
Buzz’s Marina Ridge 
For a list of charter boats see Water Activities section.  
 

Healthier Waters: What does that mean for the Charter Boats Industry? 
According to Captain Phil Langley, an experienced charter boat captain who serves on the Potomac Fisheries 
Commission and the Couth’s Economic Development Council, regulations are having positive affect on the water and 
fish populations. However, he does not see a resurrection of the charter boat industry because of changing 
demographics, expectations of sport fishermen, and the aging of the captains and few younger individuals to take 
their places.  



 

  92 

Emerging Opportunity in South County: Water Excusions 
Water tours and excursions may be a better match for St. Mary’s County. In addition to fishing charters, Langley 
offers lighthouse and sunset cruises, which are an increasing share of his business. Langley also offers Watermen 
Heritage Tours after receiving training as part of a state-supported program designed to provide watermen (and 
charter captains) with an alternate livelihood. Calvert County has two Watermen Heritage Tour operators.  

Emerging Opportunity in South County: Aquaculture 
As discussed in the Farm and Food section of this report, a small aquaculture industry centering on oyster farming is 
taking hold in the county. Similar to working farms that provide visitor programs, oyster-farming operations can 
provide educational and recreational visitor experiences. J.D. Blackwell, an oyster farmer in South County, said 
California’s Hog Island and Tomales Bay Oyster offer visitor experiences that might be replicated here.  

Conclusion: Any redevelopment or new development in South County faces tremendous regulatory challenges 
under the Critical Area Law. Work should continue with South County tourism industry stakeholders, business 
owners and residents to fully understand the economic and regulatory environment and the complexities these two 
spheres present to development of tourism in South County.  

To develop a successful action plan for South County it will be important to: 

 Understand the current health and future plans of existing businesses and find ways to support and 
encourage small tourism-related businesses 

 Identify and address areas where interests conflict, for example, between oyster harvesting and recreational 
water activities. 

 Integrate emerging industries such as oyster farming into the county economic development strategy.  
 

In addition, supporting the core South County attractions of Historic St. Mary’s City and Point Lookout is critical. As 
state operations, both assets are less integrated into the local industry than private-sector partners. All parties 
need to work together to build collaborative, mutually beneficial partnerships. Capital projects at each facility have 
the potential to significantly affect tourism in St. Mary’s County, but only if done so within a partnership. 
 
South County presents tremendous opportunities in outdoor and water-based recreation. Chancellor’s Point Nature 
Center & Recreational Site at Historic St. Mary’s City, St. Inigoes Public Forest at St. Inigoes, public launch sites in 
South County, and the Shannon Farms property below NAS Patuxent River’s Gate 3 represent a wealth of state 
and county recreational assets, and will require state-county cooperative efforts to realize their visitor potential. 
 
Likewise, South County also has tremendous Civil War assets under the stewardship of a variety of entities and 
represents great visitor potential.  
 
St. Mary’s College has a significant stake in a vibrant South County. The tourism master plan presents the best 
opportunity to add the amenities students and visitors seek. The college’s engagement and support of the South 
County Action Plan should be encouraged.  
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Leonardtown 
Leonardtown is the only incorporated municipality in St. Mary’s County and has an elected mayor and town council. 
With its central location and concentration of amenities, Leonardtown's growth as the county's visitor hub is vital to 
the success of tourism in St. Mary’s County. 

The town has a strong business association, the Leonardtown Business Association (LBA), with more than 100 
members. LBA has a cordial and close working relationship with the town administration, and concentrates mostly on 
business-to-business support. The LBA Marketing Committee works in conjunction with town officials and SMCT on 
marketing efforts to attract visitors.  

The town employs an events manager and works with the LBA on production of a steady program of annual events 
to include First Fridays and a summer concert series. Leonardtown was designated a state Arts & Entertainment 
District in 2013. It has strong ties to the county arts council and local artists and is committed to growing as an arts 
destination. The Leonardtown master-planning focus group felt that arts development should be a priority and to 
include investment in related infrastructure, such a performing arts center.    

The town has two locations of businesses concentration: downtown, which includes the historic core with town 
square, town offices, the courthouse, and Wharf Park; and north Leonardtown, which includes antique shops, a 
winery, a small park with paddle launch, and strip shopping along the town’s northern edge. The two areas are 
connected by Route 5, a busy through-county corridor. The county’s government center, the library, the hospital, and 
a community college campus lie east of the core on the other side of Route 5. 
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The town has a population of 2,500. Two major subdivisions are under construction and when completed, will add 
approximately 200 residents. The town has annexed additional parcels along Route 245 east of downtown for 
additional residential development. 

 

 

 

Local Businesses and Visitor-Related Offerings 
SHOPS  
Big Larry’s Comic Book Café Combo food and gaming  

Craft Guild Shop Local crafts 

Crazy for Ewe Yarn shop 
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Fenwick Street Used Books  Used books and music 

Fuzzy Farmers Market and Treadles Studio Textile arts 

Heritage Chocolates Chocolates made on premises 

Leonardtown Vintage Market Antiques 

Lola Belle Co. Home furnishings 

Sidetrack Hobbies Hobby store 

White Rabbit Children’s Books Children’s book store 

David's Flowers & Gifts Flowers and antiques 

Good Earth Natural Foods Company Natural food grocery 

Heavenly Presents Religious items 

Quality Street Kitchen & Catering Kitchen items and cooking classes 

Sharon's Dragonfly Designs Jewelry 

Black Market Interiors Furniture 

Caught My Eye Clothing and accessories 

Patuxent Adventure Center  Paddling supplies and rentals 

Frame A Lot & Home Décor  Framing & home décor  

 

GALLERIES  
North End Gallery Regional artists 

Leonardtown Arts Center Artist studios and retail  

Opal Fine Art Gallery & Gifts Art 

Coastal Arts Market Outdoor seasonal craft market 

Yellow Door Art Studios Art studio for youth 

Maryland Antique Center Antiques mall 

St. Mary’s County Wine & Design Art activity franchise 

 

PLACES OF INTEREST  
Port of Leonardtown Winery Winery 

Tudor Hall Historical Society/historic house 

Old Jail Museum Museum 
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Downtown 
Downtown Leonardtown is the home to 15 restaurants, 10 retail outlets, 2 historic sites/museums, and a hotel. Shops 
and restaurants are situated around the town square. Two buildings recently sold and the developers envision a mix 
of ground floor retail and apartments or condos on the upper floors. This is a change for the town and bodes well for 
a lively downtown. As developers recognize new opportunities in Leonardtown, the town will require vigilance to 
maintain its character. The town worked with a fast food franchise now being constructed at the edge of the 
downtown, to achieve a blend of architectural elements that works with the character of downtown. Planners believe 
this popular business will direct needed traffic into town. The risk with franchise operations from a tourism standpoint 
is that they can make a locale less attractive as a visitor destination and can squeeze opportunities from locally 
owned businesses, which do attract visitors. Those who participated in the Leonardtown focus group viewed 
maintaining character as essential to the town’s development strategy.  

Downtown Lodging   
The Executive Inn and Suites is a 41-room property with 1,300 square feet of meeting space that is strategically 
located in the heart of downtown Leonardtown. Currently, it fills with wedding and family reunion guests on 
weekends, but struggles during the week. The importance of a high-quality hotel in Leonardtown cannot be 
understated. The next closest hotel to downtown Leonardtown is seven miles away. The hotel is key to further 
development of the town as a visitor destination; however, the future status of this property is in question.  

The Wharf Park 
Once a busy steamboat landing and the commercial heart of the town, Leonardtown’s wharf along Breton Bay was 
left to decline for several decades. Revitalization of the waterfront area is a work in progress. An earlier plan that 
included retail, a boardwalk, and piers was not fully realized. Some elements of the plan, such as the promenade 
park, were completed and others, such as a restaurant, remain on the books. Today, Wharf Park is a passive park. It 
attracts dog walkers, couples and sunrise yoga enthusiasts. It is becoming a site for weddings and tented receptions. 
A floating canoe and kayak launch provides access to the water. There are boat tie-ups along the bulkhead but these 
are not favored by boat owners. There are public bathrooms, and a concession stand and a paddle outfitter, both of 
which are open April through October. 

In June 2013, an RFP was sent out for a restaurant at the Leonardtown Wharf. Currently there are no viable 
candidates as operators. Attracting the right restaurant with a facility that can accommodate wedding receptions and 
groups, provide midscale dining, and accommodate an after-hours music/bar scene would immediately boost 
visitation and serve as the catalyst for additional shopping and dining ventures.  

A pier for boat tie-ups and a playground are soon to be added to the Park. 
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North Leonardtown and The Port of Leonardtown Park 
In addition to downtown and the waterfront, North Leonardtown will figure largely in the town’s continued 
development as a visitor destination. A cluster of antique and craft shops and a small public park and winery. A 
wooded tidal creek divides the shops from the park. The town continues to invest in the location, to include 
establishing a new kayak launch site, additional storage for the winery, space for a kayak outfitter and public 
restrooms. Today, the County counts the winery as an important visitor draw. The McIntosh Run that meanders 
through 53 acres of woodland and wetland draws an increasing number of paddlers. There are plans to construct a 
bridge across the creek to link the park to the Tudor Hall Farm property, which eventually will have more than two 
miles of waterfront trails leading to the downtown. 

Historic Assets 
For it size and rich history — the town became the center for local government in the late 17th century — limited 
historic fabric survives. Its two historic sites merit special consideration and support as important components of the 
visitor experience. Tudor Hall and the Old Jail Museum are profiled in the Museums and Historic Sites section of this 
report. A new asset, a Firemen’s Museum will be a welcome addition to the historic mix. The museum effort is 
spearheaded by the Leonardtown Volunteer Fire Department (LVFD) and will be located off the town square in the 
LVFD’s old carnival lot.  

Town Planning and Future Development 
The Town is in the sixth year of a comprehensive plan adopted in 2010. Many of its elements have direct relevance 
to the tourism master plan, most notably the waterfront areas and downtown. The plan’s vision calls for:  

 

. 

 A vital and thriving downtown  
 A sustained appreciation and commitment to protection of the town’s historic resources 
 Broader public access to waterfront resources and a growing sense of identity as a “waterfront” community 
 Provision of a wide range of services, activities, and events that support and enrich the quality of life for 

Leonardtown and County residents  
 Management of anticipated growth to shape its form, scale, and qualities to protect and preserve “small town” 

character. 
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Tudor Hall Farm Property                                                                                              
The town shares a 400-acre parcel of undeveloped property along Breton Bay with an outside developer. 
Leonardtown owns 240 of the 400 acres. A plan to develop the property exists, but is yet to be implemented, largely 
due to the vicissitudes of the economy. The plan calls for a mix of single-family and townhomes and some retail with 
graceful links to the existing town and access routes from other neighborhoods. As part of the project, the town 
envisions a major visitor amenity, such as a performing arts center or a resort hotel with conference center 
overlooking Breton Bay. Development of Tudor Farm would be a game changer for both the town and the County.  

Conclusion: Leonardtown’s growth and development is critical to the future of tourism in St. Mary’s County. As 
such, it merits special attention and support. St. Mary’s County Department of Economic Development should work 
with the town in close collaboration on strategies to assist the town’s development efforts and provide advice and 

direction. Tudor Hall Farm, and the town’s intention to build a facility such as a conference center/resort hotel or a 
performing arts center has been “on the books” for a decade. This development merits top priority for both town and 
County and will be thus positioned in the tourism master plan. A preliminary feasibility or market demand study may 
stimulate interest in the resort and conference center.    

Supporting the town’s historic sites and museums is key to visitor growth. The Old Jail Museum could be a far greater 
attraction if means could be found to enhance its offerings and extend it hours of operation. The Firemen’s Museum 
should also be supported.  

Construction of a restaurant at the Wharf Park will also attract more visitors and serve to attract more dining and 
retail to the town. However, critical to the success of this effort is determining the right sort of enterprise and putting 
together a selection package and recruitment strategy. 

The Wharf Park also presents an opportunity to increase visitors to the town and lends itself to outdoor concerts and 
water-based events, such as regattas. With construction of the planned pier, the town will open to more water 
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activities, tour excursions around Newtown Neck State Park and St. Clement’s Island and perhaps Virginia’s 
Northern Neck.  

The opening of Newtowne Neck State Park presents a great opportunity as an enhancement to the town’s water 
activities. Positioning itself as the “gateway” to the park will increase traffic to dining and retail establishments and 
create an attractive mix of offerings to entice weekend getaway visitors. 
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Location, Access and Transportation  

Getting to St. Mary’s County 

Road Access 
Located in the center of the Mid-Atlantic Region, St. Mary’s County is close to major urban centers and is just 55 
miles south of Washington, D.C., and 80 miles south of Baltimore. Yet, as the southern-most county on the Southern 
Maryland peninsula, and with no through routes, the location has proven somewhat of an impediment to visitation. 
Travel by private vehicle to St. Mary’s County remains the only viable type of transportation. Bus service to and from 
D.C. caters to commuters, and therefore is limited. The distance precludes regular airport shuttle service from Dulles, 
Reagan-National, or Baltimore airports. 

Water Access 
Throughout much of its history, main access was via the water, and over the years, there have been calls for 
development of ferry service connecting the county to the Maryland’s Eastern Shore or to Virginia’s Northern Neck. 
Such ambitious regional transportation efforts have never gotten off the ground. There is talk of an Eastern Shore 
ferry connection with Calvert County. 

Air Access 
Upgrades to the county’s airport are underway. Upgrades will enable larger planes to land and increase air service to 
the county. The expansion will be a boon to the high-tech businesses and incubator that will be constructed adjacent 
to the airport. The expansion will also allow more fly-in leisure travel, although transporting travelers from the airport 
to other points remains to be addressed. The terminal does have counters for rental car agencies. 

Getting Around in St. Mary’s County 
St. Mary’s County is comprised of 375 square miles and remains largely rural with areas of concentrated growth in 
Leonardtown and Lexington Park. Many of its cultural assets are along its 500 miles of shoreline. A loop formed by 
Maryland routes 5 and 235 makes it easy to drive through the county and access Leonardtown and Lexington Park. 
However, moving from one site or attraction to another entails getting off and on the main routes with extensive travel 
between sites. This eats up time for the leisure visitor and makes the area less attractive to group motor coach travel. 
The public bus system, St. Mary’s Transit System (STS), is a rural, community-based transit program that is not a 
suitable option of the leisure travel visitor. 

Private transportation providers are listed below and provide various levels of service as described. None serves the 
leisure visitor. Car rentals are one option, and there are several national companies operating in the county due to 
the large amount of business travel.  

Cab Companies 
Chesapeake Cab: Only cab company in St. Mary's County, with 5-6 cabs that serve Southern Maryland (Charles, St. 
Mary's, Calvert). 

Airport Shuttle 
Martin's Airport Shuttle: Standard sedan shuttle service with fleet of several vehicles based in St. Mary's County 
serving the Richmond-Washington, DC-Baltimore metropolitan area. Focuses on airport, corporate, and government 
transportation. 
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Other Transportation (Limo/Party Bus/Etc.) 
Chesapeake Charter Transportation: Local transportation provider with one bus focusing primarily on wedding 
transportation.  

Classy Chassis Limousine Service: Local transportation provider with small fleet of classic cars, which focuses on 
weddings, proms, and other social event transportation. 

Dyson Mini Coach: Local transportation provider featuring a 28-passenger bus, and access to several 15 passenger 
vans, which focuses on weddings, parties, and other social events. Serves Southern Maryland counties, Virginia, 
Pennsylvania, Washington, D.C., West Virginia, and New Jersey. 

Gold Star Limousine Service: Local transportation service primarily composed of limousines, classic cars, and small 
buses. Focuses on weddings, VIP airport transportation, and other social event transportation.  

Compass Limousine: Local transportation service composed of a small fleet of about three limousines of varying 
types. Focuses on weddings, social events, and airport transportation. Serves Southern Maryland and Washington, 
D.C.-metro area. 

Rental Car Companies 
Alamo Rent-A-Car 
Avis 
Budget Rent-A-Car 
Enterprise Rent-A-Car 
Hertz 
National Car Rental 
Next Car Rentals 
St. Mary's Rent-A-Car 

Regional Airport  
The St. Mary’s County Regional Airport is located four miles northeast of Leonardtown.  Access to the Airport is via 
Route 235 and St. Mary’s County Airport Drive. St. Mary’s County Regional Airport is 53 miles southeast of 
Washington, D.C. and 70 and 85 miles south of Annapolis and Baltimore, respectively. The airport’s current airport 
reference point is 38º 18' 55.28" North latitude and 76º 33' 0.42" West longitude. The airport elevation is 143 feet 
above mean sea level. 

The regional airport serves corporate jet and multi-engine aircraft as well as single-propeller aircraft. The regional 
airport does not currently have commercial service. 

Future Transportation Opportunities 
Uber has just added St. Mary’s County to its mobile app and ride sharing service. Uber 
brings visitors flexible, on-demand transportation service at a reasonable price. The 
number of participating Uber drivers has grown since the activation, according to a local 
restaurant owner. A next step in the Tourism and Hospitality Master Plan will be to 
investigate the potential and potentially create a relationship with Uber in Southern 
Maryland. 

Road Improvements with Direct Visitor Impact: Point Lookout Road                                        
Road improvement projects in early phases along Route 5 in Leonardtown and the California area, will ease general 
traffic congestion in these problem areas. However, in terms of impact on the leisure travel visitor, the recently 
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announced widening of Route 5 south of Scotland Beach Road to the causeway area in Point Lookout State Park, 
one of the state’s most popular recreational venues, should be highly beneficial. The Maryland Department of 
Transportation’s State Highway Administration will hold public workshops during summer 2016 to discuss the project 
design with detailed design work in 2017. Construction will start in fall 2018 with the road open to traffic by fall 2021. 
Widening the road will ease congestion at the park entrance and potentially allow smoother flow for drivers and 
cyclists. 

Conclusion: Creating connectivity between tourism activities in St. Mary’s County is a high priority, but actions to 
address it are elusive. Without transportation improvements, success might depend on smaller strategies such as:  

 Building an overall experience with multiple connections that link sites and amenities, making driving 
between anchor experiences more compelling;  

 Focusing on South County road improvements, which, if done correctly, will have direct visitor impact for 
drivers and cyclists visiting Point Lookout. Ensuring a bike lane would be a major step in developing a 
regional piece of the Potomac Heritage Trail; 

 Embracing and support Uber; and 
 Ensuring visitor needs are taken into account during the airport expansion. 
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Regulatory Environment  

The October 2015 report of the Maryland Regulatory Reform Commission (MRFC) instituted by Governor Larry 
Hogan, found that the main impediment to business in Maryland was the onerous and unpredictable regulatory 
environment. The commission found that Maryland’s current agency and regulatory structure is a far bigger 
impediment than any single regulation. The Commission plans to extensively examine regulations and report on its 
findings in 2016. During the tourism master plan process, findings from focus groups, discussions with stakeholders, 
and input from the MPC have mirrored the findings of the commission. 

Critical Area Law 

 

St. Mary’s County has the greatest amount of shoreline in the State but a low level of visitor activity. Cleary, the 
overarching challenge in developing a Tourism & Hospitality Master Plan for St. Mary’s County is the regulatory 
environment as it relates to the Bay. The Chesapeake Bay Critical Area Law has had a significant and dramatic 
negative impact on tourism in St. Mary’s County, especially in South County.  

  

The Maryland General Assembly passed the Chesapeake Bay Critical Area Law on June 1, 1984, to establish a 
Resource Protection Program for the bay and its tributaries and foster more environmentally sensitive development in 
areas near the shoreline. The law was in response to national studies documenting the decline in water quality and 
productivity of the Bay and research linking this to the increased levels of pollutants, nutrients, and toxins in the Bay. 
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Map of St Mary’s County Critical Areas 
The map shows the County’s Critical Areas (orange diagonal lines) with additional sensitive and restrictive land use 
areas. As the map indicates, nearly all of the County’s waterfront is designated as a critical area. 
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Call to “Think Outside the Box” 
Focus group findings and findings from industry stakeholder interviews show a local tourism industry that 
understands and embraces Bay conservation as necessary to their livelihoods and is accepting of regulations, but 
feels current regulations are subject to a wide latitude of interpretation by local officials resulting in contradictory 
rulings, high costs, endless delays, and creation of an atmosphere of uncertainty and frustration that affects 
businesses and those seeking to start businesses. The interpretation of this law by the County and State of Maryland 
moving forward, and a new willingness to “think outside the box” to meet compliance standards will be a critical factor 
in creating a master plan with any substantial economic impact. Suggestions include: 

 Embrace Nutrient Pollution Trading, as per the MRFC’s recommendation, as a potential win/win/win 
scenario for farmers, developers, and the Chesapeake Bay wherein developers calculate the nutrient 
impacts to the Bay from the proposed development, and then pay farmers to reduce their nutrient runoff by 
that amount or more. This approach might be useful in South County, perhaps clearing a path for 
construction of a waterside resort.  

 Automatically default to the least expensive system if there is a better and less expensive septic system 
than those permitted by local Health Department that achieves acceptable equivalent results. 

 Allow businesses to implement gray water management systems and self-composting toilets — the fact that 
DNR can do so in the Critical Areas but businesses cannot, is cited as unfair by local businesses.  

 Consider what zoning adjustments might be made when new or innovative uses are proposed instead of 
defaulting to the “next closest regulation” — a practice that stifles forward-looking solutions (an example is 
campground operations in the Critical Area). In conjunction with this, research new technologies and 
approaches that are in development that would accomplish the environmental goals and create a more 
palatable path for current and future business owners.  

Meetings with County Regulatory Agencies 
Several informational/exploratory meetings have been held with various master plan partners and the County’s 
Department of Land Use and Growth Management, the Health Department and the Metropolitan Commission 
including a meeting of the three agencies with MPC members on February 5, 2016. Meeting takeaways include: 

 Soils Determine Development: Most soils in South County are moderately severe to severe, precluding 
development. 

 The area in Ridge where Routes 5 and 235 intersect shows slight to slight-to-moderate soil quality that 
could possibly accommodate septic systems. 

 The St. Inigoes area is in the severe range. There are already residential septic systems there, so limited 
development might be possible. 

 St. Mary’s College is on a Metcom force main sewer line to a pump station. It may be possible to have a 
similar system at St. Inigoes to tie into that line. 

 Pocket treatment plants might be an option, but still require adequate soils for discharge. Because these are 
shared systems, these would be public plans under Metcom authority. 

 The HOOT system now being used in Charlotte Hall, which allows added capacity, is an innovative system 
that might be explored. A case study of the Charlotte Hall system by Ronald Suchecki noted that the project 
“is a good example of private/public partnership success, with the system, being initially managed by the 
utility from start-up and to bring the new system into compliance. The system has been effectively run by the 
utility for two years, and is now in the final stages of transfer of ownership from the property owner to the 
county run/owned utility company.” 

 Package treatment plants suitable for remote towns, small residential communities, and hotels and that use 
technologies such as low-pressure spray or drip irrigation might also be options. 
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Critical Area Law’s Effect on Businesses 
The purchaser of an existing business may keep the same footprint and waste disposal capacity but any changes 
require conformance to current regulations, which will likely require wastewater treatment upgrades at additional 
expense. Without the potential for expanded capacity, investing in properties becomes less appealing. Today, in 
South County, there are few work opportunities for lifelong residents or business opportunities for entrepreneurs. 
Anyone considering new construction faces uncertainty in regulatory application and opportunities for future growth 
and prohibitive expense. At the same time, innovative ways to address the waste disposal and meet the law’s 
requirements have received little consideration at the County or the State level.  

Best Bet Areas for Business Start-up in South County  
Most soils in South County are moderately severe to severe, precluding development. The area in Ridge where 
Routes 5 and 235 intersect show slight to slight-to-moderate soil quality that could possibly accommodate septic 
systems. The St. Inigoes area is in the severe range. There are already residential septic systems there, so limited 
development might be possible. 

  

Amenities Seen as Kick starters to Tourism in South County 
The South County Focus Group outlined actions for kick starting tourism in South County. They felt there is already 
much in place for visitors to do, citing Point Lookout State Park, Historic St. Mary’s City and a myriad of outdoor 
recreational activities. What is needed, they felt, are additional amenities to complete the mix necessary to attract 
visitors. They want to see two more places to eat, a coffee shop, and a small resort hotel. If possible, they want to 
see existing infrastructure reused and revitalized (Scheibles) and existing businesses given assistance in meeting 
regulatory requirements (St. Inigoes Deli). St. Mary’s City, St. Ingioes, and Ridge present ideal locations for clusters 
of modest amenities in South County. Both are identified in the St. Mary’s County Comprehensive Plan as proposed 
Village Centers, intended to serve as the focus for rural community facilities, services, and activities. These are 
receiving areas for transferred development rights.  
 

 

St. George Island’s Solution to Similar Challenges 
St. George Island is similar to South County in many respects. Both are water-based communities in low-lying 
areas with poor soils. The solution the County devised for the Island was to extend municipal sewer lines to the 
island to serve residents and businesses. While there is little likelihood this solution would be applied to South 
County, it bears some reflection. From a tourism perspective, results have been mixed. New vacation homes built 
by the wealthy have replaced the modest vernacular dwellings of a traditional waterman community, thus diluting 
the area’s rich heritage. Tensions between residents and existing visitor assets such as Camp MD and Piney 
Point Lighthouse Museum can be high as each deal with the challenges of side-by-side existence. A small resort 
hotel has yet to find stable footing, but the adjacent restaurant is a popular draw and finds loyal patrons among 
the island’s new residents. Balancing the desires of residents and level of offerings needed to attract visitors is 
challenging. Residents contribute to a healthy tax base. Visitor offerings contribute to a diversified economic base. 
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Other Regulatory and Land Use Factors 
In addition to Critical Area Law regulation, a range of other regulatory and land use factors affect various segments of 
the tourism and hospitality industry. These will require review and will need to be addressed during the master 
planning process. These include:  

 Limited number of events allowed by small businesses within the Rural Preservation District. 
 Burden of onsite septic and well requirements on small food service facilities. 
 Occupancy thresholds for Bed and Breakfasts which differ between Fire Marshall and Health Department. 
 Changes in regulations so restaurants may deal more directly with farms. 
 Implementation of Small Area Plans as a development concept. 
 Open container policies that are burdensome to outdoor event producers. 
 Prohibition on wine tastings in liquor stores. 
 Alcohol regulations governing purchase and consumption in hotels. 

 

Conclusion: Reviewing and eliminating ambiguity in decision making and communication by local regulatory and 
economic development entities is essential to adopting a “yes we can” — rather than a “no you can’t” — ethos and 
creating a collaborative, streamlined licensing process for startups in the Critical Area. The Commissioners of St. 
Mary’s County recently funded a consultant to review licensing procedures and to recommend streamlining 
techniques. The challenges of bringing a new business to a rural environment require an approach that is 
consultative in nature, not regulatory focused. Compliance is mandatory, but the process of supporting new 
investment must be focused on new investors.   

Critical Area regulation is easily the most challenging aspect of developing a viable Tourism & Hospitality Industry 
Master Plan. Phil Shire, the director of The St. Mary’s County Department of Land Use and Growth Management 
has observed that the Critical Area Law has created a new starting point for South County because the area 
represents an opportunity to create and implement a Smart Development Vision. Creating that vision and 
developing strategies to achieve it will require the collective commitment of local regulatory and economic 
development entities, the leadership of elected officials, and the consensus of the broader community of South 
County. Working at this level moves the plan beyond the scope of most tourism master plans. Substantive change, 
however, needs to take place at the state level and perhaps reforms born from recommendations by the Maryland 
Regulatory Reform Commission will prove helpful in this regard.   

St. Mary’s City: A Tourism Anchor that Cannot Serve Visitors 
St. Mary’s City anchors the Potomac side of the South County area. This rural landscape supports a state college 
of 2,500 students and a state historic site with an annual visitation of approximately 34,000, but has extremely 
limited amenities to serve visitors. Food service is limited to St. Inigoes Deli, which cannot offer sit-down service 
either indoors or out, due to capacity restrictions driven by waste disposal regulations. Visitors to the college and 
the historic site must drive 12 miles to Lexington Park or 14 miles to Leonardtown for a bite to eat. Lack of 
amenities makes visiting the historic site a challenge for visitors and negatively impacts visitor numbers. Low 
visitation means less revenue, which affects hours of operation and staff levels, making the site less attractive to 
visitors.  
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Strengths

•Water
•Seafood
•Historic Sites/relevant history 
•Naval Base
•Rural feel and charm
•Nature and environment
•Breadth of outdoor activites 
•Proximity to metro area
•Agri-tourism
•Leonardtown 
•Wedding destination 

Weaknesses

•Located on a penninsula
•Lack of nightlife
•Underdeveloped water access points
•Transportation support 
•Continuity/connectivity between assets
•No concentration of amenities 
•Lack of overall amenities — restaurants
•Lack of connectivity to South County
•Appeal of current attractions
•Tourism funding and infrastructure 
•Inflexible perceived attitude in local and 
state regulatory oversight  

•Quality of venues 
•Mix of hotel types 

Opportunities

•Waterfront/enhanced access
•Leonardtown development
•Events development — signature event 
•Small meetings — conference space
•Experiential site development 
•Collaboration between sites
•Destination weddings
•Sports market
•Agri-tourism development 
•Outdoor activity prioritization and focus
•St. Mary's College 
•New Naval base museum 

Threats

•Limiting regulatory environment 
•GSA downward spiral 
•Inabilty to develop waterfront and 
improve access

•Local businesses closing 
•Government support for tourism 
remaining flat or decreasing 

•Lack coordinated managed growth or 
planned development between County 
departments and community groups

•Critical Area legislation 

SWOT Analysis  

The SWOT analysis depicts current perceptions and includes input from the Tourism Master Planning Committee 
and the stakeholder survey. In conjunction with the findings in the Asset Review section, the SWOT provides a tool to 
assist in shaping the master plan and in directing investments to more fully realize the tourism experience in St. 
Mary's County. The attributes noted in the SWOT analysis have been reviewed in the situational analysis. 

 

 

  


