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1  |  INTRODUC TION

“All models are wrong, but some are useful” (Box, 1976). This aphorism is frequently referenced by modelers, but usually in private. The idea 
that all models are wrong particularly applies to land change models (Pontius et al., 2008) and belies the challenge of accurately predicting 
future landscape conditions based primarily on satellite images of the past. Land change modelers have increasingly focused attention on im-
proving the accuracy of their models (Pontius et al., 2018), but they have paid less attention to making models more useful for which accuracy 
is but one aspect and not necessarily the most important one (Brown et al., 2013; Sohl & Claggett, 2013). The Chesapeake Bay Land Change 
Model (CBLCM) was developed with usefulness as the primary objective and therefore simulates changes in urban land use (e.g. residential 
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Abstract
The Chesapeake Bay Land Change Model (CBLCM) is an open- source pseudo- cellular 
automata land change model tailored for loose coupling with watershed models. The 
CBLCM simulates infill development, residential and commercial development, natural 
land and agricultural land conversion, and growth served by sewer or septic wastewa-
ter treatment. The CBLCM is unique among land change models by simulating multiple 
types of development and explicitly accounting for infill development and the spatial 
patterns of development densities. The CBLCM was used to simulate five future land 
use scenarios, holding population constant, for all counties within and adjacent to the 
Chesapeake Bay watershed from 2013 to 2055. Results are presented here for the 
state of Maryland over the period 2013– 2025 to illustrate model functionality and 
validation. The growth management (GM) scenario achieved the least development 
and potential impacts to natural and agricultural lands while accommodating the same 
amount of population growth as the other four scenarios. Scenarios focusing exclu-
sively on natural or agricultural land protection shifted development to unprotected 
areas resulting in unforeseen water quality consequences. Simultaneously achieving 
more compact development while protecting the most valued natural and agricultural 
lands requires a combination of GM and land conservation policies and actions.
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and commercial development) in addition to urban land cover (e.g. impervious surfaces). This is the most fundamental and much overlooked 
difference between it and other regional- scale land change models. It is a critical difference because the nutrient inputs from herbaceous 
vegetation can vary by orders of magnitude depending on whether the land is cropland, pasture, turf grass, or forest clearings undergoing 
natural succession.

The Chesapeake Bay watershed encompasses 156,000 square kilometers (km2) and has the highest land area to water volume ratio of any 
coastal estuary in the world (Van der Leeden, 1975). This attribute makes the Chesapeake Bay (the Bay) watershed particularly vulnerable 
to pollution originating from land surface activities because pollutant concentrations in runoff are not as diluted compared to other coastal 
estuaries. In 1998, the US Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) listed the Bay and 90% of its tidal tributaries as impaired due to ex-
cessive nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment pollution, most of which results from historic and ongoing land use and management practices 
(USEPA, 2010). In 2003, scientists estimated that if recent trends continue, “the area of developed land in the watershed will increase by more 
than 60% by 2030” (Boesch & Greer, 2003). In 2007, the USEPA's Inspector General found that “new development is increasing nutrient and 
sediment loads at rates faster than restoration efforts are reducing them” (USEPA, 2007). In 2009, the USEPA established total maximum daily 
load (TMDL) regulatory limits on the quantity of pollutants and sediment entering the Bay to meet water quality standards (USEPA, 2010). 
According to the TMDL, federal, state, and local government agencies are required to reduce nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment pollution 
entering the Bay by 25%, 24%, and 20%, respectively, by the year 2025 and maintain those reductions in perpetuity. In developing their strat-
egies for reducing pollution, state and local governments are required to account for anticipated growth in pollution sources. All land uses yield 
some level of nutrient and sediment pollution following a rain event. Cropland, specifically corn, is one of the highest polluting land uses for 
nutrients whereas forest is the lowest. Lands undergoing construction contribute the most sediment per unit area.

Anticipating the information needed to account for growth, the U.S. Geological Survey and University of Maryland began testing and 
employing land change models in the Bay watershed to inform restoration strategies (Claggett & Jantz, 2004). Following extensive reviews 
of available regional- scale land change models (USEPA, 2000), the Chesapeake Bay Program (CBP) Partners selected the Slope, Land Cover, 
Exclusion, Urbanization, Transportation, and Hillshade (SLEUTH) urban growth model (Clarke et al., 1997) as the most feasible and applicable 
for implementation in the watershed. The calibration and validation processes in SLEUTH were customized for use in the Bay watershed and 
the model was calibrated separately in 15 unique regions in the watershed to account for the diversity of urban patterns and rates of change 
(Jantz et al., 2010).

In the process of implementing the SLEUTH model and reviewing similar models such as CLUE- S (Verburg et al., 2002) and DINAMICA 
(Soares- Filho et al., 2002), four limitations of these cellular automata models became apparent. First, urban land is simulated as a single “urban” 
land cover class. Urban environments are diverse consisting of roads, residential, commercial, industrial, institutional, and recreational land 
uses which are only partially represented by urban land cover. Datasets such as the National Land Cover Database (NLCD) (Dewitz & U.S. 
Geological Survey, 2021; Homer et al., 2004, 2015) have four developed classes defined by their level of imperviousness. The Developed Open 
Space class has the lowest levels of impervious surfaces, less than 20% within a 30- m cell, but even this class fails to capture the majority of 
low- density residential development which is dominated by turf grass and trees over turf grass (Claggett et al., 2013). Moreover, aggregating 
the diverse components of urban land use into a single class limits a modeler's ability to interpret, understand, and communicate observed 
patterns of change, as well as density. For example, large infrastructure projects are readily detectable as urban development in 30- m resolu-
tion satellite imagery but are rare and episodic events, extrapolating them into the future as regularly recurring events would be erroneous. 
Second, due to the moderate spatial resolution of Landsat, Indian Remote Sensing, Sentinel, and other satellites used for producing regional- 
scale land cover products and the necessity to standardize classification rules across broad regions, such products only capture a fraction of 
low- density residential areas and narrow features such as two- lane rural roads (McCauley & Goetz, 2004). Third, sole reliance on moderate- 
resolution remotely sensed imagery for model calibration and validation ignores infill and redevelopment,1 hereafter referred to as “infill,” 

 1For the purposes of this paper, “infill” refers to the development of unused or under- utilized lots within developed areas and includes new construction on previously developed lots 
which is often referred to as “redevelopment” and the occupation of vacant buildings and the densification of residents and employees within existing buildings.

Research Impact Statement

Land use planning policies and land conservation actions have an important role to play in the long- term restoration of large aquatic 
ecosystems. Planning and conservation are not usually considered to be best management practices for restoring water quality be-
cause they do not result in immediate pollutant reductions. Viewed from a future perspective, however, they are arguably the least 
expensive and most effective means of reducing pollution. The CBLCM was designed to produce the future land use and fine- scale 
population distribution data needed by watershed models to quantify the potential water quality impacts of alternative future sce-
narios. This has been achieved for the Chesapeake Bay watershed, enabling several states to take credit for the contributions of their 
planning and conservation actions toward reducing future pollution.
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which can accommodate a large portion of population growth, one of the main drivers of urbanization. The development of small vacant lots 
within urbanized areas and new construction in already developed areas are not easily detectable in spectral image products unless such 
changes correspond to changes in surface spectral properties. Fourth, the allocation of growth in SLEUTH is optimized based on a set of pa-
rameters calibrated on recent observations of urban growth. Optimization reflects a high level of confidence that the assumptions, parame-
ters, and policies influencing recent trends apply to future conditions. While optimization may reflect reality in regions where zoning laws and 
ordinances are strictly enforced and do not change over time, most states and local governments in mid- Atlantic region do not have such 
controls in place and even those that do, such as Maryland, may lack effective implementation (Lewis et al., 2009) or grant frequent 
variances.

The relationship between population growth and urban development is complex and varies spatially and temporally (Meyer & Turner, 1992). 
While development may occur at disproportionate and asynchronous rates compared to changes in population and employment, utilizing pop-
ulation and employment as drivers of urbanization is common practice in regional- scale land change models. A combination of population and 
jobs at place of work were recently used to represent drivers of urban growth in the greater Baltimore area (Jantz et al., 2014). The Integrated 
Climate and Land Use Scenarios model relates changes in county- level population to changes in various population density classes correspond-
ing to different urban land uses (USEPA, 2009; USEPA, 2017), and the FUTURES (Meentemeyer et al., 2013) model uses the ratio of change 
in population to change in urban land cover to develop an aerial demand for growth. The CBLCM uses exogenous projections of county- level 
growth in both population and employment to determine demand for future residential and commercial development, respectively. In contrast 
to these other models, the CBLCM accounts for the portion of population and employment growth accommodated by infill and redevelop-
ment and estimates maximum expected development densities, both of which contribute to a more direct translation of demand to an aerial 
developed footprint.

The USGS developed the CBLCM to address some of the limitations of existing models and to enable stakeholders to account for growth in 
their watershed implementation plans, as required by the TMDL, through the simulation of plausible future development scenarios that reflect 
trends but also account for the effects of land use and land conservation policies and actions. More specifically, the CBLCM was designed to:

• Utilize exogenous population and employment forecasts as the drivers of development.
• Explicitly account for infill and redevelopment.
• Simulate multiple types of developed land use (e.g., residential, commercial, and mixed use).
• Simulate a range of development densities.
• Simulate the effects of a broad variety of land use and land conservation policies and actions.
• Simulate development anywhere in the conterminous United States based on nationally available datasets.

2  |  METHODOLOGY

The CBLCM is coded in Python and R (R Core Team, 2013) as an independent pseudo- cellular automata model that translates exogenous 
projections of population and employment into patches of residential and commercial development on the landscape after accounting for infill 
and redevelopment (Figure 1). The CBLCM produces 101 stochastic Monte Carlo simulations of future growth for any given set of assumptions 
(e.g., a future scenario) and utilizes county- level projections of population and employment as the sole drivers of urban growth. The CBLCM 
simulates three types of growth (residential, commercial, and mixed use); translates these land classes into estimates of impervious surface, 
turf grass, and other urban subclasses based on local development densities; accounts for infill/redevelopment; and relies on fine- scale data 
on changes in housing, employment, and land cover as spatial predictors of development. Each CBLCM simulation represents an equally plau-
sible independent representation of future development patterns. The Monte Carlo simulations can be averaged within overlay zones such as 
the segmentation used in watershed models to represent the most plausible outcome for each scenario while also enabling the quantification 
of spatial uncertainty. The amount of simulated growth is controlled by the exogenous population and employment projections, estimated 
infill/redevelopment rates, and estimated housing and employment densities. By explicitly representing housing and job densities for every 
simulated residential and commercial patch of growth, future development can be reclassified consistent with local land use and zoning defini-
tions (e.g., low- density residential with 0.2– 2.0 dwelling units per hectare) and consistent with the specific requirements of TMDL watershed 
models (e.g., impervious cover, turf grass, tree cover).

The CBLCM modeling domain consists of an area of interest (AOI) and region of interest (ROI), both representing sets of counties with the 
AOI nesting within the ROI. The purpose of the ROI is to capture all major metropolitan areas potentially influencing the AOI. For example, 
New York City is well outside the Bay watershed but influences land development in the northeastern portion of the watershed. To evaluate 
the utility of the CBLCM for informing land conservation and planning decisions in the Bay watershed, the ROI includes all states and the 
District of Columbia intersecting the watershed and the AOI includes all 206 counties within, intersecting, and adjacent to the Bay watershed 
(Figure 2). This paper focuses on the state of Maryland for model illustration and validation purposes. Maryland represents a longitudinal cross 
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section of all major physiographic provinces (i.e., Coastal Plain, Piedmont, Ridge and Valley, and Appalachian Plateau) in the Bay watershed, 
and it is the only state in the region with timeThe citationseries land use data for use in validating the CBLCM. For each of the five scenarios 
simulated, the areas of impervious surfaces, pervious developed surfaces, natural land loss, agricultural land loss, and population growth on 
sewer and septic systems were assessed for every land- river modeling segment used in the CBP Watershed Model (Shenk & Linker, 2013) and 
Chesapeake Assessment and Scenario Tool (CAST; CBP, 2020). CAST is essentially a static spreadsheet representation of the fully dynamic 
CBP Watershed Model. CAST was developed to rapidly simulate water quality scenarios without requiring time- consuming runs of the dy-
namic watershed model. Land- river segments represent the combination of small watersheds (e.g., 12- digit Hydrologic Unit Codes), county 
boundaries, and orographic rainfall pattern boundaries. Average annual nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment loads delivered to streams were 
assessed and compared for each of the five scenarios in Maryland for the years 2013– 2025.

Because the CBLCM was originally designed to provide future land use conditions as inputs to CAST, this objective dictated the required 
land use class outputs from the CBLCM (Table 1), the scale of aggregation units (roughly equivalent to 12- digit Hydrologic Unit Codes), and 
the temporal resolution (10-  to 12- year increments) of the outputs. The CBLCM requires significantly more raw input data than regional land 
change models such as SLEUTH, but all required data are available for the conterminous United States (Data S1). All spatial data inputs were 
resampled to 30 m raster images aligned to the NLCD. The translation of all raw input data for the ROI, such as Census Blocks (US Census 
Bureau, 2010a, 2010b), into data structures with attributes required for running the CBLCM simulation module has been automated using a 
set of scripts collectively referred to as the preprocessor module. The simulation module executes the Monte Carlo runs and includes a set of 
scripts that summarize the outputs for user- defined overlay geographies such as watersheds, Hydrologic Unit Codes, Census Tracts, and the 
modeling segments used in CAST. The variety of outputs produced by the CBLCM is outlined and discussed in Data S2.

To describe how the CBLCM simulates future greenfield development (i.e., the conversion of natural and agricultural lands to development, 
hereafter referred to as “development”), a botanical metaphor is used that includes the concepts of “planting,” “sprouting,” and “maturation.” 
Given exogenous demands2 for new jobs and housing per county after accounting for infill, planting locations for new residential and commer-
cial development seeds are selected at random from the universe of relative residential or commercial development potentials represented by 
30 m resolution cells suitable for development. Suitable cells include those that are undeveloped, unprotected, gently sloped, and zoned for 
development. These cells are weighted by their relative development potentials derived from separate residential and commercial logistic re-
gression analyses. For these analyses, all Census Blocks within Maryland were classed as either residential or commercial by their relative 

 2Exogenous demands for jobs and housing were derived from state or state- sponsored population and/or employment projections.

F I G U R E  1  Overview diagram of the Chesapeake Bay Land Change Model (CBLCM). Non- shaded circles represent exogenous data. Light- 
shaded rectangles represent model functions. Dark- shaded rectangles represent the simulation aspects of the model.
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amounts of housing units and jobs. Blocks with housing units greater than or equal to the number of jobs were classed as residential, all others 
were classed as commercial. Within these residential and commercial areas, impervious surface change cells derived from differencing the 
2001 and 2011 NLCD were randomly sampled to generate independent point locations of observed development. The same number of points 
were randomly allocated to suitable undeveloped areas as inputs to the regressions. In each state, the same eight potential explanatory vari-
ables (Table 2) were evaluated and only significant variables, with p- values over 0.05, were retained for each analysis.

After a suitable seed location is identified, it is assigned a potential patch size selected at random from the cumulative frequency distribu-
tion of observed residential and commercial patch sizes in each state associated with growth over the previous decade. The seed then sprouts 
and matures into a patch of cells. Patch growth proceeds on a cell- by- cell basis, starting with the cell adjacent to the initial seed cell that has 
the lowest relative resistance to growth. Resistance is a function of proximity to roads and distance from the seed cell for each patch (i.e., 
closer = lower resistance). Resistance values control the shape of new patches which will be circular in rural areas far from roads and barriers 
to growth (e.g., slope, marshes, and open water) and more irregular or elongated shaped patches near roads and existing development. As 
residential and commercial patches are grown on the landscape, housing units or jobs are accumulated from the underlying housing and em-
ployment density raster datasets.

Residential and commercial development densities were estimated for all census blocks in Maryland for the year 2010. For the smallest 
blocks, less than 10 acres, developed area was equated to the area of each block. For all other blocks, developed area was based on the 
2011 NLCD (combined area of the four developed classes: 21– 24) or equated with the suitable land area in the block if it was completely 
undeveloped. Initial residential densities by block were estimated as the total number of housing units reported divided by developed area. 
Similarly, initial commercial densities by block were estimated as the total number of jobs (US Census Bureau, 2016), averaged over the 
period 2009– 2011, divided by the total developed area. After estimating initial densities, each block was assigned the maximum density of 

F I G U R E  2  Maryland counties overlaid on the 2016 National Land Cover Database (Dewitz, 2019). The region of interest (mid- Atlantic 
states) and area of interest (shaded) are shown in the inset map.
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itself and its adjacent neighbors to ensure that future simulated growth would reflect the densest development in any given neighborhood. 
Minimum densities of 1 housing unit per 10 hectares and 1 job per 0.4 hectare were enforced for all blocks and were assigned to blocks lack-
ing any housing unit or job data. All densities were converted to housing units or jobs per 30 m cell to produce the final residential and com-
mercial density raster datasets. The average density for each patch was coupled with impervious surface land use coefficients developed 
by Cappiella and Brown (2001) to translate the areas of residential and commercial growth into impervious and pervious surface estimates 
required by CAST.

New residential and commercial patches stop growing when one of the following three conditions is met: (1) it reaches its assigned patch 
size; (2) it reaches its attainable size (e.g., the assigned size may be unattainable because cells surrounding the seed are unsuitable for growth); 
or (3) housing demand for the county is reached. At the end of each time step, the housing and employment density rasters can be magnified 
by a density scalar to represent trends toward densification or other scenario storyline features. When used, the density scalar is multiplied 
by the development potential to weigh the increase in densities near urban areas more relative to rural areas. Magnifying the densities results 
in less overall growth in future decades given a constant demand for growth. The number of stochastic iterations per time step and length of 

TA B L E  1  CBLCM simulated land uses cross- walked to the required Chesapeake Assessment Scenario Tool (CAST) mapped land uses.

CBLCM interpreted land uses CAST mapped land uses

Impervious surfaces Impervious roads

Impervious, non- roads

Tree Canopy over impervious

Turf Grass Turf grass

Tree Canopy over Turf Grass Tree canopy over turf grass

Natural land conversion Forest

Non- tidal floodplain wetlands

Non- tidal other wetlands

Herbaceous land conversion Open space

Cropland (agriculture)

Pasture (agriculture)

Not simulated Water

Not simulated Wetlands tidal

TA B L E  2  Spatial explanatory variables used to estimate development potential for all five scenarios. All distances were estimated based 
on travel time over the existing road network at posted speeds (HERE, 2013). Off- road travel cells were assigned a travel speed of 8 km per 
hour. All continuous travel time variables were log transformed.

Variable Explanation

Distance to urban areas and clusters Travel time to designated urban areas and urban clusters (US Census, 2010b)

Distance to residential growth hot spots Travel time to residential growth hot spots, represented by census blocks exceeding the 
75th percentile of housing unit increases throughout Maryland from 2000 to 2010 (US 
Census Bureau, 2010a).

Distance to commercial growth hot spots Travel time to commercial growth hot spots, represented by census blocks exceeding 
the 75th percentile of job increases throughout Maryland from 2003 to 2010 (US 
Census, 2016).

Slope Percent slope derived from a 30- m digital elevation model (US Geological Survey, 2019)

Pre- development land use (natural or agriculture) 2011 National Land Cover Dataset reclassed as a binary dataset with natural lands defined 
as classes 41– 43, 52, 71, 90, and 95 and agriculture defined as classes 81 and 82 (Dewitz, 
et al., 2021).

Distance to regional employment centers Travel time to regional employment centers, represented by census blocks with greater than 
3.2 jobs per square kilometer.

Distance to regional waterbodies and amenities Travel time to large waterbodies (e.g., lakes, reservoirs, estuaries, and ocean) and to public 
parks and open space (Moore et al., 2019; US Geological Survey, 2018)

Distance to regional sewer service areas Travel time to areas served by municipal wastewater treatment plants (Chesapeake Bay 
Program (CBP), 2020)
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time step are defined by the user. For each future scenario in Maryland, 101 Monte Carlo iterations were run from 2013 to 2025. This number 
of iterations proved sufficient to yield consistent average results and variability.

Not all projected increases in households and/or jobs, however, will result in new development. A portion of new households and jobs will 
be accommodated within existing urbanized areas as infill and therefore not result in the conversion of natural or agricultural lands to devel-
opment. The percentages of housing and employment accommodated through infill were estimated for census blocks within urban areas and 
places (US Census Bureau, 2010a). Maximum expected neighborhood densities were used to estimate the minimum amount of impervious 
cover associated with observed increases in housing or jobs over the 2000s. These estimates were then compared to observed changes in 
NLCD impervious cover from 2001 to 2011 for residential infill and from 2006 to 2016 for commercial infill to estimate the portion of each 
county's increases in housing and/or jobs that are unaccounted for by observed growth and therefore assumed to be accommodated for by 
infill. As a result, infill as estimated for this study represents a direct measure of NLCD under- detection of areal changes in impervious cover 
in developed areas. Relying on the NLCD for this purpose required defining areas eligible for infill and redevelopment because NLCD under- 
detection of areal changes in impervious cover in rural areas may be associated with the dispersed, low- density nature of rural development. 
After assessing infill proportions for all counties, demands for new residential and commercial development were estimated by subtracting the 
portion of household and employment growth accommodated by infill from the total projected growth in households and jobs.

To be accepted for use by the CBP partners, the CBLCM must be transparent, validated, peer- reviewed, explicit in its quantification of 
uncertainty, uniquely parameterized for each state, and rely on state- sanctioned population and/or employment projections. Model trans-
parency may be the most important criterion for decision- maker acceptance (Waddell, 2011). Achieving transparency required frequent com-
munication with stakeholders to ensure that the model is understood and to involve them in the process of model development. It also 
required simulating land use change at a fine- enough resolution (30 m cells) that the forecasted patterns of growth could be visually critiqued. 
Ensuring that the model be easily understood led to the decision to use logistic regression as the means for producing gridded development 
potential surfaces, as opposed to using artificial neural networks or Bayesian methods, due to widespread familiarity with correlation analysis. 
Stakeholders were briefed on the model development process and provided feedback and suggestions several times per year over the 8- year 
model development period. Once initial future simulations of urbanization were produced, a workshop was held in 2016 to review and cri-
tique the results with representatives from each of the six states in the Chesapeake Bay watershed and the District of Columbia. Prior to this, 
meetings were held with the planning staff from a rapidly urbanizing county, Howard County, Maryland, and a rural county, Talbot County, 
Maryland in 2012 and 2015. For both Talbot and Howard Counties, local data for characterizing current urban growth conditions, drivers of 
growth, and constraints on growth were requested. In addition, several meetings were held with staff from Maryland's Department of Natural 
Resources, Department of the Environment, and Department of Planning. The data collected from these agencies included zoning, priority 
funding areas, transit stations, sewer service areas (existing and proposed), land use comprehensive plans (e.g., proposed future densities or 
zoning), special protection areas (e.g., critical areas, riparian buffers, erosion prone soils, flood zones), protected lands, agricultural districts, 
conservation priorities (i.e., farms, natural lands, and wetlands), and planned transportation improvements. Consulting with these agencies 
provided perspective on how growth patterns have occurred and might change in rural and urban settings.

3  |  SCENARIOS

A future scenario represents a set of model inputs and plausible assumptions consistent with a logically coherent storyline (National Research 
Council, 2014). Five alternative future scenarios were developed to evaluate model performance, explore the effects of exclusions such as 
zoning and land protection, and to provide a meaningful set of benchmarks for comparison against stakeholder- generated scenarios. The five 
scenarios include: “Historic trends” (HT), “Current zoning” (CZ), “Growth management” (GM), “Forest conservation” (FC), and “Agricultural 
conservation” (AC). The storylines, input data, and modeling assumptions for each scenario are described below. Each scenario is based on 
the same set of exogenous population and employment projections to facilitate comparison based on the impacts of land use policy and land 
conservation assumptions associated with each scenario. As discussed below, the HT scenario forms the basis for the CZ scenario which in 
turn serves as the basis for the GM, FC, and AC scenarios.

3.1  |  Historic trends

The HT scenario assumes that the forces, policies, and regulations that influenced development patterns over the 2000s will continue una-
bated into the future. Under this scenario, historical rates of infill and new development estimated by the CBLCM are perpetuated into the 
future. Areas developed through 2013, emergent wetlands, open water, steep slopes, and public and protected lands are excluded from future 
development. Because the early 2000s was a period of rapid, dispersed development, this scenario is the one most reflective of sprawling 
growth patterns.
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3.2  |  Current zoning

The CZ scenario builds on the HT scenario by restricting residential and commercial growth to areas explicitly zoned for these uses or mixed- 
use development where such zoning exists. Development is less restricted in counties with broad or vague zoning categories. The cooperative 
population and employment forecasts produced by the Washington Metropolitan Council of Governments (COG)3 are used to exclude future 
growth within areas projected to grow by 10 or fewer households or jobs between 2010 and 2045. The CBLCM- estimated infill rates are re-
placed with ones estimated based on the proportion of the Maryland Department of Planning's modeled estimates of the percent of the future 
population served by sewer from 2010 to 2025. The CBP Partners determined the CZ scenario to be the most plausible and most representa-
tive of a “business as usual” condition.

3.3  |  Growth management

The GM scenario builds on the CZ scenario and represents a move toward the implementation of smart growth policies that serve to densify 
and concentrate growth in areas with sufficient infrastructure and services to support it. Infill rates, the proportion of growth in urban areas, 
and urban housing and job densities are increased by up to 10% at the beginning of the initial time step. These percentage increases are then 
weighted by the residential and commercial development potentials. Sewer service areas are expanded by 1.6 kilometers and future growth is 
prohibited on soils unsuitable for septic systems.4

3.4  |  Forest conservation

The FC scenario also builds on the CZ scenario and represents immediate implementation of aggressive natural land conservation zoning, ordi-
nances, easements, and acquisition. Under this scenario, growth is excluded from all riparian zones, wetlands, areas subject to a 1- m rise in sea 
level, lands within 1.6 km of National Wildlife Refuges, large natural land tracts (> 101 hectares), lands within 305 m of estuarine and coastal 
shorelines, and from other natural lands with high conservation values (Chesapeake Conservation Partnership (CCP), 2020).

3.5  |  Agricultural conservation

The AC scenario builds on the CZ scenario and represents immediate implementation of aggressive agricultural land conservation zoning, 
ordinances, easements, and acquisition. Under this scenario, growth is excluded from designated agricultural districts, 100- year floodplains, 
prime agricultural lands, farmland of state importance, prior converted wetlands, and farms with other high conservation values (Chesapeake 
Conservation Partnership (CCP), 2020).

4  |  WATER QUALIT Y AND POLLUTANT LOADING

Total nitrogen (TN), total phosphorus (TP), and total suspended sediment (TSS) pollutant loading rates produced by CAST are specific to 
individual land uses and vary spatially and temporally due to differences in precipitation, slope, soil characteristics, proximity to streams, 
groundwater nutrient concentrations, fertilizer and manure applications, plant uptake rates, atmospheric deposition, and the number and 
type of BMP's implemented in an area among other factors (Shenk & Linker, 2013). On average, natural lands and mixed open (unmanaged 
herbaceous and shrub lands) land uses have the lowest pollutant loading rates (Chesapeake Bay Program (CBP), 2020; Figure 3). Cropland, 
a component of agricultural land, typically has the highest TN loading rates, but the rates vary significantly depending on crop type and 
manure and fertilizer application rates. Construction has the highest pollutant loading rate for TP and TSS, but these yields are ephemeral, 
lasting for just a single year rather than persisting into the future which must be accounted for when examining the net changes in pollutant 
loads over the simulation period. Pollutant loads from streambank erosion and bed scour are also simulated in CAST and attributed mostly 
to impervious surfaces due to their direct contribution to runoff volumes and velocities (Chesapeake Bay Program (CBP), 2020). Rather 
than report these loads separately, they were apportioned back to the major land uses to better understand the water quality implications 
of land use change.

 3The COG region includes all of Charles, Montgomery, Prince George's, Anne Arundel, Howard, Carroll, and Frederick counties in Maryland.

 4Unsuitable soils based on depth to bedrock, drainage class, saturated hydraulic conductivity, and flood frequency.



    |  9
THE CHESAPEAKE BAY LAND CHANGE MODEL: SIMULATING FUTURE LAND 
USE SCENARIOS AND POTENTIAL IMPACTS ON WATER QUALITY

F I G U R E  3  Land use and septic system county- level edge- of- stream pollutant loading rates and variability for total nitrogen (a), total 
phosphorus (b), and total suspended sediment (c; kilograms per hectare) estimated by CAST for the year 2025. Land uses are abbreviated as: 
rCNS, construction; rFRM, agriculture; rIMP, impervious; rMO, mixed open space; rNAT, natural; rPRV, pervious; rSeptic, individual onsite 
wastewater treatment systems. Boxes represent the interquartile range of values and whiskers represent the maximum and minimum values 
for Maryland counties.
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To assess differences in pollutant loads associated with each land use scenario, CAST was run on the 2025 CZ scenario land use simulated 
by the CBLCM. For this CAST run, changes in wastewater and BMPs were excluded to isolate the effects of land use change on pollutant loads 
from the effects of BMP implementation and treatment plant technologies. The edge- of- stream,5 county- level average annual land use loads 
in kilograms per hectare per year (kg/ha/year) for TN, TP, and TSS produced by CAST for the CZ scenario were used as land use pollutant 
loading coefficients and multiplied by the area of each land use simulated by the CBLCM for each of the other four scenarios.

5  |  VALIDATION

The CBLCM is designed to simulate plausible levels of residential and commercial development under alternative future scenarios informed 
by decadal- scale trends and patterns of urban development. To accurately assess the consequences of urban development on water qual-
ity, the amount and density of growth should be valid in addition to the antecedent land use conditions (e.g., natural or agricultural land) 
and accessibility to public sewer. Validation of an urban land use model based solely on moderate- resolution satellite- derived land use/
cover data (e.g., NLCD) is not possible because Landsat- derived land use/cover data do not fully capture low- density residential develop-
ment (Claggett et al., 2013) nor do they distinguish between residential and commercial growth. The Maryland Department of Planning 
(MDP) maintains a statewide tax parcel database and statewide land use datasets for 2002 and 2010 which were used in combination with 
the NLCD to validate the CZ scenario. Maryland is the only state in the Bay watershed that maintains such a database. Information on 
recent development was extracted from the tax parcel database for the years 2000– 2019. Recently developed residential parcels include 
residential homes, residential condominiums, town houses, or apartments built since the year 2000 with an improvement value greater 
than or equal to $100,000, lot sizes less than or equal to 10 hectares, and with less than 500 m2 of impervious surfaces in 2001. Recently 
developed commercial parcels include commercial, industrial, commercial condominium, exempt commercial, commercial/residential, resi-
dential/commercial, and country clubs built since the year 2000 with an improvement value greater than or equal to $100,000 and lot sizes 
less than or equal to 202 hectares.

Differences between the amount of simulated and observed development may result from differences between projected and ob-
served population and employment, infill rates, and development densities. While projected population and employment are exogenous 
drivers of growth in the CBLCM, actual population and employment change drive observed changes in land use and differences between 
them will impact the accuracy of modeled results regardless of infill and other factors influencing land consumption. MDP's popula-
tion projections used to inform the simulations of future land use under all scenarios were higher for most Maryland counties in 2020 
compared to actual changes in population reflected in the population estimates produced by the U.S. Census Bureau for the same year 
(Table 3).

Infill rates directly impact the amount of simulated residential and commercial development on the landscape. Accommodating 50% of 
projected growth in housing as infill will reduce the amount of land converted to residential development by roughly half. Data on housing 
(US Census Bureau, 2010b) and MDP's parcel data were used to validate county- level residential infill rates from 2000 to 2010 and data on 
new jobs (US Census Bureau, 2016) were used to validate county- level commercial infill development rates from 2006 to 2016. Increases in 
housing or jobs within a Census Block with no corresponding increase in new residential or commercial parcel development over the same 
period were categorized as observed infill and divided by the total increases in housing or jobs in each county to produce observed county- 
level infill rates.

Residential land consumption rates represent the area of residential land use change per year or per new housing unit. Commercial land 
consumption rates represent the area of commercial land use change per year or per new job. Normalization of the land consumption rates 
controls for variability in the number of housing units, jobs, and time periods. Simulated residential land consumption rates from 2013 to 2025 
were compared to observed residential rates for the periods 2001– 2011 and 2011– 2019. Simulated commercial land consumption rates from 
2013 to 2025 were compared to observed commercial rates for 2006– 2016. Observed rates of residential and commercial land consumption 
were assessed using tax parcel data and data on housing units and jobs (US Census Bureau, 2010b, 2016). The difference in residential and 
commercial observation periods is related to the limited temporal availability of fine- scale employment data.

To validate residential and commercial development densities, the ratios of modeled to observed parcel- based densities were calculated 
and compared across all census blocks. In addition, the spatial patterns of modeled and observed development were compared because den-
sity varies spatially as does land suitability and development potential. Development densities and potential are typically highest closer to 
urban areas and transportation corridors. To validate the simulated patterns of new residential and commercial development for the CZ sce-
nario over 101 Monte Carlo iterations, major roads and urban areas were buffered in 1.6- kilometer (km) increments (Figure 4) and the amount 
of observed and modeled development throughout Maryland was aggregated within these buffer zones.

 5Edge- of- stream loads represent the amount of pollution entering streams with an average annual flow equal to or greater than 100 cubic feet per second, typical of larger second and 
most third order streams.
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6  |  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

6.1  |  Forecasted changes in land use

The five land use scenarios simulated for the state of Maryland resulted in a broad range of outcomes (Table 4; Figure 5). The HT scenario 
produced over twice as much development and associated natural land and agricultural land conversion compared to the remaining four sce-
narios due to its significantly lower infill/redevelopment rates compared to the other scenarios (Table 5), reinforcing the importance of infill 
and redevelopment compared to other factors influencing future growth. This is particularly true in counties that have high infill rates such 
as Montgomery County, Maryland. For example, decreasing the infill rate from 80% to 60% results in a doubling of land demand, whereas 
decreasing the infill rate from 40% to 20% increases land demand by only 25%. Counties with high infill rates often have relatively high popu-
lation and employment projections which further amplify the differences in land demand associated with changes in the rates. The additional 
exclusion of some rural lands in the other four scenarios also influences the quantity of new development by deflecting growth toward higher 
density areas, but this is a minor influence in counties with ample undeveloped space zoned for low- density development which is common 
in most counties.

The GM scenario produced the least amount of new development and land conversion because it has the highest infill rates, highest res-
idential and commercial densities, and highest proportion of growth in urban areas relative to the other scenarios. These results support the 
importance of comprehensive plans, zoning, and ordinances as effective means of minimizing impacts to both natural and agricultural lands 
if they are followed and enforced. This assumes though that such policies and regulations do not divert demand to neighboring or outlying 
counties, neither of which are simulated by the CBLCM. Such shifts in development patterns could be avoided through the regional adoption 
of a common set of land use policies.

Dispersed patterns of growth reflected in the HT scenario, and to a lesser degree in the CZ scenario, have similar proportions of natural to 
agricultural land converted to development compared to the more concentrated growth patterns in the GM scenario. At the statewide level, 
the proportions of natural and agricultural land within developable areas are similar among these three scenarios across an urban to rural 

TA B L E  3  Difference between projected and estimated 2020 population (persons) by county.

County name MDP_Projected_2020 Census_Estimated_2020 Difference

Allegany 74,150 70,057 −5.52%

Anne Arundel 580,006 582,777 0.48%

Baltimore 827,758 826,017 −0.21%

Calvert 94,600 93,072 −1.62%

Caroline 34,050 33,492 −1.64%

Carroll 175,900 169,092 −3.87%

Cecil 104,600 103,419 −1.13%

Charles 167,036 164,436 −1.56%

Dorchester 34,300 31,853 −7.13%

Frederick 267,782 265,161 −0.98%

Garrett 30,300 28,852 −4.78%

Harford 250,025 256,805 2.71%

Howard 332,273 328,200 −1.23%

Kent 20,900 19,192 −8.17%

Montgomery 1051,989 1051,816 −0.02%

Prince George's 923,144 909,612 −1.47%

Queen Anne's 48,477 51,167 5.55%

St. Mary's 120,149 114,687 −4.55%

Somerset 26,750 25,453 −4.85%

Talbot 38,850 36,972 −4.83%

Washington 156,800 151,146 −3.61%

Wicomico 106,200 103,990 −2.08%

Worcester 53,100 52,403 −1.31%

Baltimore City 615,813 586,131 −4.82%
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gradient. At the county scale, this is not always the case, leading to unanticipated policy impacts. For example, if developable natural lands 
within a county are primarily located adjacent to urban areas served by sewer, then expanding sewer services could disproportionately impact 
natural lands. Coupling aggressive natural land protection policies with sewer service expansion would reduce impacts to natural lands but 
would also deflect growth into lower density, agricultural areas served by septic resulting in higher amounts of impervious cover and turf grass 
per household without additional zoning constraints.

F I G U R E  4  Buffer zones (1.609 km) from major roads and Census urban areas used for analyzing development patterns.

TA B L E  4  Land use change by scenario (area units in hectares; septic systems represent the number of individual onsite wastewater 
treatment systems).

Scenario Impervious Perviousa Natural Agriculture OpenSpace Septic
Conversion 
ratiob

Historic trends (HT) 8145 20,173 (14,667) (14,760) 1108 33,339 0.99

Current zoning (CZ) 3468 7842 (6428) (5360) 477 12,469 1.20

Growth management (GM) 2009 4648 (3620) (3328) 290 677 1.09

Forest conservation (FC) 3307 8125 (4685) (7336) 589 12,766 0.64

Agricultural conservation 
(AC)

3323 7019 (8869) (1617) 143 11,026 5.49

aIncludes turf grass and tree canopy over turf grass.
bRatio of natural to agricultural lands converted to development.
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The conversion of natural land was highest under the AC scenario while the conversion of agricultural land was highest under the FC 
scenario. Both the AC and FC scenarios exclude large areas from development, deflecting growth to remaining developable lands which were 
mostly natural in the AC scenario and mostly farmed in the FC scenario. Land conservation mostly deflects growth rather than diminishes it 
because the CBLCM allocates growth until the overall demand is met or the land available for development is exhausted and this latter condi-
tion only occurs in the most highly developed jurisdictions such as Baltimore City.

The GM scenario minimized the amount of growth served by septic systems compared to all other scenarios because it expands sewer 
service areas and directs more growth to urban areas which are mostly served by sewer. Urban areas also have higher development densities 
and lower amounts of impervious surface per household compared to rural areas. For example, residential lot sizes larger than 0.81 hectares 
(2 acres) are estimated to have 0.10 hectares (0.25 acres) of impervious surface compared to 0.01 hectares (0.028 acres) of impervious surface 
per household in dense urban neighborhoods.

6.2  |  Forecasted changes in water quality

The HT scenario produced the greatest increases in total nitrogen, total phosphorus, and total suspended sediment loads compared to all other 
scenarios (Table 6) due to its lower infill rates. This is expected because the HT scenario had over twice the amount of development (impervi-
ous and pervious) compared to the other four scenarios. The GM scenario produced the lowest increases in pollution because it produced 
the lowest amount of growth. Across all scenarios, pollutant load increases are highest in counties expected to experience the most overall 
increase in developed land area. This relationship is moderated by the proportion of natural to agricultural land in high growth areas. Increases 
in loads due to development can be countered by the conversion of agricultural land to development as modeled in Frederick County. In con-
trast, Anne Arundel and Charles counties have higher amounts of natural land in areas susceptible to development which amplifies their net 
change in pollutant loads.

Differences in forest and agriculture conversion are highlighted by the AC and FC scenarios and manifest in large differences in nitrogen 
loads. The FC scenario produced less than half of the nitrogen pollution compared to the AC scenario and more than 30% less phosphorus and 
sediment mainly because it deflected growth onto agricultural lands. Differences in pollutant loads among scenarios are similarly noticeable 
at the county level despite variability in land use loading rates at that scale (Figures 6– 8). The only stark exceptions to the state- wide scenario 
trends were for nitrogen in the agriculturally dominated counties east of the Bay (e.g., Wicomico, Worcester, Queen Anne's, Talbot, Caroline, 
Dorchester, Somerset, and Kent) where the AC scenario produced higher TN loads than all other scenarios. While the absolute change in TN 
loads was very low in these counties across all scenarios, deflecting the small amount of expected growth onto forest and wetland areas leads 

F I G U R E  5  Land use change and septic growth in Maryland for the simulation period 2013– 2025 in hectares for five scenarios: HT, CZ, 
GM, FC, and AC. Pervious surfaces include turf grass and trees over turf grass.
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TA B L E  6  Pollutant loads by scenario, 2013– 2025 (kilograms).

Scenario Nitrogen Phosphorus Sediment

HT 445,190 35,132 104,674,328

CZ 178,664 15,061 46,223,641

GM 6508 8427 26,017,014

FC 127,119 12,361 37,030,104

AC 256,755 17,783 53,741,402

F I G U R E  6  Change in total nitrogen loads by county per scenario, expressed in thousands of kilograms across the simulation period, 
2013– 2025. Counties are ordered from most populated (left) to least populated (right).

F I G U R E  7  Change in total phosphorus loads by county per scenario, expressed in thousands of kilograms across the simulation period, 
2013– 2025. Counties are ordered from most populated (left) to least populated (right).
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to a greater load increase than concentrating growth or diminishing demand for new development. This phenomenon reflects the relatively 
high agricultural TN loading rates in the eastern counties where corn and soy are dominant crops and poultry manure is plentiful.

Higher demand for new development translates into higher magnitudes of new development and greater increases in pollutant loads from 
the developed sector. Per- capita pollutant loads vary based on the density of development and type of wastewater service. High- density 
development served by sewer service yields the lowest per- capita pollutant loads whereas low- density development served by onsite septic 
systems yields the highest per- capita pollutant loads. The differences in pollutant loads associated with development densities, however, are 
minor compared to the differences in pollutant loads associated with predevelopment land use conditions which vary spatially within each 
county. Agricultural lands in Maryland can contribute up to 20 times more TN per unit area compared to natural lands and therefore when agri-
culture is the dominant land use, particularly along the urban fringe where new development is more probable, net reductions in TN loads from 
large lot (> = 0.4 ha) residential development are likely (Table 7). At higher densities (<0.4 ha), additional pollution from more septic systems 
and impervious cover exceeds the pre- development pollution from agriculture in 16 of the 23 counties in Maryland. Seven of the eight eastern 
counties are the exceptions, with agriculture still polluting more on a per- unit area basis compared to 0.2- hectare lot residential development 
on septic due to the high loading rates for agriculture in these counties relative to development loading rates. However, this analysis does not 
account for the potential increased application of manure on remaining agricultural land, the increased rate of nutrient leaching associated 
with heavier applications, or any other types of agricultural intensification. Moreover, this analysis does not account for variability in the nu-
trient export rates as a function of land cover composition (Wickham et al., 2008).

6.3  |  Validation of results

The average annual amount of development simulated across the state of Maryland was significantly lower than observed from the NLCD in 
four of the five scenarios simulated including the CZ scenario (Table 8). This was unexpected given that the NLCD underestimates the extent 
of low- density residential growth. The HT scenario simulated 81% more average annual growth than the NLCD and over twice as much growth 
estimated from parcel data. However, the HT scenario resulted in almost equal proportions of natural and agricultural land conversion as did 
the parcel analysis (see Table 4).

Simulated rates of residential and commercial infill under the CZ scenario are both weakly correlated with observed rates of infill based 
on parcel data (Figure 9). The higher residuals at lower levels of infill are mostly associated with less populous rural counties. More populous 
urban and suburban counties have denser development and correspondingly smaller Census blocks compared to rural counties, enabling 
more accurate estimation of infill rates because within smaller, denser populated blocks, residential and commercial infill is less confused with 
other forms of observed development such as new or expanded roads, quarries, and dispersed growth. Surprisingly, the CBLCM- estimated 
infill rates used for the HT scenario were strongly correlated with observed rates from parcel data indicating that the rates used in the other 

F I G U R E  8  Change in total sediment loads by county per scenario, expressed in millions of kilograms across the simulation period, 2013– 
2025. Counties are ordered from most populated (left) to least populated (right).
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scenarios may be more aspirational than realistic. Observed infill rates were only available for the 2001– 2011 period and could change sub-
stantially by the year 2025.

The stochastic allocations of residential and commercial growth for all iterations were guided by two development potential raster 
datasets produced using logistic regression with coefficients of determination (R2) of 0.81 for residential growth and 0.92 for commercial 
growth. Observed commercial development occurred closer to major roads and urban areas compared to simulated commercial development 
(Figure 10). Observed rural residential development occurred closer to urban areas but slightly farther from major roads compared to simu-
lated rural residential development. Because development densities tend to be higher near urban areas, these differences in simulated versus 
observed patterns may contribute to an underestimation of development densities. Simulated residential development patterns relative to dis-
tance to major roads are closely aligned to observed patterns. For commercial development, the simulated patterns align with observed ones 
at distances greater than 17– 18 km from major roads. At shorter distances, commercial development occurred closer to major roads compared 
to simulated growth. Approximately 75% of observed commercial development occurred within 5 km of urban areas compared to only 50% 

TA B L E  7  Ten- year net change in total nitrogen pollutant loads (kilograms) associated with the hypothetical development of 20- hectares 
of natural or agricultural land at three different development densities (2- ha., 0.4- ha., and 0.2- ha. lot sizes) in Maryland counties.

County

Net change (10, 2- hectare lots) Net change (50, 0.4- hectare lots) Net change (100, 0.2- hectare lots)

Natural land Agricultural land Natural land Agricultural land Natural land Agricultural land

Allegany 1549 (2022) 6830 1975 13,163 7900

Anne Arundel 1873 (4199) 8335 1107 16,108 8634

Baltimore 1968 (12,236) 8871 (6526) 17,212 1666

Calvert 1272 (7285) 5515 (4063) 10,571 794

Caroline 2157 (15,407) 9593 (9401) 18,535 (822)

Carroll 2241 (10,991) 10,010 (4680) 19,370 4372

Cecil 1921 (7309) 8673 (1653) 16,839 6306

Charles 1554 (6898) 7022 (2362) 13,637 4023

Dorchester 1051 (12,665) 4525 (10,004) 8653 (5869)

Frederick 2272 (9508) 10,104 (3153) 19,524 5926

Garrett 1264 (5434) 5127 (2977) 9604 1280

Harford 2004 (10,106) 9102 (4111) 17,705 4251

Howard 2117 (7020) 9645 (633) 18,777 8312

Kent 1409 (8259) 6347 (4150) 12,315 1703

Montgomery 1971 (8352) 9043 (2193) 17,644 6362

Prince Georges 1528 (5841) 6889 (1313) 13,369 5064

Queen Annes 1524 (11,730) 6799 (7460) 13,151 (1287)

St. Marys 1531 (7730) 6858 (3410) 13,281 2777

Somerset 1031 (18,364) 4363 (15,928) 8295 (12,046)

Talbot 1325 (11,050) 5748 (7683) 11,018 (2658)

Washington 1940 (5043) 8903 980 17,371 9364

Wicomico 1943 (17,814) 8506 (12,686) 16,353 (5158)

Worcester 1549 (19,521) 6582 (15,912) 12,532 (10,312)

TA B L E  8  Modeled average annual development (hectares) from 2013 to 2025 compared to annual average observed development, 2013– 
2019, from the NLCD and the Maryland Department of Planning.

Scenario Modeled NLCD Parcels

HT 2360 1303 1075

CZ 943 1303 1075

GM 555 1303 1075

FC 953 1303 1075

AC 862 1303 1075
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of simulated commercial growth. The patterns of residential development relative to urban areas yielded similar results with 70% of observed 
growth and 50% of simulated growth occurring within 5 km.

There is a weak relationship between modeled residential and commercial densities even at the larger Census Tract level (aggrega-
tions of Census Blocks) with regression coefficients of 0.23 and 0.40, respectively. Because the numerators in the density calculations, 
that is, the number of houses or number of jobs, are the same in the modeled and parcel data, differences in densities are explained by 
differences in the denominators: residential or commercial areas. In highly urbanized Census Blocks with mixed use development and 
large numbers of housing units and jobs, modeled densities should be lower than those derived from parcel data because the portion 
of census blocks that may be purely commercial is combined with the portion that may be purely residential in the numerators for both 
residential and commercial modeled densities whereas residential and commercial parcels within each census block are clearly differen-
tiated. In areas with separately zoned residential and commercial areas, modeled densities should be higher than parcel- based densities 
because the NLCD- developed classes are based on the intensity of development and besides from golf courses, the NLCD data seldom 
class large lawns and landscaped areas as developed. These expectations were partially realized. Examining differences between the 
modeled and parcel- based patterns of residential densities reveals areas in central and southern Maryland where modeled densities 
were consistently higher than observed (Figure 11). These areas often have large lot sizes leading to low parcel- based densities but 
high modeled densities because only the impervious portions of each lot identified in the NLCD are considered as part of the modeled 
residential or commercial area.

Commercial and residential land consumption rates (growth per housing unit, growth per job, and growth per year) are highly variable by 
county and by time interval (Figures 12 and 13). Expectedly, the more populous counties tend to have the highest land consumption rates per 
year and lowest rates per housing unit or job. Errors in the estimation of infill are evident in the annual land consumption rates which are indic-
ative of the overall magnitude of growth: Higher infill rates result in less development. Errors in the estimation of densities are evident in the 

F I G U R E  9  Validation of county- level estimated commercial (red) and residential (blue) infill/redevelopment rates based on a comparison 
of observed parcel development and NLCD development within qualifying infill blocks. Comparisons are presented for the HT scenario (a, c) 
and CZ scenario (b, d).
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per- job and per- housing unit land consumption rates: Higher densities result in less new development per house and per job. For commercial 
development, simulated annual land consumption rates were lower than observed rates in most counties and higher than observed rates in 
only two of the more populous counties (Anne Arundel and Harford) and in five of the six least populous counties. Simulated land consumption 
rates per job were higher than observed rates for all counties. These comparisons reveal that the simulated infill rates should be lower and 
the simulated densities higher to better align with observations of change based on parcel data. Because not a lot of commercial development 
typically occurs within a county over just a 10- year period, especially in rural counties, a few very large or very small parcels can easily skew 
the overall land consumption rates making them particularly challenging to validate. Fluctuations in occupancy rates can also create conditions 
where one might observe large fluctuations in employment coupled with minimal new construction. Fluctuations in commercial occupancy and 
sector- specific floor area ratio requirements are not explicitly accounted for in the CBLCM.

Similar to commercial development, the high infill and redevelopment rates used in the CZ scenario result in a general underestimation of 
annual residential land consumption rates for all but one county compared to the 2001– 2011 observed period and in 18 of the 24 counties over 
the more recent 2011– 2019 observed period. The differences in annual land conservation rates between the two observed periods indicate 
that the past is not always prologue to the future. The accuracy of most land change models, including this one, at least partially depends on 
this assumption being true. The simulated land consumption rates per housing unit were like those observed over both time periods for most 
counties revealing that fine- scale differences between modeled and observed residential densities at the Census Block level might cancel out 
at the county level.

Development trends are highly episodic and influenced by fluctuations in market forces and public and private investments, and therefore, 
stationarity may be another false assumption. Lacking prior knowledge about episodic and uncertain events, it is unlikely that any regional 
urban growth model calibrated with data from the 1990s and used to forecast urbanization through the 2000s could accurately simulate the 
rapid rate of growth during the housing boom (2000– 2005) or the collapse of the housing market beginning in 2006 (Figure 14). Land change 

F I G U R E  1 0  Validation of observed (parcel data) versus modeled (CBLCM) spatial patterns of commercial development relative to (a) 
major roads and (c) urban areas and of residential development relative to (b) major roads and (d) urban areas.
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F I G U R E  11  Ratios of modeled to parcel- based development densities by Census Block for (a) residential development (housing units per 
30 m cell) and for (b) commercial development (jobs per 30 m cell).
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modelers attempt to consider such possibilities by simulating alternative future scenarios. Scenarios can even be crafted to simulate rare epi-
sodic events such the effects of a global pandemic. Whether such scenarios can inform policies and decisions however rests as much with their 
plausibility, transparency, and stakeholder involvement in their design as it does in statistical accuracy assessments.

F I G U R E  1 2  Observed and modeled commercial land consumption rates by county in units of hectares per year (a) and hectares per 
job (b) are shown for the CZ scenario with observed rates of commercial land use change from 2006 to2016 (red) and modeled rates of 
commercial land use change from 2013 to 2025 (green). Counties are ordered from most populated (left) to least populated (right).
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F I G U R E  1 3  Observed and modeled residential land consumption rates by county in units of hectares per year (a) and hectares per 
housing unit (b) are shown for the CZ scenario with observed rates of residential land use change from 2001 to 2011 (blue), observed 
rates of residential land use change from 2011 to 2019 (red), and modeled rates of residential land use change from 2013 to 2025 (green). 
Counties are ordered from most populated (left) to least populated (right).
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7  |  CONCLUSIONS

Simulating the impacts of future alternative land use scenarios on water quality is not novel. In the context of informing state restoration 
plans to comply with a TMDL, however, the CBLCM simulation of future scenarios is unique and establishes a precedent for other long- term, 
regional- scale restoration efforts (e.g., Delaware River Basin, Great Lakes, Gulf of Mexico, Puget Sound, and the Everglades). The CBLCM has 
been adopted by the CBP Partners as an operational model that is maintained and updated every 2 years to inform restoration plans. The simu-
lation of alternatives to the baseline “CZ” scenario that reflects public and private policies, programs, and land protection efforts enables the 
quantification and formal crediting of those efforts for reducing impacts to water quality. Five alternative scenarios are presented in this paper 
to illustrate the potential magnitude and range of water quality improvements achievable through growth management, agricultural conserva-
tion, and forest conservation. Alternative future scenarios help raise awareness of the importance of understanding landscape patterns and 
composition across the urban to rural gradient for developing policies that minimize impacts to natural lands and water quality. Scenario plan-
ning is particularly essential for assessing the complex impacts of climate change on the Chesapeake Bay because changes in climate will likely 
influence human migration, development patterns, and agricultural land use practices.

Land use planning is arguably the first “Best Management Practice” that should be considered to minimize environmental impacts from 
future development (Hirshman & Kosco, 2008). By concentrating development and locating it in areas with sufficient infrastructure to support 
it (i.e., roads, schools, and wastewater treatment plants), land use planners can minimize increases in impervious cover and the conversion of 
natural and agricultural lands resulting from population growth. Supporting this hypothesis, the GM scenario achieved the greatest reductions 
in pollution compared to all other scenarios. This scenario, however, is generalized by design and does not guarantee protection of the highest 
valued forests or farmland nor does it necessarily achieve other desired social and economic outcomes. Land use planning is a process involv-
ing tradeoffs between social, economic, and environmental objectives. Future land use scenarios should be designed accordingly to reflect 
a combination of growth management, land protection, social and economic equity, and other objectives. To make informed decisions, local 
government officials need to understand the range of plausible future land use conditions and associated impacts, including impacts to water 
quality. The CBLCM provides a plausible and objective way of quantifying impacts to water quality from different urban growth trajectories 
and land use policies. It is well suited for this purpose because it simulates both residential and commercial development and quantifies the 
conversion of natural and agricultural lands along with future populations served by public sewer or private septic systems. These forecasts are 
driven by exogenous projections of population and employment which are already used to inform state and county planning and investment 
decisions and therefore contribute to stakeholder acceptance of model results. The CBLCM also accounts for infill and development densities, 
making it particularly useful for simulating the impacts of common land use policies. However, validating regional- scale forecasts of urban land 
use, as opposed to land cover, will continue to be challenging because of the limited availability of multi- temporal land use datasets.

F I G U R E  14  Trends in single- unit and multi- unit residential building permits in Maryland from 1990 to 2020 (US Census Bureau, 2021).
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While the CBLCM produces forecasts of residential and commercial growth that align with observed trends in a few counties, accurately 
simulating development at the county scale is challenging, especially in areas with low levels of population and employment growth, large 
amounts of land suitable for development, and less restrictive zoning regulations. In rural counties, the densities of new residential and 
commercial growth may vary significantly compared to long- term average densities. A few warehouses or a single golf course may represent 
most new commercial growth in a rural county over a decade and their very- low development densities may mark a sharp departure from 
long- term average densities. Predicting such developments requires local information on developer interests, speculation, and incentives 
and information on the employment sectors (e.g., warehouses, financial, services, etc.) served by new development. Moreover, in all counties 
transportation and energy infrastructure projects including road construction, lane expansions, and the installation of new utility transmission 
lines and pipelines are often completely decoupled from county- level changes in population and employment yet visible as new development 
in the NLCD and possibly even in parcel data. Simulations of residential growth may be improved by considering trends in seasonal housing 
separately from total housing and by considering household characteristics such as size and income as potential new variables for explaining 
patterns in residential development. Simulations of commercial growth may be improved with data on office space vacancies, floor area re-
quirements, and statistical estimates of future commercial office space demand by employment sector.
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