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T HE LANDSCAPE OF THE GREATER BALTIMORE AREA contains a 
diversity of settings from the forested river corridors protected through 
Patapsco Valley and Gunpowder Falls State Parks, to the patchwork of 

houses, lawns, and trees of the surrounding suburbs, to the urban neighborhoods 
encompassing Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. Throughout these varied locations exists 
a network of land that has been protected by local, county, state, federal, and 
private partners. These parks and open spaces provide area residents with the 
opportunity to experience the outdoors and connect with the region’s bountiful 
natural and cultural resources.

The Greater Baltimore Wilderness Coalition (GBWC), an alliance of local, 
state, and federal government agencies, non-governmental organizations, 
professional associations, and other conservation coalitions, supports the vision 
of a connected, protected, and expanded green infrastructure network spanning 
central Maryland.

The Coalition is working to enhance and build upon the network of existing 
protected areas and is concentrating its effort on projects that incorporate 
the Coalition’s four principal focus areas: Resilience, Biodiversity, Equity, and 
Discovery.

In the rapidly developing region 
that includes Baltimore, Annapolis, 
and the surrounding jurisdictions, 
considerable wildlife habitat has been 
lost to development or is fragmented by 
highways, transmission lines, and other 
infrastructure projects. 

The Coalition members work together 
to support new partnerships and actions 

that function across jurisdictional lines 
to protect habitat, provide corridors for 
migration, and provide access to food 
and shelter for wildlife. 

Preserving valuable aquatic sites, such 
as freshwater wetlands, vernal pools, 
and unique coastal environments, 
protects vulnerable, often at risk species 
and provides habitat for migratory birds.

Biodiversity

Captain John Smith was an explorer 
from England and an integral figure in 
the exploration and settlement of the 
Chesapeake area during the early 17th 
century. 

During two voyages in 1608, Smith and 
his crew explored the tidal portions 
of the Patapsco River, the Gunpowder 
River, and the Bush River. 

To honor Capt. Smith and to protect 
his legacy, the Captain John Smith 
Chesapeake National Historic Trail was 

established by Congress in 2006 as the 
nation’s first all-water national historic 
trail. 

The 3,800 mile long water trail follows 
the routes Capt. Smith took on his 
many explorations and invites visitors 
to explore the natural and cultural 
wonders of the Chesapeake Bay and 
its tributaries. It is administered by 
the National Park Service, with the 
Chesapeake Conservancy serving as the 
primary partner for its implementation. 

Captain John Smith Trail
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A green infrastructure network includes 
connected blocks of forested lands, 
vegetated stream buffers, and restored 
wetlands and floodplains. In the upper 
reaches of the area’s major watersheds, 
these landscapes help absorb heavy 
rainfall, temporarily store water, and 
slow flows of rainfall and snow melt to 
low-lying coastal areas.  

In addition to providing critical habitat 
for the region’s wildlife, forests and 
other natural land cover prevent water 
from quickly running off the land 
surface and carrying contaminants 
to streams and waterways, thereby 
helping to regulate and cleanse water 
flowing into drinking water reservoirs.

Green Infrastructure
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The Coalition is working to improve 
the region’s capacity to deal with 
expected impacts of climate change, 
such as stronger coastal storms that 
produce intense downpours and 
cause flooding across the region’s 
watersheds. 

These storms and accelerating sea 
level rise are impacting coastal 
communities and natural areas 
through storm surge, wave damage, 
and higher tides. The effects include 
flooding of homes and businesses, 
and threats to critical infrastructure 
such as wastewater treatment plants, 
transportation facilities, and energy 

transmission lines.  Climate change 
is also forecast to produce extended 
droughts that deplete regional water 
supply reservoirs, impacting cost of 
treatment.   

Closer to the coast and in developed 
areas, features such as the urban 
tree canopy, parks that manage 
stormwater, rain gardens, and 
restored coastal wetlands reduce 
adverse impacts from localized 
flooding and wave damage from 
storms. They also provide additional 
community benefits such as cleaner 
air, space for recreation, and relief 
from urban heat.

Resilience
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Equity
Access to nature is unequally available 
across the region. The Coalition 
sees the need to better connect an 
increasingly urbanized population in 
the region to nature. 

Local and regional greenways, city 
parks, urban forests, and restored 
stream corridors can reach into the 
most heavily developed parts of the 
region and provide connections to 
natural resources. 

Studies have shown that access to 
natural areas benefits public health, 
reduces crime, and improves local 
economies. These areas can be of 
particular value to underserved 
neighborhoods that currently do not 
have access to public open spaces.  

The Coalition seeks to improve access 
for all communities to the region’s rich 
and abundant natural and cultural 
heritage.  
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Discovery
Opportunities for people to discover 
and enjoy the greater Baltimore 
region’s natural resources is a critical 
means to igniting a lifetime of 
appreciation for the value of a healthy 
ecosystem. 

The people living and working in 
the greater Baltimore region are the 
strongest asset to achieving and 
sustaining a green infrastructure 
network.  

Through collaboration, the Coalition 
can develop the needed places, 
opportunities, and access that support 
discovery, learning, and volunteerism 

across the generations and throughout 
the entire greater Baltimore area. 

Through years of environmental 
education innovation and citizen 
engagement there exist excellent 
examples of environmental education 
and community action. However, there 
is still much work to be done.  

The Coalition believes that we must 
direct the attention of present and  
up-and-coming generations to discover 
the richness and value of the natural 
world so that we will collectively 
improve as its stewards.
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