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Agriculture is Maryland’s 
number one commercial 
industry, made up of close to 
12,500 farms and nearly 21,300 
diverse producers.
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Sustainable agriculture offers a solution 
for farms to protect the environment while 
improving financial margins for businesses. 
These are essential practices that can keep 
our communities and environment healthy 
and thriving. 

There is an opportunity to change our path 
and, in doing so, bring along everyone who has 
been left out of the benefits of our food system. 
Change must be driven from our communities 
of residents, farmers, and farm workers. Our 
tools lie in facilitating greater transparency 
and accountability, calling for sustainable 
changes in the industrial agriculture system, 
and transitioning to economically viable, 
socially just, and environmentally sustainable 
alternatives. We can improve the lives of 
farmers, protect animal welfare, and work to 
save our climate and health. 

Maryland is Home to 
The Nation’s Largest Estuary: 
the Chesapeake Bay, among other critical coastal bays. As one of the 
most productive bodies of water in the world, the Bay provides vitally 
important habitats for both wildlife and recreation—it’s an important 
fishery that both people and wildlife depend on. The Bay plays a 
significant role in the region’s economic and cultural development. 
However, the Free State is not only known for its thriving ecosystem	
—it also boasts a long and flourishing agricultural history.

Agriculture is Maryland’s number one 
commercial industry, made up of close 
to 12,500 farms and nearly 21,300 diverse 
producers. Over the last several decades, 
industrial agriculture has come to dominate 
the Lower Eastern Shore. The area is home 
to hundreds of large factory farms that raise 
chickens and grain farms that grow chicken 
feed. Industrial agricultural practices have 
taken a toll on the Chesapeake Bay and the 
Lower Shore’s once vibrant rural communities. 
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Enter the Initiative for 
Change on the Eastern Shore 
The Initiative for Change on the Eastern Shore–originally founded 
as the E3 Coalition–combines legal, regulatory, and policy expertise, 
along with community partnerships and strong research and data 
analysis skills. All of this expertise enables us to work together to 
achieve our goal of reducing pollution from industrial agriculture on 
Maryland’s Lower Eastern Shore. Our collaborative formed, in part, in 
response to neighborhood groups and local coalitions that sprang up 
to challenge recent factory farm expansions and encroachment into 
their communities. Our efforts are aligned with community priorities 
and ultimately aim to protect and improve public and environmental 
health on Maryland’s Lower Eastern Shore.
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Values
The Initiative’s work focuses on 
environmental law enforcement, community 
organizing, and the operation of public air 
and water monitoring networks. Our efforts 
are aligned with community priorities and 
ultimately aim to protect and improve public 
and environmental health on Maryland’s 
Lower Eastern Shore.

Partner Organizations
The Initiative is a collaborative of the Assateague Coastal Trust, Center for Progressive Reform, 
Chesapeake Legal Alliance, Environmental Integrity Project, and Waterkeepers Chesapeake.

Mission 
The Initiative’s collaborative’s vision of 
success is effective enforcement of existing 
environmental laws by state and local 
agencies; robust environmental monitoring 
that ensures clean air and water for Lower 
Eastern Shore communities; Maryland meeting 
its goals under the Chesapeake Bay Total 
Maximum Daily Load (TMDL); and a regional 
food system that employs sustainable and 
regenerative, rather than polluting, practices.

https://www.actforbays.org/
https://progressivereform.org/
https://www.chesapeakelegal.org/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/
https://waterkeeperschesapeake.org/


Accomplishments
2019 
March: The Initiative supported the 	
passage of state legislation (SB546) that 
increased transparency, reporting, and 
documentation for concentrated animal 
feeding operations (CAFOs) and restored key 
water monitoring sites to the state’s tidal 
water monitoring network. 

September: Initiative advocates alerted 
Maryland state Sen. Sarah Elfreth and 
former state Sen. Paul Pinsky, along with the 
Administrative, Executive, and Legislative 
Review Joint Committee, to the threat 
posed by proposed regulations to drastically 
lower permit fees for large animal feeding 
operations (AFOs). Advocates worked with the 
attorney general’s office to ultimately prevent 
the Maryland Department of the Environment 
(MDE) from lowering the fee.

December: The Initiative hosted a 
community meeting to inform residents 
on the renewal of the MDE AFO general 
permit and also submitted extensive public 
comments. These actions set up the legal 
challenge of the permit. 
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2020
April: In response to the Environmental 
Integrity Project (EIP)’s report on ammonia air 
emissions and nitrogen loads from the poultry 
industry, the Initiative called for more nitrogen 
and ammonia monitoring and more accurate 
pollution estimates to foster achievement of 
the 2025 Chesapeake Bay cleanup goals. 

May: More than 100 state and local advocates 
and residents joined the Initiative’s first 
virtual town hall, “Now More than Ever: 
Protecting Delmarva Communities through 
Sustainable Agriculture.” The event provided 
the Initiative’s partners with the opportunity 
to highlight their latest research and insights 
on water and air pollution from industrial 
livestock operations. It also offered a space for 
community members to share their concerns 
and personal experiences with this industry 
and its impact on their communities.

June: The Initiative hosted a community 
engagement webinar with 85 local farmers 
about the environment and the financial 
and ecological benefits of transitioning to 
sustainable agriculture.

June: Two of the Initiative’s member 
organizations, ACT and EIP, began to operate 
a small community air monitoring network 
to measure levels of gaseous ammonia close 
to poultry operations.

October: The Center for Progressive Reform, 
an Initiative member organization, published 
a report assessing drinking water quality 
in private wells and public utilities on the 
Lower Eastern Shore, as well as private 
well regulation in Maryland. Their research 
uncovered that at least 1 in 25 private wells in 
the region at one point had hazardous levels 
of nitrate. Their research also showed that 
Maryland was one of five U.S. states with the 
fewest protections for well owners.

November: The Initiative hosted a webinar 
for farmers, legislators, and advocates about 
the legacies of inequity and racism in the 
food system. Attendees listened to educators 
discuss how local food systems can be re-
engineered to be just, equitable, and resilient 
in the face of crises. The Initiative also 
developed a partnership with advocates from 
the Socially Responsible Agriculture Project, 
which helped extend the Initiative’s reach to 
labor and farmworker groups in Delaware.  

https://environmentalintegrity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EIP-Poultry-Report.pdf
https://youtu.be/WWfdnBsMQoE?si=_KoIUxBYUkqUvIa6
https://youtu.be/WWfdnBsMQoE?si=_KoIUxBYUkqUvIa6
https://youtu.be/WWfdnBsMQoE?si=_KoIUxBYUkqUvIa6
https://progressivereform.org/publications/tainted-tap-nitrate/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hiYSMDJaCDw
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2021
March: In response to the petition for judicial 
review filed by Chesapeake Legal Alliance 
on behalf of the Assateague Coastal Trust, 
the Montgomery County Circuit Court orders 
MDE’s AFO General Permit be remanded for 
inclusion of controls on ammonia and water 
quality-based effluent limitations.

March: The Initiative began a partnership 
with the University of Maryland School 
of Public Health to engage Lower Shore 
residents in the Lower Shore Safe Well 
Water Initiative. Through this program, 
the team mailed over 150 free nitrate test 
kits to area well owners, many of whom 
were testing their wells for the first time. 
The results demonstrated that nitrate 
contamination in private wells is still 
prevalent in the region.

April: The Initiative collaborated with 
Maryland state Del. Vaughn Stewart to 
develop and ultimately pass legislation 
(HB629) to provide tenants and renters with 
safe drinking water from private wells and to 
create a well safety program. 

July: The Initiative hosted a webinar for 
Lower Shore community members to share 
the results of the Lower Shore Well Water 
Initiative and conduct a training on well 
safety and management.

October: Initiative member organization 
EIP released a report documenting non-
compliance with Maryland’s general permit for 
CAFOs and lack of meaningful enforcement 
from MDE, and a report documenting lack of 
progress toward reducing phosphorus pollution 
on Maryland’s Eastern Shore.

https://www.lowershoresafewells.com/
https://www.lowershoresafewells.com/
https://progressivereform.org/publications/community-science-initiative-detects-nitrate-in-lower-eastern-shore-residents-private-wells/
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb1069?ys=2021RS
https://www.lowershoresafewells.com/
https://www.lowershoresafewells.com/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/news/md-poultry-operations-fail-water-pollution-control-inspections/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/MD-Stagnant-Waters-Report-10-28-21-nonembargoed-final-pdf.pdf


2022
April: The Initiative helped pass legislation 
(HB649/SB492) to improve the inspection, 
reporting, and enforcement of discharge 
permits. The Initiative also supported the 
passage of a bill (HB1200/SB818) that requires 
environmental justice screening for all new 
and renewed permit applications.

May: The Initiative celebrated the passage 
of the Urban Agriculture Water and Power 
Infrastructure Grant Program and Fund, 
which calls for establishing the Urban 
Agriculture Water and Power Infrastructure 
Grant Program in the Department of 
Agriculture to increase the viability of urban 
farming and community gardens. 

November: Maryland Department of the 
Environment v. Assateague Coastal Trust 
was presented before the State of Maryland 
Supreme Court after MDE appealed the lower 
court decision to remand the permit.

December: Initiative members Center for 
Progressive Reform, Chesapeake Legal 
Alliance, and Waterkeepers Chesapeake 
released a report recommending a 
comprehensive set of environmental laws 
that would provide Marylanders greater 
access to state courts and provide greater 
recourse for communities seeking to enforce 
state environmental laws and remedy 
environmental harms.

https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB0649?ys=2022RS
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB0492?ys=2022RS&search=True
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB1200?ys=2022RS
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB0818?ys=2022RS&search=True
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0942?ys=2022RS
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0942?ys=2022RS
https://waterkeeperschesapeake.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/MD-Standing-Report-Final-Dec-2022.pdf
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2023
March: Initiative members EIP and ACT 
released findings of their Eastern Shore 
Ammonia Air Monitoring Project. The 
project monitored gaseous ammonia levels 
at residential properties near large poultry 
operations in Somerset and Worcester Counties. 
Monitored concentrations were higher than 
what MDE found at monitoring sites located 
farther away, indicating that people who live 
closer to poultry operations are exposed to 
higher levels of ammonia air pollution. 

April: The Initiative supported and saw the 
passage of the Private Well Safety Act (HB11/
SB483), which will require MDE to adopt 
regulations to identify additional standards 
for water quality testing. The coalition 
also advocated for the Renewable Energy 
Portfolio Standard (HB718/SB590) and the 
Climate, Labor, and Environmental Equity 
Act of 2023 (HB840/SB743).

June: Along with other water quality 
and environmental advocates, Initiative 
members provided information to the new 
leadership at the Maryland Department 
of the Environment about the inadequate 
regulatory framework in place for reducing 
air and water pollution from AFOs in order to 
facilitate the establishment of new pollution 
controls from these sources.

August: A 6-1 majority of the Maryland 
Supreme Court sided with MDE in 
Maryland Department of the Environment 
v. Assateague Coastal Trust and ruled that 
regulators are addressing the air concerns 
through Maryland’s 2019 AFO discharge 
permit. Numerous organizations and 
advocates have worked in the months since 
the decision to push the Department to begin 
implementing protections at operations 
posing the greatest risk of harming public 
health and water quality.

https://environmentalintegrity.org/reports/eastern-shore-ammonia-air-monitoring-project/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/reports/eastern-shore-ammonia-air-monitoring-project/
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB0011
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB0649?ys=2022RS
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB0718?ys=2023RS
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0590?ys=2023RS
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB0840
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB0743?ys=2023RS
https://law.justia.com/cases/maryland/court-of-appeals/2023/11-22.html
https://law.justia.com/cases/maryland/court-of-appeals/2023/11-22.html
https://law.justia.com/cases/maryland/court-of-appeals/2023/11-22.html
https://law.justia.com/cases/maryland/court-of-appeals/2023/11-22.html
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The Initiative for Change on 
the Eastern Shore envisions 
a world where our food 
systems are equitable and 
sustainable for all. 



Recommendations
The well-being of Maryland’s 
communities, ecosystems, and the 
Chesapeake Bay depend on the 
actions of the government, local 
residents, and the philanthropic 
community. To achieve our goal of 
reducing pollution from industrial 
agriculture on Maryland’s Lower 
Eastern Shore, we must act to 
ensure greater transparency 
and accountability, call for 
smart changes in the industrial 
agriculture system, and transition 
to economically viable, socially 
just, and environmentally friendly 
alternatives. The Initiative for 
Change on the Eastern Shore 
envisions a world where our 
food systems are equitable and 
sustainable for all. 

Furthermore, this model can be adapted to 
have a wider impact in the region at both the 
state and federal levels. Other states can benefit 
from organizations like the Initiative to drive 
sustainable change in environmental and 
agricultural systems for the benefit and well-
being of local residents, the ecosystem, and 
farmers. Already, Initiative partners sued the 
federal Environmental Protection Agency over 
outdated effluent limitation guidelines (ELGs) 
for slaughterhouses, which resulted in EPA 
proposing draft ELGs in late 2023, with a final 
rule in 2025.

https://waterkeeperschesapeake.org/in-response-to-lawsuit-epa-announces-timeline-for-first-revisions-to-slaughterhouse-water-pollution-standards-in-nearly-twenty-years/
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The Initiative has developed a series of 
recommendations for the state government 
and residents listed below.

To promote greater well-being for 
residents and local ecosystems, the 
Maryland General Assembly should:

•	 Fully fund agencies, like the Maryland 
Department of Agriculture and Maryland 
Department of the Environment, to 
ensure robust enforcement of the state’s 
agricultural pollution and environmental 
protection laws; 

•	 Fully fund and expand activities and 
programs, like the Private Well Safety Fund 
and water and air quality monitoring, to 
ensure that Marylanders are made aware of 
and have tools to protect their health from 
local agricultural pollution;

•	 Pass a state law that requires state 
agencies to publicly report on their 
agricultural enforcement activities; and

•	 Pass a state law that prevents any new 
agricultural pollution in areas already 
overburdened with such pollution.  

To protect their health and 
longevity of local natural 
resources, Lower Eastern Shore 
residents and members of the 
philanthropic community should: 

•	 Fund organizations in Maryland and 
the Mid-Atlantic region that work to 
protect health from agricultural pollution, 
including coalitions that include public 
health and environmental justice groups, 
impacted communities, farmers, and others 
working to build a sustainable change in 
Maryland and in the Mid-Atlantic region.

•	 Support organizations that conduct 
community-led enforcement, meet the 
urgent need for increased monitoring, and 
enact reduced nutrient inputs to address 
the severe mass imbalance—particularly 
in shallow water ecosystems. Support 
legislation that funds these activities. 

•	 Voice support for greater environmental 
and health protections against agricultural 
pollution to their state legislators and local 
government officials.
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