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Abstract

Outdated and underdeveloped charters are commonplace among small municipalities, and

the Town of Brookville’s charter is both outdated and underdeveloped. To address these issues,

the project team conducted a comprehensive literature review and comparative case study

analysis to create a framework that the Town of Brookville and other similarly-situated

municipalities may use to ensure their charters reflect good governance practices.

Key elements of the project’s findings include a lack of clear roles and responsibilities for

municipal civic leaders, and unclear guidance on shifting norms and community needs. This

report also provides specific recommendations for the Town of Brookeville, including creating a

charter review committee, conducting comparative analysis specifically using Glen Echo as a

case study, and using the Maryland Municipal League’s guidance in the charter amendment

process.
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Introduction
In Maryland, a municipality’s charter delineates the powers that municipal corporations

may wield, as well as their relationship to certain provisions of Maryland state and county law.

All Maryland municipalities have been granted Home Rule, and their purpose is to provide

government services for the convenience and benefit of their citizens and the public (Town of

Upper Marlboro, Maryland, n.d.). Home rule involves exercising self-governance authority and

performing functions related to local affairs as approved by the state (Town of Upper Marlboro,

Maryland, n.d.). A charter, therefore, should set the structure, procedure, and processes that an

incorporated municipality will use to address challenges and future plans.

Due to the dynamic nature of communities and the passage of time, municipal charters

occasionally need to be revised. Court rulings, modifications to state or federal law, or

differences in the needs and preferences of local leaders and the people they represent may

impact the provisions of the charter (Town of Riverdale Park, n.d.). As society advances and new

technologies are developed, a town’s charter must likewise be refined to address these changes.

When charter revisions don’t occur in a timely way, the municipality may be unable to enforce

regulations. As explained in a Maryland Municipal League presentation, charters need to be

“periodically revisited and revised” to function as intended (Gullo, 2008).

The Town of Brookeville, Maryland sought an evaluation of its charter and the

identification of gaps in local, county, and state responsibilities (see Appendix A for the town’s

historical background). As is the case with many small municipalities in Maryland, Brookeville’s

charter hasn’t been updated since the 1990s and doesn’t reflect the sentiments of current citizens,

nor does it include appropriate regulatory updates.

This study aims to provide a solution to these challenges, with the primary research

question being how to develop best practices to revise a municipal charter in Maryland.

There is a lack of literature to guide Maryland municipalities in evaluating areas in their

charters that may need revision. While the charter amendment process is well-documented, their

isn’t much published research on evaluating municipal charters. Additionally, as society move

into the twenty-first century, there has been an increased focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Cities are increasingly addressing injustices based on race, ethnicity, sexuality, gender, and

socioeconomic status (McGrath, 2022). Proposed modifications should prioritize diversity and

inclusion, while also addressing shifting norms and community needs. A revised charter should
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make a municipality’s civic leaders not only more effective, but also more accountable and

responsive to residents and communities.

This study’s primary research question is how to develop best practices to critically

evaluate an existing municipal charter. To develop best practices and help the Town of

Brookeville develop a plan to update its charter, the project team completed background research

into the rules and regulations the town needs to function. The revised charter should provide a

modern vision for Brookeville, establishing clear guidelines for city ordinances and regulations.

The principles should serve as a guide for all citizens, with the flexibility to adapt to changing

societal standards.

Methodologies

Literature Review

The team conducted a literature review of existing resources on the municipal charter

amendment process and typical town charter provisions. While unable to find a large amount of

recent scholarship about municipal charters, the most useful literature is detailed in the following

paragraphs.

The handbook Charter Amendment Procedures for Maryland Municipalities by the

Maryland Municipal League outlines basic procedures for municipal officials in amending

charters. The handbook includes an overview of the charter amendment process and a flowchart

outlining the process. It highlights the sections of Maryland law that dictate how charter

amendments should be conducted. One of the handbook’s main points is that Article 23A of the

Annotated Code of Maryland sets out how incorporated towns may amend their charters to adapt

to changing circumstances, such as court decisions and the needs of municipal officials and

communities. The handbook also underscores the importance of having a well-thought-out

municipal charter, stating that a municipal charter is often analogous to the constitution of a state

or a nation.

The article, Understanding Your Municipal Charter by Thomas Reynolds, describes the

presentation given by Jay Gullo at a Maryland Municipal League conference. Reynolds explains

Gullo’s definition of a town charter and what is commonly found in a town charter. He discusses

how municipal charters get their authority and power and references the specific articles of the
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Maryland State Constitution that give municipalities the power to create charters and be

self-governing. He also touches on the limits of this power, such as how town ordinances can’t

contradict state or federal laws. Lastly, Reynolds explains Gullo’s discussion of how to amend a

town charter. In his presentation, Gullo discourages towns from amending charters to “achieve

short-term goals.” He also explains the need to gain constituent support and to follow specific

amendment procedures.

In the article, Reynolds provides a clear and concise summary of the presentation, which

was created for an audience of Maryland municipal representatives to help them understand how

to properly use a town charter. In the presentation, Gullo stated that charters should be

“periodically revisited and revised.”

While this article and presentation provided helpful information on how the Maryland

Annotated Code give towns their authority and the process for amending charters, this study’s

client, the Town of Brookeville, has noted that Maryland’s smaller municipalities aren’t

conducting periodic revisions, which leads to many outdated charters.

Finally, the National Civic League’s Ninth Edition of the Model City Charter makes

recommendations for ideal procedures and structures that local governments should achieve to

ensure the highest level of governmental performance. The Ninth Edition includes factors that

differ from previous editions. It integrates the need to address social equity and provides a

template for cities to use in their charter updates. The Ninth Edition also emphasizes the

importance of community engagement in local affairs, and outlines principles for meaningful

civic engagement that may be included in local charters. It also explores choices for municipal

council elections in communities with varied populations and sizes, and it advocates for the

direct election of mayors. The Ninth Edition also views city managers as innovators and

collaborators across government, nonprofit, and community organizations, emphasizing their

accountability to the public and to city leadership. Lastly, it clarifies that a city attorney’s role is

the exclusive legal representative of the city as an organization, and is not responsible for

providing legal services to the council, manager, or other government entities as individual

clients.

While the Model City Charter provides an ideal structure for city and town municipal

governments, it is not directly applicable to the Town of Brookeville. Brookeville doesn’t have a

city council or mayor; it has three elected commissioners and a town clerk. The Model’s
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council-manager forum information isn’t particularly useful for the charter revision process.

However, the Model City Charter does provide arguments in support of adopting the

council-manager form for communities like Brookeville, which could be useful for the town if its

citizens are interested in restructuring the town leadership.

Comparative Case Study Analyses

To establish a benchmark against which the team could review the Town of Brookville’s

Charter, this study examined three town charters: Glen Echo, Barnesville, and Chevy Chase. The

towns have comparable characteristics and historical backgrounds to the Town of Brookeville.

Each case study investigated the municipality's historical evolution, its structure, its demographic

composition, and existing ordinances.

Glen Echo, chosen due to its shared historical narrative with Brookeville, provided

insights into the significance of historical context in shaping municipal governance. However,

despite historical parallels, the considerable disparity in population size between Glen Echo and

Brookeville highlighted the nuanced impact of demographic factors on governance dynamics and

community needs.

Conversely, Barnesville, while lacking Brookeville’s historical component, has a more

comparable population size. It underscored the importance of demographic character in

informing governance structures and policy decisions. Comparing the Barnesville and

Brookeville charters gave a clear understanding of how governance frameworks can be tailored

to meet a community’s specific needs and population.

Chevy Chase is larger than Brookeville and lacks the same historical context as

Brookeville, but was included to explore alternative models of governance and potential lessons

applicable to Brookeville. Despite these differences, Chevy Chase’s charter provided valuable

insights into managing the complexities of a larger community and addressing modern

governance challenges.

These case studies and comparative analyses gave a holistic perspective on Brookeville's

charter deficiencies. By synthesizing historical context, demographic considerations, and

governance structures from comparable towns, a roadmap for charter revisions and policy

improvements tailored to Brookeville’s unique circumstances can be developed, ensuring a more

effective and responsive municipal governance system.
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Meetings with Town Leadership

To learn more about the individual challenges that the town of Brookeville is facing, the

team met several times with town clerk, Cate McDonald. She mentioned that many of those

involved in local government are volunteers with full-time jobs, families, and other

responsibilities. Additionally, she mentioned that the town leadership is concerned about rules

and regulations that possibly conflict with county or state ordinances. As she noted, ambiguities

in the charter can go unrecognized until a resident has a conflict and the town leadership is

unable to enforce a specific provision, for example, parking regulations or animal control

ordinances.

Findings: Comparative Case Study Analyses

In researching Montgomery County and State of Maryland laws and regulations, the team

determined that Brookeville has issues enforcing County laws and ordinances that aren’t outlined

in its charter, which leads to difficulties in town operations. Specifically, the town is having

trouble enforcing animal control and parking regulations. Comparative research into the towns of

Glen Echo, Barnesville, and Chevy Chase revealed how other municipalities operate and enforce

laws.

Glen Echo, Maryland

Town Government Structure, Demographics, and Operating Budget

The town governments of Brookeville and Glen Echo have a similar history (see

Appendix B) yet differ in their structure. Glen Echo’s town leadership includes a town clerk,

mayor, and four council members. The mayor of Glen Echo, elected to a four-year term, is the

town's chief executive officer and oversees the administrative branch of government. In addition,

the mayor is in charge of the town’s ordinances, regulations, and rules. Glen Echo’s legislative

powers are vested in a four-member council, elected at large for four-year terms.

In contrast, Brookville doesn’t have a town council or mayor. Instead, Brookeville's three

elected commissioners (including one as president of the commission) serve two-year terms, and

hold all legislative powers of the town.

Glen Echo and Brookeville have similar sized populations. According to the 2020 Census
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Glen Echo’s population was 279, while Brookeville’s population was 166. While Glen Echo’s

population is slightly larger than Brookeville’s, they are both small populations with similar

residential demographics. About 85% of Glen Echo’s population is white, as compared to about

91% of the population of Brookeville, according to the 2020 Census.

In FY23, the town of Glen Echo brought in $443,666 in revenue, and had $262,316 in

total expenses, making the net revenue $181,350. In comparison, Brookeville has a much smaller

FY23 operating budget and is currently running a budget deficit. In FY23, Brookeville brought

in $150,842 in revenue, and had total expenses of $161,027, creating a negative operating

income of $10,185. When comparing the revenue sources of Glen Echo and Brookeville, most of

Glen Echo’s income is derived from real estate property tax ($141,029) and state income tax

($162,996), while the highest revenue sources of Brookeville are local income tax ($70,000) and

property tax ($40,000).

Code of Ordinances Comparative Analysis

Glen Echo has both an animal control ordinance and a parking/vehicle ordinance, two

ordinances not included in the current Brookeville charter. Glen Echo’s Article 2 Animal Control

Ordinance was last revised in 2022, and reads, “It is the intent and desire of the Town that the

collegiality and neighborliness which are hallmarks of the Town be maintained, and to that end,

that information regarding animal control requirements be disseminated and attempts to resolve

problems informally and without resort to penalties and litigation be encouraged. If nuisance

issues cannot be resolved between neighbors, residents may call Montgomery County Animal

Control.”

Glen Echo’s Article 19 parking ordinance, was adopted January 2024, and grants the

mayor and town clerk authority to establish parking and traffic control measures and designate

streets as temporary or emergency no-parking zones. It also makes it illegal to drive or park on

curbs and sidewalks and sets provisions for parking permits and unidentified vehicles, among

other regulations.

Barnesville, Maryland

Town Government Structure, Demographics, and Operating Budget

The town of Barnesville has three Commissioners elected to two-year terms (see
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Appendix C). Commissioners choose one person to serve as “President of the Commission,” who

is informally known as the Mayor. The town also has one part-time Town Clerk who manages

day-to-day affairs. The town’s planning commission has unique legal powers that neighboring

communities don’t have. The planning commission comprises five appointed members, and

provides guidance to the Commission. There is also a three-member Board of Appeals.

This is similar to Brookeville, which also has a town commission elected every two

years. Brookville also has a Planning Commission, as the town has its own permitting process.

This isn’t because of the town’s municipality status, but because it’s located in a historic district.

This is the main difference between the two towns.

Both towns are small; Barnesville’s population is roughly 140 and Brookeville’s is

roughly 160 (per the 2020 Census). Brookeville’s population is 97.5% white, with a median age

of 39. Barnesville’s population is 92% white with the median age of 48.

In FY23, the town of Barnesville ran a balanced budget. It had a total income of

$144,950 and $144,950 in total expenses. As mentioned, in FY23, Brookeville brought in

$150,842 in revenue, and had total expenses of $161,027, creating a negative operating income

of $10,185. When comparing the revenue sources of Barnesville and Brookeville, most of

Barnesville’s income is derived from real estate property tax ($14,000) and state income tax

($145,000), while the highest revenue sources of Brookeville are local income tax ($70,000) and

property tax ($40,000).

Code of Ordinances Comparative Analysis

The town of Barnesville has a parking ordinance, Section 7 of their Zoning Ordinance,

which was last updated in May 2006. Section 7, entitled “Off-Street Parking and Service

Requirements,” reads:

“A. General Provisions. (1) Off-street parking shall be provided for every

building and use created, erected, enlarged, or increased in capacity after the

effective date of this Ordinance. (2) Off-street loading and unloading facilities,

hereafter referred to as “service areas”, shall be provided in conjunction with

every non single family residential use created, erected, enlarged, or increased

in capacity after the effective date of this Ordinance; such areas (whether

inside or outside a building) shall be in addition to any off-street parking
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areas. (3) The President of the Commissioners, in consultation with the

Planning Commission, shall issue a Building and/or Use Permit for the

construction of off-street parking and service areas only after a finding that the

plans and design submitted are in conformity with this Section 7.”

Barnesville doesn’t have an animal ordinance, however, Section 72-14 of the town

charter gives the Commission power to “pass such ordinances not contrary to the Constitution

and laws of the State of Maryland or this charter as they may deem necessary for the good

government of the town; for the protection and preservation of the town’s property, rights, and

privileges; for the preservation of peace and good order; for securing persons and property from

violence, danger, or destruction; and for the protection and promotion of the health, safety,

comfort, convenience, welfare, and happiness of the residents of and visitors in the town. Said

power shall include, but shall not be limited to…(3) Animals. – To regulate the keeping of

animals in the town.”

Chevy Chase

Town Government Structure, Demographics, and Operating Budget

Chevy Chase has a five-person Town Council, with each person serving for two years

(see Appendix D). Chevy Chase also has an Elections Board, an Ethics Commission and a Water

Board, whose members are appointed by the mayor. Chevy Chase also has volunteer committees,

including Climate & Environment, Community Relations, Land Use, Long-Range Planning,

Public Services Committee, and the Corso Special Planning Committee.

In 2020, the population of Chevy Chase was 2,904. This is significantly bigger than the

population of Brookeville. The town was 91% white. In proportion with their larger population,

Chevy Chase also has a much larger budget. The FY23 general revenue was $3,846,000, and

total expenses were $3,800,100, leaving a surplus of $45,900.

Code of Ordinances Comparative Analysis

Chevy Chase includes Sec. 1-7. Applicability of county legislation within town, which

the Town of Brookeville does not have. This applicability section allows the Montgomery

County code to be the default for certain ordinances. For example, the town of Chevy Chase does
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not have an animal control ordinance, however, Chapter 3-Animals, of Part II-Municipal

Ordinances notes the following, referring back to Sec. 1-7:

“Editor's note— The town has made chapter 5 (entitled "Animal Control") of the

Montgomery County Code applicable to the town. See § 1-7.

Charter reference— General authority to regulate animals, § 301(b)16, (b)30.

Cross reference— Nuisances, Ch. 16.”

Section 1-1 of the town’s Code of Ordinances, “How code is designated and cited,” also

states that the town will default to Montgomery County rules and ordinances regarding issues

where they don’t have their own. This is the case with Chevy Chase’s parking ordinance.

Recommendations

To update its municipal charter, the Town of Brookeville should complete a detailed

review of its charter, comparing it to Montgomery County’s current laws and ordinances.

Brookville staff should compare the charter to the selected municipalities in this report for

additional relevant enhancements that weren’t readily apparent to the student research team, as

Brookville staff will have deeper and broader expertise in such matters.

Brookeville can build on its past successes in amending several ordinances to reflect

updated codes. Brookeville has amended Zoning Ordinance TX-2022-01, Zoning Ordinance

TX-2018-01, and Subdivision Ordinance TX-2018-02. However, there are still parts of the

current charter that should undergo similar review and amendment. In its current state, the

charter includes outdated language that should be removed to properly serve the community. The

charter is also missing key elements that hinder the town’s ability to enforce laws and to operate

successfully.

The Town of Brookeville’s struggles with its charter are similar to many municipalities in

Maryland. To overcome this issue, the team recommends the following steps for Brookeville to

begin updating its municipal charter. These recommendations will help the town succeed in its

evaluation and amendment process.
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Create a Revision Committee

Town leaders should organize a committee to conduct a thorough review of the current town

charter.

Through research and information from Cate McDonald, Brookeville Town Clerk, it’s

clear that those impacted by the charter’s shortcomings are in the best position to identify its

gaps. Therefore, the team recommends a committee of Brookeville residents to apply their

unique insights to the most important issues and amendments for the charter. For example, Ms.

McDonald stated that the town needs to update its laws regarding pets to be in compliance with

Montgomery County laws; there have been issues with enforcing these laws due to lack of

updates in the charter. This insight is vital to creating an updated town charter that fully serves

the residents of Brookeville.

Asking residents of Brookeville to volunteer their time might result in low turnout and

engagement, but incorporating some of this discussion and revision into popular town events

might overcome that. The April edition of The Brookeville Times advertised a sold out tavern

night and a community yard sale (Brookeville Times, 2024). A table at the yard sale for residents

to share thoughts and give feedback on new ideas, may not be the most efficient way to do these

evaluations, but it would be a starting point for the committee and would reflect the thoughts of

the community. Individuals are more likely to participate in their community if they feel their

opinions are heard and considered. It would also be a great way to advertise the committee and

offer different ways to get more involved in the amendment process.

Conduct Case Study Reviews

The revision committee should review the project team’s case studies of similar town charters.

The team case studies of the municipal charters of Glen Echo, Barnesville, and Chevy

Chase were chosen for the case studies due to their similarities to Brookeville’s location,

demographics, and history. Case studies should be relevant to the town of Brookeville to create

an accurate analysis. These reviews revealed similarities and differences among these charters

that are relevant to the process of updating Brookeville’s town charter.
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Extra attention should be given to the town of Glen Echo, as its town history is most

similar to Brookeville. Examining other charters, especially in a committee of Brookeville

residents, will help determine the gaps in Brookeville’s charter. A quick comparison found

missing animal control and parking ordinances.

Use the Maryland Municipal League

Follow the Maryland Municipal League’s outlined process for amending charters.

Founded in 1936, the Maryland Municipal League (MML) is a nonprofit organization

that works to “advocate, empower, and protect the interests of our 160 local government

members” (Maryland Municipal League, 2023). The MML aims to ensure local leaders have the
Source: Maryland Municipal League

necessary tools for success in their communities. The MML has produced resources for local

leaders, including graphics that simplify the charter amendment process.

While the process is merely guidance for municipal officials revising their charters, the

flowchart is a helpful outline of steps a revision committee should take once they have identified
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the areas for improvement. According to the flowchart, the amendment process is initiated either

by elected municipal officials, or by residents gathering signatures. This is useful for those

amending the charter to know where to direct their communication. The handbook also suggests

using legal counsel to help prepare and approve charter amendments.

Brookeville has worked with the MML in the past, so these resources will be useful in the

charter revision process. While both Brookeville residents and leadership appear to agree that the

charter needs updating, the procedures are outlined in the MML figure above.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Brookeville - Historical Background

Established in 1754, the Town of Brookeville, Maryland was once a center of trade and

commerce in Montgomery County. Brookeville was created and developed to promote both

industry and family life while still allowing easy access to the nation’s capital (Lavoie, n.d.). The

town was incorporated in 1808, and local governance was overseen by three elected

commissioners. By the end of the 19th century, however, Brookeville was quickly surpassed by

the growing, larger communities in Montgomery County. By the 1920s, virtually all the

businesses had closed. Today, Brookeville is primarily a residential community home to about

200 residents.

Appendix B: Glen Echo - Historical Background

On January 13, 1997, the Town Council of Glen Echo voted 3-1 to formally accept

amendments to the Town Charter, which had not been updated since the original charter of 1904.

Based on a model developed by the Institute for Government Service at the University of

Maryland, the amended Charter reflects numerous state and county changes while also providing

structure to Glen Echo’s municipal administration. Charter Amendment Resolution Number

97-2, approved on January 13, 1997, took effect on March 4, 1997.

The towns of Brookeville and Glen Echo have shared many similarities throughout their

history. Both Glen Echo and Brookeville were initially settled by European immigrants seeking

new opportunities, and each town experienced economic growth through a variety of industries.

Brookeville grew as a commercial and industrial hub, with mills, stores, blacksmith shops, and

other businesses contributing to its success. Glen Echo evolved from a suburban development

and Chautauqua into an amusement park attraction, bringing visitors from all over the

Washington, D.C. area. Today, Glen Echo has evolved into an artistic and cultural hotspot,

emphasizing historical preservation while promoting inclusion and environmental sustainability.

Brookeville remains a smaller residential town with a few local businesses, retaining its historic

character while adjusting to the modern era.

Appendix C: Barnesville - Historical Background
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Barnesville was incorporated in May 1888, almost 140 years after the land was first

surveyed. Nearly 100 years later, the Montgomery County Council created the Agricultural

Reserve in 1980, in which Barnesville is located. The goal of the Reserve was to protect

productive farmland and agriculture in the county. The Agricultural Reserve protects the

surrounding agricultural landscape of Barnesville and offers town residents scenic vistas and

outdoor recreational opportunities.

Barnesville has kept its small-town character due to the Agricultural Reserve’s restrictive

zoning and the town’s own zoning authority.

While the history of both towns is similar, including being founded by Quakers and being

prominent agricultural towns, Barnesville doesn’t have the same historical aspect as Brookeville.

Today, Barnesville is only a third of a mile in area and has less than two hundred residents.

Barnesville also is home to many artisans and artists.

Appendix D: Chevy Chase - Historical Background

Chevy Chase was founded in the late 1800s as a “home suburb for the nation’s capital.”

Two 19th-century entrepreneurs, Francis G. Newlands and William Stewart, founded the town,

linked to the capital by railroads and electric streetcars that made it possible to live farther from

work. The area was designed to look suburban and “home-y,” and as a distinct environment from

the city and its alleyways. Unlike Brookeville, life in Chevy Chase was built around the streetcar.
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