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History of the Maryland Department of Agriculture 
 
The Maryland Department of Agriculture was established as a principal department of state 
government in 1973.  The department’s focus on one particular sector of the economy 
(agriculture) is unique and reflects the recognition by lawmakers of agriculture’s contribution to 
the state’s economy, cultural diversity and quality of life.   
 
The importance placed on promoting agriculture is made clear in Section 2-103(h) of the 
Agriculture Article in which the general powers and duties of the Secretary are defined: “The 
Secretary has general supervision, direction and control of the provisions of this article and 
generally to all matters in any way affecting or relating to the fostering, protection, and 
development of the agricultural interests of the state.” 
 
The Department’s Mission and Vision 
 
Mission: To provide leadership and support to agriculture and the citizens of Maryland by 
conducting regulatory, service and educational activities that assure consumer confidence, 
protect the environment and promote agriculture. 
 
Vision: To achieve excellence in services that preserve and protect agricultural resources and the 
environment, promote profitable agriculture and consumer confidence, and enhance the quality 
of life for all Marylanders. 
 
Units within the Department 
 
The four units are:  
 
1. The Office of Marketing, Animal Industries, and Consumers Services – This unit 

includes programs that ensure the wholesomeness and quality of Maryland farm products; 
safeguard against the introduction and spread of disease that can threaten vital animal 
industries; promote the production and consumption of Maryland agricultural products, and 
ensure fairness to consumers in the marketplace.  Specific programs include Animal Health, 
Food Quality Assurance, Marketing and Agricultural Development, Weights and Measures, 
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the State Board of Veterinary Medical Examiners, the Maryland Horse Industry Board, and 
the Maryland Agricultural Fair Board. 

 
The budgets of several independently operated programs are combined with this unit and 
include the USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, the Tobacco Transition Program, 
Rural Maryland Council and the Maryland Agricultural and Resource-Based Industry 
Development Corporation. 

 
2. Office of Plant Industries and Pest Management – This unit administers programs and 

enforces state or federal laws, regulations and quarantines related to management of pests 
that affect the health of crops and forests, application and disposal of pesticides within the 
state, mosquito control, pollinator health, quality of commercial agricultural products sold in 
Maryland, quality of seeds and turf, and control of noxious weeds. There are six programs: 
Forest Pest Management, Mosquito Control, Pesticide Regulation, Plant Protection and Weed 
Management, State Chemist, and Turf and Seed.   

 
3. Office of Resource Conservation – This unit works closely with Maryland farmers to plan 

and implement conservation practices or best management practices (BMPs) and programs 
that balance crop and livestock production with the need to protect natural resources.  
Resource Conservation provides a range of educational, financial, technical assistance, and 
regulatory programs to support Maryland agriculture and protect natural resources for future 
generations. The office works with a number of local, state and federal agencies, while 
implementing policies of the State Soil Conservation Committee. This unit is made up of five 
programs: Conservation Grants, Nutrient Management, Program Planning and Development, 
Watershed Implementation, and District Operations.  

 
4. The Office of the Secretary – includes the Office of the Secretary, Deputy Secretary, 

Principal Counsel, Communications, Government Relations, and the Maryland Agricultural 
Commission. The office also includes the Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation 
Foundation, and the Administrative sections of the department. 

 
 
Secretary’s Personal Goals 
 

1. Diversify and expand agricultural businesses; 
2. Rebuild farmer trust in the department; and 
3. Work directly with elected officials and legislators to promote the importance of 

agriculture.  
 
Goal Progress 
 
Diversify and Expand Agricultural Businesses 
The department is helping farmers diversify their businesses and capitalize on expanding 
marketing opportunities arising from the growing consumer demand for local products and desire 
to better understand where their food comes from. 
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The department launched a revitalized Maryland’s Best logo in May. This ongoing campaign 
emphasizes “Fresh, Local” and develops advertising designed to drive consumers to 
www.MarylandsBest.net to find local farms.  
 
The department also promotes Maryland agriculture through a variety of campaigns and events 
including: Maryland’s Ice Cream Trail, which includes eight farms stretching from Ocean City to 
Washington County; Governor’s Buy Local Cookout, which kicks off “Buy Local Challenge 
Week”; and National Farmers Market Week (first week of August), which promotes local 
markets.   
 
Through its international marketing arm, the department is working to open new markets abroad. 
Department staff recently participated in Cuba's International Trade Fair in Havana in November 
where they met with high level Cuban officials to promote Maryland products, especially 
soybeans, grains and poultry.  
 
Buyer Grower Meeting  
The annual Buyer-Grower meeting, a wholesale local food trade show held in Annapolis, 
connects Maryland farmers, aquaculturalists, producers, and processors with a variety of buyers.  
Last year more than 370 people participated. Even more are expected at this year’s event on 
January 20.   
 
Maryland’s Horse Industry 
Maryland has more horses per square mile than any other state and are an important part of the 
state’s cultural heritage and the agriculture economy. The Maryland Horse Industry Board, a 
program within the department, has promoted the industry with  “Touch of Class” awards, the 
Maryland Horse Chase, the 11-day My Maryland Horse Festival at the Maryland State Fair, and 
the development of the Horse Discovery network.  The department has also supported a variety 
of equine events including: the Preakness Stakes, “Racing with the Times” movie premier, Fair 
Hill International, Maryland High School Rodeo Championship, and the Maryland Million.  
 
Agricultural Education 
As citizens becomes further removed from daily farm life, it is increasingly important to educate 
people about where their food comes from. Every year, the department promotes and supports 
Homegrown School Lunch Week through the Farm to School program. During the past year, the 
Secretary participated in the Maryland FFA Convention, read to students at Fullerton Elementary 
School to celebrate National Ag Day / Read Across Maryland, and also visited Sam Ogle Middle 
School in Prince George’s County to learn about their garden initiative. The department is also 
working with the State Department of Education and industry representatives to help a Baltimore 
City school build greenhouses, raised bed gardens, incorporate agriculture into their curriculum, 
and create internships that could lead to future career opportunities.  
 
 
Rebuilding Farmer Trust 
Under the Hogan-Rutherford Administration, Maryland is open for business – and that includes 
farm and agricultural-based businesses. The department has been working with farmers to help 
them see the department as a resource that is here to help them.  
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As one of his first actions in office, Governor Larry Hogan proposed enhanced Phosphorus 
Management Tool (PMT) regulations as part of a broader “Maryland Agriculture Phosphorus 
Initiative.” This initiative is designed to further Maryland’s efforts to improve water quality, 
strengthen the agricultural industry, and bolster rural economies. The regulations, which went 
into effect June 8, reflect feedback from the agricultural and environmental communities and are 
a fair and balanced plan for limiting phosphorus.  
 
The regulations included forming a PMT Advisory Committee and conducting an economic 
impact study. The committee met for the first time last month and eight farms are now 
participating in an on-farm economic impact study. Those eight farms are fully implementing the 
phosphorus management requirements this and next year, which will give the department a good 
idea of how the tool will impact their operations. Additionally, the department has received 62 
percent of soil phosphorous FIV data back. Of that 62 percent, only 18 percent of the acres will 
be impacted by the PMT requirements. To help farmers meet the regulations, strong funding for 
the Manure Transport Program is avalable, with priority given to farms with high phosphorus 
soil levels. Thus, the department is in a position to assist those who want to start incorporating 
manure and need equipment in the short term in lieu of using custom applicators.  
 
Animal Waste Technology Fund 
Because managing manure will become an even bigger challenge to some farmers in the future, 
the department has funded five farm-scale projects related to manure to energy and animal waste 
management through the Animal Waste Technology Fund. Last month, another Request for 
Proposal was issued for an additional $2.5 million to fund projects that demonstrate new 
technologies on farms and provide alternate strategies for managing animal manure without 
impacting water quality. Ultimately, these projects will help farmers meet the requirements of 
the state’s stringent nutrient management law. Of this new funding, $1 million will be directed at 
renewable energy or related components of project(s). 
 
Cover Crop Program 
The department is proud to announce another record setting year for the number of acres planted 
into cover crops this past fall. In 2015, Maryland farmers planted 492,244 acres in cover crops. 
For each of the last six years, Maryland has exceeded 400,000 acres planted in cover crops. With 
the additional help from these plantings, Maryland has been able to exceed its 2017 Watershed 
Implementation Plan milestone by 18 percent.   
 
 
 
Working with Elected Officials  
On Monday January 11, the department invited legislators to tour the department, see the labs 
and hear from employees about the work they do to protect consumers and the environment and 
to promote agriculture. This past fall, the department hosted tours for legislators on 16 farms in 
seven counties. In all, 31 lawmakers, plus legislative staffers participated. At the Maryland State 
Fair, for the first time, the department hosted a breakfast and tour of the fairgrounds and had a 
great response from the two dozen officials who participated. The department will continue 
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working with elected officials, policy makers and the general public to ensure they know about 
the importance of Maryland agriculture to our quality of life and overall economy. 
 
Additional 2016 Focus Areas 
 
High Path Avian Influenza  
Now that winter temperatures have plummeted, the fall migration of ducks and geese – the 
primary carriers of high path avian influenza, or bird flu – has started. The risk to flock owners, 
large and small, is now very high and a new outbreak was just reported in Indiana.  
 
The department has spent the past year coordinating, training and preparing with the Maryland 
Emergency Management Agency, its counterparts in Delaware and Virginia, the poultry 
industry, and so many others who will be impacted if the disease arrives in the state. The 
department has participated in several table top exercises to simulate the actual scenario of an 
outbreak and issued several press releases to reach the general public. The department’s two 
internationally accredited animal health diagnostic labs test every flock prior to slaughter, and 
animal health inspectors follow up on reports of sick birds. In addition, a Declaration of 
Emergency is ready for the Governor’s Signature, should it be needed, which will help secure 
more support.  
 
The department is as prepared as it can be considering no one knows what type of facility or 
where or when in the state it might hit. The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Regional 
Veterinarian has said the department is “light years” ahead of the states in the Midwest that had 
no warning or time to prepare.  
 
Pollinator Protection 
The President has directed the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to engage state agencies in 
developing Managed Pollinator Protection Plans to mitigate risk to honey bees and other 
managed pollinators. Managed pollinator services in Maryland were estimated at $26.6 million 
for 2011. This includes the added value provided by honey bee pollination services to crops such 
as apples, peaches, soybeans, cantaloupe, cucumbers and watermelons. Honey production in 
Maryland has been valued at $325,000 (2012 Census of Agriculture). According to the Bee 
Informed Partnership, annual honey bee colony losses in Maryland for 2014-2015 were nearly 61 
percent. Pressures on honey bees are varied and include nutrition, management, pests and 
diseases, winter, weak queens, and pesticides. In short, they need help.  
On January 20, the department will host a summit at the University of Maryland, College Park to 
help us develop a Managed Pollinator Protection Plan to address risks to honey bees and other 
pollinators in our state. Keynote speakers and breakout discussions will allow state agencies and 
key stakeholders to identity opportunities and barriers to promoting pollinator health in the state. 
The summit will establish a framework for open communication and collaboration as Maryland 
develops and begins implementing its plan beginning this spring 2016.  
 
 
 
 
 



6 
 

 
 
 
Department Communications 
 
The Communications Office works to keep the public and other stakeholders up to date on all 
activities within the department.  
 
 The department maintains a comprehensive website that uses a responsive design template, 

which makes the site easy to navigate on a desktop or mobile device. The staff updates the 
sites regularly. It is: www.mda.maryland.gov 

 
 Maryland’s Best – the  marketing arm of MDA – also maintains a website and a searchable 

database that helps connect consumers with growers at: www.marylandsbest.net 
 
Social Media 
 
The Communications section also has a robust social media presence. It not only provides more 
avenues to communicate with the public and agricultural professionals but also actively engages 
with people by answering questions, correcting errors, stopping rumors and promoting the good 
work of the agricultural community. All are invited to follow along.  
 
Twitter: 
 Main MDA Twitter Account: @MdAgDept (www.twitter.com/MdAgDept) 
 Maryland’s Best (MDA Marketing) Twitter: @MdsBest (www.twitter.com/MdsBest) 
 Maryland Horse Industry Board Twitter: @MdEquines (www.twitter.com/MdEquines) 
 Maryland’s Farm to School Twitter: @MDFarm2School 

(www.twitter.com/MDFarm2School) 
 
Facebook 
 Main MDA Account: www.facebook.com/MdAgDept 
 Maryland’s Best: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Marylands-Best/89703601400?ref=hl  
 Maryland Horse Industry Board: www.facebook.com/MarylandHorseIndustryBoard 
 Maryland Farm to School: www.facebook.com/pages/Maryland-Farm-to-

School/135831876430648?fref=ts 
 
 


