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On Tuesday, Sept. 10, Frederick citizens will choose their party’s nominee to run for the city’s next
mayor in November. To help voters with their election homework, here’s a primary primer of
highlights from our roundtable discussion with the candidates.

By Adrienne Lawrence | Photographs by Cindy Alderton
 
On July 8 Frederick Gorilla and WFMD Radio, assisted by the Young Democrats and Young
Republicans clubs of Frederick County, kicked off the contest for City Hall’s top office by hosting a
roundtable with the candidates for Frederick’s mayor. Participating in the public forum,
moderated by Pattee Brown, were current Mayor Randy McClement, along with his two GOP
challengers, Alderman Shelley Aloi and former mayor William J. (“Jeff”) Holtzinger; on the
Democrat side were Maryland State Del. Galen Clagett and Alderman Karen Lewis Young; and
running unaffiliated, thus not facing a primary race, former mayor Jennifer Dougherty.

It should be noted that although Democrat Carol A. Hirsch, who is deaf, appeared at the event, she
was unable to take part in the roundtable due to the last-minute cancellation of her interpreter.

Here are a few highlights of their discussion on several major issues. To read the entire transcript
of the 90-minute program, or view clips from the event, go to frederickgorilla.com.

Did the city budget buy the farm on the Hargett property?
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Web Exclusive: Helping Students Who Are Homeless

 

The largest parcel of undeveloped land inside the city limits is Hargett Farm off Butterfly Lane. The
city purchased the 148-acre property in 2008 during Jeff Holtzinger’s administration by using an
$18 million bond, which he says was approximately a third of the seller’s asking price. He still sees
it as a golden opportunity to develop park space and a school site.

“We have less park facilities than Middletown, Walkersville, Thurmont,” he says, adding that the
location is convenient so “a fair amount of people could walk or bike to it.”

Randy McClement, Karen Lewis Young, Shelley Aloi and Jennifer Dougherty want to sell Hargett
Farm because it’s costing the city more than $120,000 a month in debt service to pay the bond
back and cover the interest rates.

Galen Clagett disagrees. “To say you’re going to sell something is easy; to do it is a different
matter.” He thinks it would be better to have a workgroup assess the commitments made for parts
of the land and suggests private-public partnerships may be part of the answer. “It may not be a
typical sale; it may be a lot of things working at the same time.”

McClement points out that land has already been set aside for a school and work is underway to
develop the park facilities. “We also were just able to get our project Open Space money, which
dedicates 35 acres of that to strictly park land. And in lieu of that, the state provides us funding to
help offset those costs. We’re in the process of budgeting street-curb access for what will be ball
fields out there.” But, he adds, “How are we going to pay for all of this?”

“Can’t do it. Can’t be done. We don’t have the money,” Dougherty declares, noting Frederick is
currently $19 million in debt on the Hargett Farm and $4.4 million is budgeted for the capital
improvements for Butterfly Lane. “I think we should figure out how to parcel out what we can sell,
and sell it. We’re losing $2 million a year in property taxes. We’re paying $1.5 million a year in
interest.”

 

Aloi agrees, “We can’t recoup the dollars. We can’t pay the bond back until 2019 because of the
way it was wrapped up. We’re in some serious trouble here with regard to this farm.”

Walkersville’s gradual development of its Heritage Farm Park serves as a good example of how
costs can be reduced in the short term, observes Holtzinger. The town started with gravel roads
and parking lots, then paved it as they got funding. “One of the things that makes Hargett ideal is
the grade is generally flat,” which makes it easier to build on and add enhancements, he says.

Holtzinger also says despite the property’s size, the farm has cost the city about the same amount
as the Carroll Creek Linear Park, which is approximately five acres. Dougherty was quick to point
out that the city gains $500,000 in taxes per year from Carroll Creek.

Up Carroll Creek with Only One Oar in the Water

For Dougherty, the failure to finish the Carroll Creek project is like “doing an addition on your
house and you decide to put a tarp up for eight years.”

Seeing the project to completion was one of the main reasons why she ran for mayor the first
time. “There was this whole vision of creating a new downtown and that was former mayor Ron
Young and Doc McClellan and Charlie Smelser [a former state delegate and state senator,
respectively]. And they got the money together. They came in and the flood control plan came in.

http://www.frederickgorilla.com/bananagrams
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/frederick-gorilla-magazine/id571784936?mt=8
http://www.frederickgorilla.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/mayoral2.jpg
http://www.amazon.com/Graphcom-Creative-Frederick-Gorilla-magazine/dp/B009SCFQJ6/ref=pd_rhf_cr_p_t_1_4Y4N
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.graphcom.gorilla&feature=search_result#?t=W251bGwsMSwyLDEsImNvbS5ncmFwaGNvbS5nb3JpbGxhIl0.
http://www.frederickgorilla.com/web-exclusive-helping-students-who-are-homeless/


5/21/2015 Primary Education: Frederick’s Mayoral Candidates Talk Issues - Frederick Gorilla

http://www.frederickgorilla.com/primary-education 3/7

Well, I waited and waited for this magical thing to show up. We pushed it to get it done. We had to
go through the Historic District Commission — the Historic Preservation Commission now; we had
to go through the Planning Commission and we had to go through the Board of Aldermen. So
none of those things were easy, but all of them were done,” Dougherty says.

Young agrees with Dougherty about the project’s importance. “This has been one of my key
projects that I wanted to accomplish in this administration. In fact, when it looked like we weren’t
going to fund it, I talked to all of my colleagues as well as marching over to Winchester Hall to ask
them if they would forward fund it so that we could develop the next phase.” She added that the
next phase was scheduled to begin by the end of this summer, but was delayed a few months
“because of all of the various levels of government that are involved.” According to Young, the
mayor and board approved a funding strategy, so construction should start this year on the
section between the Delaplaine Visual Arts Education Center and East Patrick Street.

“We need to be able to finish this project to provide that economic spur,” says McClement. “The
creek is a proven catalyst; that is the one thing we wanted to get across, it is proven. The first
phase proved it could work.”

Some candidates discussed re-examining the creek project to change it significantly or scale it
back due to the costs, such as the $19 million price tag for the current finished section and the $13
million estimated costs for the rest of the creek.

“What I’m suggesting is not to stop but to move forward, but at the same time to look for ways to
change what we’re doing so we don’t take the whole package,” states Clagett. “I think we should
move, and move quickly, but I will not build my extension in that one.”

Holtzinger says, “I’m not saying not to do it, I’m just saying to scale it back some.”

Regarding the cost versus financial return, Dougherty sees only positive numbers “if we finish it in
the spirit in which it is designed now.” But currently, “We’re losing businesses and residents are
being insulted as they’re walking down the creek. That’s not what it was designed for and we need
a more positive energy.”

Safety on Carroll Creek is a concern. While Frederick has a relatively low crime rate, residents are
worried that if the city doesn’t come up with an effective plan, crime on the creek could increase.

Dougherty’s solution is a community services kiosk. “Right where that flower bed was pushed back
right on the corner across from La Paz, I would put a kiosk like we have at Baker Park, outside the
band shell.” She envisions the police using it to charge patrol Segways or warm up from the cold.
On weekends, the Downtown Frederick Partnership and the Tourism Council could man the booth
to promote events. The kiosk could also serve as a welcome center to the creek. Whatever it’s use,
the kiosk could help “make sure that the knuckleheads, who are hanging out on the creek, are free
to hang out but not free to insult or commit crimes,” she says.

A Conference Center by Any Other Name

“Although we use the words ‘conference center,’ it’s really a hotel with a large meeting space,” says
McClement. “The idea is just to be able to hold meetings for our businesses that they can’t hold
now without going outside of downtown. We don’t have the meeting facilities. We’re working every
angle of this including state, locals. If someone comes up and says I can put a Hilton right here,
we’re done.”

All six candidates agree: The hotel would be a boost to the economy and good for the city.
However, where it should go and how it will happen is up for debate. Dougherty doesn’t want to
see the facility on East Patrick Street where the post office sits. “That offers too much of an
intrusion into people’s lives.”

Young pointed out that her husband and former mayor Ron Young proposed the idea 30 years
ago. “Our major employers have told us this is a necessity, and if we want to retain jobs and grow
jobs — good jobs — this is something that we do need.”

When Aloi noted that a consultant is working with the city to determine an appropriate location,
Dougherty expressed surprise that the city would underwrite such a study, since a hotel company
is likely to do its own research. “I know the money came from the stadium authority as well, but
that’s our tax money,” she says, adding that most hotel owners will likely look to the southeast side
of town and would then work with East Frederick Rising, a community revitalization group. “The
private sector dollars are going to control that.”

“The city’s role is not to pay for a conference center or a hotel but to support that with the basic
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infrastructure that’s needed,” Aloi remarks. Young agrees, saying the city will have some role: “It
could be parking, particularly if there’s parking planned anyway. It could be land, but the city
would have a minor role in the public private partnership.”

In addition to infrastructure, City Hall should be ready to offer bank loans and a pledge of support,
says Clagett. “When you ask investors to put $40 to $50 million on the table, they need to know
that it’s a viable project. They need to know that a city’s committed to this project and that the
state is committed to this project and that we’re going to facilitate this development, help this
thing to happen and so that’s the reason. We haven’t been there yet; we’re just getting there.”

Holtzinger adds, “They get bogged down. They think the planning, the zoning process, the site
approval and improvement process are going to go one way, and all of a sudden they’re two to
three years into the process and they don’t have approval.”

Drowning in Water and Sewer Fees

In 2011, when Volt restaurant co-owners Bryan Voltaggio and Hilda Staples looked into developing
the former Carmack-Jay’s property on North Market Street as a dining and commercial space, the
associated impact fees were estimated at more than $200,000 to be paid up front. With the
restaurant, the city calculated fees based on the number of faucets that would need to be
installed. That killed the investors’ interest in the property.

Holtzinger, who was mayor at the time, recalls speaking with the two restaurateurs and concluded
they were overcharged based on fixture units. “So, that was the problem. Frankly, I thought it was
fixed then; that’s my fault.”

The way the city calculates fees has changed since then, but does include items such as a flushing
fee. Now the city bases its rates on an estimated flow for the first year, which is reevaluated after
that initial period and could result in an increase or refund, according to Aloi.

Concerns remain that high impact fees deter economic development and discourage business
growth. The current and two former mayors all placed the blame for higher fees on the basic need
for more water. McClement explains that a drought around the millennium exacerbated water
problems in Frederick. Without it, new businesses couldn’t open and new residents couldn’t move
here.

By Dougherty’s term in office (2002-2006), “The city was bordering on not having enough water
supply to meet the average daily demand,” recounts Holtzinger. So when she went looking for
solutions, the only viable option was the Potomac River. “That was a critical issue,” he recalls. “It
boils down to the city needed a reliable water supply.”

The result was the Potomac River Agreement with Frederick County. “We paid something like $70
million for access to the Potomac River water, so that debt has to be paid, because it is backed up
by city taxpayers,” says Dougherty. “And if the users don’t pay by hooking up to the system, the
city’s going to pay some other way.” But she notes that the city is using less than 3 percent of the
water from that source. “So we’re paying for something we’re not using.”

Despite the cost, the city is charged at one of the lowest tiers in the county, Holtzinger points out.

McClement reports the city is presently updating the sewer agreement and suggested that it may
need to create a regional water authority like the Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission
(WSSC). “We have the infrastructure there, let’s figure out the best way to manage it.”

Aloi is not a fan of the county’s option allowing businesses to pay water and sewer impact fees
over 10 years.  “They might go out of business in five years; we won’t get that money back.” Yet she
sees a trade off: “At some point, they’re going to be paying property tax and business tax that
we’re going to accumulate. It’s better to have somebody there than have it empty.” [Note – Aloi
makes a correction to this statement in the comment section below.]

Clagett says the heart of the matter is “this is an enterprise fund, the users will pay for it, and
rightly so. The question is, how do we do that?”
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How Can Frederick Fight the Blight?

Of the 240 business properties for lease and 60 properties for sale in Frederick, which have all
been on the market for more than six months, 101 have been sitting vacant for more than three
years. Moderator Pattee Brown’s query wondering what does it take to do something about those
vacant and blighted buildings — like the infamous former Asiana restaurant — prompted a burst
of applause from the audience, despite her earlier admonition to refrain from making any
responses during the discussion.

Frederick has had the tools to take care of blighted properties for years, says Dougherty. In fact,
she used them for a property on Fourth Street. “We had to go to court; we lost on the local level;
the local judge said, ‘You cannot condemn one property, you have to condemn a whole block.’ I
said, ‘Of course that can’t be true.’ We then went to appeal. We won on appeal” — in January of
2006, after she was out of office. “We don’t need to continue this idea that we can only go to
Annapolis to get the help to do this. Asiana is condemned; it’s been condemned for 18 months.
Why aren’t we using the tools that we have?”

Looking around, Dougherty chided, “We have three elected officials up here; they’re not using the
tools that they have. They need to work with the city staff, the Chamber of Commerce, Downtown
Frederick Partnership, real estate people, everybody under the sun, but this one is an easy one. It’s
tied up. It’s got a big yellow sign on the door: Condemned.”

Clagett agrees that something needs to be done, but his greatest concerns aren’t buildings such as
Asiana. Rather, he’s focused on the warehouses surrounding Carroll Creek. “As I recall, all those
properties were funded through an industrial revenue bond back in the early ’80s. They’ve been
around like that since that time. To me, that’s more important than the other one because it’s a
whole block of blighted properties that really do cast a negative impression on the Creek.”

As for Asiana, Clagett vows, “I’d pull every tool and every possibility out and go after it with a
vengeance. I think it’s ridiculous to keep piddling around with it. We need to go after it, get it
finished and move on. And there are blighted properties other places in the city that we need to
go after as well.”

McClement points out that the city has new tools, such as receivership, where the court can
appoint an independent third party in charge of the property. They’re responsible for correcting
any problems with the property and then reselling it on the market.

For Aloi, the big question is who qualifies for a receivership. “That’s a matter for the board to
decide, whether it has to be a registered realtor. So that decision has not been made.”

After examining policies and procedures in Baltimore; Washington, D.C.; York, Pennsylvania; and
New York state, Young says she made some recommendations to deal with the problem —
including administrative search warrants, which was implemented by a task force 13 months later.
“We have not used it frequently enough,” she reflects. Also, the city needs to pump more
resources into code enforcement and share databases with police to target properties more
effectively.

“Perhaps a better way to do it is when you’re assessing fines and those fines aren’t paid, they
become a lien on the property,” Holtzinger proposes. “And that’s a better way for the city to
acquire the property.”

http://www.frederickgorilla.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/mayoral1.jpg
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He’s also concerned the city’s toolbox is overloaded and that the city’s elected leaders need to be
more particular. “You need to have people who are willing to stick to not voting for every
ordinance that comes up. It’s difficult, but every time an ordinance has come up recently, it has
been approved. There has to be the ability to look at what ordinances aren’t needed anymore.”

In the end, Holtzinger summed up, “There’s no Magic Bullet for this. It’s a difficult process; you’ve
gotta stick to it.”

About Frederick Gorilla

Frederick Gorilla Magazine is Frederick’s leading source for in-depth conversations about
business, life and politics. Through our website, social media outlets and print magazine, we
tell the stories of the people and organizations who call Frederick County home, and we
investigate the real issues that affect our readers’ lives.
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The picture of the gentlemen is worth a thousand words. I was at the event and was much more impressed with

the women. They were engaged. The men not so much. Jennifer knew here stuff. The numbers she threw out were

alarming. Karen and Shelley had some interesting things to say. But I worry about them because as current

Aldermen they could have done more on the issues that were discussed. Would have loved to hear more about the

current budget and the safety issues. Maybe another time.

Thank you gorilla for doing this. It was a great event and great way to kick of this election. My eyes were opened.

Kelly,

Thank you for your comments. As a current Alderman, I’ve learned that in order for Aldermen to legislate

well in this strong Mayoral form of government, it requires the cooperation and collaboration of the Mayor.

When that does not occur, many issues are not resolved and initiatives are difficult at best to move

forward. Hence the lack of results in this administration. Now you know why I am running for Mayor! I’d

appreciate your consideration and ask for your vote. I promise more than talk…I promise real leadership!

I DO support the 10 year payment of water and sewer fees similar to what the County has done. There are some,

however, with the complaints mentioned about. In my thinking, if it takes a 10 year payment plan to get businesses

in, we should help the businesses get up and running rather than allowing so many vacancies to continue.
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