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Legal Protections against the Construction of Maglev within the Greenbelt Forest Preserve 
The city property known as the Forest Preserve, specifically the several parcels that make up 
the North Woods Tract and Hamilton Woods Tract, is protected by laws, covenants, and 
easements at the municipal, county, state, and federal levels, which limit or prohibit 
construction within the Forest Preserve.  Some of these protections also prohibit any 
construction outside of the Forest Preserve that would be close enough to impact the Forest 
Preserve's ecosystem or the public enjoyment of the Forest Preserve. 
 

Municipal Protection 
 1. The Greenbelt Forest Preserve is city-owned property.  The City Council's October 
2017 letter asserts the City Council's intent that these lands remain protected green space.  
Furthermore, Greenbelt City Code protects the Forest Preserve by stipulating that the land can 
only be removed from the Forest Preserve by a public referendum.i 
 

County Protection 
 2. Prince George's County has an interest in the Greenbelt Forest Preserve remaining 
protected green space.  In 1990 the Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission 
(M-NCPPC), purchased a woodland covenant on Parcel 1 within the Forest Preserve.ii 
Alternative J1 would violate this covenant by converting covenanted woodland to 
transportation infrastructure.  The noise from the maglev train's passage would also violate the 
covenant by diminishing public enjoyment of the natural setting. 
 

3. In 2017, the M-NCPPC renewed its commitment to the Greenbelt Forest Preserve 
when it published the Prince George's County Resource Conservation Plan, a document that 
functions as a county-wide master plan.  This master plan locates the Greenbelt Forest Preserve 
within a M-NCPPC-designated Special Conservation Area that also includes Greenbelt National 
Park, the Beltsville Agricultural Research Center, and the Patuxent Wildlife Research Refuge.iii 

 
State Protection 

 4. In 1990 the City of Greenbelt used state funds from Maryland's Program Open Space 
(POS) to purchase Parcel 1.iv By Maryland state law, land purchased using POS funds means 
shall be perpetually-protected green space.  Additionally, because POS also uses federal funds, 
this portion of the Forest Preserve is protected by federal statute, namely section 6(f)(3) of the 
Land and Water Conservation Fund Act of 1965.v The Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) has designated 6.5 acres of the 12 acres of wetlands within the Greenbelt 
Forest Preserve as "Wetlands of Special State Concern.vi Alternative J1 would damage this state-
protected wetland.  
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6. The Maryland Department of Natural Resources (DNR) designated the North Woods 
Tract of the Greenbelt Forest Preserve in 2005 as part of a hub in the state's green 
infrastructure.  The state intends this determination to guide land-conservation efforts.  The 
hub that contains the Greenbelt Forest Preserve is a contiguous forest that includes the 
Beltsville Agricultural Research Center and the Patuxent Wildlife Research Refuge.  Reinforcing 
this designation in 2011, the Maryland DNR determined that this land is a Targeted Ecological 
Area, i.e., an area of "high ecological value that has been identified as a conservation priority.vii  
 

7. The Maryland Natural Heritage Service has provided the City of Greenbelt with a 
letter that states that the Maryland DNR is aware of at least one state-listed species in the 
Greenbelt Forest Preserve.   

 
 8. The Maryland Historic Trust has determined that NASA Goddard Space Flight Center is 

a historic district.  This historic district abuts the Northway athletic field and the Greenbelt 

Forest Preserve.  Alternative J tunnels under this historic district. In addition, there are several 

structures just north of the Greenbelt Forest Preserve within the Beltsville Agricultural Research 

Center that are listed as historical resources by the State of Maryland. The Maryland Historic 

Trust also recognizes the federally-designated Greenbelt National Historic Landmark, which 

includes the Greenbelt Forest Preserve. The proposed Maglev track's proximity to these 

historical resources may require the Maryland Historic Trust to review the impact of the 

proposed maglev line. 

Federal Protection 
 9. An active bald-eagle nest is located near the Greenbelt Forest Preserve, which means 
that there are federal restrictions on construction and associated tree removal within 660 feet 
of the nest.viii This nest is located on Research Road at Beaverdam Creek, near the northwest 
portion of the Forest Preserve.ix Because of the known bald eagle nest, the Maglev project may 
be encumbered by the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act.  The Greenbelt Forest Preserve 
and surrounding forest is also an excellent habitat for the northern long-eared bat Myotis 
septentrionalis and rusty-patch bumble bee Bombus affinis, both federally protected species.x   
 

10. In 1972, the federal government transferred ownership of a 13.9-acre forested 

parcel to the City of Greenbelt under the Legacy of Parks Program.xi This federal program 

assisted states and local governments with acquiring parkland, forest, and wilderness located 

near densely populated areas because of the societal benefit of easy access to green space.xii  

The 13.9-acre parcel is part of the Greenbelt Forest Preserve.  Alternative J1 would pass 

through this 13.9-acre parcel, negatively impacting its ecosystem and its use for outdoor 

recreation. 

11. In 1995, the federal government purchased a scenic easement from the City of 

Greenbelt for Parcel 1 within the Greenbelt Forest Preserve.  The City of Greenbelt sold this 

scenic easement in exchange for the financial assistance that the federal government provided 



in 1990 so that the City could purchase Parcel 1 from private developers. In addition, the 

federal government purchased a scenic easement in 1991 on the 13.9 acres of City-owned land 

in the northeast corner of the Greenbelt Forest Preserve.  Both of these scenic easements 

prohibit construction.xiii Both scenic easements are deeds that establish a federal interest in the 

green space, although the City of Greenbelt retains ownership of the land itself.  Due to these 

easements, this land falls within the legal boundaries of the Baltimore-Washington Parkway, a 

unit of the National Park Service, even though the City of Greenbelt retains ownership of the 

land.xiv Alternative J1 would violate both scenic easements.  

12. The North Woods and Hamilton Woods tracts are contributing resources to the 

Greenbelt National Historic Landmark listed in the National Registry of Historic Places.xv These 

tracts are part of the original "belt of green" surrounding the planned community that was 

designed, built, and administered by the federal government during the New Deal.  The plan 

developed during the New Deal called for the belt of green to be owned by the community in 

perpetuity (1) to avoid encroachment by any development that would be out of character with 

the residential community, (2) to provide recreation, and (3) to enable residents to enjoy a 

beautiful, natural setting at their doorsteps.xvi The forest destruction associated with the 

construction of Alternative J1 and the noise associated with the operation of the 300-mph train 

would be detrimental to the continued functioning of this resource within this National Historic 

Landmark.  

13. Section 4(f) of the 1966 U.S. Department of Transportation Act prohibits the 
construction of transportation projects within protected green space or historical landmarks 
unless it is shown that no "feasible or prudent" alternative exists that would avoid impact to 
these resources and also that all possible steps will be taken to "minimize harm" if no zero-
impact alternative exists.xvii This level of federal projection and review applies to the Greenbelt 
Forest Preserve because it is both protected green space and also part of a National Historic 
Landmark, as describe in detail above. 
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