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SUMMARY

The Maryland Court of Appeals considered whether 16.5 acres of open space within a 27-acre church
property qualified for Maryland's property-tax exemption for property actually and exclusively used
for public religious worship. The court affirmed the exemption, holding that the entire parcel could be
viewed as an integrated whole where zoning restrictions and covenants limited the disputed acreage to
open-space use supporting the church and prohibited commercial or residential development. The
court also applied deferential substantial-evidence review to the Maryland Tax Court's factual
findings.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether 16.5 acres of undeveloped open space within a church's restricted 27-acre parcel were actually
and exclusively used for public religious worship under Maryland Tax-Property Article § 7-204.

2. What standard of judicial review applies to the Maryland Tax Court's legal and factual determinations in
a property-tax exemption case.

HOLDINGS

1. A portion of a church parcel restricted by zoning and covenants to open-space use may qualify for the
religious-worship exemption when the parcel is used as an integrated whole to support religious
worship, the restricted acreage has no nonchurch use, and the administrative finding that the entire
parcel supports worship is supported by substantial evidence.

2. A reviewing court may reverse a Maryland Tax Court decision based solely on an erroneous legal
conclusion, but must uphold factual determinations supported by substantial evidence and may not
substitute its judgment for the agency's reasonable factual inferences.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We believe that the determination of whether a parcel of land is tax exempt does not turn on the property's
level of development. Rather, under § 7-204 the exemption depends on the actual use of the property and
whether that religious worship use is exclusive.” (833-834)

“Where a portion of a parcel of real property on which a church has been constructed is, by virtue of zoning
and covenants restricted to open space use, thus prohibiting any other use, that does not serve automatically
to demarcate the parcel, nor does it necessarily serve to infringe, usurp, or preempt the primary use of the
property.” (834)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The Roman Catholic Church acquired a 27-acre parcel in Baltimore County to construct a church. Zoning
approval limited church development to a 7.5-acre envelope and required the remaining acreage to remain open
space or agricultural land, with substantial restrictions on future construction. The Supervisor exempted the
developed church property and three acres used for storm-water management and a septic system, but denied an



exemption for 16.5 acres of restricted open space; the administrative tribunals treated the parcel as a single unit
supporting religious worship.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Supervisor granted a religious-use property-tax exemption for most of the church's developed property and
three acres used for storm-water management and a septic system, but denied the exemption for 16.5 acres of
restricted open space. The Property Tax Assessment Appeals Board extended the exemption to the disputed
acreage, and the Maryland Tax Court and Circuit Court for Baltimore County affirmed. The Court of Appeals
affirmed the circuit court's judgment.
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