Secretary of the Maryland DHCD Raymond Skinner greets Cambridge residents on Pine Street Tuesday during his tour of the Pine Street Neighborhood.  
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CAMBRIDGE Raymond Skinner, Maryland's Department of Housing and Community Development, and his staff took a walking tour of Cambridge's Pine Street neighborhood with city leaders Tuesday afternoon to discuss the ways Cambridge can use its Smart Site designation.

In June, Gov. Martin O'Malley visited Cambridge and announced the city's Maple Street District was one of 15 Smart Site project areas. The project will work with Habitat for Humanity in Dorchester and Talbot counties. The project includes building green homes and retrofitting existing homes with green technology for low- and moderate-income households.

The Maple Street District encompasses parts of Pine, High, Muir and Gay streets as well as Park Lane. Cambridge Main Street is in the process of getting the boundaries expanded to include Douglas, Wells and Cross streets; School House Lane and Lincoln Terrace.

Skinner and his staff met with Cambridge Mayor Victoria Jackson-Stanley, Commissioner Donald Sydnor and local residents at the Empowerment Center on Pine Street before the tour.

"Cambridge was selected as a Smart Site because of the great opportunities to revitalize not only the downtown commercial and retail facilities, but also the Pine Street community," Skinner said. "We want to see some of these vacant lots filled in, dilapidated houses rehabbed and make Cambridge a model community for the state of Maryland."

The walking tour covered Pine, Cross, Bethel, Wells, and Douglas streets; School House Lane; and Lincoln Terrace. Skinner talked about the next steps in the Smart Site process.

"What we need to do is come up with a strategy that has goals and objectives we can achieve," Skinner said.

Bethel A.M.E. Church Pastor Rev. Baron Young told Skinner that the Cambridge Lives program can be a catalyst to jump-start the Smart Site program.

Cambridge Maple Street, along with Cambridge Main Street, is working with Annapolis consulting firm Virtual Office Associates LLC to develop the Cambridge Lives program, which will use community participation to develop a three-year action for the revitalization of the Pine Street neighborhood.

"The residents and stakeholders have really caught on to the program," Jackson-Stanley said to Skinner. "The residents will give their own input to determine how the community is revitalized."

Jackson-Stanley said ideas are great but everything comes down to funding. "If there is no money to back it up, it will just die on the vine," she said.

Skinner talked about several funding sources, including a $60 million Weatherization Program as part of the federal stimulus package, and low interest or deferred loans to home owners.

Skinner said residents can apply to the Weatherization Program through Delmarva Community Services to receive funding to update their homes. "It will save them on their fuel bill, make their home more energy efficient and reduce the state's carbon footprint," Skinner said.

"Under the Maryland Housing Rehabilitation Program, we can provide zero-percent interest deferred loans to low-income homeowners for them to fix up their house," Skinner said. "Those funds do not have to be repaid until the house is sold or refinanced. This is something we can start now."

Octavene Saunders, who is secretary treasurer of the Pine Street Committee and a former member of the city council, said the group will help get the word out to residents about the Maryland Housing Rehabilitation Program.

Skinner said grants through the Maryland Community Legacy Program and the Community Development Block Grant program are also a good source of funding for projects.

One of the projects Skinner talked about was the city's infill housing Community Legacy Program application. The city is requesting $250,000 in funding to initiate a "Green" infill housing program within the Maple Street District.

The project consists of the city evaluating city owned and private properties for the most ideal infill locations in the district. Housing designs would include the LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) design, which measures how well a building saves energy and water, reduces carbon dioxide emissions, improves indoor environmental quality and uses resources responsibly.

"Those are the projects we had in mind when discussing Smart Sites," Skinner said. "The Smart Site designation will give projects like this a leg up when funding is trying to be secured."

Skinner said his staff plans to return to Cambridge in October to talk more about the Maple Street District.
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