
Maryland Land Records – Proposed User Fee 

Analysis by Maryland’s Legal and Real Estate Industries 

 

User Fee Proposal 

In March 2025, the Maryland Archives alerted users of the Maryland Land Records system 
(MDLandRec) that a new user fee would be implemented beginning in May 2025. This fee 
would be set at $0.20/page for view or download, and pages would be available for 30 days 
before needing to be repurchased. Users would be charged for all pages in each document 
accessed, even if they did not view all pages within the file. Monthly subscriptions would be 
available to members of the Maryland Small Business Reserve, which would total $500 to 
$1,500 per month, so long as those users stay below their allocated credits at each 
subscription tier. 

Projected Impacts to Industry and Consumers 

Many of the current users of the Land Records system would not qualify for the flat monthly 
subscription offered to members of the Maryland Small Business Reserve. It should be 
noted that the Small Business Reserve was established to allow small businesses to 
compete for prime contracts with state agencies and is not, in any way, related to those 
that will be searching for land records.  

It has been difficult to determine exact impacts on businesses and consumers, since each 
land record is unique, as is each real estate transaction. Contrary to Archives claims in 
recently released FAQs on the proposal, the fees proposed are not “modest increases in 
the cost for land record searches which are a part of the home buying process” nor will 
high-frequency users “incur costs of up to $1,500.”  

By the Archives own metrics, the Small Business subscription rates of $500-$1,500 per 
month are “a 70% discount.” This concedes that all other land records users will face 
charges of at least $1,600 to $5,000 per month. Because there is no unlimited 
subscription model, those costs can be even higher, even for small businesses, as page 
views above the allowed subscription tiers will be charged at $0.20/page. 

In addition, businesses must account for costs to repurchase access to documents for 
reviews that take longer than 30 days. They must also factor in costs incurred for 
transactions that do not reach completion. For instance, many use the Land Records 
system to detect and deter fraudulent activity, or to advise clients on future ventures. 



Finally, there will be administrative costs incurred to set up accounts, reconcile billing (if 
this can even be accomplished), and analyze usage across transactions and employees. 

With that in mind, we have estimated the following cost increases on a typical project or 
real estate transaction: 

• Residential New Construction - $5,000-$8,000 per unit: Every phase of the home 
building industry is impacted by the ability to search land records. This includes 
reviews conducted by developers, surveyors, environmental consultants, engineers, 
attorneys, and title companies for access to records throughout the duration of the 
construction process. According to the National Association of Home Builders, for 
each $1,000 increase in the price of a home, 2,296 Maryland households are priced 
out of the market. Using this metric, this could be as many as 11,000-18,000 
Marylanders now unable to achieve homeownership.  

• Residential Resale - $750-$1,000 per home sale: This includes reviews by 
settlement companies, title insurance companies, abstractors, mortgage 
underwriters, REALTORS® for both buyers and sellers, surveyors, appraisers, and 
Condo/HOA (if applicable). 

• Commercial, Low-Income Housing, and Non-Profit development projects - 
$2,000 - $4,500 per transaction.  Maryland faces a significant housing shortage, 
with a gap of 96,000 units. Many low-income housing and non-profit development 
projects are necessary to increase housing supply and revitalize certain 
neighborhoods and communities. According to the SDAT there were over 500 arms-
length commercial sales between July 1, 2023 and June 30, 2024. Maryland also has 
the fifth highest closing cost expenses nationally. These fees will ultimately add to 
this barrier to entry and trickle down to the parties to the transaction or tenants in 
the form of increased rents. Many non-profit developers that build low-income 
housing or shelters for the vulnerable or underserved will have to adjust their 
already fragile budgets which will stifle their motivation for growth and add 
thousands to each transaction.  

Further, we have concerns that a per-page fee to view will deter individuals from 
conducting advance due diligence on property records, resulting in more title disputes 
during the escrow process and increased instances of real estate and title fraud. 

Finally, the fees will increase title claims and cause delays in transferring and refinancing 
real estate in Maryland. The consensus amongst title researchers is that this fee will inhibit 
their ability to view every page of every instrument affecting title.  As such, this will 
perpetuate an already flawed database. There is no resolution to the “gap” period for 
recordings or the historical delay in receiving documents back from the recorders’ offices.  



Additional Anecdotes from Industry Members 

◼ Residential Developer- “Developers must look up land records frequently. Some 
examples are due diligence on a property of potential interest, deeds or easements 
or HOA Covenants or Front Food Benefit Declarations or Recreational Facility 
Agreements on projects, ownership information or easements on adjacent property 
to ours. An example is they may have a 55-page HOA Declaration, a 29-page Deed of 
Trust, and a 20-page storm drain easement among many other recorded documents 
on one project with many more to come. The developer would have to pay to view 
and download these documents, and every engineer and surveyor and attorney they 
have working for me would have to pay for the same docs and then would bill the 
developer. This gets wrapped into the cost of the house and passed on to the 
consumer.”  
 

◼ Title Attorney: “To provide a clearer picture of the impact, I’d like to share an 
example of my own work. Attached is a file containing several deeds for a property I 
am currently researching. These deeds represent a “chain of title” for a property 
going back just 15 years. While this is a relatively straightforward case, it still 
required me to review 58 pages of deeds, followed by 1,484 pages of other 
instruments recorded in the land records. Based on the proposed fee of $0.20 per 
page, this will cost me approximately $296.80 for a mere 15 years of history. To 
complete this search, I am required to go back at least 60 years, which could 
increase the total cost to $750 or more—just to view the documents. 

“In a more complex example, I recently conducted a title search on a property in 
Ocean Pines, Worcester County, which involved over 5,000 instruments indexed 
under the developer “Maryland Marine Properties, Inc.” With an average of 4 pages 
per instrument, this would amount to over $4,000 to view the documents for just 
one part of the chain of title.”   
 

◼ Small Business that manages Front Foot benefits:  “We are tasked with pulling 
Deferred Water and Sewer Declarations for both our clients and our homeowners. 
This is an essential service for our homeowners as it provides transparency around 
the legal document that imposes the assessment on their property for the next 20-
40 years, and most homeowners do not know how to use land records to search for 
this type of document. With this fee, each time we pull a Declaration (typically 
around 20 pages), we would not only incur a $4.00 fee per document, but because 
the way land records are organized and labeled (i.e., “Declaration”), we have to pull 
a number of documents to find the right one, which would result in excessive costs 
simply to pull a legal document that a homeowner has requested (and needs).  
 
“Similarly, we need to pull hundreds (if not thousands) of deeds a year (i) to show 
where the water and sewer disclosure has been added to a deed, (ii) to confirm the 
legal owners of a property, and (iii) to confirm the property is subject to the specific 



Declaration. Because we manage ~50,000 units, I would expect this cost to be $30-
$40k annually and for a small business like ours that will hurt.” 

 

Other Considerations 

Maryland Land Records – Revenues and Expenses 

In 1991, real estate industry groups supported a surcharge on recorded instruments to 
create the Real Property Records Improvement Fund and provide a dedicated funding 
source to digitize and maintain the online property database. That surcharge has increased 
several times since its inception, up from the original $5 to the current charge of $40, paid 
to the Maryland Courts. In FY 2024, the Circuit Court reported that the surcharge generated 
approximately $20.7 million in revenues. 

Since the completion of MDLandRec, the Archives has received a flat funding amount for 
the land records system of $500,000 per year from the Judiciary. The Archives budget 
figures indicate that the land records system has an annual cost exceeding that amount, at 
approximately $800,000 per year.  

The Archives staff indicated in their FY 2026 budget testimony that the new land records 
access fee of $0.20/page would generate “$1 million per month”, or approximately $12 
million per year. This amount would not only cover any shortfalls for the operation of the 
land records system, but the operations of the entire Archives agency, which was listed at 
just over $11 million in the FY 2026 state budget (HB 350). 

The above indicates that land records Industry users would be providing a minimum of $32 
million annually for a system that costs less than $1 million to operate. 

Finally, the Land Records Fund has a significant unspent balance which has been used to 
balance the state budget. In December 2024, the Judiciary reported a fiscal 2024 closing 
fund balance of $73.9 million, $20 million of which was transferred to the General Fund 
under the FY 2026 BRFA (HB 352). 

 

Comparison to Surrounding States 

During testimony, Archives staff indicated that the $0.20/page fee structure was in line with 
other states. However, many of the industries represented in this analysis cover multiple 
states and indicate that this fee is not in line with our surrounding jurisdictions, particularly 
when considering the existing Land Records Improvement Fee. In fact, the existence of the 
Land Records Fee is a direct contradiction of the Archives claim that Maryland is “the only 



state in the Mid-Atlantic region that is providing online access to land records at no cost.” 
The cost merely comes from the endpoint of the real estate transaction rather than at the 
point where the land records are accessed. 

Many of our surrounding states have a flat fee or a per document fee, rather than a fee per 
page. To make this analysis easier, we have calculated the average per document costs, 
regardless of pages, in some of the surrounding states.  

These are examples of land records access fees and subscription services in the states 
surrounding Maryland: 

 



With Maryland proposing $0.20 cents per page, it is expected that the average cost per 
document would exceed $1.  This would place Maryland between 100x and 10x higher than 
other nearby states:   

State/District Average Cost/Image 

DE $0.003 

DC $0.010 

PA $0.105 

VA $0.087 

WVA $0.065 

 

Fee Announcement and Roll-Out 

The real estate industry was surprised by the announcement of this new user fee. Members 
of the title industry who were involved with evaluating the new land records system in the 
last year did not learn of the fee until it was broadly announced by the Archives in March.  

Additionally, we have learned that neither the Clerks of the Court nor the State Court 
Administrator were given advance notice of this proposal. The oversight committee of the 
Circuit Court Real Property Records Improvement Fund, which met as recently as 
December, did not discuss this fee as part of the meeting agenda and the representative of 
the Archives in attendance did not present the change to that group for review or 
discussion. An industry member of that committee noted that there have not been Archive 
requests for additional funding in the past several years.   

While the Archives states that it “spoke extensively” to the House Public Safety and 
Administration Subcommittee and the Senate Health and Government Operations 
Subcommittee in February 2025, the written report on the new fee was a mere two 
paragraphs, without any supporting documentation on the need for the fee, how the 
existing Land Records Improvement Fund revenues were being directed, or specific 
comparisons of how the new fee per page compared to other states’ total fee structures.   

Further, testimony before General Assembly Subcommittees and consultation with the 
Department of Budget and Management is not a substitute for formal rulemaking or 
comment periods for users of the system. The Archives also does not explain why a fee tied 
to the FY 2026 Budget, which begins July 1, is being implemented on May 30. 



Industry Policy Recommendations 

• Delay implementation of any new fee structure until the next General Assembly 
Session so that this issue can be addressed in a holistic way, considering not just 
the Archives fee proposal but also the revenues received by the Judiciary.  

• Analyze current usage and distribution of the $40 surcharge for the Real 
Property Records Improvement Fund between Maryland Archives and the 
Administrative Offices of the Courts. 

• Changes to the current fee structure of the Land Records system should be 
conducted through the promulgation of regulations or legislation, with the 
opportunity for all stakeholders to submit comments and propose alternatives.  

• Page views are the wrong metric on which to base access to the Land Records 
system. In many cases, the user needs to search many documents (in some cases 
thousands) before finding the document that they need.  Document downloads or 
prints are a more appropriate measure, not searches or views. 

• Any policy solution must allow subscribers to have unlimited access to the land 
records system for both downloads and views, to provide financial predictability 
for both businesses and consumers. 

 
 

Offered on behalf of: 

Maryland Building Industry Association ** Maryland Land Title Association 

Maryland REALTORS® ** Maryland Bar Association 

Maryland Mortgage Bankers and Brokers Association 

Maryland Society of Surveyors ** NAIOP – Maryland 

Maryland Appraisers Coalition ** Community Development Network 

Maryland Society of Professional Engineers 

  



Supporting Documents 

State Archives – Budget Report FY 2026 
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Budget Transfer – Land Records Fund to General Fund 
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Annual Report – Real Property Improvement Fund 
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Judiciary - Budget Report FY 2026 

 

 



 

 

 


