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Smart Growth for Maine  

Information and Tools for Citizen Planners 

Introduction 

Things seldom stay the same in our communities. 

Inevitably, over time, communities experience 

growth and change. Sometimes we welcome the 

change, maybe a new business adds convenience to 

our daily lives, and other times we may regret the 

change if a favorite open space becomes a new 

development. Often we don’t think about growth in 

our communities until something changes and we 

don’t like it. While growth and change are inevitable, 

how growth happens is something communities can 

manage. Communities can choose where 

development happens and how it looks, functions 

and contributes to the experiences you have in your 

community. Smart growth is a choice 

communities can make. Smart growth is not new; 

many communities already practice aspects of smart 

growth when making development decisions. The 

hope is to encourage more smart growth practices in 

Maine communities by providing an overview of the 

principles, with examples of projects that are 

happening in Maine.  Click on the links to explore the 

inspiring, creative examples that are leading the way 

in Maine. Then consider what your community might 

do. 

Smart Growth Principles 

Smart growth is a development pattern that 

promotes creating places that people enjoy for 

living, working and recreating, providing 

opportunities (economic, housing, transportation), 

protecting community assets (natural and built), 

and making efficient use of resources (land, 

infrastructure, financial). Smart Growth Principles 

give definition to this development pattern, providing 

a framework for communities to use to guide growth 

to maintain and enhance livable, vibrant 

communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

Smart Growth Principles in Maine 

If you Google “smart growth” you will find that much 

has been written about smart growth principles, and 

examples abound, nationally. But how do smart 

growth principles apply in Maine - a rural state 

characterized by small towns and just a few large 

cities, where people are used to driving between 

communities as part of their daily life, where 

undeveloped land seems abundant, where individual 

towns manage development, and where growth of 

any kind is sometimes welcome because jobs and 

tax revenue are needed?  Given these 

circumstances, what do smart growth principles look 

like “on the ground” in Maine?  

 

 

Augusta, Maine, photo Ramona du Houx 

Foster distinctive, attractive communities 

with a strong sense of place 

Creating a sense of place is what makes 

communities attractive, vibrant and distinct. Think of 

the Maine communities you love, chances are a 

unique sense of place is at the heart of what makes 

the community attractive. To create a meaningful 

sense of place it is helpful for a community to 

develop a vision for growth that reflects its own 

values and assets, and work towards implementing 

that vision. Comprehensive plans are a tool for 

developing a vision, and are the underpinning for 

local zoning, to guide new development. 

Comprehensive plans are the foundation for smart 

growth. 

 

Smart Growth Principles* 
1. Foster distinctive, attractive communities with a 

strong sense of place 
2. Preserve open space, farmland, natural beauty, 

and critical environmental areas 
3. Direct development towards built-up areas and 

encourage compact development 
4. Promote a mix of land uses 

5. Create walkable communities, downtowns, and 
neighborhoods. 

6. Create housing opportunities and choices 
7. Provide transportation choices  

 (*adapted from GrowSmart Maine). 

 

 

 

http://www.growsmartmaine.org/
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=u1oec-WYtZT0JM&tbnid=0qWmwaPvBdrTUM:&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.polarbearandco.com/mainedem/eqp.html&ei=vUAtVPnpMdawyATu0IHYCg&bvm=bv.76477589,d.aWw&psig=AFQjCNESFF7WZBsvmUm4NLbsCHH8TuCVxg&ust=1412338268584614
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=u1oec-WYtZT0JM&tbnid=0qWmwaPvBdrTUM:&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.polarbearandco.com/mainedem/eqp.html&ei=vUAtVPnpMdawyATu0IHYCg&bvm=bv.76477589,d.aWw&psig=AFQjCNESFF7WZBsvmUm4NLbsCHH8TuCVxg&ust=1412338268584614
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What does it look like in Maine? 

 

Local comprehensive plans are in place in over 200 

Maine communities (out of nearly 500 organized 

municipalities). While comprehensive plans and 

zoning are not required in Maine, many communities 

recognize the value of these tools and have a 

process in place for implementing and updating their 

plans.  Does your community have a Comprehensive 

Plan, with a vision for future growth?  Is it up to 

date? The Maine Department of Agriculture, 

Conservation and Forestry (MDACF) and 11 Regional 

Planning Commissions, can provide support and 

resources for developing a comprehensive plan and 

keeping it up-to date. 

 

• MDACF Municipal Planning Assistance Program 
• Regional Planning Commissions  

Preserve open space, farmland, natural 

beauty, and critical environmental areas 

Smart growth recognizes the value of the natural 

environment in our daily lives, whether it is wildlife 

habitat, working lands (e.g. farmland), critical 

environmental areas (e.g. wetlands, watersheds), for 

recreation, or simply natural beauty.  Smart growth 

strives to find an appropriate balance between 

preserving the natural environment and 

accommodating the built environment.  

 

What does it look like in Maine? 

 

Maine’s natural beauty, working lands, and varied 

environmental areas are important assets in 

communities across the state.  The natural 

environment is one of Maine’s “calling cards”, 

integral to our economy, and among the reasons 

many of us call Maine home.  Most communities 

recognize the importance of natural areas, striving to 

preserve them where appropriate and when possible. 

Balancing environmental protection with economic 

growth is an ongoing task for communities, one 

where state agencies and non-profit organizations 

can provide assistance to identify and preserve 

important natural assets.  Check out how Maine 

communities are protecting important natural and 

working lands while accommodating growth. 

 
• Beginning with Habitat  

• Gateway One Corridor Action Plan 
• Land for Maine’s Future  

• Maine Farmland Trust - Farm Friendly Municipal Policy 
• Maine Land Trust Network – Local Land Trusts 
• Maine Association of Conservation Commissions – Case 

Studies 

• MDACF – Local ordinances 

Direct development towards built-up areas 
and encourage compact development 

Concentrating new development in built-up areas 

conserves natural resources, reduces local 

infrastructure costs, encourages walking and biking, 

and can increase economic activity. Compact 

development is a central feature of “smart growth”, 

bringing back the old “traditional neighborhood” 

design. Shifting a community’s development pattern 

from low-density and commercial-strip development, 

to compact development, can be transformative.  

 

What does it look like in Maine? 

 

Maine’s Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Act 

(i.e. Growth Management Program) calls for 

designating “growth areas”, and directing 

development towards built-up areas and away from 

“rural” areas. The intent is to encourage compact 

development. That said, many Maine communities 

are still characterized by a sprawling land use 

pattern. Density is not a popular concept, especially 

in many small towns. This is slowly changing. 

Communities are realizing compact development can 

increase economic activity, promote walkability and 

social connections, take pressure off open space and 

protect rural character. There are real benefits to 

compact development.  Take a look at what some 

communities are doing to shift their land use pattern 

from sprawl to more compact. 

 
• Bucksport: A.D.A.P.T Masterplan 
• Scarborough: Dunstan Crossing; The Downs 
• Standish: Standish Corner Village  

• Windham: 21st Century Downtown Plan 
• Yarmouth: Yarmouth Character Based Development 

Code - Route One & Village Center  

 

 
Yarmouth, Route One Corridor (TPUDC) 

http://www.growsmartmaine.org/
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/index.shtml
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/index.shtml
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/index.shtml
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/technical/regional_council.shtml
http://www.beginningwithhabitat.org/
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_maine2.aspx
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/lmf/
https://www.mainefarmlandtrust.org/public-outreach-new/public-policy/municipal-policy-new/
http://www.mltn.org/
http://www.mltn.org/
https://www.meaccme.org/case-studies
https://www.meaccme.org/case-studies
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/technical/farmland_ordinances.shtml
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/technical/farmland_ordinances.shtml
https://www.emdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/A.D.A.P.T.-Bucksport-Executive-Summary.pdf
http://dunstancrossing.com/
https://www.thedowns.com/
https://www.standish.org/sites/g/files/vyhlif5026/f/uploads/standish_corner_village_design_master_plan.pdf
http://www.windhammaine.us/220/21st-Century-Downtown-Plan
https://yarmouth.me.us/vertical/sites/%7B27541806-6670-456D-9204-5443DC558F94%7D/uploads/CBDC_As-Passed_04-12-18_CD4__CD4-C(1).pdf
https://yarmouth.me.us/vertical/sites/%7B27541806-6670-456D-9204-5443DC558F94%7D/uploads/CBDC_As-Passed_04-12-18_CD4__CD4-C(1).pdf
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Promote a mix of land uses 

Imagine opportunities for living, working, shopping, 

and recreation all within walking distance of each 

other. Imagine this scenario provided a good tax 

return for your community. It is actually possible, by 

encouraging mixed land use. Locating residential, 

office, commercial, recreation and/or civic uses 

together, or in close proximity to one another, 

promotes convenience in daily life, stimulates 

economic activity, allows for walking and biking 

between uses, and it can offer greater financial 

return for communities.  ”The Smart Math of Mixed-

Use Development” presents an analysis for Asheville, 

North Carolina. “A typical acre of mixed-use (in) 

downtown Asheville yields $360,000 more in tax 

revenue to city government than an acre of strip 

malls or big box stores.” Promoting a mix of land 

uses creates greater opportunities and choice in 

daily life and it pays better for communities. 
 

What does it look like in Maine? 
 

After decades of single use zoning, communities 

are beginning to consider and embrace the mixed-

use concept.  Maine communities are exploring 

mixed-use tax benefits, rezoning areas for mixed 

use, re-using downtown buildings for mixed use 

development and adopting form-based codes 

(zoning based on building form) to allow more 

mixed use opportunities. Take a look!  
  

• Biddeford: Pepperell Mill Campus 
• Dover Foxcroft: Central Hall Commons; Mayo Mill 

• Gorham: Station Square 

• Sanford: Sanford Mill 
• Skowhegan: Maine Grains; MG mixed-use project 
• South Portland: Maine Mall Transit Oriented Dev 
• Standish: Standish Corner Village 

• Waterville: Hathaway Creative Center; Lockwood Mills 

• Westbrook: Rock Row; Vertical Harvest 
 

            
 
      Standish Corner Village – Future Mixed Use Zone 
          Image by: Terrence J. DeWan & Associates 

Create walkable communities, downtowns, 
and neighborhoods. 

Walkable communities are in demand! National 

Association of Realtors surveys continue to find that 

respondents desire walkable neighborhoods as a 

place to live. Walkable communities, with places to 

shop, dine, gather, live and stroll depend on mixed 

uses and compact development, as mentioned 

above. Many older communities were based on 

walking - children walked to school, people walked to 

the store, the bank, their neighbors’ home. Over the 

past 50 years we have shifted away from a 

pedestrian focus to an auto-oriented development 

pattern.  More recently, the pendulum has been 

shifting again, back towards walkability. 

 

What does it look like in Maine? 

 

While Maine is a rural state, heavily dependent on 

the car for getting around, Maine also has a number 

of walkable communities, downtowns and 

neighborhoods, demonstrating the attractiveness 

and benefits of walkability. And “pedestrian friendly” 

is now a popular idea.  “Walkability audits” have 

been conducted in a number of towns, with citizens 

taking a close look at pedestrian life in their 

community and how to improve it. At the same time, 

downtown (and corridor) revitalization efforts are 

going on, with communities investing in strategies to 

increase pedestrian activity.  Communities are 

finding if they make downtown attractive and give 

people interesting, useful destinations, people will 

walk!  Walkability means more people out and about, 

which means healthier communities socially, 

economically, and physically.  Learn what some 

Maine communities are doing!  
 

• Belfast; Brunswick; Caribou; Eastport; Gardiner; 

Island Falls; Skowhegan; Topsham; Waterville 
• Maine Downtown Center: Main Street Maine 

• Falmouth: A Better Route One  
• Moosehead Lake Region Economic Development Corp 
• Rockland Rockport Commercial Corridor Design Study 
• Walkability Audits: Thomaston and Camden; Boothbay 

Harbor; Rockland 

Create housing opportunities and choices 

Smart growth means ensuring that your community 

has an adequate supply of housing to accommodate 

people as they move through the different phases of 

http://www.growsmartmaine.org/
http://www.planetizen.com/node/53922
http://www.planetizen.com/node/53922
http://www.pepperellmillcampus.com/
https://www.centralhallcommons.org/
https://www.ceimaine.org/about/cei-stories/mayo-mill/
http://www.greatfallsinc.com/affordable-housing/
https://www.northlandus.com/sanford-mill-renovation
https://mainegrains.com/
https://www.mainebiz.biz/article/maine-grains-lambke-plans-mixed-use-development-in-downtown-skowhegan
https://www.gpcog.org/305/Maine-Mall-Transit-Oriented-Development
https://www.standish.org/sites/g/files/vyhlif5026/f/uploads/standish_corner_village_design_master_plan.pdf
http://www.hathawaycreativecenter.com/info.php?info_id=1
https://www.northriverco.com/portfolio_page/lockwood_mills/
https://rockrow.com/
https://www.mainebiz.biz/article/transformational-westbrook-development-combines-living-parking-urban-farm
https://www.nar.realtor/reports/nar-community-and-transportation-preferences-surveys
https://www.nar.realtor/reports/nar-community-and-transportation-preferences-surveys
https://ourtownbelfast.org/
http://brunswickdowntown.org/
https://thecounty.me/2019/02/01/news/caribou-joins-statewide-downtown-revitalization-program/
http://www.tidesinstitute.org/
http://www.gardinermainstreet.org/
https://www.mainebiz.biz/article/island-falls-has-plan-to-fill-empty-downtown-buildings
https://mainstreetskowhegan.org/
http://www.topshammaine.com/vertical/Sites/%7B95A28B10-4485-4BEC-B8FC-5E8BF056A147%7D/uploads/2013-09-11__Neighborhood_Revitalization_Plan_-_FINAL.pdf
http://www.colby.edu/downtown/wp-content/uploads/sites/207/2018/07/2016-Downtown-Revitalization-Framework.pdf
https://www.mdf.org/program-partnerships/maine-downtown-center/main-street-maine/
https://www.falmouthme.org/sites/g/files/vyhlif556/f/file/file/route_1_brochure.pdf
http://www.mooseheadlakeedc.com/about/projects
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B8pbdW1TPwg0S0lDTzE1cGFiN1U/view?rm=minimal
https://www.lcrpc.org/uploads/visual_edit/walk-audit-final-report-june-4-2012.pdf
https://lcrpc.org/uploads/visual_edit/boothbay-harbor-walk-audit-final-report.pdf
https://lcrpc.org/uploads/visual_edit/boothbay-harbor-walk-audit-final-report.pdf
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B8pbdW1TPwg0Y0w1ejFjUThreEU/view?rm=minimal
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Additional Resources: 
 

Creating Traditional, Walkable Neighborhoods: A 
Handbook for Maine Communities 
Maine Municipal Planning Assistance Program: 

Technical Assistance; Form Based Codes 
Smart Growth America: Maine Archive 
Orton Family Fdn: Community Heart & Soul 
Citizens’ Institute on Rural Design 
 
 

life. Providing for the continuum of need - workforce, 

single, family, empty nest, retirees, seniors who 

want to age-in-place - allows people of all ages and 

incomes to live (and stay) in a community.  No one 

type of housing provides for the varied needs of 

changing households.  Vibrant communities provide 

a range of housing opportunities - single family, 

multi-family, apartments, accessory apartments, 

live/work, and elderly housing.  

What does it look like in Maine? 

With the exception of Maine’s larger cities, housing 

choices are often limited in many communities. 

Towns struggle to provide affordable housing. Also 

challenging can be offering housing options that 

don’t require developing open space, don’t require a 

car, and fit into the communities’ aesthetic. But 

there are communities trying to address different 

housing needs, offering examples for others that 

want to provide options.  Check out these 

communities/resources….. 

• Lewiston: South Portland; Topsham; Westbrook  
• Community Land Trusts: Kennebunkport; Orland; 

Portland; Waterville  

• Affordable Housing 101: Seven Steps to Developing 
Affordable Housing in Your Town 

        

River Landing, Topsham - Elderly Housing                   
Developers Collaborative 

Provide transportation choices 

Smart growth provides people with choices, including 

transportation choices. If you provide transportation 

alternatives, people will drive less. Less driving 

means less traffic congestion, better air quality, safer 

streets, and often a healthier lifestyle for people. 

Part of providing transportation choices involves 

rethinking how we design our streets. Most streets 

are designed with only cars in mind. Complete 

Streets is a national movement to design and 

operate streets for all users, including pedestrians, 

bicyclists, motorists and transit riders of all ages and 

abilities.  Encouraging transportation choices also 

requires rethinking our development decisions.  As 

discussed earlier, compact, mixed use development 

supports walking and biking as alternatives to the 

car; it also helps to support transit, with greater 

density.  Smart growth gives people options for their 

transportation needs.  

 

What does it look like in Maine? 

 

As a rural state, Maine people depend heavily on 

their cars and trucks for transportation.  That said, 

transportation options are growing in response to a 

demand and need for alternatives. Not everyone 

wants to drive a car; not everyone owns a car or can 

drive.  Bus service, walking, and biking are 

increasingly viable options for getting around in 

Maine. And communities are beginning to rethink 

how their streets are designed; Complete Streets 

policies are now in place in several communities, and 

Maine Department of Transportation (MDOT) recently 

adopted a Complete Streets policy. Explore what’s 

happening with transportation alternatives! 

 
• MDOT: Complete Streets; Context Sensitive Solutions 
• Bus Service: Metro, Biddeford Saco OOB Transit, 

Island Explorer, Brunswick Explorer, Knox County CAC 
Transit, Sanford Transit; Somerset Explorer 

• Train: Amtrack Downeaster  
• Bicycle Coalition of Maine: Community Spokes; Youth 

Education: Safe Routes to School 
• Bar Harbor: Context Sensitive Solutions Project 
• Lewiston: Complete Streets Committee  

Smart growth IS happening in Maine! Using 

smart growth principles Maine communities are 

creating distinct places people want to be a part of, 

whether to live in or visit. Consider what smart 

growth ideas might benefit your community! And 

send us your stories and examples!! 

http://www.growsmartmaine.org/
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/docs/traditional_neighborhood_handbook.pdf
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/docs/traditional_neighborhood_handbook.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/technical/index.shtml
http://www.maine.gov/dacf/municipalplanning/technical/form_based_codes.shtml
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/tag/maine/
https://www.communityheartandsoul.org/about-us/
http://www.rural-design.org/
https://www.raiseop.com/about-us.html
https://www.pressherald.com/2020/01/23/planners-approve-new-affordable-housing-project-in-south-portland/
http://www.developerscollaborative.com/dcprojects/river-landing/
https://www.avestahousing.org/what-we-do/housing-development/hyacinth-place/
https://www.khht.org/mission-learn-more
https://mainecclt.org/
http://gpclt.org/
https://watervilleclt.org/
https://seagrant.umaine.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/467/2019/03/2008-affordable-housing-101-full-report.pdf
https://seagrant.umaine.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/467/2019/03/2008-affordable-housing-101-full-report.pdf
http://www.maine.gov/mdot/completestreets/
https://digitalmaine.com/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1481&context=mdot_docs
https://gpmetro.org/
https://bsoobtransit.org/
http://www.exploreacadia.com/
http://www.brunswickexplorer.org/
http://www.knoxcac.org/newweb/programs-services/knox-county-cac-transit
http://www.knoxcac.org/newweb/programs-services/knox-county-cac-transit
https://www.yccac.org/assets/st-bus-route-0717.pdf
http://www.kvcap.org/index.php?id=449&sub_id=1723
http://www.amtrakdowneaster.com/
https://www.bikemaine.org/advocacy/community-spokes/
https://www.bikemaine.org/education/youth-education/
https://www.bikemaine.org/education/youth-education/
http://www.hcpcme.org/barharbor/css/
https://www.lewistonmaine.gov/804/Complete-Streets-Committee

