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PREFACE

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, a number of Maine
communities began updating comprehensive plans
that they had developed or last revised earlier in the
‘90s. About this same time, the State Planning
Office (SPO), as part of concerted efforts to curb
sprawl and promote smart growth, was advocating
the need for “bolder” comprehensive plans that were
more effective at guiding growth and addressing
other local and regional issues.

This handbook grew out of a perceived need for
better guidance on how plans could actually be made
more effective. Originally presented as a concise
listing of recommendations, the document has been
fleshed out in an effort to provide more substance
and direction. SPO viewed the handbook as an
opportunity to highlight some of the lessons learned
from the collective experience of over 10 years of
comprehensive planning in Maine under the
Planning and Land Use Regulation Act, commonly
known as the “Growth Management Law.” The
handbook was also seen as an occasion to pose new
ideas and challenge conventional wisdom. This
emphasis was consistent with the agency’s focus on
formulating “smarter” approaches to addressing
development sprawl and promoting a more
sustainable growth pattern.

The handbook also complements a comprehensive
plan update grant program that SPO began offering
in 2001. This program has a fundamentally different
slant than the planning grants that have been
regularly offered over the years to provide first-time
state funding for comprehensive plan development.
The selection process for update grants is highly
selective, focused on providing support to
communities that are most committed and best
positioned to take a critical

discard approaches that don’t seem to be working.
They also must devise forceful strategies and ways
of measuring progress.

It is recognized that setting a high bar has some
risks, not the least of which is that planning
committees may develop plans that get too far
ahead of a skeptical or indifferent general public.
Bold proposals mean little if the public is not
willing to get behind them.

That is why this handbook emphasizes the
importance of coupling the development of a
stronger plan with a more effective public
participation process. This process should
involve listening carefully and being responsive to
citizen concerns. It should also inform, educate,
and make the case for stronger courses of action.

As originally conceived, the “target audience,”
both for the update grant program and for this
handbook, were communities that largely
recognized the merits of planning and reasonable
land use regulation — and were ready to apply
lessons learned from their 1990s planning
experiences. It was assumed that the handbook
would be most helpful to professional and lay
planners who are familiar with comprehensive
planning and its common pitfalls, and was written
with that audience particularly in mind.

The perspective of the handbook, however, has
broadened somewhat as it has evolved and
expanded. It is hoped is that most of its
recommendations will be helpful to a wide-range
of communities, including ones that are
developing their first comprehensive plans. Even
for communities that are initially

look at their growth patterns

and to develop stronger plans. | /t /S hoped is that most of the
handbook’s recommendations

The thinking is that these

hesitant to embark on strong
planning efforts, the
recommendations on improving

plans will not only help better | Will be helpful to a wide-range of | your public participation process

serve their communities, but
act as valuable demonstration
projects, setting a high

communities, including ones that | deserve strong consideration.
are developing their first
comprehensive plans.

Ultimately, the most critical

standard for the next
generation of comprehensive plans in Maine.

Consistent with this approach, the handbook sets a
“high bar” for plan updates. If Maine communities
are to successfully address the difficult planning
challenges of the 21* century, they must be ready to

ingredients to forging a stronger
comprehensive plan, for any community, are a
willingness to form and articulate a compelling
vision for the future, a readiness to take a hard
look at current policies and future trends, and a
commitment to effective approaches likely to
achieve positive, measurable outcomes consistent



with the overall vision. This process requires a
subtle shift of perspective that builds local
accountability for effective planning and
implementation, rather than focusing on a
determination of “consistency” from the State
Planning Office as the test of a successful plan.
While a consistency finding is desirable for a variety
of reasons, it should be viewed, not as an end in
itself, but as a by-product of a community-motivated
effort to effectively address existing and future
planning challenges.

We would like to thank all of those who contributed
to the development of this handbook. As many of its
principles and ideas are the result of an ongoing
dialogue, both within state agencies and statewide, it
is difficult to assign individual credit. Under the
leadership of Evan Richert, SPO Director from 1995-
2002, the agency focused strongly on the pattern of
development in Maine and its implications for the
future. A number of recommendations are reflective
of Evan’s innovative thinking. Perhaps more
importantly, he created an atmosphere at SPO in
which program teams and individual staff members
were encouraged to question conventional wisdom
and to think creatively — but always with an eye
toward pragmatic solutions and measurable results.
The agency’s Land Use Team, supervised by Beth
Della Valle, has worked tirelessly to promote
effective comprehensive planning in Maine, and this
handbook incorporates many suggestions generated
from individual team members and collectively.

The handbook’s principal researcher and author was
Will Johnston, a member of SPO’s Land Use Team

il

from 2000 to 2002. We thank Will for his
willingness to take on the challenge of assembling
this document. The handbook has benefited
greatly from his experience with comprehensive
planning in Maine, his ability to distill complex
issues and his organizational skills. His high work
standards and perseverance in seeing the project
through to completion deserve acknowledgement
and expression of our gratitude.

We’d also like to thank all of those who reviewed
various drafts of the document as it evolved.
Reviewers included members of SPO’s Land Use
Team, other state agency personnel, and regional
planning commission staff. The handbook also
underwent a final peer review by a selected group
of town planners, planning consultants and other
professionals. The final document has greatly
benefited from their insightful comments and
suggestions.

Comprehensive planning is a difficult but essential
undertaking. While a basic theme of this
handbook is that plans can be more effective, this
is not to minimize the staunch efforts of Maine’s
cities and towns in developing plans during the
1990s. The handbook attempts to draw lessons
from, and build, on those efforts. No easy answers
exist, but we can endeavor to ask the right
questions. Our hope is that the document
contributes to the ongoing, cooperative process of
making comprehensive plans work better for
Maine communities.
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ADVANTAGES OF MUNICIPAL ADOPTION OF A COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
CONSISTENT WITH THE PLANNING AND LAND USE REGULATION ACT
(30-A, M.R.S.A. §4301 ct seq.)
Note: The Planning and Land Use Regulation Act is commonly referred to as the Growth Management Act

An adopted consistent comprehensive plan is legally required to substantiate any zoning ordinance (that
regulates land area beyond the minimum required in the state shoreland zoning guidelines), see 30-4, M.R.S.A.
§4314. Wells dees vt op 3,;':3 i e painimuwis,

An adopted consistent comprehensive plen is legally required to substantiate any impact fee ordinance, see 30-
4, MRS.A.S1314. Ovdinance, )iaw\- No fees have been enacted.

An adopted consistent comprehensive plan is legally required to substantiate any rate of growth (“building
cap”) ordinance, see 30-4, MRS.A. §4314. plovie, - Exf}r{"« A

An adopted consistent comprehensive plan, while not specifically required to substantiate other types of
ordinances, provides the most solid legal footing to all land use and rclated ordinances by providing clear
municipal policy intent within the parameters of state law.

Zoning ordinances enacted pursuant to an adopied consistent comprehensive plan, if determined by SPO to be
consistent with the plan, become binding on state agencics (Govemor can override if state interests are overly
frustrated), see 30-A4, M.R.S.A., §4352.6.

State growth related capital investments may only be made within a growth area designated within an adopted
consistent comprehensive plan or one of the following growth area surrogates: sewer and water district, census
designated place or urban compact srea, see 30-4, M.R.S.A.. §4349-A.1.

State agencies are directed to award preference for many state grant and investment programs to municipalities
with an adopted consistent comprehensive plans, see 30-4, M.R.5.A. §4349.3.

State agencies are direcied to assist municipalities with an adopted consistent comprehensive plan with plan
implementation, see 30-4, M.R.S.A. §4349-A.2-A.

The most important advantage of adopting a consistent comprehensive plan is creating a highly participatory
and official public statement describing the desired future for your community! In doing so, your municipality
is contributing to a Jarger cffort in concert with your neighbors to attain the State’s Growth Management Goals
and Coastal Policies.

Consistency of comprehensive plan and zoning ordinance is one component for eligibility for Natural Resource
Protection Act (NRPA) permit granting authority, see 38, M.R.S.A., §480-F.1.B.

Note: This list reflects the interpretation of the Land Use Planning Team of the State Planning Office, who are
charged with implementing the Planning and Land Use Regulation Act. This list is not meant to render a legal
opinion. We recommend contacting the Maine Municipal Association or mumicipal attorney if an official legal
interpretation is needed. Date last modified: October 26, 2011

OFFICE LOCATED AT: 19 UNION STREET, 38 STATE HOUSE STATION, AUGUSTA MAINE

PHONE: (207) 624-7660 inlernet: wwaw.maine.gov/spo FAX: (207) 287-648%






