Coastal Access in Southern Maine: an open discussion among regional stakeholders

Solutions panel notes 

Speaker: Joey Donnelly, York Harbor Board

Topic: Acquisitions

Joey described the innovative approach used to preserve Sewall's bridge dock as working waterfront in the town of York. The Sewall's bridge dock is one of the few on the York River that provides truck access.  When listed for sale its business value was less than 1/2 of the asking price.  It was listed for sale with a valid building permit for a large house that would not have been suitable in the area.  A member of the York Harbor Board and others approached the York Land Trust and Coastal Enterprises to help fund this project and mustered much community support.  It was the first time land trust had been involved in such an activity.  In addition to insuring the continuation of a working waterfront property, the easement on the property insured continuation of a superb view of the river from both above and below Sewall’s Bridge.  Developing the easement language was difficult.  Land trusts and lobstermen often have conflicting interests and concerns.  A maritime lawyer drafted the easement language.  Another helped mediate.  Commercial fishing usage is significantly different from marina use so new language needed to be developed.  Language acceptable to all is now in place.  This project was 11 months in the making.  However, with the language now developed as a model, other projects will be facilitated more quickly.

Access at Strawberry Island was another creative example Joey shared. Strawberry Island lies next to Town dock #1 in York.  The owner was looking for tax relief and negotiations were undertaken for a price agreeable to the Town and the seller.  An installment sale was arranged.  This piece of land is unusual in that it has a gravel beach at low tide, rather than a mud flat.  Thus it works well for hand-carry access and fishing.  Acquisition of the land also allows for the possibility of expanding Town dock #1.  An application has been submitted for a Small Harbor Improvement Program (SHIP) grant towards the Town Dock 1 expansion. The York Harbor Board has created models for acquisition through partnerships. 
 
Other ways to fund working waterfront activities include the waterfront grants made possible by last year’s $2 million bond issue (applications due October) and the SHIP program (Small Harbors Improvements Program - applications available in January and due in April).
The Right of Way discovery grants also exist, providing $2500 for research into existing or lost rights of way. As part of the proposal one needs to provide a map of the proposed location, identify the benefit, and be sponsored by a municipality.
Speaker: Andrew Fisk, Division Director, Bureau of Land and Water Quality, Maine Department of Environmental Protection 

Topic: Bridging Cultures

Andy characterized the Beach Stakeholder group process as having stirred up some conflict.  Resources around the state, privately owned, will be protected. Maine's Coastal Sand Dune Rules were a major point of contention.  Property owners' concerns and passions were stirred.  Governors King and now Baldacci directed state agencies to seek mutually agreeable standards for redevelopment of shorefront homes after damage by storms. State agencies met with stakeholders including property owners, tourism industry representatives, conservationists, etc.  A framework was created of participants to be involved in the process and issues to be addressed.  Suspicion and concern existed on all sides.  Andy recalls that the groups questioned how to ensure that the process would stay on track. The process began by finding commonalities.  It was agreed that all wanted a set of rules.  A deadline was created to provide focus - it was decided that the existing rules would cease to exist (sunset) in April, 2006 leaving the State with no rules to govern activities in sand dunes.  Over a 2-year period, 19 meetings were held. During that time, the group learned what issues were unresolved. Beach nourishment had not been addressed.  A new perspective for the state agencies developed.  Representatives from Maine Audubon added particular focus to the issue of nourishment, which was previously considered a property owners issue, when they advocated for its use in improving habitat. 

Over time members of the stakeholders group learned to understand each other's positions. A standing beach advisory committee will be formed.

Speaker: Mark Lorello, Deputy Director, Saco Public Works Department

Topic: Facilities
Mark discussed Saco’s experience with receiving Small Harbor Improvement Program (SHIP) funding through Maine Department of Transportation (MDOT). Camp Ellis harbor area has docking facilities, a parking lot, and an active fishing community.  The City created a Coastal Waters Commission including a diverse group of stakeholders.  There is a serious commitment to maintain traditional uses at Camp Ellis and also to recognize that new businesses are coming in such as charter boats and whale watching.

The pier and floats have been developed through grant programs such as SHIP. Funded activities included a small dredging project in front of the dock. Funding was also secured for construction of a bait building but the costs escalated and future projections caused it to be voted down.  Fortunately, the City of Saco did not lose the finds but negotiated with MDOT for other uses and are now planning to improve the hoists.

Mark concluded that the SHIP program works, is well supported, and the application process is straightforward. 

The City is considering additional funding sources, such as parking lot, mooring, and commercial fishing fees.  Saco hopes to establish a separate account for user fees to sustain and maintain infrastructure toward becoming self-sustaining.

Speaker: Jim Connors, Senior Planner- Maine Coastal Program of the Maine State Planning Office.

Topic: Planning
Jim provided an overview of state-level resources available to communities seeking to address local access issues.
 
The Maine State Planning Office (MSPO) can assist with coastal planning for general and commercial access.  Local comprehensive land use plans address public, recreational, boating, and working access.  MSPO can offer planning guidance and some funding opportunities.
Regarding port and harbor planning, technical planning assistance is also available in the form of planning guidance handbooks and some harbor planning grants.   Currently, 13 technical assistance grants have been given for a variety of shore and harbor planning efforts.
 
The State is also investing in fishing facilities with the new Working Waterfront Access Protection Program.
Planning at the regional level and for topical issues like working access should include stakeholders such as regional planning commissions and municipalities, especially for projects that include transfer of property, or conservation efforts.
 
New current use taxation adds commercial fishing lands to what is allowed for forest, farm, open space.  The Legislature is expected to enact this and implementation follows.  Rules will be developed this summer.  April 2007 will see it enacted at the municipal level. 
 
Section 309 analysis and report contains a thorough summary of the status of coastal access. Public comments are due June 5th.  One emphasis is on working waterfronts and water access.

Question for Clarification:  current use is specific in its focus on the land needed for commercial fishing access.  There was a conscious decision not to include residential property.  So it does not apply to the homes on those properties.  Other tax reforms are still being discussed.
