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

Stakeholder panel notes
Speaker:  Robert Foley, President SOS Maine

Coastal property owners have been dealing with many issues around coastal access.  Rather than list these, Bob shared how important it is to take a position where all parties look for common ground rather than rely on the courts.  He cited the cooperative beach management agreement regarding the protection of the piping plover that was achieved in Wells. This resulted from cooperation of representatives from the Town, Federal and State Fish and Wildlife, Maine Audubon Society, and property owners and he believes it is a model for other towns in Maine to consider replicating.

Bob proposed that the access case at Moody Beach was a failure on the part of the Town government to listen to and address the concerns of the beach owners.  There was a failure of attention and communication.

Bob suggested that successful solutions would come from promoting a cooperative approach among the affected parties on access issues.

Speaker: Elliott Thomas, Lobsterman, Yarmouth

The problem Elliott faces as a lobsterman is having to rely on public access. Public access is limited and must be shared by many interests.  For example, the Royal River and 4 other access points have only 30 parking spaces each.  There is a silt problem and a long slow ride down the river from the access point.  Moorings are limited and the waiting list has a slow turnover.  

Shared wharfs are narrow, turning is not possible, and have no trailer parking.  Residents near the wharves oppose early morning activity.  The town missed an opportunity to buy land that could have improved the situation.  Since the trailers cannot park, fishermen try to drop off the traps for the stern man to pick up and move the trailer away.  There has to be some parking for residents after 6 a.m.  Only long time fishermen get reserved space.

At the landings there are difficulties with water depth.  It is hard to drag a punt over the beach.

Of 48 moorings, only 7 are for lobstermen.  Commercial moorings have been moved to distant parts of the harbor making them difficult to check. On weekends we have to get there very early.

Some residents adjacent to the landing are offering help and watching the boats on the water.  They say they do want fishermen on the water.  The town has supported the traditional fleet but the recreational fleet is growing rapidly.  New owners restrict access to clam flats through fear of liability.  Change of property ownership often leads to exclusion and very limited parking times. Yarmouth is a good and desirable community, and the fishing industry has had good Town support, but with continued changes and pressures may lead to loss of access.

Speaker: George Powell, Boating facilities program Manager, Maine Dept of Conservation

George represented the public agency point of view for recreational boating and fishing access. The boating facilities program was developed to ensure legal, appropriate, adequate, and equitable use of the inland waters of the Maine.  There are 289 boat access sites – 96 managed by IF&W, 3 DOT, 235 local municipal and sporting groups. There are 85 tidal boating access sites along the coast. Aid to navigation is accomplished by placing buoys and navigational aids.  This is funded by the gas tax, a dedicated non-lapsing fund of about $2 million.  

Funds for acquisitions are still available through the Land for Maine’s Future funds.  There are many conditions: Appraisals take time and money;  payment may not exceed the appraised value; there is no payment for structures.

1995/2000 Strategic Plan expired in 2005 and is currently being updated.  Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife, working with an advisory group, is to establish new sites for boating and fishing access.

A needs assessment for coastal Maine, especially in the south is a high priority.  The challenge is to improve the situation despite the limits of money, labor, and scarce sites.  Coastal access is costly to acquire and to develop.  Ramps need to be longer and larger which requires pilings.  The State has 2 people working on this.

Sites require adequate water depth at all tides, shelter from wind and waves, Many sites are already fully developed so new access is not available. The department works closely with municipalities, providing grants for facility development and management as well as with local land trusts and commercial interests. . Issues George faces are high costs for lands, limited availability of suitable sites, opposition from abutting landowners, and local permitting.  Abutters often fear consequences and can afford to fight (NIMBYism) Local permitting processes include zoning board decisions, obstructions, and landowner impacts.  Example: Mere Point $300,000 for the land and $600,000 in legal issues.

Speaker: Peter Slovinsky, Northern New England Chapter of the Surfrider Foundation

The Surfrider Foundation is a national group with 45,000 members in 60 chapters. On the panel, Pete represented the range of recreational users from sunbathers and birdwatchers, to kayakers and surfers.  Surfriders is concerned about environmental protection.  Recreational use of beaches is seen as sunbathing, walking etc. but these are only legally allowed on state and town beaches. Pete suggests that with respect to the Maine coastal access law, need to look at the society and economics of our times and consider a revision that better meets current needs. The State’s Office of Tourism focuses on beaches on its web site.  Recreational users encounter problems with the limited number of access points and parking spaces near the shoreline.  Permissive access points can be taken away.  Examples: fences perpendicular to the beach; more crowds in less space; coastal developments that limit public rights.  So I question using the old ordinances instead of looking at new needs.  All stakeholders should be able to access the beach for what they came for.  Pete offered that solutions might be found in cooperative agreements such as one established at Higgins Beach, and in adding public access rights in shorefront development permits.

Pete concluded with a quote from Justinian, 538 B.C. ‘by law of nature – these are common to all – running water, sea, and shores of the sea’

Speaker: Scott Shea, President, Maine Association of Sea Kayak Guides and Instructors

Scott explained that his organization supports safe sea kayaking and also an ethic of “Leave no trace”.  The kayaking industry faces huge competition for limited resources.  Many issues are common with those expressed by other panel members. Kayaking is among the fastest growing water activities. Yet there are many attempts to limit access, and many inconsistencies between towns in kayak access usage rules. Public access sites are crowded and there are often exclusionary rules or limits on commercial use by kayakers. Municipal facilities generally do not accommodate commercial recreational users.  For example: At East End beach in Portland, no launching is allowed for commercial outfitters.  Yet outfitters and guides are doing more to educate users than clubs and individuals or non-profits.  Freeport prohibits outfitters from the all-tide dock.  Safety and overcrowding are cited.  Kayaks are singled out. 

Because kayak outfitting is a new industry there are many negative perceptions.  Stonington does not allow kayaks in the harbor and launching must be done 1/4 mile away.  Winslow Park, Freeport, has a policy requiring launching off the boat ramp that is actually more dangerous than launching from the beach area (where it is not allowed).  Mere Point eliminated the launch area. Parking only for single boat trailers eliminates kayak outfitters. “No boats on my floats” goes against the industry.  Many outfitters are single operators and very small.  Restrictions make a difference.  Bar Harbor has some exclusionary areas where no outfitters are allowed but single paddlers are.  Indian Point put in cedar posts to shut off access and changed fees to $10 per boat, $20 per kayak.

On the water, kayak outfitters have to deal with boaters who feel they have rights over kayaks.  Their goal is to work with other stakeholders through education and communication about sharing resources. We educate kayak users on etiquette for land and launch and also to preserve the environment.

Speaker: Peter Daigle, Chairman Legislative Committee of the Innkeepers Association.

Peter explained that 17 of 20 lodging sales are coastal except for Augusta and Bangor areas.  25% are for Saco to Kittery.  $554 million taxable lodging sales. Nationally, 75% of lodgers go to the beach.

Property tax is a heavy burden.  Example:  Mount Desert campground that has existed for many years now has a neighbor who objects to seeing vacationers at the campground.  The town has raised the tax valuation on the campground to the point where the owner has to sell or go bankrupt.  Michigan has successfully implemented a property tax policy that limits increases to 5% until the property is sold at which time the appraisal base is adjusted to market value.

Regulation on development especially after damaging storms is also an issue for innkeepers. Sand dune and shoreland laws need to be reasonable. He sees the need to protect and preserve the beaches.  Infrastructure already existing generates revenue from outside the state.  Peter suggests that we maintain and upgrade these already existing lodges and resorts and that in order to modernize and improve accessibility to the coast, improvements to facilities need to be allowed.

The media coverage is also an issue.  Over reactions cause problems.  The recent floods are an example – innkeepers got calls from people wondering if facilities would be open by late into the summer!  The Office of Tourism needs to make sure accurate information goes out. Similarly, weather is an issue.  Scientists can predict sea level rise to within 1/4 inch over hundreds of years but not accurately predict the weekend weather!

Roads and traffic patterns need improvement.  These are issues for the Office of Tourism and Chambers of Commerce to push for solutions.  Some routes are not being appropriately mapped by sources such as AAA and MapQuest.  Recently a tourist was told the best route from Kittery to Bar Harbor was to stay on Route One!  

Limited public toilets and parking spaces are real issues.  Toilets need to be free, clean, and plentiful to take pressure off nearby businesses.  Parking affects staff as much as tourists.  Fees need to be reasonable.  Satellite lots, trolleys etc. need to be expanded.

Peter cites the need to protect what is developed as well as what is undeveloped. Protect beaches and thus the tourism industry. 

