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Introduction 
 

In 2006, a legislatively-mandated, comprehensive public evaluation of Maine’s 
growth management program concluded that although there is strong support in 
Maine for local comprehensive planning, and that Maine’s growth management 
program has achieved some notable successes, land development and changing 
development patterns continue to threaten Maine’s natural resources and 
community vitality.  Implementation of comprehensive plans often does not 
achieve state or local goals.  More specifically, anecdotal evidence in the 
evaluation concluded that efforts to date have not been successful at directing 
growth into locally designated growth areas, as the 1988 Maine Growth 
Management Act (GMA) originally intended.  However, no in-depth studies 
supported this conclusion (Freeman et. al 2006). 
 
The 2006 evaluation recommended that the Maine State Planning Office (SPO) 
perform such a study and identify measures to improve the implementation of 
comprehensive plans.  The Maine State Planning Office (SPO) received 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) approval for a 
Coastal Fellow to administer the project. The findings of the study suggest that 
both comprehensive plan implementation and effectiveness are sporadic 
throughout the state.  To improve effectiveness, Maine must take a multi-
faceted, consistent approach that uses both traditional and non-traditional 
methods.   Three approaches have been identified and pursued as part of this 
study: 1-Work with state agency partners to facilitate better technical assistance 
and data sharing; 2-Provide direct assistance to individual communities; and 3- 
Create a social marketing campaign to influence the decision-making process of 
home buyers and renters within Maine. 
 
This paper presents the initial results of the study, focusing on the evaluation of 
comprehensive plan implementation and the development of a social marketing 
campaign.  
 

Background 
 

Since its inception in 1978, a foundation of the Maine Coastal Program (MCP) 
has been the provision of technical planning assistance for coastal municipalities 
to help balance growth and development with the protection of important coastal 
resources. The MCP is housed at the SPO and through the SPO land use team, 
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assists towns and cities with developing local comprehensive plans and also 
reviews plans for consistency with the GMA’s statutory goals.  
 
Although Maine’s growth management program is voluntary, it is reinforced 
with important statutory provisions. Municipalities that choose to engage in 
certain regulatory techniques, most notably zoning ordinances, must prepare 
comprehensive plans consistent with the GMA (MRSA 30-A). Recent case law 
has motivated many communities to take their planning efforts more seriously 
and ensure that ordinances are legally defensible (Crispin 1999).  However, 
despite this, the 2006 evaluation of Maine’s growth management program 
indicated that planning activities were not always achieving their intended on-
the-ground results. This conclusion led to the development of a two-year project 
to more completely understand the level of implementation of comprehensive 
plans, and to begin to understand the barriers to implementation.    
 

Comprehensive plan implementation 
 

To assess implementation of comprehensive plans, SPO selected fourteen case 
study towns with completed comprehensive plans. The diversity of these towns 
purposefully reflected the diversity of the Maine coast in terms of geography, 
growth pressure, economic base, age of plan, government structure, staffing, 
budget, and population, in an attempt to determine what variables could be 
affecting plan implementation.  
 
The comprehensive plans for each case study community were collected and 
reviewed. Each strategy identified in each plan—more than 1600 total—was 
copied into a spreadsheet and classified according to thirteen criteria, including 
topic area, regulatory considerations, cost and administration considerations, 
technical or financial state or federal assistance sought, and other aspects. The 
degree of implementation for each strategy was judged by a local official in each 
case study town during personal interviews. Each respondent was asked to flag 
each strategy as having been fully implemented, partially implemented and still 
under consideration, considered and defeated or dropped, or not yet attempted to 
be implemented. 
 
Figure 1 is a summary of the degree to which strategies in the various topic 
areas were implemented.  Cumulatively, 63% of strategies posed in 
comprehensive plans have either been fully implemented, or partially 
implemented and are still in process (see Figure 1).  This degree of success is 
encouraging given that implementation of local plans is essentially voluntary.   
Detailed, higher order correlation analysis of the thirteen variables was 
performed to identify statistically significant differences in strategy 
implementation according to topic area. 
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Figure I. – Implementation Percentages of Growth 
Management Strategies in Coastal Maine Communities 
(by topic)

Fully Partially  
 
Across all topic areas, four criteria tended to be statistically significant positive 
indicators for implementation. Strategies that were slated to be implemented in 
the first three years after the plan’s acceptance; used strong language; were 
reflected in the capital investment plan; or were built on or amending existing 
policies, enjoyed the highest degree of implementation.  Across all topics, those 
strategies that were seeking state or federal technical assistance had a moderate 
to strong statistical tendency to not be implemented. It is unclear at this point 
whether or not there is a consistent root cause of this condition; whether towns 
are asking for support and being denied, or whether state agencies are unaware 
of the need.  SPO’s hope is that by sharing these findings with the various state 
agencies that are involved, these agencies can better tailor their own technical 
assistance programs to respond to appropriate priorities.     
 
Additional statistical analyses indicated several conditions which are notable for 
the current state of coastal management in Maine.  Land use strategies that dealt 
with coastal-specific issues were implemented no less or more than all land use 
strategies; coastal localities do not seem to place higher priority on land use 
strategies that affect coastal quality.  Most of the coastal-specific land use 
strategies that were implemented dealt with the State-mandated regulation of 
lands in the immediate shoreland zone.  While there was a moderate tendency to 
implement land use strategies with regulatory approaches, there is a lack of 
desire to go beyond the state minimums to regulate land uses.  
 
SPO also attempted to identify on-the-ground results of plan implementation. 
The GMA requires that towns identify growth areas (where development will be 
encouraged) and non-growth areas in order to protect rural character, make 
efficient use of public services, and prevent development sprawl. To determine 
where growth was occurring, the location of development was compared with 
planned growth areas in each case study town. The amount of growth within the 
identified growth area during the course of the current comprehensive plan’s 
period ranged in the case study towns, from 3% to 88%.  The mean average of 
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development that occurred in designated growth areas across all towns was 40% 
(see Figure 2). 

 

                   
Figure 2 – Coastal Maine town with approximately 
40% of development in designated growth area. 

 
A social marketing approach 

 
Comprehensive plans remain an important document for most communities.  
However, the political appetite for a strong regulatory approach to growth 
management in Maine has remained meager.  This condition, as well as Maine’s 
strong home rule tradition, requires SPO to develop alternative approaches to 
carrying out Maine’s growth management program.   
 
Smart growth ideas have begun to take hold at a grassroots level.  However, 
there remain many attitudes, cultural myths, and misunderstandings that tend to 
cause resistance from the public and local leaders.  SPO has produced various 
technical assistance products and programs that provide guidance to developers 
and municipalities.  So far, public discourse and demand for neighborhood 
oriented, denser development has not reached the tipping point that would cause 
local leaders and developers to consistently reach out for the tools that are 
available from SPO and other sources. 
 
 Community based social marketing is used to affect voluntary changes in 
behavior and attitude by targeting a specific audience.  Initial focus groups and 
surveys suggest that there are significant segments of the housing market in 
Maine that need, prefer or can reasonably be expected to be attracted to the 
amenities that are associated with traditional neighborhood and/or compact, in-
town living (Richert 1999).   
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At the time of submission of this paper, SPO is seeking proposals for assistance 
in further developing initial concepts that are designed to influence the decision 
making process of people planning where to build, buy, or rent their next home.  
SPO has carefully worded this objective as to reflect the reality that the home 
buying process is often a very lengthy and complex decision. The multi-media 
campaign will focus on influencing individuals to consider quality of life aspects 
of a compact, neighborhood-oriented community versus rural, auto-oriented 
living as part of their decision making process.  The social marketing initiative is 
designed to raise public awareness of the importance and consequences, both 
positive and negative, of where a person or family chooses to build, buy or rent 
their next home.   
 
This campaign will continue the effort to give a face to smart growth concepts in 
Maine.  The desired direct effect of the campaign will be increased demand for 
residential housing that is generally consistent with “smart growth” ideals.  
Indirectly, constituency groups outside of the targeted housing segments 
(realtors, developers, local elected officials, and others) will be exposed to the 
benefits of smart growth, as well.  In order to leverage the outcomes of the 
campaign, SPO will need to commit to a vigorous follow-up technical assistance 
program that will sustain the attention that the campaign will create.  Over the 
coming months, SPO will re-tool its technical assistance program to reflect 
findings from this study, feedback from its constituent groups, and conclusions 
of the scoping phase of the marketing campaign.   
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