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A New Report from Southern Maine Planning and Development 
Commission Offers Solutions To Dealing with  

Regional Sea Level Rise and Storm Surge 
 

“Tides, Taxes and New Tactics” calls for immediate action and includes adaptation 
planning for impacts of sea level rise and storm surge in southern Maine 

Link here 
 

Saco, Maine…Southern Maine Planning and Development Commission (SMPDC) has 
moved the needle on addressing coastal resiliency for three towns in Southern Maine - 
Kennebunk, Wells and York - with a new in-depth report. According to SMPDC Senior 
Planner and Coastal Resilience Coordinator Abbie Sherwin, the report, entitled, Tides, 
Taxes, and New Tactics: Adaptation planning for impacts of sea level rise and storm 
surge assesses the impacts of coastal flood hazards and helps communities better 
prepare for those hazards through locally appropriate strategies and actions that will 
enhance their resilience and climate preparedness.    
 
The key recommendations include: 

● Integrating climate change and coastal flood considerations across the board in 
municipal policies, decisions and expenditures 

● Adopting new development standards that integrate resilience and flood risk 
reduction measures ranging from designating zoning districts by coastal hazards 
to requiring the elevation of structures above flood level 

● Involving residents to create a community-wide vision of coastal resilience 
 
Additional strategies for increasing resilience through municipal action include:  

● Disclose hazards for property transactions 
● Prioritize conserving natural resources and at-risk areas as the first step in 

development design 
● Restore natural habitats to provide protection  
● Enhance stormwater infrastructure and require on-site treatment of stormwater  
● Train municipal boards on climate change 
● Conduct community outreach regarding hazards - via signs, maps, newsletters, 

etc. 
 

According to Sherwin, York, Kennebunk and Wells are highly vulnerable to storm surge 
and sea level rise. Says Sherwin, “Development patterns and a relatively old housing 
stock constructed prior to adoption of today’s protective land use regulations place a 
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large number of people and homes, and thus municipal revenue from property taxes, at 
risk. Without strong and measured adaptation planning and action, the communities 
and their infrastructure, natural resources, and populations will be at increasing risk of 
coastal flood hazards.” Sherwin says being resilient entails understanding the impacts 
and implementing mitigation efforts; “Action is essential for communities’ long-term 
economic, fiscal, social and environmental well-being.” 
 
Overview of the vulnerability   
The assessment results indicate that a significant number of properties, a substantial 
amount of assessed property value, and considerable economic activity in each of the 
three towns are at risk of sea level rise, storm surge and flooding in the absence of local 
action to adapt to climate change and intensifying coastal hazards. Within the three 
towns, a total of 3,568 parcels and over $645.5 million in property value are at risk from 
just 1.6 feet of sea level rise, the level expected in Maine by 2050. Because municipalities 
heavily rely on revenue from property taxes, all three towns are vulnerable to climate-
induced property devaluation.  
 
The “locally appropriate” strategies 
SMPDC used the results of the assessments to identify and develop planning, policy, and 
funding measures. Land use measures, zoning requirements, flood mitigation projects, 
and resilience funding strategies used by other towns, cities, and states across the U.S. 
and beyond were researched. The strategies were evaluated for their applicability for 
southern Maine municipalities and tailored to regional conditions. SMPDC 
characterized the strategies, categorized them based on type: Protect; Accommodate; 
and Retreat. Further, the report recommended taking the approach of committing to 
manage for a higher probability, lower risk scenario, but also preparing to manage for a 
lower probability, higher risk scenario. 
 
Outreach/community engagement 
The project team undertook outreach and engagement efforts in each of the three towns 
to share results of the project and solicit input on community flood concerns, priorities, 
and actions of interest for preparing for sea level rise. In March 2021, SMPDC, Wells 
Reserve and Maine Sea Grant staff held virtual workshops in each of the towns to 
present project findings to municipal staff, elected officials, volunteer board members, 
and other interested residents and to gather feedback on potential planning and policy 
measures that towns could pursue to enhance their flood resilience. The project team 
gained rich and insightful feedback from workshop participants about local 
vulnerabilities and adaptation strategies of interest for each town.  
  

The project was funded by a grant from Maine Coastal Communities Grants Program.  
SMPDC brought in Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve, GEI Consultants, and 
Rbouvier Consulting to work on the initiative.  
 
Paul Schumacher, SMPDC Executive Director, talked about all the programs that his 
agency is working on to address these issues: “The Tides, Taxes, and New Tactics project 
is one of several regional initiatives seeking to assess coastal hazards and plan for 



adaptation and resilience in southern Maine.” He says the Regional Sustainability and 
Resilience Program involves grant funded projects that will:  
 

● develop model ordinance language for coastal resilience measures, low impact 
development, and erosion and sediment control plans 

● create a regional economic resilience plan by analyzing impacts of climate change 
and coastal storms on tourism and the economy, identifying vulnerable 
infrastructure and options for upgrades and/or replacement, and develop 
strategies for promoting regional economic resilience 

● develop a regional coastal resilience plan by conducting a regional coastal hazard 
assessment, identify key vulnerable areas, and develop a list of priority coastal 
resilience projects that protect people, property, and the environment, with an 
emphasis on nature-based solutions. 

 
Schumacher continued, “The Towns of Kennebunk, Wells, and York are participating in 
those regional efforts, which are building off of the findings and momentum of the 
Tides, Taxes, and New Tactics project. Additionally, each of the three towns is 
undertaking individual municipal planning initiatives, including comprehensive plan 
update processes in all three communities and a climate action plan in York.” 
Schumacher says this project is one step in a broader and sustained effort to better 
understand the impacts of climate change, rising seas, and coastal storm events in 
southern Maine. “It offers important insights about local vulnerabilities and a suite of 
information that will hopefully enable municipalities, as well as the entire region, to 
better prepare for a changing climate and foster resilience of the people, the economy 
and natural environment.” 
 
About the Southern Maine Planning and Development Commission 
Southern Maine Planning and Development Commission (SMPDC) is a non-partisan 
nonprofit that cultivates thriving, sustainable communities and strengthens local 
governments by leading planning and economic development for 39 member towns in 
Southern Maine. The organization was founded in 1964 to provide technical expertise to 
municipalities in York County, and southern Oxford and Cumberland Counties. SMPDC 
offers a coordinated effort for land use, smart growth, resource management,  
environmental sustainability, and transportation planning. For more information, 
please visit www.smpdc.org 
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