
















































































































































































































































































Figure 3:  Known Archaeological Sites and Areas Sensitive for Prehistoric Archaeology in Harpswell, as of 
May 2020. It has not changed since 2008 ( Map created by Maine Historical Preservation). 
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Historic Resources
Due to its early settlement and its pattern of 
villages, Harpswell is rich in historic buildings and 
structures. There are ten individual buildings, a 
bridge, an island, and a historic district that are 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 
These are: 

Harpswell Meeting House
Eagle Island (National Historic Landmark)
Elijah Kellogg House
Bailey Island Cobwork Bridge
Merriconegan Farm
Elijah Kellogg Church
Auburn-Harpswell Association Historic District
Halfway Rock Light
East Harpswell Free Will Baptist Church
Union Church
Deacon Andrew Dunning House, 
Tarr-Eaton House
Union Hotel
Bailey Island Library Hall
Little Mark Island Monument
Capt. Johnson H. Stover, Jr. House 
Merriconeag Grange #425
Greene Cottage

The Auburn-Harpswell Association Historic 
District is located to the west of Route 123 with 
shore frontage on Potts Harbor. It contains 12 
historic structures. Listing on the National Register 
indicates that these places are of significance 
and deserving of protection. However, listing on 
the National Register does little to protect these 
places, beyond requiring a historic review for 
federally-funded projects.

There may be additional properties in the 
community that are eligible for inclusion on the 
National Register. Extensive surveys have been 
conducted of the properties in Harpswell, at least 
some of which are held by the Maine Historic 
Preservation Commission. Further evaluation of 
the survey data available is needed to identify 
other properties that may be eligible for listing on 
the National Register of Historic Places. Although 
the NRHP is national in scope, it can include 
properties based on their local significance.

Figure 4:  Clockwise from above, the Union Hotel, 
the Elijah Kellogg Church, and the Bailey Island 
Bridge.
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Figure 5:  Sites listed in the National Register of Historic Places in Harpswell. 
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Historic & Archeological Resources

Harpswell Historical Society
There is an active well-established historical 
society in Harpswell, which is called the Harpswell 
Historical Society. The Society plays a meaning-
ful role in promoting knowledge and awareness 
of Harpswell’s history and important historic 
structures. It manages 6 historic properties and a 
museum, in addition to operating the Harpswell 
Historic Park in collaboration with the Harpswell 
Garden Club. 

Climate Change
Climate change will likely have an impact on 
Harpswell’s historic and archaeological sites 
(Figure 6). Sea level rise as well as changing 
storm patterns are likely to affect the coastline 
where most of the archaeological locations 
are found. Increasing intensity of storms may 
also impact older structures and have negative 
consequences on the ability to maintain those 
structures. Community members, municipal 
officers, planners, and members of the Harpswell 
Historical Society all need to be part of the 
discussion regarding how and which historic 
properties can be protected. The Maine Historic 
Preservation Commission (MHP) has created a 
webpage to assist towns throughout Maine with 
planning for the effects of climate change on 
historic properties and cultural resources (Climate 
Change and Historic Resources, n.d.).

Figure 6:  The Deacon Andrew Dunning House property (yellow) compared to a median sea 
level rise scenario of 6.1 feet above HAT (from the Maine Geological Survey). The property may 
be impacted by climate change, even though the structure is not within the 6.1 ft. line.
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Protections & Considerations
To help protect the historic appearance of 
National Register-listed historic structures, 
the MHPC recommends establishment of a 
mechanism for reviewing impacts from new 
construction on or adjacent to such structures. 
Maine’s subdivision statute requires review of 
impact on “historic sites”. Harpswell’s subdivision 
ordinance includes this review standard. The town 
has no definition of “historic sites” that is broad 
enough to include adjacent and nearby buildings 
for impact review in subdivisions and Planning 
Board decisions about applications for expan-
sions,	 replacements, reconstructions of buildings 
on non-conforming lots.
Maine’s shoreland zoning statute includes as one 
of its purposes, “to protect archaeological and 
historic resources”. Harpswell’s shoreland zoning 
ordinance contains a review standard for archae-
ological and historical sites. It requires that, “All 
proposed land use activities shall be designed to 
protect archaeological and historic sites that have 
been identified in the town’s Comprehensive Plan, 
or by the Maine Historic Preservation Commission 
or the National Park Service. The developer must 
submit the application to the MHPC at least 20 
days before it appears on the Planning Board 
agenda. The Planning Board must consider any 
comments received from the MHPC in acting on 
the application.”

One approach to dealing with the issue of 
protecting these resources while protecting 
landowner rights is to provide the opportunity for 
appropriate public bodies to conduct preliminary 
investigations when development is proposed, 
thereby creating an opportunity for them to work 
with the property owner if a significant resource is 
identified.
Another approach is a voluntary one in which the 
property owner is provided with information and 
assistance in protecting the resource. An example 
of this was work on the Tarr-Hackett House with 
assistance from the Harpswell Heritage Land Trust.
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Issues & Implications
Programs and promotion of agriculture and 
forestry should be part of a larger effort within 
the community to protect appropriate natural, 
cultural, and historic areas as well as habitat and 
groundwater protection. It should be noted that 
to maintain healthy stands of trees, it is often 
important to plan for selective harvesting and 
understanding where and when that should take 
place. In the same way, open fields left unmown 
will rather quickly revert to their forested state. In 
both instances, it is valuable for the community to 
maintain both fields and forests in some locations 
and therefore, may want to review policies which 
impact on both the protection of and the devel-
opment of these lands. 
Policies can be designed to help strategically plan 
growth for certain areas while at the same time 
protecting agricultural uses of the land. At the 
same time, policies can be developed which help 
to ensure that existing farms continue as well as 
encouraging the development of future small-
scale farming within the town. There are also 
opportunities to better understand and support 
the role these lands play in carbon sequestration. 
Thoughtful land use guidelines and policies will 
help maintain the scenic and natural benefits 
provided by Harpswell’s farms, fields, and forests.

Introduction
At this point in time, neither agriculture nor 
forestry are economically vital to the community. 
There are only three remaining active farms, 
Merriconegan Farm, Two Coves Farm, and Sunset 
Hill Farm, and a handful of small woodlots. That 
said, it does not diminish the importance of 
existing and potential farms and woodlots. Both 
activities provide other important values to the 
community including but not limited to scenic 
resources, outdoor recreation in the forms of 
hiking, biking, skiing, and snowshoeing, wildlife 
habitat, groundwater recharge, carbon sequestra-
tion and cooling of the surrounding area as well as 
a reminder of historic uses of the land. 
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Agriculture & Forestry

Figure 1:  Parcels enrolled in the Farmland Current Use Tax Program as of 2022. Also shown: soils catego-
rized as prime farmland or farmland of statewide significance in Harpswell, according to the National Soil 
Survey. 
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Agriculture in Harpswell
Existing Agricultural Use
As in much of Maine, farming has decreased since 
its height in the 1800’s and early 1900’s. As the 
older generations retired, farms were abandoned 
and allowed to grow back to brush or timber. Of 
course, some of this land has been developed to 
provide housing for today’s population.
According to data collected for the Farmland Tax 
Program, the existing farms in Harpswell in 2022 
include about 37 acres of cropland, 64 in pasture-
land, and 3 acres of orchards (Harpswell Tax/
Accessing Data, 2022).

Agricultural Suitability
A second approach to understanding the agricul-
tural resource is to look at the suitability of land 
for agricultural purposes regardless of its current 
use. This approach is more long term since it 
views areas with potentially productive soils as a 
resource even if it is not currently being used for 
agriculture. The likelihood is small that Harpswell 
or Maine should ever need to rely heavily on 
local or regional soils for food production. 
Nevertheless, if agriculture is to be supported 
against continuing decline, or even started up 
on a small scale of some specialty niche produc-
tion, the relative suitability of soils for agriculture 
deserves some consideration. Though the likeli-
hood any program seeking to preserve such areas 
from being lost forever to development is admit-
tedly small, suitable agricultural soils in Harpswell 
are documented in this inventory.

The Soil Conservation Service of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture has defined “prime 
farmland” as the land that is best suited for 
producing food, feed, forage, fiber and oilseed 
crops. It has the soil quality, growing season and 
moisture supply needed to produce a sustained 
high yield of crops while using acceptable farming 
methods (Prime and Unique Farmlands, 2018). 
Understanding patterns of development and their 
impact on potential farming is important because 
prime farmland is a limited resource. These soils 
are widely scattered around town and show up 
in many areas including Cundy’ s Harbor, Great 
Island, Harpswell Neck and even small areas of 
Orr’s Island (NRCS Soil Survey Staff, 2022). 

Visual Impacts of Agriculture
In 2022, there were 105 acres enrolled in the 
Farmland tax program, a significant increase 
from past years (Harpswell Tax/Accessing Data, 
2022). These fields serve multiple purposes but 
for many citizens, the bucolic views of pastures 
provide a sense of peace and rural character for 
the community. The Merriconegan Farm, at the 
entrance to Harpswell from Brunswick on Route 
123 is significant for its beautiful farmhouse and 
barn, as well as for its wide, open fields and the 
vista they afford to the forests and marshes. At 
several places around Harpswell there are open 
fields that provide similar visual access to wider 
views that include views of historic buildings and 
groups of buildings, forests, harbors, islands and 
the open sea. 

Figure 2:  Curtis Farm Preserve (credit: Harpswell 
Heritage Land Trust)
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Forestry in Harpswell
 Existing Forestry Use
The state of Maine is approximately 89 percent 
forest cover and Harpswell reflects this in its own 
patterns of land cover (Woodall, 2022). However, 
only a small portion of Harpswell’s land is enrolled 
in the Tree Growth Tax Program. Of the 15,304 
acres of land in Harpswell, there were only 1,260 
acres enrolled in 2022, a decline from 1,419 acres 
in 2004 (Harpswell Tax/Accessing Data, 2022). 
This program provides that the land be assessed 
for tax purposes for its “current use” as forestland. 
The owners of land in the program are required 
to conduct management activities profession-
ally planned by a licensed professional forester 
(Current Land Use Programs, 2022).
Forestry activities do not make a significant contri-
bution to Harpswell’s economy. There are a few 
citizens who cut timber for lumber and firewood 
and for clearing building sites. Many landowners 
will cut a few logs from their own land for their 
personal use. The chart below shows the general 
scale of timber harvesting operations in Harpswell 
(Figure 3).

There appears to be very little forested land in 
Harpswell that is capable of supporting commer-
cial forestry. Instead, land values are so high that 
some of the land is being held until the right 
moment for development. Given current prices, 
even some tree farmers may be unable to resist 
future economic pressures to convert their land to 
development uses. 

Forestry Suitability
As with agriculture, forestland can also be viewed 
from the standpoint of the suitability of the land 
to support commercially viable tree growth. The 
SCS has identified “prime forestland” based upon 
soils capability. They define prime forestland as 
land that has soil capable of growing wood at the 
economic productive growth rate for a given tree 
species. Based upon eastern white pine, many 
of the soil types found in Harpswell are “prime 
forestland” (NRCS Soil Survey Staff, 2022).

Figure 3:  Timber harvest data for Harpswell from 
1993 through 2020 (Maine Forest Service 2022). 
To protect confidentiality of landowners, data is 
only reported where three or more landowners 
reported harvesting.
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Figure 4:  Parcels enrolled in the Tree Growth Current Use Tax Program in Harpswell as of 2022.
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Carbon Sequestration
Strategy E in Maine Won’t Wait, the state’s climate 
action plan, is to “protect Maine’s environment 
and working lands and waters” by “promoting 
natural climate solutions and increasing carbon 
sequestration” (Maine Climate Council, 2022). 
In a study of Maine’s carbon cycle conducted by 
the Center for Research on Sustainable Forests 
between 2006-2016, about 60% of the state’s 
carbon emissions are captured by its forests (Bai, 
et al., 2020).

Figure 5:  Carbon sectors in Maine’s carbon budget, including 2,025 
million metric tons stored by forests and forest soils.

This illustrates the importance of Harpswell’s 
forests as a tool to capture and hold carbon 
from the atmosphere in the trees themselves, 
the soil, and in other organic matter. The 
management practices used on forests and 
other working lands play a big role in how much 
carbon is captured and stored. Some of these 
best practices for landowners are included in a 
report on soil carbon sequestration and storage 
in Maine to the Joint Standing Committee on 
Agriculture, Conservation, and Forestry. There 
is work underway to develop incentives for 
small woodlot owners to manage their land with 
carbon sequestration in mind. DACF plans to hire 
a forest resource management planner special-
izing in carbon and hire three new foresters, to 
“provide training and education to landowners 
and promote forest management practices that 
support adaptation and resiliency” (Maine Climate 
Council, 2022).
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Introduction
In 2005, Harpswell was the least affordable 
community in the Bath-Brunswick housing market. 
As of 2022, Harpswell was no longer the least 
affordable, but still out of reach for 78 percent 
of the households in the area, according to data 
from the Maine Housing Authority. Nearly 34 
percent of the housing units in Harpswell are 
seasonal homes. 
The majority of the occupied housing units 
are single-family (92 percent). While there are 
some multi-unit dwellings, the majority of those 
are two-family. According to the American 
Community Survey, there are approximately 109 
mobile homes on individual lots in Harpswell. 
New housing continues to be built in Harpswell at 
a slow, steady rate.

Figure 1:  Housing Units Identified in Decennial Census, by occupation 
status.

Issues & Implications
For the average household in Harpswell, and for 
nearly 78% of households in the Bath-Brunswick 
area, housing has become unaffordable.
Increasing housing prices, influenced in part by an 
influx of permanent residents and an already low 
availability of affordable housing stock, is making 
it more difficult for renters, first-time homebuyers, 
older adults, and those in need of assisted living 
to afford housing. 
There is also a lack of diversity in the housing 
choices available in Harpswell. There are very few 
two-family homes, and even fewer multifamily 
units, despite changes to the land use ordinance 
to allow Workforce Housing Units. In the past 
decade, no Workforce Housing units have been 
constructed.
Harpswell’s lack of affordability impacts the ability 
of existing residents, such as young or working 
families, to continue to afford housing and for 
older adults to age in place. Harpswell will need 
to consider additional strategies to increase 
affordability and meet the housing needs of its 
community. 
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Housing Trends 
While the town continues to rely on the fishing 
and marine industries, Harpswell has also shifted 
toward a bedroom and retirement community. 
This is reflected in the rapidly increasing price 
of land and property. The median sale price of a 
single-family home in Harpswell has increased 
from $352,250 in 2015, to $470,000 in 2020. A 
family would have to earn over $112,000 to afford 
a home at the median sale price. Harpswell’s 
median family income is $89,000. With this 
information, the Maine State Housing Authority 
deems Harpswell as an unaffordable place to live. 
Nonetheless, data show that individuals continue 
to move to Harpswell from elsewhere in the state, 
the county, and the country.

In 2020, 31.3% of households in Harpswell made 
incomes of $150,000 or more, increasing from 
18.5% in 2015, and 12.6% in 2010. Although 
these data suggest that the incomes of people 
in Harpswell are rising along with the cost of 
housing, the preexisting shortage of housing that 
is affordable for renters, first-time homebuyers, 
elderly households and individuals in need of 
assistance with mobility and day-to-day living 
continues to grow. 
The table below indicates that the total number of 
parcels in Harpswell has increased by about 200 
since 2017. There is a corresponding increase in 
the number of resident-owned lots with building(s) 
and a decrease in the number of non-resident 
vacant lots. This suggests that non-resident land-
owners are becoming full-time residents.

2017 2022

Count Percentage Count Percentage
Resident

Vacant Lot 582 12% 583 11%

Building on Lot 2114 42% 2371 45%

Total 2696 54% 2954 57%

Non-resident

Vacant Lot 740 15% 648 12%

Building on Lot 1592 32% 1623 31%

Total 2332 46% 2271 43%

Total Parcels 5029 5225

Figure 2:  Parcel and accessing data on the number of lots with or 
without buildings, broken down by resident-owned and non-resi-
dent-owned (Source: Town of Harpswell assessing data, 2022 and 
2017).
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Housing
Further increasing the pressure on housing is 
the downward trend of household size, both on 
a state, county, and town level. Figure 1 below 
shows how the household size in Harpswell has 
declined from an average of 3.05 to 2.11 people. 
From 2010 to 2020, the percentage of people 
living alone or in single person households is 
estimated to have increased from 27% to 28% 
(US Census). 
Between 2000 and 2010, the year-round popu-
lation of Harpswell decreased by 499 residents 
and the number of households decreased by 122. 
Then between 2010 and 2020, the population 
of Harpswell began increasing again, gaining 
291 residents and 157 households. Despite a net 
increase of only 18 people between 1990 and 
2020, the number of households increased by 
an estimated 324 in the same time period (US 
Census). 

The map on the next page shows the develop-
ment that has occurred in the town between 
2013-2022. The town’s building permits show 
steady growth between 2008 and 2022 of 
approximately 22 new single family homes per 
year. There are approximately 4 tear down and 
rebuilds each year, with a slight rise in this activity 
over the past 5 years. Tear downs do not create 
a new housing unit, but most often replace a 
smaller home with a larger one. These figures do 
not identify any of these homes which are used 
seasonally.
Short term rentals are another factor in the 
housing market. The website AirDNA tracks 
short term rentals through VRBO and AirBNB. 
The chart below reflects the number of rentals 
from 2020 – 2023. On August 11, 2023 the site 
identified 158 active rentals (that had at least one 
booking in the last month).

Figure 3:  Average Household 
size in Harpswell between 
1970-2020 (Source: US 
Census).

Figure 4:  Chart displaying the 
number of active rentals from 
2020 through November 2023 
on AirBNB and VRBO. Source: 
airdna.co December 2023

Figure 5:  On the next 
page, a map of recent 
development in Harpswell, 
between 2013-2022.
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Placeholder for Recent Development Map
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Attainable Housing
All these statewide, regional, and local trends 
add up to a persistent and increasing shortage of 
affordable housing in Harpswell. The year-round 
housing stock in Harpswell consists primarily 
of owner-occupied single-family homes. There 
are limited opportunities for year-round rental 
housing that is affordable for local residents. Over 
the past decade there has been no construction 
of multifamily housing while the cost of purchas-
ing a home has increased dramatically. 
Recognizing the growing concern in the 
community about the lack of affordable rentals 
and smaller homes and the ability of local busi-
nesses and fishermen to hire and retain staff due 
to a lack of affordable housing, the Select Board 
created an Affordable Housing Working Group. 
The Select Board charged this group with devel-
oping recommendations for what the town and 
the larger Harpswell community can do to explore 
the housing needs of residents and ways to meet 
those needs. The full report of the Working 
Group, “Housing for Harpswell,” is available on 
the town’s website, here. 
During this process, the Working Group decided 
to use the term “attainable housing” rather than 
affordable housing. As defined by the group, 
attainable housing is housing that is reasonably 
affordable for individuals and families who want 
to live in Harpswell but cannot afford the currently 
available housing. In some cases, these may be 
people with incomes that exceed the financial 
limits of various “affordable housing” programs. 

Housing & Land Use
Land use regulations can have a significant effect 
on the cost of housing development. They have 
a strong influence on the supply of land for 
housing development within a municipality. They 
can determine where housing is allowed, what 
types of housing can be developed, and at what 
density. Subdivision regulations that set minimum 
construction standards for roads, a major element 
of development expense, also influence the 
cost of development. On one hand, land use 
regulations of residential uses can help protect 
neighborhood values, individual property values, 
public safety, environmental quality, and other 
amenities. On the other hand, they may add cost 
to housing development that could be passed on 
to homebuyers. Every community tries to balance 
these competing community values.
In Harpswell, with a few exceptions, local land use 
regulations do not prohibit single-family housing 
development of any kind in the interior. The 
only restrictions on residential development are 
through Shoreland Zoning. Single family housing 
is allowed everywhere except in the Commercial 
Fisheries District I, whereas multifamily housing 
is prohibited anywhere in the Shoreland Districts. 
The minimum lot size in Harpswell is 40,000 sq. 
ft. in or out of the shoreland zone, unless a subdi-
vision is being created, in which case, 80,000 sq. 
ft. minimum lot size is required. 
Since all multifamily housing greater than a 
duplex falls under subdivision rules, the 80,000 sf 
minimum would be necessary to build any triplex 
or larger apartment buildings. The exception is 
for Workforce Housing Units (discussed in greater 
detail on the following page), in which case the 
minimum lot size is 20,000 sq. ft. with multiple 
restrictions imposed on both the original land and 
the final subdivided lot.

https://www.harpswell.maine.gov/vertical/Sites/%7B3F690C92-5208-4D62-BAFB-2559293F6CAE%7D/uploads/AHWG_Final_Report_8-5-24(1).pdf
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Target Audience
Creating opportunities for attainable housing in 
Harpswell means creating housing that meets 
the needs of Harpswell residents, workers, family 
members, and others with connections to the 
community. The Working Group identified 
four segments of the Harpswell community for 
whom housing affordability is a significant issue 
including:

1. Fishermen, specifically sternmen and other 
crew members, as well as dock workers and 
those in affiliated positions.
2. Essential workers, including but not limited 
to teachers, firefighters, restaurant workers, 
clerks, secretaries, and those who build, 
repair, and maintain homes. 
3. Young families, without whom the popula-
tion will be increasingly comprised of retirees. 
4. Elderly residents who wish to remain in 
town.

Existing Workforce Housing 
Provision
In 2010, Harpswell updated its land use ordinance 
to include a section on workforce housing, 
“to provide and promote the acquisition and 
construction of housing that is affordable for 
current and future generations of Harpswell 
residents.” This section develops standards for 
Workforce Housing Units (WHU) and a density 
bonus provision. However, no units have been 
built yet under these provisions. The only existing 
affordable housing in Harpswell is Hamilton Place, 
a 22-acre subdivision with 11 single family homes 
developed by the Greater Brunswick Housing 
Corporation.
The subdivision ordinance has been modified to 
allow for a density bonus if workforce housing 
is included, but the rules are rather complex. In 
addition, Harpswell’s ordinance has been updated 
to specify that all new development “shall be 
designed to minimize storm water runoff from 
the site in excess of the natural pre-develop-
ment conditions”. Modifications have also been 
made to accommodate the building of accessory 
dwelling units. Further modifications may be 
required in conjunction with state rules related to 
housing affordability.

Figure 6:  Houses in the Hamilton Place affordable 
development after completion in 2011.
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Barriers to Creating 
Attainable Housing
The Affordable Housing Working Group identi-
fied a number of factors that make the creation 
of attainable housing difficult or infeasible in 
Harpswell. These factors include the following:
Available Land – The development of new 
attainable housing requires that developable 
land be available at a reasonable cost per unit. In 
general terms, the builders of attainable housing 
cannot compete against the builders of large 
single-family homes in their ability to pay to 
purchase land. The construction of new attain-
able housing will require that lower-cost land be 
available for this purpose.
Concern About the Adequacy of Groundwater 
Supplies – Concern about the potential impacts 
of new development on the long-term availability 
of groundwater has fostered a sense that all new 
development should be restricted. This creates an 
unwillingness to consider ways to increase oppor-
tunities to create attainable housing. Addressing 
the development of attainable housing in ways 
that do not significantly impact groundwater is 
therefore important.
Town Land Use Regulations – The town’s land 
use ordinances, including the Shoreland Zoning 
Ordinance, Basic Land Use Ordinance, and 
Subdivision Ordinance currently include provi-
sions that make the creation of attainable housing 
difficult or impossible. This includes the treatment 
of multifamily housing, lot size requirements for 
attainable single-family homes, limitations on 
repurposing single-family homes, and provisions 
for accessory residential units or ADUs.

Figure 7:  The Housing Workshop held by the 
town’s Affordable Housing Work Group in August 
2023 (credit: J. Craig Anderson).
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Resources
Housing and Rental Affordability Index for Maine, Maine State Housing Authority 
American Community Survey, 2020 and 2022
United States Decennial Census, 2000, 2010, 2020
Basic Land Use Ordinance, Harpswell Maine (as amended April 23, 2002)
New Affordable Housing Law Summary for Municipalities, Maine Municipal Authority 
Town of Harpswell Assessing and GIS Data 2022
Town of Harpswell Building Permits 2008-2021
Creating Opportunities for Attainable Housing in Harpswell, prepared by the Affordable Housing Working Group 
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Current Land Use

Introduction
Harpswell’s geography, consisting of long, rocky 
peninsulas and islands, has led to a historic devel-
opment pattern that was based on proximity to 
the sea, which provided (and still provides) trans-
portation and livelihoods. In recent years, the 
growth of Harpswell’s population has driven an 
increase in development, and has increased the 
strain on attainable housing. In order to ensure 
that future growth is in line with the community’s 
needs and vision, Harpswell will need to consider 
recent and historic land use trends and adapt its 
future land use approach accordingly.

Issues & Implications
Harpswell will continue to see upward price 
pressure and development pressure on coastal 
properties. It is likely that there will be continued 
development of existing unbuilt lots and some 
division of larger lots to create more residential 
lots. The town will need to be thoughtful about 
how to address the growth that will occur in the 
next 10 – 15 years. Due to the geographic nature 
of Harpswell, all lots depend on subsurface waste 
disposal and wells. This will limit the development 
potential of lots. At the same time, there is a desire 
to create more attainable and varied housing 
types to support local workforce development.
The data show that most of the development 
in Harpswell is residential. In the ten years prior 
to this comprehensive plan, there has been less 
development compared to the ten years prior to 
the previous comprehensive plan. Most of the 
development has occurred along the shoreline, 
near or in the shoreland zones. This will continue 
to put pressure on the cost of lots within the 
town. Commercial development has been slower, 
continuing apace with previous years.
Traditional development patterns in the town have 
centered around various villages. This has been 
an important part of the identity of Harpswell. 
Consideration of how to maintain and enhance 
the villages should be part of any discussion on 
development and land use in Harpswell.
Development pressure will continue to be a 
significant factor in Harpswell, which will have 
implications for the town’s goals and priorities for 
other topics. Some of these goals include protect-
ing groundwater, making sure the rural character 
of the community is maintained, providing 
workforce housing, and meeting the needs of the 
fishing community.
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Historic Land Use Patterns
Harpswell consists of two long, narrow, parallel 
rocky land masses stretching from northeast 
to southwest. Rock outcroppings occur with 
great frequency in shoreline areas but can also 
be found in several inland areas. From almost 
anywhere, it is no further than a half mile to the 
ocean. Harpswell is approximately 15,304 acres, 
of which 2,200 acres are on outer islands. 
There are over 216 miles of shoreline. Forty-one 
miles of the shoreline are zoned for commercial 
fishing, less than one mile is zoned for business, 
and the rest is zoned residential. Except for a thin 
marshy strip of land at the north end of Harpswell 
Neck, the town is surrounded by water. There are 
also some 40 outer islands of various sizes, some 
of which are partially inhabited in the summer.
The eastern land mass consists of three large 
islands: Great Island (Sebascodegan), Orr’s Island, 
and Bailey Island. These are connected to the 
mainland by four bridges. With the completion 
of the bridge between Orr’s and Bailey islands in 
1927, all these islands were then accessible from 
the mainland by road. All access to both sides of 
Harpswell passes through the Town of Brunswick. 
Until a bridge was built between Harpswell Neck 
and Great Island in 1974, the only way to get 
from one side of town to the other was through 
Brunswick.
With land access so limited, it was natural for the 
town to grow near the ocean and to use it for 
transportation. Until shortly after World War II, 
South Harpswell, Orr’s and Bailey Islands received 
mail and some freight by boat from Portland.
Isolated fishing villages grew up at various spots 
around protected harbors. Among these were 
Cundy’s Harbor on Great Island, Mackerel 
Cove on Bailey Island, and Potts Point in South 
Harpswell. In other areas, the land was cleared 
for timber and farming. Boat building took place 
at numerous spots wherever good timber was 
available. Many of the original farms are still held 
by family members, although in some cases they 
have been subdivided by inheritance or sale and 
much of the shorefront property has been sold for 
summer or full-time residences.

Current Zoning
The town currently has two ordinances which 
regulate land use, the Shoreland Zoning 
Ordinance, and the Basic Land Use Ordinance. 
There is also a Site Plan Review Ordinance and 
the Subdivision Ordinance which regulate the 
development of land. These ordinances are used 
by the Planning Board to review projects and work 
with private developers to ensure the orderly, 
equitable development of the town. The Planning 
Board is made up of 5 members and 2 associate 
members appointed by the Select Board. The 
town currently employs a part time planner and 
a newly-appointed full-time planner to assist with 
the application of the land use rules, among other 
responsibilities. The codes office is tasked with 
enforcement and monitoring of the town’s land 
use ordinances. 
The Basic Land Use Ordinance defines a series 
of shoreland zones and a singular interior zone 
that encompasses the majority of the town.  (See 
Figure 1). 
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Current Land Use

Placeholder for Current Zoning Map
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Placeholder for Buildout Analysis Map




