May 7, 2025

RE: Testimony IN SUPPORT of LD 1940, An Act to Revise the Growth Management Law

Senator Curry, Representative Gere, and Members of the Committee on Housing and Economic
Development;

Please accept this testimony IN SUPPORT of LD 1940, An Act to Revise the Growth
Management Law.

My name is Kara Wilbur and I am chair of Build Maine. I am a planner, developer, and modular
dealer, building affordable housing in rural communities in the Western Maine and Mid-Coast
Maine. Before that, I spent 15 years as a planning consultant, working nationally, regionally, and
locally on comprehensive plans and updates to the restrictive zoning codes that have contributed
to disinvestment in our downtowns and in-town neighborhoods and lead to the loss of rural
lands. 1have a graduate degree in master planning and community design. I was born in
Waterville, am from Caribou, and grew up in Damariscotta.

LD 1940 is part of the Policy Action process led by Build Maine and GrowSmart Maine that
includes people and organizations from a broad diversity of perspectives and professional
backgrounds. The work on this bill started over 3 years ago and has involved hours of meetings,
tracked documents, and emails with so many people who have contributed time and energy to
this effort.

Going back further in time, over 12 years ago, myself and a group of national planners began
first asking the question and then working to solve the problem of why comprehensive plans
were sitting on shelves and not being implemented. We were seeing volunteers and staff
dedicate countless hours and years of time on a process that seemed to have no purpose or
meaning, and that left people deflated and frustrated. We saw ways to improve the practice
based on our experiences and set out to try new approaches in various communities.

We produced the “10 Best Practices for Comprehensive Plan Reform”, based on a belief that
comprehensive plans are foundational, they matter, and the way we do them needs to become
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less time-consuming, a more efficient use of people’s time, and more effective at driving
outcomes. What we found is that communities agreed. We worked with communities including
Burlington, Vermont; Londonderry, New Hampshire; Lewiston, Newcastle; Topsham;
Scarborough; and Casco to test new approaches and put ideas into practice. At the end of these
projects, people were happy, excited, and ready for implementation.

LD 1940 brings forward ideas that we’ve seen communities demand and that has worked for
communities of all sizes — a process that is low barrier, and a method that produces positive
outcomes, both in terms of human relationships, but also when it comes to promoting housing
and development.

Addressing the housing crisis

Comp plans matter right now more than ever. We have a housing crisis. Any time we talk
about housing, there are two main issues that come up - outdated, restrictive zoning and
NIMBYism. Comp plans are the foundation on which we address these two issues.

The reason that communities don’t update their zoning is because you have to know what you’re
zoning for. And this is where the current framework for making comprehensive plans has failed
our communities. Yes, you can make the easy fixes, such as reducing lot size to 5,000 sf,
reducing setbacks, reducing parking requirements, and removing lot area per unit requirements.
However, in order to achieve real reform of outdated zoning, instead of band-aids, there are
questions that communities need to answer, such as: where do we want to target growth and what
is the scale and intensity of that growth based on location. Answering these questions requires
better mapping and more specific decision making - two things this bill proposes to leave time
for.

Without knowing, for example, where people are comfortable with transformative development
versus incremental development, for example, it's incredibly difficult for staff and elected
officials to advance policy and regulatory changes that unlock housing opportunities. And so
instead, our outdated and broken zoning remains in place.

In cases where communities have put forward zoning changes, based on abstract words and
metrics, without deep community conversations and visuals that paint a clear picture of what is
being proposed, zoning proposals oftentimes end up defeated, as we’ve seen recently happen in
Bowdoinham. This is in contrast to Newcastle, where a complete zoning overhaul was supported
as a result of the very specific planning work done in the broadly supported comprehensive plan.
Zoning repair in Higgins Beach is another example of zoning changes supported by building type
visuals and studies of potential building massing outcomes.
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People are not afraid of all change, they are afraid of bad change. They want change that will
impact their community in a net positive way, change that balances the parts of their community
that they value most. LD 1940 provides a path forward that creates predictability for
communities and predictability and opportunity for people working to build housing.

You will hear today about many communities that engaged in a planning process that provided
specific recommendations related to what the community wanted and where, and how that
planning work direction led to implementation. Isn’t this what we want, for towns to have the
time and energy to come up with more actionable plans that they also have time and energy to
implement?

Blobs of growth areas aren’t actually permissive and aren’t producing the housing we need.
While many communities have designated growth areas, the lack of specificity contained in
statute has led many communities to map growth areas that are too broad and varied. On the
surface, it might seem like large growth areas would be more flexible and permissive, and
therefore allow for more housing production. But in reality these ill defined areas have
effectively locked restrictive zoning in place. Without more specific and clear mapping that ties
more accurately to both existing conditions on the ground and to proposals for new development,
there is not sufficient information to justify or support zoning changes, and so the zoning
changes don’t happen. What this means is that the growth areas exist in the Comprehensive Plan
only, with no zoning to back it up, leaving the one size fits all, low density, restrictive zoning
from the 1970s, which continues to prevent sufficient housing development.

Instead of globs of growth areas, LD 1940 provides a menu of familiar kinds of places, such as
downtowns and villages, as well as the ability for a community to define their own kinds of
places. There is nothing prescriptive or top down about this approach. It provides a baseline set
of common terms that are flexible and can be applied by communities with local discretion and
modification to meet their needs. If you look at example plans, the use of placetypes varies
widely, from the smallest towns, to the larger cities.

Specificity helps build housing
Planners have been using placetypes for decades, without calling them by that name. People

know what a village is; they understand what it means to identify their downtown on a map.
With more detail around that mapping, communities also can figure out how to adjust their local
policies to achieve the unique objectives for different parts of town. This is the opposite of
one-size-fits-all, and this more nuanced approach unlocks housing proposals and development.

People know they are having a housing crisis. Increasing housing options and choice has long
been a priority in most Maine comprehensive plans. What we’ve lacked first and foremost is a
Growth Management Act that gives towns the time, energy, and tools to dive into the issue.
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Where towns have made the herculean effort to both do the exhaustive state checklist and also do
a deep dive on planning, the results have been effective, for communities as small as Long Island
and Newcastle, to communities as big and resourced as Topsham and Lewiston. But people are
exhausted at the end from spending so much money on a checklist they don’t use and that yields
no positive change.

We have heard concern that providing too much specificity in planning and mapping will create
problems for communities when development proposals are brought forward that were not
contemplated in the comprehensive plan. This concern is missing the point. The two major
issues we have today that are blocking housing are NIMBYism (the fear of change close to
home) and failure to update zoning. Both of these real and plaguing issues are a result of
comprehensive plans NOT BEING specific enough. We have 20+ years of proof that this is the
case. And we have no proof or legal evidence that more clear and proactive comp plans prevent
good development from happening. The specificity is how we start breaking down issues of
NIMBYism, and how we enable towns who have outdated and truly destructive zoning to gain
public support for changing it. These are outcomes that we’ve SEEN happen.

Making planning about people not spreadsheets
The power of both home rule and comprehensive planning is bringing people together who have

a shared understanding of place. But with today’s law, once we get people together, we bludgeon
them non-stop for 2 to 5 years. No one enjoys that, not the people on the comp plan committee,
not the consultants, not the planning staff.

What we’re suggesting with LD 1940 is that when we bring people together, we empower them
to talk, solve problems, have conversations where people actually listen to each other, make
decisions, and move ideas to action. This is what people want. And this is what actually what
we’ve seen happen when we let it, and encourage it.

Many people are used to the current process, but they will enjoy the process proposed in LD
1940 because it's fun, it feels important, and the work has a clear purpose.

This bill intentionally shifts from a focus on an exhaustive checklist to a locally-driven
conversation about key issues, and where and how people want to approach change in different
parts of the community.

It's important to note that the exhaustive mandatory checklist, where towns spend 2+ years
dutifully responding to each and every inventory question (most of which have little bearing on
how to address critical local issues), is NOT normal. No other New England state has a 13-page
checklist and such an exhaustive list of inventory requirements. Its insulting to municipalities to
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presume that people can’t make meaningful, proactive, and effective comp plans without being
told by the State which data they need to include and which policies they need to regurgitate.

Tested and successful strategies

The bill doesn’t propose experimental ideas. LD 1940 is based on hearing what communities
want and demand when they convene their Comprehensive Planning Committees, and watching
them accomplish great outcomes when they are allowed to be in the driver’s seat. We’ve heard
people say over and over — we want a plan that helps us find a direction forward on housing, that
provides more social connectivity in our community, that helps us protect our rural lands and
open spaces, that makes our streets safer, that supports our local economy. And we’ve seen how
people have stepped up and found solutions to these problems, how they have identified places
that can accommodate significant growth, how they’ve agreed on allowing very high density in
those locations, and how they’ve changed their zoning to enable significant housing (to an extent
they never would have agreed to if a staff person tried to pitch the zoning change absent of the
broader community conversation). After a locally-driven process has happened, where the end
result is a clear proactive, action-packed plan, the mood is celebratory. People are excited about
the future. They put forward bold ideas. They change their zoning. Isn't this what we want?

Change is hard, but critical

What we’re talking about here today would require a change in the way we’ve been requiring
municipalities to do comprehensive plans. Even though there is broad consensus around the idea
that the current statute and checklist method is broken, there has been a NIMBY-like response in
opposition to the kind of real change we need right now, and a surprising defense of the status
quo.

LD 1940 is incredibly flexible, and NOT one-size-fits-all, it removes 13-pages of onerous
checklist mandates, and goes much further than the MAP bill in ensuring those mandates don’t
happen behind closed doors as part of rulemaking. LD 1940 provides a path forward for
reducing NIMBYism and helping support local zoning changes, in a way that is legally
defensible and time-tested.

Here on the housing committee where there is deep understanding of the challenges facing our
state, let's embrace change and allow comprehensive planning to become a sturdy foundation for
more broadly supported housing and community building across Maine.
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