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Fall 2009


Welcome to the comprehensive planning process!  

Whether you are working on your community’s first comprehensive plan or are updating an existing plan, Maine’s state agencies and regional planning councils wish to provide as much assistance as possible to help your work be efficient and productive. Our intent is to supply an integrated package of resource materials to comprehensive planning committees, as well as clarify expectations for meeting state policy objectives. Our goal is to allow you, the town committee, more time to concentrate on the planning portion of your process, and less on burdensome data collection.  

The State Planning Office has recently adopted a new comprehensive plan review criteria rule and has developed materials to help communities prepare plans that are consistent with Maine’s Growth Management Act. The rule, checklist and an annotated version of the rule are available at: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/compplans/index.htm. We encourage you to review these materials, and some of the useful links, and contact us or your regional planning council if you have any questions. 

Since September 20th, 2008 SPO only reviews plans under chapter 208 (new rule).  If you have any questions on this contact SPO or your regional council.
As part of the change in the review criteria, these resource packages have been streamlined to provide more of the data needed to answer the analysis questions in the rule. We have tried to make it as useful as possible by providing materials electronically.
We recommend communities start with SPO’s 2005 publication: Comprehensive Planning: A Manual for Maine for Maine Communities that is available in hard copy or as a download from the SPO website at: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/docs/publications.htm.  This excellent resource is part “how-to,” part suggestions for policy, and part tool box. Each of its 19 chapters addresses a requirement of the Growth Management Program. The 19 chapters are connected to each other and, together, present a complete picture of a state of the art community comprehensive plan. 

Resource Package Overview
What’s Inside?
The Resource Package contains a combination of raw data, analyzed data and technical assistance materials that are likely to be of help in developing your comprehensive plan.  Most of the data have been developed specifically for your municipality.  Although it may seem overwhelming at first, we hope you will find this compilation of data extremely useful as you move through the comprehensive planning process.  Also in each topic area of most major sections is a copy of the SPO checklist for reviewing comprehensive plans. These are very useful to use when developing your plan. Please refer to them regularly to make sure at least the minimum requirements are met for each section.

Maps

A series of maps are included with your package.  Maps are provided electronically as Adobe PDF’s.  We are unable to provide hard copies of maps do to budget constraints.  Most maps are available as 11” x 17” and 24” x 36”.
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Resources to Help Local Comprehensive Planning Committees

Here are some resources for your use as you begin the development of your town’s comprehensive plan. These are only some of the resources available from the State Planning Office; please contact the Office at 287-1486 if you have additional questions.
New comprehensive plan rule. 

This new rule is designed to streamlines the State review process and clarify the criteria that the State Planning Office will use to determine a comprehensive plan’s consistency with the Growth Management Act. The new rule and associated material can be found on the Land Use Team web site at: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/compplans/index.htm.

Technical assistance information
· Annotated rule
As the new comprehensive plan rule was adopted, the State Planning Office developed an “annotated rule”, which is available on the State Planning Office web site: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/compplans/annotated/index.htm. This technical assistance document provides examples of certain terms and phrases in the rule and provides links to further information (such as other web sites, links to other publications, links to sample ordinance language, etc.). The annotated rule is an ongoing project that will be updated often.  
· Comprehensive planning manual. 
This manual is written for citizen planners: the members of a comprehensive planning committee, boards of selectmen, or planning boards charged with preparing a comprehensive plan, and the many parties of interest who may be participating or advising in the process. It is part “how-to,” part suggestions for policy, and part tool box. It is available on the State Planning Office Land Use web site at: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/docs/compplanning/2005manual_mediumres.pdf
· Visioning manual. 
This handbook describes what a community vision is (Part 1), provides a step-by-step guide to creating a community vision (Part II), and gives an example of a vision from one Maine community (Part III). It is available on the State Planning Office Land Use web site at: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/docs/compplanning/visioning.pdf 
· Comprehensive Plan Update Manual. 
This document provides recommendations for updating a comprehensive plan, based on years of experience with implementing plans under the Growth Management Act. It is available on the State Planning Office Land Use web site at: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/docs/compplanning/updatemanual.pdf  
Regional Council assistance

Regional Councils have extensive experience in comprehensive planning, including conducting visioning exercises, organizing effective public input/outreach efforts, analyzing data, and writing plans. Regional Councils work with municipalities on various issues, so are also good resources to find examples of how various issues have been addressed through planning and implementation efforts. See the following pages for a list of Regional Council contact information and a map of the Regional Councils in Maine. Find the regional council that can assist you by visiting: http://www.maine.gov/spo/landuse/techassist/regionalcouncillist.htm
CHANGES TO RULE PROCESS AND CRITERIA FOR STATE REVIEW OF LOCAL COMPREHENSIVE PLANS
Promoting Orderly Growth and Development and Efficient Use of State Funds

State law directs the State Planning Office to provide assistance to communities with developing comprehensive plans including reviewing those plans for consistency with the Growth Management Act. 

The State reviews local comprehensive plans for consistency with state law for two reasons: 

1. To achieve the state goals for protecting Maine’s natural resources and promoting orderly growth and development; and

2. To provide a rational means to guide the location of the state’s growth-related capital investments

The State invests more than $400 million a year in local schools, roads, wastewater treatment facilities, community development, land conservation, and other local infrastructure. The comprehensive plan is where local and state planning interests intersect. In this rule, the office strives to focus local planning on where and how the community wants to grow, and to limit state review to those areas where the state invests its dollars.

Stating Explicit, Minimum Requirements

In the meantime, this rule streamlines the process for state review of local comprehensive plans and lays out clear-cut criteria for consistency. The goal is to minimize findings of inconsistency.

It specifies the minimum required elements for a plan to be consistent. It states the minimum issues the community needs to analyze, the minimum data needed to answer the questions, the minimum policies needed to address the state goals, and the minimum strategies needed to implement the plan.

Streamlining Data Requirements

In the past, local comprehensive planning committees got bogged down by burdensome data elements. This rule minimizes the data required, reduces to the extent possible data requirements to those that the state or regional agencies can provide, and states that if certain state data is not available, it would not be required. Under this rule, the State Planning Office will no longer find a plan inconsistent for missing data or minor deficiencies. 

Assessing Completeness

Whereas before, state law required the office to accept a comprehensive plan for review at the time it was submitted. Now, the state will not accept the plan for review until it is complete. This is intended to minimize the number of findings of inconsistency related to missing elements or minor deficiencies. The State Planning Office, other state agencies, and regional planning councils will all review the plan to make sure it is complete. Communities with incomplete plans will have the opportunity to furnish the missing information without being subject to a finding of inconsistency. Once the plan is found complete, the office will deem all sections of the plan, except for the Future Land Use Plan (section IV of the rule), as consistent with the Growth Management and focus its review on the Future Land Use Plan. Findings of inconsistency will no longer be made for non land use related issues.

Determining How and Where the Community Wants to Grow

The new rule still requires that community decide how and where it wants to grow by designating a growth area(s). This is the heart of the plan that provides the basis for the community’s land use regulations. It will also guide state investments into where a community says it wants to grow. However, the new rule no longer requires communities to direct 70% of their growth to their growth areas. Rather it says that a community must direct its publicly-funded, growth-related capital investments into the growth area(s). The new rule also puts more emphasis on identifying and protecting rural areas and critical natural resources. 

Planning for Transportation

The new rule attempts to consolidate state transportation planning requirements with comprehensive planning. The Maine Department of Transportation is in the process of updating its rule, which implements the Sensible Transportation Policy Act, and laying out municipal transportation planning requirements for state transportation funds. The goal is to have the same requirements for consistency with both rules, so towns do not have to meet two separate standards in order to be consistent with both rules. 

Because of this coordination, the transportation chapter of the comprehensive plan review rule is lengthier and more detailed than most other sections. We believe many of the requirements will not apply to smaller communities and for those that do, much of the data will be provided by the MaineDOT. MaineDOT is also planning to increase its technical assistance for communities working on transportation planning. 
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