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1. Introduction and Overview 

At the 2009 Town meeting, the town of Eliot passed a Comprehensive Plan which laid out a 

number of new proposals for both the future development of the town and the various ways by 

which to preserve the unique characteristics of Eliot. A key recommendation of this plan was to 

prioritize those areas in Eliot which contain critical natural resource values of statewide and 

regional significance but also build in the local assets which are crucial to the townspeople as a 

whole. 

A sub-Committee of the Eliot Conservation Commission was appointed and with funding from 

the Pisacataqua Region Estuary Partnership (PREP) began the process of developing a locally 

driven Open Space Plan with the intent of generating local  prioritized ñfocus areasò for the 

town.  These areas would then serve as the focal point by which the Committee might work with 

willing landowners, local conservation groups, the Planning Board, and others to apply for 

grants, develop land use strategies and encourage stewardship of private lands  - all with the 

intent of ensuring the protection of these critical resources.  This was all envisioned within the 

Comprehensive Plan as a critical step in devising future land use strategies for the town. 

Prior to conducting research on issues concerning open space and conservation the Committee 

developed a working definition of ñopen spaceò by which to guide their effort.  The definition 

read as follows: 

Open space is undeveloped land that includes:  

 Land with important ecological features 

 Natural resources 

 Cultural resources (such as farm lands and water access) 

 Scenic vistas 

 Historic sites 

 Passive recreational resources, such as trails. 

The Committee decided organized recreational spaces such as ball fields and courts 

would not be a focus of this project. 

With the assistance of the Southern Maine Regional Planning Commission and others, the 

Committee spent a year looking at data from the state of Maine, regional data from other sources, 

and locally generated data.  The Committee went to events in Eliot, sought the opinions of the 

towns people in different venues and sought to prioritize both the scientific information and the 

opinions and thoughts of those people who know the town best ïthe local residents.  In order to 

make this process as objective as possible, a point system was developed to help with the 

prioritization process. This point system is described in detail in the document and appendices 

that follow. The end result was a map illustrating the geographic regions in town that were 
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deemed to be the most critical as far as natural resource values in the town of Eliot were 

concerned.  This map can be seen on the following page. 

An additional map and focus area was discussed and reviewed by the Committee and actually 

received the second most points to be allocated.  This was called the working farmland map and 

is also presented on the page following the Focus Area Map.  This map reflects Eliotôs strong 

interest and the presence of a number of working farms in town providing locally grown 

produce, scenic vistas and highlighting the rural character that many in Eliot feel is so important. 

It is critical to understand that the Committee is not advocating the immediate or outright 

purchase of these areas.  There are a number of different mechanisms to achieve the goals of 

protecting these lands all of which are laid out in the implementation section of this plan. 

Certainly, purchase or protection by easement may be the clearest way to achieve a desired 

conservation goal.  However, there is also a need for lands to be incorporated as open space 

through the development approval process, through the purchase of development rights and 

through education of landowners.  These focus areas merely provide the town with a ñfocusò for 

these efforts. 

It is also important to note that these focus areas do not preclude town interest in conservation of 

other areas.  The Committee went through an elaborate weighting of all the different 

conservation values that are present in Eliot.  It may end up that a parcel becomes available 

outside of a focus area but with many of the values that the Committee felt were important.  That 

does not necessarily mean that opportunity should be missed. This plan should serve as a 

planning guide for future conservation planning efforts, not a regulatory guide. 

This plan lays out the process, rationale and the methods by which to preserve these focus areas. 

It will serve the efforts of many different Board and organizations in town. 
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2. Why Plan For and Conserve Lands for Open Space 

Eliot is a multi-faceted community.  It offers scenic beauty, New England charm, and a diverse 

natural environment all nestled within the rapidly growing region of Southern Maine.  Residents 

are now witnessing ever-increasing demands for new town expenditures annually at town 

meeting and per-capita non-school related expenses have nearly doubled since the early 1990's. 

New subdivisions have cropped up on many former farm fields and woodlots. The residential 

growth, although adding to the overall assessed value in town, has triggered much of the new 

demands on town budgets. Concerns over growing property tax bills have resulted in long-time 

residents pushing selectmen to do something to alleviate the burden.  The challenge that Eliot 

faces is developing land use policies to preserve biodiversity, while also allowing for growth and 

development to occur.   

For the most part, Maine towns have a history of being reactive when it comes to designating or 

protecting open space. When a well-known farm, favored hunting area, or stretch of coastline 

goes on the open market, neighborhood residents jump to attention and try to rally elected 

officials, land trust board members, and state agencies to take notice and save the property. Much 

time and effort is spent trying to justify the purchase by invoking any environmental cause that 

may or may not be locally applicable. However, the typical motivating factor is often to simply 

stop development in the neighborhood.  

 

The conservation of open space can serve as vital component to the long term sustainability of a 

community.  Open spaces can preserve wildlife habitat (and provide resulting recreational 

benefits such as hunting and fishing), provide opportunities for local agriculture, ensure high 

quality water resources which can be used for drinking, recreation and wildlife and finally 

contribute to the elusive quality of life concept for which many residents have moved to Eliot 

and Maine. 

 

In addition the conservation of open space makes economic sense from a few perspectives.  The 

2005 Brookings Report on Maine identified a number of recommended actions to achieve 

economic prosperity in the state.  One of these was to focus on so-called ñQuality of Placeò 

strategies designed to invest in actions and programs that support the Maine ñbrandò.  

Conservation of open spaces is certainly part of that brand. To emphasize this concept the Maine 

Legislature, in 2010, passed a bill entitled ñAn Act to Create Regional Quality of Place 

Investment Strategies for High Value Jobs, Product, and Services in Maineò.  The goal is to 

identify on a regional basis what public and private investments make sense to promote the 

Maine brand and encourage job creation at the same time. 

 

Conserving land can be important as far as costs of services to the community are concerned. 

Numerous studies have shown that undeveloped land provides more in tax revenue than it 

requires in municipal services.  In certain instances, residential development actually costs more 

in services than it provides in revenue.  In 2003 SMRPC conducted an analysis on a hypothetical 

50 lot subdivision in South Berwick and found that based on current revenue and expenditure 

patterns in the town the project would have cost the town $31,000 more per year to provide 

services than the project would provide in income. Over the years other reviews have shown than 
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when the choice is between providing services and education to a large project and itôs residents 

and/or purchasing the parcel for conservation, the cost of paying off a bond may in fact be less in 

certain situations. 

 

 Finally, it has also been shown that properties next to conserved lands actually are valued at a 

higher level than similar property not located near conservation lands.  This actually helps to 

increase the town tax base. A net increase in tax revenue is realized because the increased 

property values of land adjacent to conservation land create more tax revenue than if the land 

was built out.  

 

Town involvement in the purchase of lands for open space and conservation is certainly not a 

new phenomenon in Maine.  Both York and Wells have been active in the purchase of lands for 

conservation in recent years. While towns may pursue acquisition or easements for different 

reasons, the preservation of natural resource values that are important and unique to the 

community is always individualized for a community and may serve to represent what the 

community considers its essential character. In many respects that is what this Open Space Plan 

has set out to do ï prioritize the most essential features of Eliot. 

 

In addition, various proactive land use tools are employed throughout Maine and particularly in 

York County to assist Planning Boards as they review development applications.  This includes 

open space development provisions; application requirements, which require further analysis 

when the potential for rare plants and animals exist on a site; a review of shoreland zoning 

standards for additional protection of high value wetlands; and general strategies for protecting 

the rural areas of Eliot and encouraging growth on water/sewer and near the village center.  

These town- wide strategies were examined in detail in the Eliot Comprehensive Plan Update 

that was adopted by Town Meeting in 2009. 

 

Eliot contains a number of conserved and open lands already (although not as much as some 

surrounding towns such as York, South Berwick and Kittery).  These lands, including lands in 

Tree Growth and the Farm and Open Space Current Use Program, can be seen on the following 

page.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 


