COMMUNITY & RECREATION

Searsmont offers a diverse mix of both formal and informal recreational opportunities that
contribute to the town’s character and quality of life. From established public spaces and
organized activities to the more traditional, unstructured access to woods and waterways,
Searsmont provides residents and visitors with numerous ways to engage with the outdoors and
the community.

A 2023 Community Engagement Survey highlighted the most frequently used recreational
resources in town, reinforcing the importance of both water and land-based activities.
Quantabacook Lake ranked as the most popular destination, followed by the Community
Building and hiking and snowmobile trails. Searsmont’s Post Office also stood out as a highly
utilized amenity. This demonstrates a strong local appreciation for Searsmont’s natural and
community spaces, as well as the role of seasonal and year-round outdoor recreation in residents’
daily lives.

At the same time, maintaining and enhancing both formal and informal recreational options must
be balanced with the financial realities of a small town. Searsmont relies heavily on volunteer
efforts to plan and organize community activities, reflecting a tradition of civic involvement.
This strong community support is key to sustaining and growing recreational resources without
placing undue strain on municipal budgets. Regionally, it is important that Searsmont continue to
work with surrounding communities to encourage shared use of neighboring recreational
facilities, both land and water based.

This chapter explores the full range of Searsmont’s recreational and community assets,
identifying ways to strengthen and expand access while preserving the town’s rural character and
the informal traditions that make it unique.
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Adequacy of Recreational Resources

Searsmont’s current recreational resources, while meeting the needs of its current population,
offer flexible capacity to accommodate modest population growth in the coming years. As the
town looks toward future growth, particularly with an increase in older residents and young
families, there are ample opportunities to better utilize existing recreational spaces. Existing
spaces, such as the Community Building, trails, and open spaces, have the potential to serve a
larger and more diverse group of users with some thoughtful enhancements and adjustments. The
newly acquired McLellan Property also holds significant promise for expanded recreational
opportunities, although these possibilities are yet to be fully realized.

A defining feature of Searsmont’s recreational history is the willingness of local landowners to
allow responsible public access across private land for hiking, hunting, and other outdoor
pursuits. This informal access complements the town’s more structured recreational amenities,
such as its public boat launches, parks, and community events. Encouraging continued
cooperation between landowners and the town—through education on open space tax programs,
partnerships with land trusts, and community engagement—will help preserve and expand these
opportunities.

While the town may not need to create entirely new recreational facilities, focusing on
maximizing the utility of existing resources and increasing awareness of available amenities will
be key to accommodating future growth. Given the town’s financial constraints, incremental
improvements and creative solutions will be essential. One notable opportunity is the potential
for collaboration with the local school to better utilize existing school facilities for community
programs. The school’s gymnasium, playground, and fields could be leveraged for youth and
adult programming. This partnership could significantly increase recreational opportunities



without the need for new construction or substantial financial investment. Working with the
school district to explore shared-use agreements or after-hours community use could also help
maximize the utility of these spaces. To further increase the accessibility and visibility of
recreational opportunities, the town may consider strategies like developing a trail map and
public water access guide to raise awareness and encourage greater use of these resources.

It is important to note that volunteer efforts are critical to the success of Searsmont’s current
recreational offerings. As the town grows, it will be essential to find ways to sustain and
strengthen these volunteer-driven initiatives to ensure continued programming and maintenance
of public trails.

According to the 2023 Community Survey, there is a growing demand for additional community
gathering places and events. 76% of respondents expressed support for placing greater emphasis
on community building and events, including the re-establishment of a Searsmont Heritage Day
event. In recent years, Searsmont has experienced the loss of several cherished community
businesses and events that provided spaces for residents to come together. Moving forward, the
town should explore opportunities to support the creation of new spaces for community
gathering and public events. Additionally, acquiring land or easements for improved public water
access could enhance the town’s recreational offerings. For example, there has been desire in the
past for better public swimming at Quantabacook. Moreover, the portion of the industrial park
adjacent to Anderson Stream and the town cemetery presents a promising location for a new park
with public water access. Such a space would not only provide recreational opportunities but also
serve as a community hub, fostering stronger connections among residents.

Recreation & Community Facilities

Searsmont offers a variety of recreational and community facilities that serve residents of all
ages. These include athletic fields, parks, youth programs, and multipurpose spaces that support
both informal and organized activities. While the town’s resources are modest, they are
strengthened by community partnerships, volunteer efforts, and a strong tradition of local
involvement. Continued investment in recreational spaces and programming will help ensure that
the town remains a vibrant, connected, and active place for residents of all ages.

Athletic Fields

Searsmont Ball Field: In 2012, Robbins Lumber Company dedicated land near the North
Searsmont Manufacturing Center for the construction of a recreational baseball field. This
facility provides a valuable space for local youth teams to practice and play.

Ames Elementary playground and gymnasium: Ames Elementary School offers several
recreational opportunities for young children and families. While not widely used outside of
school hours, the playground provides a safe and engaging outdoor space for young children and
families to play and socialize. The gymnasium, while not regulation size, is one of the few
indoor recreational spaces available in Searsmont. Throughout the winter months, it becomes an
essential venue for local sports practices, informal games, and physical activities for both youth
and adults. The space also supports school functions and occasional community events.
Expanding opportunities for public use could further enhance its role as a year-round recreational
hub.



Parks

Veteran’s Memorial Park: bench (see Historical Resources chapter)

Youth Sports and Programs

Searsmont’s youth benefit from both school-based and community-organized sports and
activities. While the town does not have an official recreation department, volunteers and local
organizations help coordinate youth programming, including:

e Farm League

e Waldo County Little League

e Music programs (Searsmont Library)

e Ames Elementary Parent Teacher Group (through the school) organizes activities
Further investment in structured youth programs could provide additional recreational and
enrichment opportunities for local families.

Community Building & Library Programming

The Searsmont Community Building serves as a vital hub for local gatherings, events, and
educational programming. Home to both the Searsmont Town Library and the Searsmont
Historical Society, it provides expanded space for meetings, cultural events, and community
engagement. The building hosts a variety of programs and activities that bring residents together
and enhance the town’s social and cultural life.

Library Programs and Events

e Library Art Exhibitions: The library regularly features exhibitions showcasing the work
of local and regional artists, providing a platform for creative expression and
appreciation.

e '"Live at the Library" Concert Series: Launched in March 2019, this popular series
brings local musicians to Searsmont on a monthly basis from spring through fall, offering
residents and visitors a chance to enjoy live performances.

e Annual Book & Bake Sale: Held every July, this is the library’s main fundraising event
of the year. Well-attended by both year-round residents and summer visitors, it helps
sustain library programming while fostering community connections.

Community Initiatives

e Gentle Yoga: A weekly morning Gentle Yoga class is offered at the Community
Building, providing residents with an opportunity for low-impact exercise and relaxation.

e Searsmont Historical Society: Through its Heritage Center and barn, the Society
displays many historical artifacts that highlight the town’s cultural heritage. Additionally,
in previous years, the Society organized a longstanding annual old-fashioned pig roast
and barn dance, a cherished event that attracted people from across the region. This
tradition became a hallmark of Searsmont’s social calendar, offering both residents and
visitors a fun and festive opportunity to celebrate the town’s history and traditions.
However, in recent years, a lack of volunteer capacity has impacted the continuation of
this event. Despite this challenge, the Society remains dedicated to preserving and
sharing the town's rich history and exploring future ways to engage the community.



e Local Clubs & Associations: Several local organizations regularly use the Community
Building for meetings, educational programs, and social events. These groups play a key
role in strengthening community ties and supporting local initiatives.

Public Water Access

Searsmont is home to several lakes, ponds, and rivers that offer valuable recreational
opportunities, yet public access remains limited and often informal. Many existing access points
are rough, minimally developed, or constrained by environmental factors, making improvements
challenging. In some cases, the condition of these access sites likely discourages broader public
use. Identifying opportunities for establishing new access points could help make these
waterways more accessible for residents and visitors while ensuring responsible and sustainable
use.

Community feedback reflects a mix of perspectives on public water access. According to
Searsmont’s 2023 Community Engagement Survey:
e 62% of year-round residents felt that public access to rivers, lakes, streams, and ponds
was adequate or excellent.
e 28% believed public access needs improvement, while just under 10% were unsure.
When asked specifically about boat launch facilities:
e 46% of year-round residents were unsure or unaware that public boat launch existed in
Searsmont.
e 26% indicated that boat launch facilities need improvement, while 27% felt they were
good or adequate, and only 2% rated them as excellent.

Among seasonal residents, a higher percentage—76% —felt that public water access was
adequate or excellent. However, 39% of seasonal residents believed boat launches needed
improvement, a higher proportion than year-round residents.

Overall, 50% of respondents prioritized improving the boat launch and/or public water access as
high or medium priority. Together, these findings suggest that while many residents and visitors
find existing access sufficient, there is room for improvement in awareness, maintenance, and
infrastructure, particularly regarding boat launch facilities. Addressing these concerns through
better signage, maintenance, and potential expansion of access points could enhance public
enjoyment.

MAP OF WATER ACCESS, RECREATION RESOURCES, TRAIL HEADS

Quantabacook Lake

Public boat access to Quantabacook Lake is available at the lake’s north end on state-owned
land. However, the site is a small, swampy parcel with limited potential for improvements. Due
to accessibility issues, the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife (MDIFW)
removed the identifying sign on Route 3.



Levenseller Pond

A public boat launch for Levenseller Pond is located along Route 173 on land deeded to the town
specifically for this purpose.

Bartlett Stream

Access to Quantabacook Lake via Bartlett Stream is available at two locations: across from the
post office and at the Route 3 bridge in North Searsmont (this is also the access point for the St.
George River going downstream).

Ruffingham Meadow Pond

Public access to Ruffingham Meadow Pond is located along Route 3 by the dam in North
Searsmont.

St. George River

Several access points provide entry to the St. George River within Searsmont:
e Bridges: Public access is available at bridges on Ghent Road, and Route 131 in the
village.
e Georges River Land Trust: Additional access is available from the Georges River Land
Trust property Gibson Preserve on Woodsman’s Mill Road (Route 173).

George’s River Land Trust Recommendations for Public Access

In 1988, the George’s River Land Trust (GRLT) conducted an inventory of potential public
access points currently under private ownership along the George’s River, identifying several
locations with the potential for improved access for activities like fishing and boating. Below is
the list of recommended access points, along with their priority status:

High priority:
Quantabacook Stream Bridge (across the street from the post office on Route 131)
Ghent Road Bridge

Medium priority:
Woodsman Mills Bridge (must also obtain right of way to scout/portage on west bank
downstream of bridge)
Route 173 Bridge (must also obtain right of way to scout/portage on north/east bank
upstream and downstream of bridge)

Priority to be determined:
Ripley Road Bridge

Trails, Preserves, and Public Open Space

Searsmont offers a variety of trails, preserves, and public open spaces, providing residents and
visitors with opportunities to engage with the natural environment. Most of these areas are
managed by the Georges River Land Trust (GRLT), with maintenance carried out through a mix
of volunteer efforts, including snowmobile clubs and GRLT, under different agreements. GRLT
oversees an extensive trail network throughout the Georges River watershed and publishes maps
detailing current and planned trails, along with parking and access points.



A primary use conflict in these areas is between hiking and hunting, as both activities share
access to the land. Some trails close during hunting season to prioritize safety, while others
remain open with posted warnings to inform hikers of active hunting. Trails that allow hunting
adhere to state regulations, requiring hunters to maintain safe distances from trail users and
follow designated hunting seasons.

To balance these uses, GRLT and other land managers implement strategies such as clear
signage, seasonal closures, and public education efforts, ensuring both hikers and hunters can
safely enjoy the land.
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Georges Highland Path: Ridge-to-River Trail

The Georges Highland Path is a 70+ mile trail system in the Georges River watershed in
midcoast Maine, managed by GRLT. The Ridge-to-River Trail is a roughly four-mile segment of
the Georges Highland Path that runs along the Georges River, connecting the Canal Path to the
Gibson Preserve. Recently, the trail has been extended with a new access point on the Appleton
side of the Searsmont-Appleton line, located on Cedar Lane.



Canal Path

The Canal Path, situated on land owned by Robbins Lumber Company, traces a 1.5-mile section
of the historic Georges River Canal dating back to the late 1700s. The trail follows the berm of
the old canal system, offering an easy hike with excellent river views, suitable for all ages.
Interpretive displays along the trail describe aspects of the canal system that are still visible
today. The trailhead is located on Ghent Road.

River Trail

GRLT has created a river trail map covering 36 miles of the St. George River, including the
stretch in Searsmont, designed for those interested in canoeing and kayaking. The map highlights
key access points, rapids, portages, and historical points of interest along the river, providing
paddlers with essential information to navigate and explore this scenic waterway.

Gibson Preserve

The Gibson Preserve encompasses approximately 165 acres along the St. George River off
Woodsman’s Mill Road (Route 173). Managed by the GRLT, the preserve features a 3.9-mile
trail network suitable for hiking, fishing, cross-country skiing, and snowshoeing. Notably, it
includes the Gibson Wellness Walk, a 0.4-mile accessible loop trail designed for individuals with
mobility challenges. The preserve's diverse habitats support a variety of wildlife, making it a
valuable resource for nature observation.

Porter Preserve

Located upriver from the Gibson Preserve, the Porter Preserve adds 13 acres to the protected
lands within the Wilderness Loop, a conservation focus area of the GRLT. The preserve is
managed to protect wildlife habitats and maintain natural communities. Open to the public for
day use, it features a 0.25-mile trail leading to the banks of the St. George River. Hunting is
permitted with prior written permission.

James Dorso Wildlife Management Area (WMA) (Ruffingham Meadow)

The James Dorso Wildlife Management Area (WMA), also known as Ruffingham Meadow, is a
674-acre conservation area located in Searsmont and Montville. Established in the 1950s by
damming Bartlett Stream near Route 3, the area was initially created to flood an existing basin,
forming the Bartlett Stream Reservoir.

In the late 1960s, Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife technician James Dorso
pioneered the use of nesting boxes to bolster wood duck populations. The WMA was
subsequently renamed in his honor in 2006.

The area offers diverse recreational opportunities, including hunting, fishing, canoeing, and
wildlife watching. Bird enthusiasts can observe species such as hooded mergansers, pied-billed
grebes, American bitterns, sora, marsh wrens, and common loons. The upland regions are home
to scarlet tanagers and great-crested flycatchers.

Access to the WMA is conveniently located along Route 3 in North Searsmont. Visitors can
explore the area by boat or from the parking lot near the outlet dam.



McLellan Property

The McLellan Property is a 63.9-acre parcel in Searsmont, acquired by the town in 2022 with
support from the Land for Maine’s Future (LMF) Program. Located in the village center,
adjacent to municipal buildings, the property offers public access to trails and the Georges River,
featuring approximately 1,200 feet of river frontage.

Owned by the Town of Searsmont, the property is managed by the Georges River Land Trust
(GRLT), which also holds the conservation easement, ensuring long-term public access from
Woodmans Mill Road and the Searsmont Community Center. A 1.8-mile trail follows the river,
complemented by a smaller ADA-accessible loop. Once completed, these trails will enhance
recreational opportunities for residents and visitors while preserving the village area's natural
beauty.

Open Space and Conservation Easements

As 0f 2024, Searsmont has made significant strides in preserving its natural landscapes, with 16
parcels totaling 1,129 acres enrolled in Maine’s Open Space Tax Use Program. This represents
notable growth compared to a decade ago, when only 7 parcels, encompassing 571 acres,
participated in the program. This increase in enrolled land is a testament to the town’s
commitment to preserving its open spaces for future generations. Of the 1,129 acres enrolled in
the program, 275 acres across 6 parcels are currently open to the public for recreational use.

One of the most notable contributions to Searsmont’s open space is the 62-acre parcel held under
a conservation easement by the George’s River Land Trust (GRLT) on an organic farm in North
Searsmont. This farm, which combines fields and wooded areas, is open to residents for hiking,
wildlife observation, and other non-motorized recreational activities. The conservation easement
ensures that the land will remain undeveloped, fostering a sustainable relationship between the
land and the community. By offering public access, the farm helps encourage a deeper
connection to the natural environment, promoting outdoor recreation and environmental
education in the community.

In addition to this, the Ravenwood Collective Land, which spans approximately 180 acres, is
another significant piece of preserved land in Searsmont. While this land plays an important role
in contributing to the town's landscape preservation efforts, it is not currently open to the public.
The land is privately managed and may be utilized for conservation, research, or other purposes,
but it does not yet offer recreational opportunities to the community.

Snowmobile Trail Network

Searsmont is home to an extensive snowmobile trail network maintained by two local clubs: the
Tri-Town Riders and the Appleton Ridgeriders. These clubs play a crucial role in grooming and
maintaining trails that connect Searsmont with neighboring towns, offering riders access to a
broader regional network.

Due to the nature of these trails—most of which cross private land—no formal inventory is
available. However, the clubs may provide maps or trail information to members and interested



riders. Continued cooperation with landowners and responsible use of these trails are essential to
ensuring long-term access for snowmobilers.

Hunting Access

Much of the land is Searsmont has traditionally been opened to the public for hunting. Robbins
Lumber is a member of Project LandShare. LandShare is a cooperative effort with the
landowners through the Maine Forest Products Council that encourages multiple use of land for
recreation, hunting, fishing, ATV's, and snowmobiling. The program encourages timber resource
based companies to open their land to the public with an understanding that the public will not
abuse the land. Signs are posted next to roads where land is easily accessible to the public. This
program promotes public access as well as the understanding that these are working forests.

The increase in development and population has resulted in the posting of some areas that have
been open to generations of hunters. Additional growth and development is likely to further limit
the land available to local hunters.

Community Events

Searsmont has been the site of several popular community events in recent years.

Annual St. George River Canoe Race: starts at the Route 131 bridge over Anderson Stream in
the village and is sponsored by the Belfast YMCA and local businesses. This event attracts
hundreds of racers from as far away as Canada and is usually held the third Saturday in March.

Memorial Day Parade: Each May Searsmont hosts a Memorial Day Parade. This event has
increased in popularity every year and a separate Parade Committee was established in 1999 to
better organize and manage this annual celebration.

The Searsmont Woodsman’s Field Day and Parade celebrated the town’s woods-working
tradition with contests and games. It was sponsored by the Searsmont Neighborhood Activities
Program but was discontinued due to lack of volunteer support. Several street dances with music
provided by local musicians have been held in the village.

Regional Recreation Opportunities

Various organizations in the area offer recreational opportunities, including Searsmont Parks and
Recreation, Cub Scouts of America, Boy Scouts of America, Webelos, Tiger Cubs, Pixie 4-H

Club, Searsmont Beavers Farm team, the Tri-Town Snowmobile Club, and the Camden Snow
Bowl.

Searsmont residents have the benefit of using the facilities of the Belfast YMCA. This newly
expanded facility has increased recreation opportunities for the residents of Waldo County. The
YMCA offers many adult and youth programs as well as child care services.

Cal Ripken Baseball and Babe Ruth Softball leagues serve Searsmont as well as Belmont,
Belfast, Morrill, Northport, Waldo, Swanville, Searsport & Lincolnville.



Public Opinion from Previous Comprehensive Plans

Most of those polled at the 2012 Community Forum (80%) believe there is adequate access to
Searsmont’s lakes and ponds and the St. George River. Although more than 70% of those polled
were aware of publicly available conservation land in Searsmont, half of those who are aware of
these lands do not use them for recreation. Importantly, approximately 30% were not aware that
there are publicly available conservation lands in Searsmont.

Approximately 60% of the respondents to the 2001 comprehensive plan update survey indicated
there are adequate recreational opportunities in Searsmont, while 40% indicated there are not
enough. Many respondents expressed a desire for more recreational facilities such as
playgrounds, picnic areas, a community park and a youth center with organized activities for
young children and teens. Some also want tennis courts, basketball courts, a skating rink, soccer
fields and more baseball fields. These facilities should provide organized sports for both youth
and adults. A large number of respondents would like to have walking/biking and bridle trails.
Some people said they would like better lake and pond access, including a public landing and
swimming place on Quantabacook Lake and public access to Lawry Pond and other areas.

Actions to Support Community & Recreation

Expand Recreation Access to Water Bodies, Mountains, and Ridgelines:

e Identify and pursue opportunities to improve public and emergency access to Lawry
Pond, Quantabacook Lake, the St. George River, and key scenic areas such as mountains
and ridgelines. This may include acquiring land or securing easements to establish or
enhance access points.

e Integrate public access considerations into the Planning Board’s review of development
projects to ensure long-term community benefit and recreational opportunities.

Create a Public Map:
e Develop a map showing trails, open spaces, recreation facilities, and other amentities to
increase awareness and access.
Support Recreational & Community Programs for All Ages:
e Re-establish volunteer efforts for community programming
e Continue offering activities for youth, adults, and seniors.
e Collaborate with local groups and the school to expand programs without significant
costs.
Promote Development of Accessible Trails:
e Work with local groups to improve trail access with a focus on creating more
ADA-compliant trails for people with limited mobility.
Connect Trails to the Village Area:
e Create connections between trails and the village to make it easier for people to access
community amenities.
e Encourage walking and biking by making pathways more accessible.
Encourage Landowners to Allow Public Access:



e Promote the idea of allowing informal public access to private land for activities like
hiking, hunting, and fishing, particularly among new landowners who may not be aware
of local customs and traditions.

e Work with landowners to highlight the benefits of open space tax programs and ensure
they are informed about potential incentives for allowing public access.



