ECONOMY

Searsmont maintains a notable industrial and commercial presence, with key businesses such as
Robbins Lumber anchoring its local economy. These businesses, along with many home
occupations and self-employed individuals, collectively accounted for 16% of the town’s total
tax revenue in 2024, highlighting their significant contribution to Searsmont’s financial
foundation.

As Searsmont looks to the future, it faces the delicate task of encouraging economic growth
while preserving its environment, water quality and rural character. Broadband installation, set to
be completed by 2026, will significantly enhance Searsmont’s economic potential. Access to
high-speed internet will facilitate the growth of remote work opportunities, potentially attract
new businesses that rely on digital infrastructure, and support home-based businesses and
education. Balancing growth with the preservation of Searsmont’s rural character is central to
these discussions. The community faces a key decision regarding the extent to which it wishes to
encourage additional economic development; and the type and location of new development.

Our community has expressed strong support for new, small-scale businesses, the town is
divided on how much municipal investment and participation should go toward fostering such
growth. 84% of respondents favor attracting or supporting small businesses, but only 22%
believe the town should financially support this effort. The overall priority for business
development as a way to lower taxes and create jobs is mixed: 34% view it as a high priority,
36% as a medium priority, and 30% as a low priority or not a priority.

Community members generally recognize and welcome the role of existing businesses in
reducing taxes and contributing to the community’s well-being. However, there is a clear
preference for businesses that support Searsmont’s rural character. As one resident expressed, “I
would love to see Searsmont remaining a quiet, rural town. |1 would love to see businesses
thriving in the village area and all the old commercial buildings being productively used.” In this
context, the opportunity for development is tempered by the town’s desire to preserve its rural
charm and community feel.

Robbins Lumber's continued commitment to the town exemplifies the broader tradition of
businesses in Searsmont that invest in the community. These businesses not only drive economic
activity but also contribute to social and infrastructural well-being; a key aspect of Searsmont’s
rural identity. As one respondent put it, the town needs “carefully managed growth and
development of local businesses that 'give back to the community' in terms of jobs, income, and
taxes.” This tradition is something the town wishes to maintain as it explores future economic
opportunities.

Regional Economy

Searsmont's location between Augusta, Rockland-Camden, and Belfast labor market areas places
it in a unique position to benefit from the diverse and growing regional economies of these
neighboring areas. While Searsmont itself is a small, rural community, its proximity to these



economic centers offers significant opportunities for economic development, collaboration, and
access to broader markets.

Growing Economy of Belfast: As a key regional economic center and county seat,
Belfast, located about 10 miles east of Searsmont, has experienced considerable
commercial growth since the 1980s. Historically known for its poultry industry,
especially the broiler chicken industry, Belfast saw a decline in this sector as major
poultry operations left the region. This downturn created significant economic challenges.
However, Belfast rebounded in the 1990s with the arrival of MBNA, a national company
that constructed large office complexes along Routes 1 and 3. After Bank of America
bought MBNA, it attracted other employers like Athenahealth and Bell the Cat.

Today, Belfast has developed into an important hub for retail, healthcare, finance, and
professional services, further bolstered by its coastal access and designation as a regional
center for arts and culture. The growing number of businesses, particularly along Route 3,
has made Belfast a prime location for employment and retail opportunities. Searsmont’s
location places it within easy reach of these opportunities, allowing for potential
commuter traffic and the chance to tap into the expanding retail and service sectors of
Belfast. Additionally, with new employers like Bank of America and Athenahealth
occupying former MBNA buildings and new employers like Front Street Shipyard,
Belfast is increasingly becoming a regional business hub that could attract skilled
workers from surrounding areas like Searsmont.

Proximity to Augusta: As the state capital, Augusta, located about 30 miles northwest of
Searsmont, serves as a central hub for government services, public administration, and a
variety of professional sectors. As Maine’s political and administrative center, the city's
economy is supported by steady public sector employment. In recent years, Augusta has
experienced growth and revitalization, particularly in its downtown area, which has seen
the introduction of new businesses, restaurants, and housing developments. More than
100 new housing units have been created in the downtown over the past decade.
Healthcare institutions like MaineGeneral Hospital and the Alfond Cancer Center have
further strengthened the local economy, generating jobs and expanding services.
Searsmont residents benefit from these opportunities through direct employment in
Augusta and by accessing industries and services in sectors such as legal, education, and
healthcare that have grown around the capital.

Access to Rockland-Camden (Coastal Economic Hub): The Rockland-Camden area,
located approximately 20 miles south of Searsmont, is a vibrant coastal economic hub
known for its thriving tourism, maritime industries, arts, and cultural scene. The region is
also home to a diverse range of businesses, from seafood processing and marine-related
industries to arts galleries and boutique retail shops. Camden, in particular, is a high-end
tourism and resort destination, drawing visitors from around the world. For Searsmont,
this proximity offers a gateway to these sectors, creating opportunities for local
businesses to supply goods and services to the tourist economy, as well as potential for
new retail, hospitality, and recreational enterprises in Searsmont itself.

Searsmont’s location offers opportunities for residents and local businesses to access a range of
employment, retail, and service opportunities, all while maintaining its rural charm. This balance
of rural identity and regional economic connectivity makes Searsmont well-positioned to



integrate into the broader economic fabric of the region, with careful planning to preserve its
character as it grows.

History

Searsmont’s economic history is deeply rooted in its natural resources, with both the town and
village area benefiting from the abundant power of the St. George River and the raw materials
supplied by the surrounding forests. These resources fostered the development of a robust lumber
industry, which has been a cornerstone of the local economy for nearly two centuries. The St.
George River provided transportation for raw materials and powered early mills, supporting the
growth of industries centered around timber and lumber processing. While the number of
sawmills in the village has diminished over the years, the forest products industry remains a vital
part of both the village and town’s economy, with timber still being harvested from the
surrounding forests.

In addition to lumber, agriculture was historically significant to Searsmont, with the town’s
economic activity once centered around dairy farms, orchards, and berry and vegetable
production. However, as with much of Maine and New England, agriculture has gradually faded
as a driving force in the economy. The shift has been particularly evident in the village, where
former farmland has transitioned into more industrial uses, marking the changing economic
landscape of the area.

Searsmont began to experience increased industrial activity in the 20th century, with Robbins
Lumber playing a significant role. Established in the early 1900s as a sawmill, Robbins Lumber
grew into one of the region’s most prominent businesses, solidifying its position as a cornerstone
of the local economy. By the late 1990s and early 2000s, the company expanded significantly,
incorporating advanced technology and manufacturing techniques to produce a variety of lumber
products. This period also saw the addition of several new businesses to the town, including
Crowe Rope, a flea market, and a greenhouse. The economic boom of the late 1990s proved
particularly beneficial to many local businesses, with Robbins Lumber and Sprow! Building
Components both expanding their manufacturing capabilities.

At the same time, the transition of Sprow! Lumber to Sprowl! Building Components mirrored the
broader growth of manufacturing in the village. However, by the early 2000s, the economic
landscape began to shift. Crowe Rope closed in 2001, and Sprowl Building Components shut
down in 2010, marking the loss of key businesses that had sustained the town for decades.

As these industries declined, Robbins Lumber continued to shape the town’s economic
landscape. The company acquired the former Crowe Rope facility, a 60,000-square-foot
building, and transformed it into Robbins North, maintaining its industrial legacy. The Robbins
family also redeveloped the former Sprowl complex into Come Spring Business Park, which was
later acquired by Ecocor, a manufacturer of prefabricated, net-zero energy passive houses.
Today, many of the business park’s buildings serve as rental spaces for small businesses, adding
a new layer to the village's evolving economy.

Other examples of the village’s transformation include the expansion and sale of Fraternity
Village General Store, as well as the conversion of the sand and salt shed, former potato barns,
and fire station into contractor business spaces and residential apartments. These adaptive reuse
projects reflect the ongoing transition of the village from its industrial roots to a more diverse



economy, incorporating modern manufacturing, small business spaces, and residential
development.

Today, while the village remains connected to its industrial past, it is increasingly shaped by
sustainability-focused industries and the adaptive reuse of older buildings. This combination of
traditional industry and modern developments reflects the broader economic evolution of
Searsmont, as the village adapts to the changing needs of its community while maintaining its
historical ties to lumber and manufacturing.

Employment Base

While Searsmont supports a local economy with several hundred jobs, its workforce remains
heavily dependent on employment opportunities outside the town. According to the 2022 LEHD
Origin-Destination Employment Statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau, 94.5% of the 311 jobs
in Searsmont are held by non-residents, with only 5.5% (17 people) filled by Searsmont
residents. In contrast, 97% of Searsmont’s working population is employed outside the town.

It is important to note that this data has limitations and should be used to understand general
trends rather than precise figures. For instance, the LEHD data identifies 561 workers living in
Searsmont, compared to 747 according to the 2022 American Community Survey. This
discrepancy arises, in part, because the LEHD data excludes self-employed individuals,
informally employed workers, and uniformed military personnel.

These patterns are consistent with findings from the 2010 Comprehensive Plan, which
highlighted Searsmont’s reliance on surrounding areas such as Belfast, Camden, and Augusta for
employment. However, they also mark a shift from 2002, when 9% of Searsmont residents (22
people) worked for employers within the town.

Despite the decline in local employment among residents, the total number of jobs in Searsmont
has grown since 2002 and 2010, suggesting an expanding local economy. However, community
perceptions about job availability remain mixed according to the 2024 Community Engagement
Survey —38% of survey respondents believe job opportunities in the area are adequate or
excellent, while 28% feel they need improvement, and 31% were unsure. The remaining 31%
were unsure or did not know. These perspectives reflect Searsmont’s unique position: while it
provides employment for many non-residents, most of its own workforce continues to seek
opportunities elsewhere, reinforcing its dual role as both a bedroom community and a contributor
to the broader regional economy.

2002 2010 2022

Count | Share | Count | Share | Count | Share
Living in Searsmont but Employed o 97.6 97.0
Outside 452 95.4% | 497 % 544 %
Employed in Searsmont but Living 93.2 94.5
Outside 222 91.0% | 164 % 294 %
Employed and Living in Searsmont 22 9.0% 12 6.8% 17 5.5%
Employed in Searsmont 244 176 311
Workers living in Searsmont 474 509 561

Source: American Community Survey



Labor Force

The dynamics of Searsmont's workforce have evolved over the past several decades. While the
overall labor force has grown alongside population increases, the declining labor force
participation rate indicates that a smaller percentage of the working-age population is actively
employed or seeking employment. This trend mirrors broader patterns seen at the state and
county levels and is likely influenced by Maine's aging population, with more residents reaching
retirement age and leaving the workforce. Overall, Searsmont’s labor force participation rate
tends to be slightly higher than that of Waldo County and more closely aligns with the state
average for Maine.

Table E-3. Labor Force and Employment

1990 2000 2010 2020 2023
Labor Force 494 662 718 723 734
Employed 473 637 652 685 713
Unemployed 21 25 66 38 21
Unemployment Rate (%) 4.30% 3.8% 9.2 5.3% 2.9

Source: Maine Department of Labor, Center for Workforce Research and Information (2000-
2023)
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Figure X. Labor force participation rate comparison (2010-2022)
Source: American Community Survey

Employment/Unemployment

Unemployment rates in Searsmont, like much of Maine, are currently at historic lows. As of late
2024, Maine's unemployment rate stands at approximately 2.9%, while Waldo County, which
includes Searsmont, is at 3.0% according to Maine’s Department of Labor, reflecting a robust
labor market. This trend aligns with both state and national improvements in employment rates
following the pandemic's economic disruptions in 2020.

When the last Comprehensive Plan was written in 2010, unemployment was at its peak due to
the 2008 financial crisis. Since then, rates have steadily declined, except for a temporary spike
during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. Maine, including Waldo County, has experienced a
strong labor market in recent years, contributing to reduced unemployment rates in Searsmont.
As a significant portion of Maine’s population reaches retirement age, fewer people remain in
the workforce, which naturally lowers unemployment rates without necessarily reflecting an
increase in jobs or economic activity. Furthermore, following the disruptions of the COVID-19
pandemic, many sectors have rebounded, leading to an increase in employment opportunities.
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Figure X. Unemployment rate comparison 1900-2023 (not seasonally adjusted)
Source: Maine Department of Labor Center for Workforce Research and Information

Industry Sectors and Worker Types

Natural resource-based industries remain significant within the town of Searsmont. Many
residents continue to derive their livelihood from forest products operations, including
harvesting, trucking, forest management and manufacturing, although the dynamics of



Searsmont’s labor market have shifted towards professional and technical fields and away from
self-employment as remote work opportunities and local industry have grown in the Midcoast.

The majority of workers in Searsmont, as in Maine and Waldo County, are private wage and
salaried employees. Historically, both Searsmont and Waldo County have had a higher
proportion of self-employed workers compared to the state average. However, since 2010, this
proportion has declined, reflecting a clear shift toward private-sector employment and away from
self-employment and government roles in Searsmont.

This shift is accompanied by a notable doubling in the proportion of Searsmont residents
working in management, business, science, and arts occupations. At the same time, there has
been a decline across other sectors, including service, sales and office roles, natural resources,
construction, maintenance, and production, transportation, and material moving.

These trends align with broader patterns observed in Waldo County and Maine, where private
employment, particularly in professional and technical fields, has grown. Meanwhile, the
proportion of government workers has remained relatively stable, suggesting that the decrease in
self-employment has primarily fueled the rise in private-sector jobs.

Several factors likely contribute to this shift, including the expansion of regional industries, the
rise of remote work opportunities, and broader economic conditions that make private
employment more stable and appealing than self-employment. These dynamics highlight
evolving labor market preferences and opportunities within Searsmont and its surrounding areas.
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2010 2022
Waldo Waldo
Searsmont | County | Maine | Searsmont | County Maine
Civilian employed population
16 years and over 661 | 18,893 | 657,556 747 | 18,460 683,370
Management, business, 29.80
science, and arts occupations 24.50% % 34.20% 55.3% | 40.40% 40.50%
17.30
Service occupations 17.40% % | 17.50% 11.5% | 15.30% 16.40%
Sales and office 23.20
occupations 19.70% % | 24.50% 16.5% | 20.90% 20.40%
Natural resources,
construction, and 14.40
maintenance occupations 18.90% % | 11.60% 10.4% | 11.10% 10.50%
Production, transportation,
and material moving 15.40
occupations 19.50% % | 12.20% 6.3% | 12.30% 12.20%

Table X. Employment of Searsmont residents by type of occupation
Source: American Community Survey

Local Businesses and Employers

Beyond Robbins Lumber, Searsmont’s local economy is shaped by a blend of traditional trades,
small businesses, and home-based enterprises. Businesses in Searsmont are dispersed across the
town, primarily along its state roads, where visibility and accessibility are advantageous. While
the village center hosts a modest concentration of commercial activity, much of the town’s
commercial footprint extends beyond this central hub.

The town has a strong foundation in the skilled trades, with builders, excavation companies,
electricians, and machine shops serving both local and regional needs. Small-scale forestry and
wood-based industries continue to play a role, alongside a growing number of home-based
businesses ranging from artisans and craftspeople to remote professionals in digital fields.
Agriculture remains an important part of the local economy, with small farms and homesteads
producing food, firewood, and specialty goods for local markets. Retail and service businesses,
though modest in number, provide essential goods and support.

Seasonal Economy

Unlike several surrounding towns, Searsmont’s economy is rooted in its working landscape,
skilled trades, and independent enterprises rather than tourism. However, seasonal residents play

a crucial role in supporting the town’s economic stability, cultural richness, and overall quality of
life.

One of the most significant benefits of seasonal residents is their direct spending on local goods
and services. During peak months, they and their guests bolster businesses such as restaurants,
grocery stores, retail shops, and service providers. This influx of spending helps sustain



enterprises that might otherwise face challenges in slower seasons, ensuring a steadier, more
resilient local economy.

Seasonal residents also create demand for local employment opportunities. Businesses that serve
part-time residents—such as landscaping, construction, property management, and hospitality—
often experience increased activity, leading to more job availability. This seasonal employment
provides vital income for local workers and strengthens the economic fabric of the community.

While Searsmont is not a tourism-driven town, its seasonal population plays a valuable role in
maintaining the prosperity and vibrancy of the local economy.

Major Employers

According to the Maine Department of Labor's Center for Workforce Research and Information,
there are 37 employers in Searsmont as of 2024—an increase of 16 employers since 2001
(Figure X). The majority of these businesses are small, typically employing between 1 and 4
workers. Only 6 employers in Searsmont have a workforce of 10 or more employees (note:
Searsmont’s library is excluded from this count as most of its staff are volunteers). The table
below highlights some of Searsmont's largest employers.

While the town itself has a mix of small businesses, larger employers in the region include

notable companies and institutions such as MaineHealth, Athenahealth Inc., Bank of America,
the State of Maine, and regional school districts including RSU 3, RSU 71, SAD 28, and Five
Town CSD. These larger employers play a key role in the regional economy, and Searsmont's

proximity to these institutions presents potential opportunities for collaboration and economic
growth.
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BUSINESS NAME EMPLOYEES

ROBBINS LUMBER INC 100-249
Eco CorLLC 20-49
AMES ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 20-49
SPECTRA ENERGY CORP 20-49
FRATERNITY VILLAGE GEN STORE 10-19
SEARSMONT PUBLIC LIBRARY 10-19
SEARSMONT TOWN 10-19
SCOTTBAY COATINGS 10-19 Robbins Lumber Company
MILE AWAY FARM CHRISTMAS 5-9 Robbins Lumber, Inc. is Searsmont's largest
WRTHS industry and one of Waldo County’s largest
SEARSMONT FIRE DEPT 5-9 employers. Specializing in the production of
THOMAS ENTERPRISES INC 5-9 natural and pre-finished Eastern White Pine
ICE CREAM CREATIONS HM-SUPER 5-9 products, Robbins Lumber is a cornerstone of the
GEORGES RIVER ENERGY LLC 5.9 I(_)cal economy. The company processes \_N(_)od

) fiber and fabricates wood products, providing
MAINE GRILLING WOODS LLC 5-9 . . J,
T —————— B over 250 jobs in Searsmont. However, Robbins

economic impact extends well beyond its

employees, for example, Robbins Lumber provides a market for logs and wood pulp from more
than 150 independent loggers. A family-owned business now in its fifth generation of leadership,
Robbins Lumber has been a vital part of Maine's timber industry since its founding in 1881 as a
water-powered sawmill on the Saint George River. Today, the company operates four sawmills
across the state, with its flagship facility still located in Searsmont.

While many lumber and paper mills closed across Maine in the 1990s and early 2000s, Robbins
Lumber has remained agile, diversifying in order to thrive despite the changing economy: in
addition to its sawmill operations in Searsmont, Robbins Lumber owns and operates Georges
River Energy, which focuses on biomass energy production, using wood chips and other lumber
byproducts. Established in 2016, the 8.5-megawatt biomass plant provides a much-needed
market for loggers’ low-grade pulp with the collapse of the state’s pulp and paper industry.

Beyond its role as a major economic driver, Robbins Lumber has demonstrated a long-standing
commitment to the town of Searsmont. The company has supported local infrastructure by
donating land for the Fire Station and ballfield and providing lumber for the Town Office and
Community Building. Additionally, Robbins extended 3-phase power down Route 131 through
the village center to support its operations. This infrastructure investment has significantly
enhanced Searsmont's capacity to support new businesses and development.

Home Occupations and Remote Work

While specific data on the prevalence of home occupations and remote work in Searsmont is
limited, broader trends in Maine provide valuable context:

According to the Maine Department of Labor's Center for Workforce Research and Information,
just under 16% of workers in Maine reported working from home as their primary work location
in 2022. This reflects a significant rise in remote work, a trend likely mirrored in Searsmont.
However, Searsmont’s limited access to high-speed broadband internet has likely hindered the
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prevalence of remote work to some extent. Satellite and wireless options, such as Starlink and
RedZone, provide alternatives, but they may not fully meet the demands of modern remote work.
The town is actively working to improve broadband access through a project slated for
completion by the end of 2026. This may further contribute to the growth of remote work and
home-based businesses in Searsmont.

Maine has a long-standing tradition of small, home-based enterprises, and Searsmont embodies
this with its creative and entrepreneurial spirit. Home-based businesses in the town include a
range of activities, such as artisan crafts, trades, professional services, small-scale farming, and
consulting. While specific statistics on the number of home-based businesses in Searsmont are
unavailable, they play a significant role in the local economy, particularly given the region’s
limited employment options and are an important part of Searsmont’s rural character.

Searsmont’s Land Use Ordinance permits home occupations in all districts, with additional
planning board review required in the Shoreland Zone. Section 605 of the ordinance outlines
general standards for home occupations, providing a supportive framework for residents
operating businesses from their homes.

Economic Development

While commercial activity is permitted across all districts in Searsmont outside of the Shoreland
Zone, the town has designated several key areas as commercial districts: Route 3, the Village
Center, and the Robbins Lumber commercial area.

Economic development in Searsmont, beyond its established commercial enterprises, remains
minimal, reflecting the town’s rural character and limited infrastructure. While Searsmont has a
small but significant business presence, particularly along its state roads and in the village center,
broader economic growth has been restrained by factors such as a modest population base,
limited commercial zoning, and infrastructural challenges like high-speed internet access and
lack of public utilities.

Tax Increment Financing

The goal of Maine’s Tax Increment Financing (TIF) program is to help local companies create or
maintain jobs while shielding towns from tax increases that would typically result from the
added value of large-scale commercial construction projects. Searsmont has established two TIF
districts in partnership with Robbins Lumber and George’s River Energy, structured as credit
enhancement agreements. Under these agreements, a portion of the captured tax increment is
returned to the business to support development projects. This approach helps secure and create
jobs, benefiting the local economy while protecting the town from increased valuation impacts.
As these TIF districts expire, it will be important for the town to evaluate the financial and
economic impacts, particularly concerning state education funding. With the town set to receive
full property tax revenue from these properties, the expanded tax base may influence state
funding formulas, potentially leading to a reduction in education aid.

To help retain funding for town projects and support economic development, Searsmont may
also consider establishing additional TIF districts in the future. New districts could provide a
strategic tool for funding infrastructure improvements, business incentives, and other community
priorities while minimizing the impact on local taxpayers.
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Robbins Lumber TIF District

Initially included 22.6 acres for a new sawmill constructed in 2006. Currently encompasses 9.85
acres after amendment.

Established: 2006

Changes: TIF term was extended from 20 to 30 years, and property was removed from the
district to create the George’s River Energy TIF district.

TIF End Date: January 31, 2036

George’s River Energy TIF District

Encompasses 44.3 acres. The program supports the development and operation of a biomass
cogeneration facility, a significant investment in Searsmont.

Established: 2016

Changes: TIF term was extended from 20 to 30 years and additional acreage was added
TIF End Date: January 31, 2047

Summary of TIF Program in Searsmont (as of 2025)
e Current TIF District Coverage:
o Acreage: 0.22% of the town’s total acreage.
o Taxable Assessed Value: 1.45% of the town’s total taxable original assessed
value.
e Potential for Additional TIF Districts:
o Searsmont has capacity for expansion, as TIF districts can encompass up to 2% of
a municipality’s total acreage and up to 5% of its total taxable original assessed
value.

Opportunities for Industrial and Commercial Development

Searsmont’s infrastructure and strategic location along state roads create strong opportunities for
industrial and commercial expansion. Notably, 3-phase power extends along two major
corridors:
e Route 131 (between Belmont and Robbins)
e Route 3, including the northern portion of New England Road, which serves the
Maritimes and Northeast Pipeline compressor station.

Additionally, there may be opportunities to tap into the pipeline’s compressor station as a
potential energy source for industrial operations.

However, Searsmont lacks public water and sewer services, which poses a challenge for business
expansion. Any significant commercial growth would require large-scale septic systems or a
wastewater treatment facility—both of which can be costly.

Searsmont’s three commercial districts located on these corridors, present prime opportunities
for development, particularly for businesses that align with the town’s economic strengths and
long-term vision:

Route 3: Route 3 serves as Searsmont’s primary commercial and industrial corridor, offering
direct access to regional and state markets. This well-traveled east-west highway connects
Augusta to Belfast, making it a vital transportation route for businesses seeking visibility,
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logistical efficiency, and access to infrastructure. With steady commuter, commercial, and
freight traffic, Route 3 offers strong business exposure and accessibility. Its proximity to the
Maritimes and Northeast Pipeline compressor station creates opportunities for industries
requiring high energy use. The corridor has ample developable land, allowing for mixed-use
developments or industry-specific hubs, including light to medium industrial businesses.
Particularly for business parks or larger enterprises, maintaining Searsmont’s rural character will
be key. Development should incorporate vegetative buffering, tree retention, and thoughtful site
planning to ensure that new businesses blend into the natural landscape and preserve the rural
feel of the corridor.

Village Center: Searsmont’s Village Center serves as the heart of the community, offering a
compact yet vital space for local commerce, social interaction, and public services. Anchored by
significant institutions like the Fraternity Village General Store, Post-Office, United Methodist
Church, Town Office, Town Library, Community Building, and Historical Society, the village
center already functions as a central gathering place for residents and visitors alike. There is a
clear opportunity—and desire—for additional small, local businesses that cater to the needs of
the community. Potential additions, like a coffee shop, restaurant, child care center, or local
goods market, could enhance the village’s offerings and contribute to its social and economic
vibrancy.

The business park, anchored by Ecocor, provides an ideal setting for this type of development. It
presents the chance to evolve into a mixed-use hub that blends small businesses, community
spaces, and housing that meets the town’s needs, while maintaining its small-town feel.
Redevelopment of this area should focus on preserving the historic charm of the village center,
ensuring that any new developments maintain the rural scale and character that define
Searsmont. This development would focus on expanding housing, essential services and spaces
that support social interaction, cultural events, and small-scale businesses. By fostering a sense
of connection and enhancing the availability of local resources, this approach will help
strengthen the village center as the heart of Searsmont, without overwhelming its character.

Robbins Lumber/Route 131: The area surrounding Robbins Lumber on Route 131 presents
some potential for additional commercial and industrial development, leveraging existing
infrastructure and the area’s industrial character. With its long-standing ties to the timber
industry, the district is well-suited for continued industrial activity, particularly businesses
aligned with manufacturing, construction, or resource-based industries.

New development in this area must carefully consider its industrial context, including factors
such as noise and the heavy truck traffic typical of industrial operations. Additionally, the
district’s proximity to the St. George River, which is a State-designated natural resource focus
area, means that careful attention should be paid to potential environmental impacts, particularly
regarding water quality and land use. Development should be mindful of the surrounding
environment, ensuring that new projects are compatible with protecting natural resources. This
may involve incorporating vegetative buffers, site-specific planning, and other measures to
mitigate negative impacts on the local ecosystem.
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Regional Economic Development Plan

Searsmont is part of the Midcoast Council of Government’s (MCOG) Economic Development
District (EDD) as designated by the U.S. Economic Development Administration. As part of
MCOG’s EDD, Searsmont is included in the Midcoast Comprehensive Economic Development
Strategy (CEDS), a regional five-year plan that outlines key strategies to foster economic growth
in the area. The CEDS provides a framework for regional economic priorities and actionable
steps aimed at stimulating long-term economic development. While the current plan was
completed in 2021, an updated version for 2026 is in progress. As the Midcoast region continues
to grow, Searsmont’s involvement in these regional initiatives will be increasingly important,
offering the town valuable opportunities to collaborate on broader economic objectives and
access regional resources.

Taxable Retail Sales

The taxable consumer retail sales information in the following table provides information about
Searsmont’s strength within the retail sales economy as compared to the region and state. In
2010, taxable consumer retail sales in Searsmont totaled $2,215,100, a 5% decrease from the
2004 level.

Actions in Support of Searsmont’s Economy

Searsmont is committed to fostering economic growth while maintaining its rural character and
supporting local businesses. While external economic forces will have a greater impact on the
local economy than any actions the town might take, Searsmont can still play a proactive role in
guiding and directing its economic growth. Despite having limited capacity for direct
engagement in economic development or business support, the town could collaborate with its
local Economic Development District (see Regional Economic Development Plan above) and
neighboring communities to establish a local economic development committee. The following
strategies are proposed to enhance the business environment and ensure that growth aligns with
Searsmont’s rural character:

1. Support Business Development

1. Identify Opportunities for Small Businesses: Focus on attracting essential services and
amenities like a laundromat, café, grocery store, child care center, and other businesses
that meet community needs. As part of this effort to determine viable business
opportunities, assess local market gaps and unmet community needs.

e Encourage Community Gathering Venues: Promote the creation of community spaces
in the village center to foster social interaction and economic activity.

e Review Land Use Regulations and Zoning: Ensure that land use policies align with
Searsmont’s economic vision and support desired businesses, ensuring a streamlined
approval process that also preserves natural resources and Searsmont’s rural character.

e Explore Business Park or Mixed-Use Development: Consider opportunities for
business parks or mixed-use developments in underutilized areas, mindful of
environmental constraints such as wetlands and floodplains.

e Monitor Local Business Park Plans: Work with the property owner to ensure any
existing or future business park development supports productive reuse while maintaining
or growing the town’s tax base.

2. Create Opportunities for Local Business
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e Identify and Address Barriers for Businesses: Work with business owners to identify
municipal challenges and find ways to reduce them.

e ldentify Funding Sources: Leverage potential funding sources, to support local and
home-based businesses. For example, establishing a low- to no-interest revolving loan
fund would provide local and home-based businesses with accessible, affordable
financing to help them grow, purchase equipment, or cover operational costs. By offering
loans at reduced interest rates, the town can make it easier for entrepreneurs and small
business owners to secure capital without incurring the high costs typically associated
with traditional lending. As the loans are repaid, the fund would be replenished, allowing
the program to support future businesses. This initiative would encourage new business
development, retention of existing businesses, and promote community-driven economic
resilience.

e Support Home-Based Businesses: Provide opportunities for home-based businesses to
showcase their services and products, offering a platform to engage the local community.

3. Tax Increment Financing (T1F) and Business Incentives
e Evaluate Opportunities for New TIF Districts: Identify potential areas where new TIF
districts could support economic development and infrastructure improvements.
e Consider Brownfield Redevelopment Funding as Needed: Explore funding sources for
remediating contaminated sites to encourage the redevelopment of underutilized
properties and promote future business growth.

Public Opinion from Previous Plans

The 2012 community forum and 2001 comprehensive plan update survey results indicate that
Searsmont residents generally support an increase in small-scale commercial development
(<10,000 square feet) and would like to see such development in certain locations rather than
spread throughout town. Approximately 80% of those polled indicated that Searsmont should
only allow larger commercial development in certain locations rather than anywhere in town,
with 77% of respondents identifying Route 3 as the most suitable location for larger scale new
commercial or industrial development. Approximately 67% of 2001 survey respondents
considered small-scale commercial development as desirable. Many respondents stated that they
would like to see additional small retail shops and medical and dental services in Searsmont.
According to 2001 survey results, the village area and the Route 3 area are the most desirable
locations for this type of development.

While most respondents agreed that growth is inevitable and even desired with respect to
keeping Searsmont economically viable, certain types of growth are definitely not desired.
Approximately 82% of respondents to the 2001 survey opposed new large-scale commercial
development. Large industrial or commercial enterprises such as casinos, big box/chain stores,
strip malls, ski resorts, and racetracks are among uses specifically identified as undesirable.
Many people expressed concern that any development that contributes to noise, light, water, air,
or land pollution, or that impacts views of the landscape, would negatively affect the rural
quality of Searsmont. Although most people do not want to see any large-scale commercial
development, more survey respondents identified the Route 3 area as suitable for large-scale
commercial development than any other area of Searsmont.
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