
‭Agriculture and Forests‬
‭Searsmont’s farmland and forests are the foundation of the town’s enduring rural character. With‬
‭90.34% of the town covered in forest and 34.13% classified as Prime Farmland or Farmland of‬
‭Statewide Importance, the landscape is defined by rolling fields and dense woodlands. These‬
‭natural spaces support traditions like farming, forestry, hunting, and outdoor recreation, which‬
‭not only sustain the local economy but also foster a sense of community and heritage.‬
‭Historically, Searsmont's fertile soil‬‭(see map X)‬‭and abundant natural resources made it an ideal‬
‭location for farming and timber-based industries. However, in today’s world of rising costs,‬
‭Searsmont has only a few large fields suitable for the scale of agriculture required to sustain a‬
‭livelihood from the land. As the landscape evolves, conserving Searsmont’s farmland and forests‬
‭is essential to ensuring that Searsmont retains its distinctive character in the face of changing‬
‭times.‬

‭It is important to note that the terms‬‭conservation‬‭and‬‭preservation‬‭represent two different‬
‭approaches to managing and protecting land, particularly when overseen by a land trust. This‬
‭chapter emphasizes importance and need for conservation, which aim to protect natural resources‬
‭and ecological values while allowing compatible uses like farming, forestry, hunting, and other‬
‭types of recreation (see: A note for landowners: conservation versus preservation).‬

‭Table X. Searsmont farmland and forest composition‬
‭Total land Acreage‬ ‭25,036.13 acres‬
‭Farmland‬ ‭34.14%‬

‭Prime Farmland‬ ‭9.64%‬
‭Forested Area‬ ‭90.35%‬

‭Tree canopy‬ ‭83.07%‬
‭Shrub canopy‬ ‭7.28%‬

‭Source: Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS); National Oceanic and Atmospheric‬
‭Administration C-Cap‬

‭Farms‬
‭While Searsmont has few active commercial farms, agriculture remains deeply ingrained in the‬
‭community’s identity. Searsmont prides itself on its remaining farms, including an organic dairy,‬
‭blueberry fields, a fruit and vegetable farm, and hayfields that support livestock, all of which‬
‭contribute to the town's agricultural heritage. Many residents maintain small-scale farming or‬
‭gardening efforts, using them both as a way of life and as a means of generating extra income.‬
‭This practice supports Searsmont's reputation for a close-knit, agrarian community, where people‬
‭take pride in cultivating their land and sharing the fruits of their labor with neighbors and visitors‬
‭alike. Farm stands are a particularly significant outlet, creating direct access for consumers to‬
‭buy fresh, locally produced goods, while also fostering connections among residents.‬
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‭History‬
‭In the 19th century, the town thrived with a mix of agriculture and lumber-related activities,‬
‭including grain crops, livestock farming, and sawmills powered by the St. George River. At its‬
‭peak, Searsmont's farmers played a critical role in sustaining the local economy and community.‬
‭By the mid-20th century, farming in Searsmont began to decline, reflecting broader agricultural‬
‭trends seen across rural New England. The shift was driven by industrialization, the‬
‭consolidation of farms into larger operations elsewhere, and competition from agricultural‬
‭regions with longer growing seasons and lower production costs. Many small family farms in‬
‭Searsmont struggled to remain viable, leading to widespread land abandonment or conversion to‬
‭forest or residential uses. While a few farms remain active today, the number is a fraction of‬
‭what it once was. However, recent survey responses indicate a renewed commitment within the‬
‭community to preserve farmland and promote small-scale, sustainable agriculture, ensuring that‬
‭Searsmont’s agrarian roots continue to shape its rural character.‬

‭Searsmont’s Farms Today‬
‭There is a resurging interest in agriculture in Waldo County and Maine as a whole. Consequently,‬
‭commercial agricultural activity within Searsmont has been increasing moderately after many‬
‭decades of decline. A farmers market operated during the summers of 2010 and 2011, but the‬
‭participants opted not to continue the market in 2012.‬

‭Agricultural activities including hay fields and pastureland for livestock are generally scattered‬
‭throughout the rural areas of the town. Blueberries are raised on Levenseller Mountain, Appleton‬
‭Ridge and Muzzy Ridge. Christmas trees are grown on Robbins Lumber’s land. Hay fields and‬
‭pastureland for livestock are usually associated with homesteads dispersed throughout the‬
‭community.‬

‭Add table with farms in Searsmont‬
‭Faithful Venture Farm – dairy‬
‭Fine Line Farm – fruit and vegetables‬
‭Jim Robbins Sr. - blueberries‬
‭Pleasant View Tree Farm – Christmas trees‬
‭Over The Hill Farm – cattle and hay‬
‭Leslie Thomas’s Farm -‬
‭Old Bartlett Farm – hay fields‬
‭Leaves on the Breeze Farm – fruit and vegetables‬

‭Farmers in Searsmont, Maine, have several opportunities for product distribution, although the‬
‭town itself has limited direct avenues for local sales.‬

‭Local Farmers Markets‬
‭Nearby towns like Belfast, Camden, Union, Morrill, and Rockland host popular farmers markets‬
‭that provide farmers in Searsmont access to a broader customer base. The Belfast Farmers‬
‭Market is well-known for supporting small-scale, local agriculture, giving Searsmont's producers‬

‭2‬



‭a great outlet for their products. Similarly, markets in Camden and Rockland attract a steady flow‬
‭of both locals and tourists, which creates valuable exposure for small farms.‬

‭Farm Stands‬
‭Farm stands continue to be a staple for local product sales in Searsmont. Residents often sell‬
‭eggs, flowers, baked goods, and items from their home gardens as a way to supplement their‬
‭income. These small, home-run stands provide convenient access to fresh, local produce and are‬
‭an integral part of the town's rural character.‬

‭Belfast Co-op‬
‭The Belfast Co-op provides an additional venue for local farm products. With its focus on‬
‭organic and locally sourced food, it creates an important market for products grown in the‬
‭Searsmont area. Farmers can approach the co-op to sell their goods, which also opens up‬
‭opportunities for cross-promotion.‬

‭Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA)‬
‭Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs are another valuable method for Searsmont‬
‭farms to distribute products. CSAs allow consumers to subscribe to receive regular deliveries of‬
‭farm-fresh goods, and these programs foster a closer connection between farmers and their‬
‭customers. Local CSA programs in Waldo County or even broader regional networks could be a‬
‭viable option for Searsmont farmers looking to expand their reach.‬

‭Waldo County Bounty‬
‭While there are opportunities for farmers to sell their goods in surrounding areas, there are fewer‬
‭outlets within Searsmont itself. To address this, creating a communications platform could help‬
‭distribute information about local farm products, sales, and CSA opportunities. Such a platform‬
‭could connect local consumers with nearby farms, enhancing access to fresh, locally grown‬
‭products within the community and strengthening the farm-to-table network.‬

‭Prime Farmland‬
‭USDA defines Prime farmland as “land that has the best combination of physical and chemical‬
‭characteristics for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops and that is available for‬
‭these uses.” 9.64% of Searsmont’s land is considered Prime Farmland based on soil mapping.‬
‭Maine also includes a designation of “Farmland of Statewide of Importance” generally as “those‬
‭that are nearly prime farmland and that economically produce high yields of crops when treated‬
‭and managed according to acceptable farming methods.” When taken together, roughly 38% of‬
‭Searsmont is considered either Prime Farmland or Farmland of Statewide Importance. Compared‬
‭to neighboring towns such as Montville, Morrill, and Belmont, Searsmont has less prime‬
‭farmland soils.‬

‭The most important farmland soils in Searsmont are the deep and moderately deep well drained‬
‭and moderately well drained glacial till soils on slopes of 3 to 15 percent. These soils are‬
‭Marlow, Peru and Tunbridge. There are other soils associated with the St. George River and‬
‭various streams that are good cropland as well. These are Masardis, Allagash, Madawaska‬
‭Stetson and Sheepscot. These soils are considerably less abundant in Searsmont and are found in‬
‭places where some sand and gravel has been excavated.‬
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‭Farmland‬
‭Program‬
‭Enrollment‬
‭The amount of‬
‭acreage‬
‭enrolled in the‬
‭Maine‬
‭Farmland Use‬
‭tax programs is‬
‭one measure of‬
‭the extent of‬
‭commercial‬
‭agriculture in‬
‭Searsmont.‬
‭The Maine‬
‭Farmland and‬
‭Open Space tax‬
‭programs allow‬
‭farmland and‬
‭open space to‬
‭be assessed for‬
‭property tax‬
‭purposes based‬
‭on current use‬
‭rather than‬
‭market value as‬
‭long as the land‬
‭is maintained‬
‭as farmland or‬
‭open space. =‬
‭In order to‬
‭qualify for the‬
‭Farmland Use‬
‭program, the‬
‭property must‬
‭consist of at‬
‭least 5‬
‭contiguous‬
‭acres, be used‬
‭for farming,‬
‭agricultural,‬
‭and/or‬
‭horticultural‬
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‭activities, although and it can include woodland and wasteland, and the land must generate at‬
‭least $2,000 in gross income from the sale of agricultural products each year. This does not‬
‭include trees grown and sold for forest products.‬

‭As of 2024, there are currently 429 acres managed by seven property owners in Searsmont that‬
‭are enrolled in the Maine Farmland tax program. The majority of the non-wooded farmland‬
‭enrolled in this program is pasture for haying. The farmland acreage consists of‬‭35 acres of‬
‭tillable land and 17 acres of pasture,‬‭with 213 acres‬‭designated as farm woodland. This is a‬
‭dramatic increase from 2010, when there were only 247 acres on three farms enrolled. The‬
‭amount of tillable land has also increased by‬‭47‬‭acres,‬‭suggesting more land is being cultivated‬
‭for crops. Most of the land used for commercial Christmas tree production is enrolled in the Tree‬
‭Growth Tax Program.‬

‭In 2022, Searsmont ranked lower in Waldo County for farmland acreage enrolled in Maine's‬
‭Farmland Program (excluding wooded farmland), though it is middle-tier overall. By‬
‭comparison, neighboring towns such as Knox (3,128 acres), Monroe (2,270 acres), and Jackson‬
‭(1,131 acres) are the leading farming communities in the county. This indicates a smaller‬
‭agricultural footprint for Searsmont, with less land actively preserved under the program.‬

‭Table X Searsmont‬‭Farmland Tax Program Enrollment‬

‭Year‬

‭# of‬
‭Parcel‬
‭s‬

‭Acres‬
‭Farmland‬
‭Acres‬

‭Total Acreage‬
‭Woodland‬

‭Total‬
‭Acreag‬
‭e‬

‭Total Farmland‬
‭Valuation‬

‭Total Woodland‬
‭Valuation‬

‭2009‬ ‭7‬ ‭52‬ ‭195‬ ‭247‬ ‭$23,430‬ ‭$34,192‬
‭2010‬ ‭7‬ ‭52‬ ‭195‬ ‭247‬ ‭$23,430‬ ‭$33,783‬
‭2011‬ ‭8‬ ‭57‬ ‭272‬ ‭329‬ ‭$25,830‬ ‭$49,622‬
‭2012‬ ‭9‬ ‭92‬ ‭271‬ ‭363‬ ‭$39,480‬ ‭$63,680‬
‭2013‬ ‭9‬ ‭92‬ ‭272‬ ‭364‬ ‭$39,480‬ ‭$71,702‬
‭2014‬ ‭9‬ ‭92‬ ‭272‬ ‭364‬ ‭$39,480‬ ‭$72,246‬
‭2015‬ ‭9‬ ‭92‬ ‭272‬ ‭364‬ ‭$39,480‬ ‭$73,332‬
‭2016‬ ‭10‬ ‭123‬ ‭327‬ ‭450‬ ‭$52,650‬ ‭$88,182‬
‭2017‬ ‭10‬ ‭166‬ ‭202‬ ‭368‬ ‭$68,970‬ ‭$78,250‬
‭2018‬ ‭9‬ ‭166‬ ‭202‬ ‭368‬ ‭$68,970‬ ‭$79,173‬
‭2019‬ ‭10‬ ‭177‬ ‭199‬ ‭376‬ ‭$72,540‬ ‭$74,343‬
‭2020‬ ‭11‬ ‭216‬ ‭202‬ ‭418‬ ‭$91,530‬ ‭$77,170‬
‭2021‬ ‭11‬ ‭216‬ ‭213‬ ‭429‬ ‭$91,530‬ ‭$78,701‬
‭2022‬ ‭14‬ ‭216‬ ‭213‬ ‭429‬ ‭$101,700‬ ‭$78,957‬
‭2023‬ ‭14‬ ‭216‬ ‭ 213‬ ‭ 429‬ ‭ $94,500‬ ‭ $79,340‬
‭2024‬ ‭14‬ ‭215‬ ‭214‬ ‭429‬ ‭$121,900‬ ‭$60,142‬

‭Source: Municipal Valuation Return Statistical Summary; Town of Searsmont‬

‭Farm Regulations‬
‭According to Searsmont’s land use ordinance, agriculture is an allowed use in all districts:‬
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‭●‬ ‭Allowed without a permit but must comply with all applicable land use standards in‬
‭limited residential, stream protection, and rural districts;‬

‭●‬ ‭Allowed but requires a permit issued by the Planning Board in the resource protection‬
‭district, village core, and commercial districts.‬

‭Agriculture Product Processing, while also allowed in all districts, requires more planning board‬
‭oversight. It requires site plan review in all districts outside the shoreland zone (village core,‬
‭commercial, and rural) and a permit from the planning board in the shoreland zone districts‬
‭(limited residential, resource protection, and stream protection).  Animal Breeding or Care is‬
‭allowed with a planning board permit in the commercial district and without permit in the rural‬
‭district.‬

‭Searsmont currently requires a permit from the planning board to establish a farmstand, however,‬
‭there is no further regulation of farmstands and farmstands are not defined in the ordinance.‬
‭Searsmont’s land use ordinance should seek to define farmstands to clarify requirements.‬

‭Threats to Farmland‬
‭Loss of farmland:‬‭The main threat to Searsmont farmland‬‭is non-farm development on active or‬
‭former farmland, or on prime farm soils. Policies that encourage or reduce barriers to‬
‭development or subdivision in rural areas may inadvertently fragment agricultural and forestry‬
‭land, reducing its overall utility for commercial farming and timber production. This can lead to‬
‭smaller, less viable plots, hindering large-scale agricultural operations or forestry practices. Over‬
‭time, this fragmentation can negatively impact both the environment and the economy, making it‬
‭harder to sustain traditional land uses like agriculture and forestry. As development pressures‬
‭increase in nearby areas such as Belfast, Augusta, and Camden/Rockland, Searsmont’s‬
‭traditional pattern of single-lot, single-family housing development may give way to more‬
‭intensive land use, posing further risks to the preservation of farmland and forested areas.‬

‭The recent focus on developing solar fields in Maine has also highlighted a growing conflict‬
‭between agricultural and solar land uses, both of which play important roles in advancing the‬
‭state’s climate action goals outlined in‬‭Maine Won’t‬‭Wait‬‭. Many farmers rely on informal,‬
‭low-cost, or no-cost agreements with landowners to hay unused fields. However, as solar‬
‭developers offer landowners more lucrative opportunities to lease or sell these fields, farmers are‬
‭increasingly losing access to critical hayfields essential for their operations.‬

‭Loss of supportive farming network:‬‭Maintaining a‬‭critical mass of farms in the region is also‬
‭important to help local farms have access to markets and supplies. As the number of farms in‬
‭Searsmont and the surrounding area has declined, the essential support network of businesses,‬
‭such as feed stores and equipment suppliers, farmworkers, and nearby farms for collaboration,‬
‭has also diminished. This loss creates a ripple effect, making it harder for remaining farms to‬
‭operate efficiently. Without a thriving local agricultural economy, the shared infrastructure and‬
‭resources that farmers depend on become scarcer, further challenging the sustainability of‬
‭farming in the region.‬
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‭Invasive species:‬‭Invasive Species are causing serious problems with agriculture in Searsmont.‬
‭Plants such as bedstraw, multiflora rose, and bittersweet (to mention just a few) have made it‬
‭more difficult to maintain pastures, produce hay and cultivate cropland. Farmers recognize these‬
‭problems and have worked to monitor and control species. However, many landowners do not‬
‭understand the significance of keeping these species out of their land. This makes it much more‬
‭difficult for farmers to maintain crops and keep invasives from spreading.‬

‭Together, these factors can threaten farm profitability and increase barriers to entry for new‬
‭generations of farmers.‬

‭Actions in Support of Farms‬
‭Searsmont’s residents widely recognize farmland as a critical resource under threat. This concern‬
‭reflects broader trends in rural areas, where agricultural lands face pressures from development,‬
‭climate change, and economic challenges. Protecting farmland is viewed as essential not only for‬
‭maintaining local food production but also for preserving Searsmont’s rural identity and‬
‭ecological balance. As farmland continues to decrease, the community acknowledges the need‬
‭for proactive measures to safeguard this vulnerable resource.‬

‭During the 2012 Community Forum, participants strongly supported (80%) providing extra tax‬
‭breaks to farmers and over 80% of participants supported protecting important farm soils by‬
‭adopting provisions in the Land Use Ordinance. These measures are still supported by the town,‬
‭especially as development and economic pressures have grown over the last 10 years, including‬
‭an increase in the cost of living due to inflation and more people moving to Waldo County‬
‭seeking more affordable housing.‬

‭●‬ ‭Establish Voluntary Municipal Farm Support Program:‬‭This program is a municipally‬
‭directed program that supplements existing use tax programs to further decrease the tax‬
‭burden on active farms. Participating farmers may receive tax relief in exchange for‬
‭granting a 20-year agricultural conservation easement on their land, which helps preserve‬
‭the farm's use for agriculture over the long term.‬

‭To participate, municipalities need to determine which lands qualify as "farmland" and‬
‭define the details of the support arrangements. It is recommended that Searsmont should‬
‭use the same qualification and definitions as Maine’s Farmland use program to maintain‬
‭consistency, although the town is able to provide its own definitions and qualification‬
‭criteria. In administering the program, the town must review applications and ensure the‬
‭support doesn't exceed the market value of the land. Municipalities also have the‬
‭responsibility to monitor these easements over time to ensure the agricultural use of the‬
‭land is preserved. While this program does require additional staff time and capacity, this‬
‭measure may make a significant difference in ensuring the survival and profitability of‬
‭the town’s few remaining farms over time.‬

‭●‬ ‭Develop Right-to-Farm Ordinance:‬‭Maine's "Right-to-Farm‬‭Law" protects farmers from‬
‭nuisance suits about noise, odor or other aspects of their legitimate and properly‬
‭conducted agricultural operations. These nuisance suits, along with the stress and expense‬
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‭of legal battles, can create a hostile environment that discourages farming activities. For‬
‭small-scale or family-run farms, the financial and emotional toll of such conflicts can‬
‭jeopardize their viability, potentially forcing them to cease operations. As Searsmont‬
‭grows, with new residents who may be unfamiliar with Searsmont’s agricultural tradition,‬
‭it is recommended that the Town adopt a Right-to-Farm ordinance to affirm the town’s‬
‭commitment to supporting agricultural activities and protect farming operations.‬

‭●‬ ‭Protect prime farmland through land use regulations:‬‭To minimize development impacts‬
‭on farmland, Searsmont’s planning board should work with Maine Farmland Trust to‬
‭implement effective regulations which balance development, especially the need for‬
‭housing, and agricultural conservation. Any conservation agreements should be subject to‬
‭willing seller willing buyer. Several strategies for consideration include:‬

‭o‬ ‭Reduce Development of Farmland by Reducing Development Restrictions in‬
‭the Village Core and Commercial District‬‭: Most new‬‭residential and‬
‭commercial development should be located within the village core and‬
‭commercial district, while retail businesses unrelated to farming or home-based‬
‭businesses should be limited outside this area. This approach minimizes sprawl‬
‭into critical rural and farmland zones.‬

‭o‬ ‭Determine high value tracts of current or potential farmland‬‭:‬‭To effectively‬
‭protect farmland, the town should identify and prioritize high-value tracts that are‬
‭either actively farmed or have the potential for future agricultural use. This‬
‭process should be collaborative, incorporating local knowledge and soils‬
‭assessment, and should emphasize landowner rights and economic viability.‬

‭o‬ ‭Minimize Development on Farmland‬‭:‬
‭▪‬ ‭Land not suitable for development:‬‭Include high value‬‭tracts of prime‬

‭agricultural land (identified through a structured process) under land not‬
‭suitable for development in the land use ordinance and specify that only‬
‭certain percentage of prime agricultural land may be used for‬
‭development. For example, regulations could require that no more than‬
‭15% of farmland be used for non-agricultural development including‬
‭structures, roads, or other impervious surfaces. The remaining farmland‬
‭should then be maintained in a way that facilitates ongoing agricultural‬
‭use. New developments should also be designed to avoid encroaching on‬
‭productive agricultural land.‬

‭▪‬ ‭Evaluate proposed developments for prime farmland:‬‭Requiring a prime‬
‭farmland assessment for proposed developments on lots with recorded‬
‭prime farmland and demonstration that efforts have been made to preserve‬
‭the prime farmland for future farming uses.‬

‭o‬ ‭Open Space Subdivisions‬‭: Require farmland preservation‬‭in new subdivisions‬
‭with a certain amount of prime farmland to allow for the preservation of larger‬
‭tracts of land, reducing the impact of development on farmland.‬
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‭o‬ ‭Protect Farm Stands‬‭: Farm stands should continue to be subject to minimal or‬
‭reduced restrictions, allowing them to operate more freely and contribute to local‬
‭farm economies.‬

‭In addition to the actions recommended above, municipal officials should work closely with‬
‭local farmers to continue to identify ways the town can support their farm operations.‬

‭Forests‬
‭Searsmont’s forest resources provide vital ecological, economic, and cultural benefits to the‬
‭community. Due to good forest management by landowners, the town’s diverse tree species‬
‭support robust wildlife habitats, contribute to air and water purification, and enhance soil health,‬
‭underscoring their ecological importance. Large tracts of land generally are more remote and‬
‭usually provide a diverse habitat of old growth forest, young growth forest and fields and water.‬
‭This mixture gives deer and other wildlife a variety of food, shelter away from most human‬
‭activity. Aesthetically, forests define Searsmont’s rural landscape, offering scenic beauty that‬
‭attracts both residents and visitors.‬

‭Forests also serve as essential spaces for recreation, including hiking, hunting, and‬
‭snowmobiling, and they play a role in tourism. Additionally, local timber resources have‬
‭historically supported homebuilding and the forestry industry in Searsmont, maintaining their‬
‭economic relevance to the community.‬

‭History‬
‭Originally the region was covered with a mature stand of softwoods- pine, hemlock, cedar, and‬
‭fir. Much of this primeval forest was cut more than two centuries ago to clear the land for‬
‭agriculture, with the best and most accessible trees taken for timber. These practices changed the‬
‭face of the landscape dramatically. More and more of the forest disappeared and most areas with‬
‭suitable soils were used to support livestock or crops.  The forests supported many mills with‬
‭stock wood for manufacturing and cordwood for heating homes as well as firing boilers and‬
‭kilns. The livelihood of most of the early residents depended directly on the forest, and although‬
‭now most trees are less than one hundred years of age, the forest continues to define the‬
‭landscape.‬

‭For the past seven decades, the size and extent of the forest has increased primarily due to a‬
‭decline in the agricultural use of previously open fields. However, recent trends indicate that‬
‭more and more open space in Searsmont is being developed rather than converting back to‬
‭forestland.‬

‭Searsmont’s Forests Today‬
‭As of 2024, approximately 22,619 acres, or 90.35% of the town, is forested.‬‭1‬ ‭Searsmont’s forest‬
‭resources are used as cordwood, pulp, and sawlogs. While softwoods continue to dominate the‬
‭landscape, hardwood stands consisting principally of maple, oak, birch, and poplar are very‬

‭1‬ ‭This figure was determined through an analysis of NOAA’s C-CAP canopy land cover layer and includes both‬
‭shrub canopy and tree canopy.‬
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‭common. The principal tree species found in Searsmont are aspen, locust, sugar maple, black‬
‭spruce, white and red spruce, balsam fir, northern white cedar, tamarack, eastern hemlock, red‬
‭maple, willow, beech, paper birch, white ash, eastern white pine, red oak, and yellow birch.‬

‭Tree Growth Program Enrollment‬
‭The amount of land in the Tree Growth Program provides information about the extent of‬
‭commercial forestry within the community, even though in some cases land is put into tree‬
‭growth primarily to reduce property taxes. The Tree Growth Program allows for property tax‬
‭assessment of forestland based on current use rather than market value as long as the land is‬
‭managed for timber production and remains as a forest. To enroll in the Tree Growth tax‬
‭program, property owners must have at least ten acres of forest land managed primarily for the‬
‭production of commercial forest products. Furthermore, property owners must work with a‬
‭licensed forester to develop a forest management and harvest plan for each parcel in the Tree‬
‭Growth program every 10 years to improve the quality of forested land and promote better forest‬
‭management practices. However, penalties for removing land from the program can be high.‬

‭Approximately 5,310 acres are registered in the Tree Growth Tax Program in Searsmont as of‬
‭2024. The total number of acres enrolled in the program has changed very little over the past 15‬
‭years, however, the number of hardwood acres has gradually decreased during this time period,‬
‭while mixed wood acres have increased. As of 2022, Troy (5,949 Tree Growth acres) and‬
‭Burnham (5,695 Tree Growth acres) are the only two towns in Waldo County which have more‬
‭have more acreage in the Tree Growth Program than Searsmont.‬

‭Table‬‭Searsmont Tree Growth Tax Program Enrollment‬

‭Year‬
‭# of‬

‭Parcels‬
‭Softwood‬

‭Acres‬
‭Mixed wood‬

‭Acres‬
‭Hardwood‬

‭Acres‬
‭Total‬
‭Acres‬ ‭Total Value‬

‭2009‬ ‭103‬ ‭1,744‬ ‭2,557‬ ‭1,013‬ ‭5,313‬ ‭$962,110‬
‭2010‬ ‭103‬ ‭1,791‬ ‭2,719‬ ‭938‬ ‭5,447‬ ‭$978,224‬
‭2011‬ ‭97‬ ‭1,789‬ ‭2,712‬ ‭863‬ ‭5,363‬ ‭$967,975‬
‭2012‬ ‭97‬ ‭1,789‬ ‭2,712‬ ‭863‬ ‭5,363‬ ‭$1,288,860‬
‭2013‬ ‭99‬ ‭1,789‬ ‭2,733‬ ‭858‬ ‭5,379‬ ‭$1,466,305‬
‭2014‬ ‭101‬ ‭1,744‬ ‭2,839‬ ‭887‬ ‭5,469‬ ‭$1,487,488‬
‭2015‬ ‭102‬ ‭1,785‬ ‭2,846‬ ‭888‬ ‭5,519‬ ‭$1,525,392‬
‭2016‬ ‭102‬ ‭1,776‬ ‭2,855‬ ‭887‬ ‭5,518‬ ‭$1,889,861‬
‭2017‬ ‭103‬ ‭1,720‬ ‭3,190‬ ‭824‬ ‭5,733‬ ‭$2,082,559‬
‭2018‬ ‭103‬ ‭1,748‬ ‭3,185‬ ‭800‬ ‭5,732‬ ‭$2,098,729‬
‭2019‬ ‭105‬ ‭1,733‬ ‭3,236‬ ‭840‬ ‭5,808‬ ‭$2,034,592‬
‭2020‬ ‭104‬ ‭1,574‬ ‭3,416‬ ‭815‬ ‭5,804‬ ‭$2,078,511‬
‭2021‬ ‭99‬ ‭1,523‬ ‭3,194‬ ‭709‬ ‭5,425‬ ‭$1,881,886‬
‭2022‬ ‭97‬ ‭1,508‬ ‭3,148‬ ‭717‬ ‭5,372‬ ‭$1,863,763‬
‭2023‬ ‭97‬ ‭1,539‬ ‭3,088‬ ‭710‬ ‭5,336‬ ‭$1,851,710‬
‭2024‬ ‭96‬ ‭1,632‬ ‭2,973‬ ‭706‬ ‭5,310‬ ‭$1,868,838‬

‭Source: Municipal Valuation Return Statistical Summary; Town of Searsmont‬
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‭Tree Harvests and Forest Management‬
‭Landowner timber harvest reports compiled by the Maine Forest Service provide information‬
‭about the extent of commercial forestry. Between 2015 and 2020, the total number‬‭of timber‬
‭harvests and harvest acres in Searsmont decreased slightly, compared with previous years, to its‬
‭lowest since 1990-1994 due to changing markets and climate change.‬

‭Robbins Lumber in Searsmont has built a legacy of sustainable forestry practices, earning‬
‭recognition for its commitment to environmental stewardship through its forest management‬
‭practices.‬‭While approximately five percent of the‬‭logs sawn at the Robbins mill come directly‬
‭from this area, some 5,500 acres in Searsmont are being intensely managed to promote the‬
‭growth of pine.‬ ‭These management practices include‬‭"thinning" or the selective removal of trees‬
‭from a dense forest stand to promote the healthy growth of the remaining trees, ensuring optimal‬
‭timber quality while also maintaining biodiversity and ecological balance. Protective cutting is‬
‭applied near riparian zones to safeguard fish and wildlife. Robbins also has three conservation‬
‭easements on land to protect the working forests, wildlife and public recreation in the Midcoast‬
‭in cooperation with the George’s River Land Trust and the Frenchman Bay Conservancy and the‬
‭State of Maine.‬

‭Table‬‭Summary of Timber Harvest Information for the‬‭town of Searsmont‬

‭Year‬

‭Selection‬
‭harvest,‬
‭acres‬

‭Shelterwo‬
‭od‬
‭harvest,‬
‭acres‬

‭Chang‬
‭e of‬
‭land‬
‭use,‬
‭acres‬

‭Clearc‬
‭ut‬
‭harvest‬
‭, acres‬

‭Total‬
‭Harves‬
‭t,‬
‭acres‬

‭# of‬
‭Report‬
‭s‬

‭1990 -‬
‭1994‬ ‭1,211‬ ‭269‬ ‭-‬ ‭412‬ ‭1,892‬ ‭42‬
‭1995 -‬

‭1999‬ ‭2,983‬ ‭382‬ ‭38‬ ‭87‬ ‭3,490‬ ‭83‬
‭2000 -‬

‭2004‬ ‭2,376‬ ‭259‬ ‭15‬ ‭144‬ ‭2,794‬ ‭107‬
‭2005 -‬

‭2009‬ ‭2,839‬ ‭459‬ ‭10‬ ‭11‬ ‭3,319‬ ‭96‬
‭2010 -‬

‭2014‬ ‭2,133‬ ‭594‬ ‭16‬ ‭2,743‬ ‭111‬
‭2015 -‬

‭2020‬ ‭1,642‬ ‭371‬ ‭11‬ ‭50‬ ‭2,074‬ ‭70‬
‭Total‬ ‭13,184‬ ‭2,334‬ ‭90‬ ‭704‬ ‭16,312‬ ‭509‬
‭Average‬ ‭2,197‬ ‭389‬ ‭15‬ ‭141‬ ‭2,719‬ ‭85‬

‭Data compiled from Confidential Year End Landowner Reports to Maine Forest Service.‬
‭Source: Department of Agriculture, Conservation and Forestry - Maine Forest Service‬

‭Regulatory Measures‬
‭Timber harvesting is allowed in all districts in Searsmont but must comply with all applicable‬
‭state and federal rules and regulations. Forest management activities (excludes timber‬
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‭harvesting) are allowed in all districts without permit, except the village core and commercial‬
‭districts. Searsmont amended its Shoreland Zoning in line with the State’s 2015 guidance to‬
‭adopt Maine Forest Service Statewide Standards for Timber Harvesting in Shoreland Areas,‬
‭Chapter 21, rules and regulations‬‭.‬‭:‬

‭As of 2024, timber harvesting is allowed in shoreland areas according to statewide standards,‬
‭though there are restrictions on timber harvest levels, cleared openings, stream crossings, road‬
‭construction and exposure of mineral soil. Some of these restrictions include: In 250-foot‬
‭shoreland zones, timber harvesting is limited to 40% of the tree volume (4.5 inches DBH or‬
‭greater) over 10 years, or the residual stand must meet specific basal area requirements. Similar‬
‭restrictions apply in 75-foot zones, where no cleared openings are allowed. Additionally,‬
‭harvesting must maintain a windfirm, well-distributed stand of trees and protect shoreline‬
‭integrity, especially near streams and wetlands. Slash cannot be left near water bodies unless it‬
‭helps stabilize the soil, and temporary crossings must be removed after the harvest.‬

‭Threats to Forests‬
‭Development of rural land and invasive species pose the greatest threat to Searsmont’s forest‬
‭resources. The division of large tracts of land into house lots makes forestland less valuable for‬
‭commercial forestry, and more likely to be further subdivided and utilized for development.‬
‭Invasive species have played and important roll in forestry practices by reducing tree growth and‬
‭killing some species all together. Nearly all the beech trees in Searsmont have developed beech‬
‭canker and leaf curl disease. (look these up) The brown tail moth has been a severe problem for‬
‭oak trees. The hemlock wooly adelgid and the emerald ash borer have not yet caused significant‬
‭damage to Searsmont forest but are only a few miles away.‬

‭Unsustainable forest practices, such as over harvesting and environmental degradation are other‬
‭threats, although most of the forestland in Searsmont is well-managed.‬

‭Actions to Protect Searsmont’s Forests‬
‭While a significant portion of Searsmont’s forested land is enrolled in the Tree Growth tax‬
‭program, which can have significant penalties for withdrawing land, there is still forested land in‬
‭Searsmont that should be protected in order to conserve Searsmont’s natural resources and rural‬
‭features. The Town should provide regular information to landowners on the Tree Growth Tax‬
‭program, to encourage more landowners to enroll.‬

‭Reducing development of high value forest land:‬‭To‬‭protect Searsmont’s forests, strategies should‬
‭focus on minimizing sprawl and by offering more flexible housing opportunities in the village‬
‭center and commercial district. These efforts parallel those used for preserving prime agricultural‬
‭land, emphasizing sustainable land use. The planning board is encouraged to integrate the State’s‬
‭Forest Practices Act with farmland conservation strategies, ensuring balanced development while‬
‭maintaining vital natural resources.‬

‭Identify high value parcels:‬‭Establishing a conservation‬‭easement plan and exploring agreements‬
‭with owners of large tracts of land can be effective strategies to preserve the rural character of‬
‭Searsmont. When encouraging conservation, it is important to make sure that the uses allow‬
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‭farming, forestry and recreation. By identifying specific, large, undeveloped lots that are of‬
‭significance to the town based on its high natural resource value, Searsmont can make owners‬
‭aware of the town's potential interest in acquiring and/or conserving the land if the owner wishes‬
‭to sell in the future. This can help to prevent the turnover of land from open space to‬
‭development. Conservation easements are voluntary legal agreements that limit the types of‬
‭development that can occur on a property to protect its natural, agricultural, or scenic values. By‬
‭entering into such agreements, landowners can continue to use their land for farming, forestry, or‬
‭recreation while ensuring that future development is limited or prohibited. These arrangements‬
‭also offer tax incentives to landowners, which can help make conservation financially viable.‬

‭Protect forests from wildfire fire risk:‬‭As of 2024,‬‭Waldo County is considered “at risk” for‬
‭wildfire and has a higher Wildfire Hazard Potential than 100% of counties in the state according‬
‭to the US Forest Service. To be considered “at risk,” a community must have at least moderate‬
‭wildfire risk. Furthermore, Waldo County is determined by the US Forest Service to be low‬
‭income and with a high prevalence of recent natural disasters that are considered factors for‬
‭increased fuel loading (more fuel can support a larger, more intense fire). Therefore, it is‬
‭recommended that Searsmont complete a thorough fire plan, also known as a Community‬
‭Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP). This fire plan would prioritize wildfire risk in the wildland‬
‭development interface areas and make specific recommendations for mitigating those risks. The‬
‭focus should be on reducing the risk of wildfires igniting homes and creating and maintaining‬
‭fuel reduction projects over the next five years. Fuel reduction ranges from brush removal near‬
‭homes to fuel breaks and even brush drop off locations, where the brush is chipped or burned‬
‭safely in the winter. Georges River Energy could be a home for landowners unwanted‬
‭brush/chips to be turned into green renewable energy.‬

‭Due to Waldo County’s risk factors, Searsmont would be eligible to apply for the US Forest‬
‭Services’ Community Wildfire Defense Grants which could be used first for developing the‬
‭CWPP and then to implement the recommendations for fuel reduction near homes, along roads‬
‭and provide funding for improvements of water supplies for fire suppression.‬

‭A note for Landowners: Conservation Versus Preservation‬
‭The terms‬‭conservation‬‭and‬‭preservation‬‭represent‬‭two different approaches to managing and‬
‭protecting land: conservation supports sustainable use and livelihoods, while preservation‬
‭protects sensitive areas critical to biodiversity or cultural heritage. Land trusts may adopt one or‬
‭the other depending on the unique qualities and needs of the land they aim to protect.‬

‭Conservation‬‭involves the sustainable use and management‬‭of natural resources to ensure their‬
‭long-term viability. It often includes human activities that align with ecological balance, such as‬
‭farming, forestry, or recreation. The goal of conservation is to maintain the land's productivity‬
‭and ecological health while accommodating responsible use. Conservation easements typically‬
‭specify allowable activities and restrictions to achieve this balance. For example, a land trust‬
‭might place a conservation easement on a farm to allow continued agricultural activity while‬
‭prohibiting development or implement sustainable forestry practices that enable wood harvesting‬
‭without harming the ecosystem.‬
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‭Preservation‬‭, on the other hand, focuses on protecting land in its natural state, often excluding‬
‭or severely limiting human activities that could alter or disrupt the environment. The goal of‬
‭preservation is to safeguard the land's natural or historical characteristics by preventing changes.‬
‭This approach might be applied when a land trust acquires and manages a rare wetland to protect‬
‭its unique flora and fauna or designates a parcel of old-growth forest to remain in its untouched‬
‭condition.‬

‭To ensure the protection of land and working practices in Searsmont, it is essential that‬
‭easements on prime farmland and forested land explicitly allow for activities like farming,‬
‭forestry, and possibly recreation, depending on the terms agreed upon. This ensures that‬
‭productive uses of the land can continue without undue restriction or interference, promoting‬
‭economic resilience and environmental stewardship in the community.‬

‭Aspect‬ ‭Conservation‬ ‭Preservation‬

‭Human Interaction‬
‭Allows sustainable‬
‭use (e.g., farming,‬
‭recreation).‬

‭Limits or prohibits human‬
‭activities.‬

‭Primary Goal‬ ‭Balance use with‬
‭protection.‬

‭Maintain land in its natural‬
‭state.‬

‭Focus‬ ‭Sustainable‬
‭management.‬ ‭Strict protection.‬

‭Examples‬ ‭Working farms,‬
‭managed forests.‬

‭Wilderness areas, historic‬
‭sites.‬

‭Willing seller and a willing buyer‬
‭Any conservation or preservation agreements should be based on the principle of a willing seller‬
‭and a willing buyer. This ensures that all transactions are voluntary and mutually beneficial,‬
‭respecting the rights and interests of the landowner while aligning with the conservation goals of‬
‭the purchasing party, such as a land trust. A willing seller-willing buyer framework fosters trust‬
‭and collaboration, as landowners are not coerced into agreements but rather choose to participate‬
‭based on fair terms and compensation. This approach also allows for tailored agreements that‬
‭reflect the unique characteristics of the land and the specific needs of the parties involved,‬
‭making conservation efforts more effective and sustainable.‬

‭Finding the right land trust or conservation organization‬
‭It is important to note that not all land trusts are equipped or structured to conserve specific uses,‬
‭as their missions and policies can vary. For example, the Georges River Land Trust does not‬
‭engage in harvesting activities, focusing instead on other conservation goals such as preserving‬
‭natural habitats, scenic landscapes, or recreational spaces along the St. George River. This‬
‭underscores the importance of understanding the capabilities and priorities of a particular land‬
‭trust when considering a conservation agreement. If maintaining specific uses like farming,‬
‭forestry, or harvesting is a priority, landowners should seek partnerships with trusts that support‬
‭those practices within their conservation framework. This alignment ensures that both the‬
‭conservation goals and the landowner’s intended uses are effectively safeguarded.‬
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‭George’s River Land Trust:‬
‭Midcoast Conservancy:‬
‭Maine Farmland Trust:‬

‭Regional Issues‬
‭Recognition of the importance of our natural resource-based economy and heritage has been‬
‭growing in Waldo County and across Maine in recent years. Most experts believe that the best‬
‭way to conserve our important resources is to help businesses that rely on those resources be‬
‭successful. This is true for farmers and the forestry industry, and Searsmont should work with‬
‭surrounding towns to coordinate adopting municipal policies proposed in this chapter that‬
‭support farmers and wood products industries.‬

‭Maps to include:‬
‭Map of farms?‬
‭Map of parcels enrolled in tree growth?‬
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