HOUSING

Housing in Searsmont reflects the town’s rural character, strong tradition of homeownership, and
deep-rooted connection to the land. Unlike more densely developed communities along the
Midcoast, Searsmont’s housing stock has primarily grown through single-lot, owner-built homes
distributed throughout the community rather than large subdivisions. This development pattern
has helped maintain affordability for many residents while preserving the town’s open spaces
and independence-driven lifestyle. However, like much of Maine, Searsmont faces increasing
pressures related to housing affordability, availability, and changing demographic needs.

As demand for housing in the region grows, driven by both in-migration and limited supply,
Searsmont is experiencing shifts that challenge long-standing patterns of home construction and
ownership. Rising construction costs, a competitive real estate market dominated by out-of-state
buyers, and a shortage of rental and workforce housing have made it more difficult for local
residents—especially younger generations and workers—to find housing in town. At the same
time, an aging population highlights the need for more diverse housing options, including
opportunities for downsizing.

In response to these challenges, in 2024, Searsmont amended its land use ordinance to allow for
more flexibility for accessory dwelling units on single family house lots in line with LD2003 -
An Act To Implement the Recommendations of the Commission To Increase Housing
Opportunities in Maine by Studying Zoning and Land Use Restrictions. The goal of these
changes is to provide homeowners with more flexibility to create rental or multi-generational
living spaces. This could help ease the town’s limited rental availability while offering a way for
residents—especially seniors and young families—to remain in town. While the impact of these
changes has been limited so far, Searsmont aims to accommodate future housing needs while
maintaining its rural character and community values.

This chapter examines Searsmont’s housing trends, challenges, and opportunities. It explores the
balance between maintaining the town’s rural identity and addressing the need for sustainable,
affordable housing options that serve both current and future residents. As Searsmont looks
ahead, thoughtful planning will be key to ensuring that housing development aligns with the
town’s values while accommodating the evolving needs of its community.

Housing Perceptions

According to Searsmont’s Community Engagement Survey, there is significant concern about
the town’s ability to provide housing that meets the needs of residents across different ages,
living arrangements, and income levels. Only 23% of respondents felt that Searsmont’s housing
options were adequate, while 43% believed they were insufficient, and 33% were unsure.
Additionally, nearly half (49%) of respondents indicated that the affordability and quality of
housing in Searsmont need improvement.

Housing for local workers, families, and seniors emerged as a clear priority in the survey. A
majority (59%) of respondents considered encouraging housing development for workers and
families to be a high or medium priority, while an even larger share (72%) prioritized senior
housing to help older residents remain in the community. When asked about town budget
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priorities, 84% supported senior housing in some capacity—whether through direct funding,
grants, or general support without financial involvement from the town.

While residents expressed support for various types of housing, survey responses suggest a
preference for limiting the location of workforce housing, affordable housing, tiny home parks,
manufactured housing parks, and multifamily housing to specific land use districts. Scale was
also identified as an important consideration, with concerns about how larger developments
might impact Searsmont’s rural character. These findings highlight the community’s desire to
balance housing growth with thoughtful planning that aligns with Searsmont’s identity and
values.
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Andwered: 307 Skipped: 7
Residential

Affordable housing (subsidized)

1 |[

Tiny and/or mobile home park

Multi-family housing (3+ units)

Workforce housing

Locally owned short-term rental properties

Seasonal rental properties

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

®m Anywhere ® In Areas Designated By the Town = With Size Limitations
\ " Close to Village Center Nowhere ® Unsure

100%

Housing Trends

Housing in Searsmont primarily consists of single-lot, owner-built homes rather than large-scale
subdivisions. Residents value the ability to construct their own homes, and land use policies have
supported affordability by allowing smaller lot sizes and minimizing additional costs related to
engineering, road construction, and site evaluations. Owner-builder construction and
manufactured housing have long been key pathways to homeownership for local residents.

Residents view housing development with skepticism, as many residents fear it could erode

Searsmont’s rural character. A key aspect of this rural identity is the preference for owning larger
tracts of land, which provide privacy, opportunities for self-sufficiency, and the ability to make a
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living from the land. Subdivisions, particularly those with homeowner associations, are seen as
being at odds with this way of life. At the same time, rising construction costs since the
pandemic have made owner-builder development and the purchase of large lots increasingly out
of reach. There is also an understanding that individual, scattered development alone will not
meet the community’s housing needs and that increasing demand has already impacted
affordability.

Many residents worry that if development patterns shift toward subdivisions, especially those
with smaller lots, Searsmont will lose its rural character—not just in terms of landscape, but in
the types of residents it attracts. A shift toward more urban- or suburban-inclined buyers seeking
smaller lots under 10 acres may alter the town’s culture, particularly if they lack the same
connection to working the land.

Housing Types

Most residences in Searsmont are single-family homes, reflecting the town's rural character. In
addition to these traditional homes, manufactured homes play a significant role in providing
affordable housing for residents. Mobile homes make up 18.1% of Searsmont’s housing stock, a
higher proportion than Waldo County overall (12.8%). However, some nearby towns—such as
Swanville, Prospect, and Frankfort—have even higher concentrations, with mobile homes
comprising over 20% of their housing stock (2023 American Community Survey). This
highlights the important role manufactured housing plays in the region as a lower-cost alternative
to traditional site-built homes.

While the American Community Survey provides valuable insights into housing trends, it does
not accurately capture the growing number of people living in RVs, campers, or other informal
residences. This trend has become more prevalent in recent years, particularly in light of rising
housing costs and property taxes. Many residents have turned to these alternative living
arrangements as a more affordable option in the face of increasing housing pressures.

The community also includes one apartment complex located on Muzzy Ridge Road, providing
additional rental housing in the area. Additionally, there are apartments located in the village
center, above Fraternity Village and the old firehouse, offering more options for those seeking
rental housing within walking distance of local amenities and services.

Searsmont is home to three mobile home parks, which contribute to the town’s diverse housing
stock. These parks are spread across different areas of the town, each serving as a vital part of the
local housing landscape.

Seasonal residences are primarily concentrated around the town's picturesque water bodies,
including Quantabacook Lake, Lawry Pond, and Levenseller Pond.

2010 2020 2023
1-unit 555 83.8% 579 84.2% 582 79.7%
2 units 0 0.0% 16 2.3% 14 1.9%
3 or 4 units 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 0 0.0%
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5 or more units 3 0.5% 6 0.9% 2 0.3%

Mobile home 104 15.7% 87 12.6% 132 18.1%

Boat, RV, van, etc. 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 0 0.0%
Total 662 688 730

Figure X. Housing Unit Types in Searsmont
Source: American Community Survey
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Figure. X Housing units in Searsmont
Source: Decennial Census

Searsmont’s housing stock has grown steadily since the 1990s, but growth slowed between 2010
and 2020, with only a 2.2% increase in housing units, according to Census data. The 2020
Census recorded 757 housing units, up by 16 from 2010.

Building permits, an indirect measure of housing growth, reflect this slowdown, showing a
decline in permits issued from 135 (2000-2010) to 86 (2013-2024). However, the number of
permits issued far exceeds the Census-reported increase, indicating discrepancies. The highest
permitting years in the past decade were 2021 and 2023, with 14 and 17 permits issued,
respectively. This increase suggests renewed interest in homebuilding post-2020, potentially
influenced by remote work, migration to rural areas, and shifting housing market dynamics.

The share of mobile homes among new dwellings declined from 21% (2000-2010) to 11.5%
(2013-2024). The decline in mobile homes as a share of new housing could indicate changing
demographics, housing preferences or economic shifts. However, a lower percentage of mobile
homes may be a symptom of increasing property values in Searsmont as well as decreasing
affordability post-2020.
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Figure X. Searsmont residential building permits issued 2013-2024
Source: Town of Searsmont

Housing Occupancy

Year-round housing in Searsmont is predominantly owner-occupied, with 92.1% of residents
owning their homes compared to 80.9% in Waldo County overall (2023 American Community
Survey). This high rate of homeownership reflects the limited availability of rental options. The
share of renters has remained stable since 2010, with only 7.9% of residents living in rental units.
However, demand for long-term rentals remains high. With homeownership in high demand,
particularly due to lack of rental availability, housing costs may continue to rise, further straining
affordability for both current and prospective residents.
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Figure X. Ownership vs. Rental Housing in Searsmont
Source: American Community Survey
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The rental shortage has broader economic and demographic implications, making it difficult for
businesses to attract and retain workers, limiting housing opportunities for younger generations
and newcomers, and potentially leading to an aging population as younger residents move
elsewhere in search of affordable housing. The lack of rental options also increases housing
insecurity, particularly for seniors looking to downsize into more manageable living
arrangements.

Between 2010 and 2020, the number of occupied housing units in Searsmont increased by 3.8%,
likely due to new year-round home construction (see figure X). This period also saw a slight
decline in seasonal homes and an increase in non-seasonal vacant units. These vacant units
include homes available for rent or sale, properties sold but not yet occupied, abandoned
structures, and housing undergoing significant renovations. The increase in non-seasonal
vacancies in Searsmont despite a persistent shortage of rental and for-sale homes, may suggest
underlying market shifts that warrant further analysis.

1990 2000 2010 2020 2010-2020

Occupied 349 478 577 599 3.8%
Seasonal 106 107 127 111 -12.6%
Vacant non-seasonal 26 32 37 47 27.0%
Total Number of Units 481 617 741 757 2.2%

Table X. Housing Occupancy in Searsmont
Source: Decennial Census

However, the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Searsmont’s housing market is not fully
reflected in these figures, given the limited availability of data post-2020. During this time, home
sales peaked in 2020 and 2021 (see figure X), and the occupancy of existing housing units
continued to rise, suggesting a substantial increase in overall housing demand. Many formerly
seasonal residences have transitioned to year-round occupancy, and the number of building
permits issued for new homes increased in 2021 and 2023. However, despite the rise in new
construction, the supply of new homes has not kept pace with the growing demand in line with
trends in the Midcoast housing market (see Midcoast Council of Government’s Housing Study) .
These factors, combined with rising construction costs, have contributed to a tightening housing
market, reducing availability and driving up prices. The long-term effects of these changes on
Searsmont’s housing landscape remain uncertain.
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Figure X. Home sales in Searsmont

Note: "Unattainable homes" refers to properties priced beyond the reach of a typical household
earning the area median income. In this case, the cost of the house, including mortgage, taxes,
and insurance, exceeds 28% of the median gross income.
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Seasonal Homes

According to the 2020 Census, Searsmont has 111 seasonal homes, primarily clustered around its
lakes and ponds, including Quantabacook Lake, Levenseller Pond, and Lawry Pond (Decennial
Census). The peak period for seasonal home construction occurred between 2000 and 2010, with
20 new seasonal residences built during that time. However, the total number of seasonal homes
has since declined due to the conversion of seasonal properties into full-time residences (see
Figure X).

Unlike nearby coastal communities or Liberty with Lake Saint George, Searsmont does not
experience significant development pressure for seasonal housing. Most seasonal residents have
longstanding, multi-generational ties to the town, resulting in minimal turnover. Additionally,
opportunities for new seasonal development are limited due to the scarcity of available
waterfront land.

Short-Term Rentals

Searsmont has also largely avoided the challenges associated with short-term rentals that have
impacted other communities with larger seasonal populations. Short-term rentals, for the
purposes of this comprehensive plan, are defined as a residential property rented out for a brief
period, typically ranging from a few days to a few weeks. These rentals are commonly booked
through online platforms like Airbnb and VRBO and are used for temporary stays, such as
vacations or business trips. Unlike other forms of seasonal rentals, which are often rented by the
same tenants for a few weeks to a month each year (providing a stable, recurring seasonal
experience), short-term rentals typically involve more frequent tenant turnover with varying
durations of stay, likely under 2 weeks. Short-term rentals cater to transient guests, whereas
seasonal rentals generally attract repeat visitors who return each year for a consistent, longer
seasonal stay.

According to AirDNA, which tracks short-term rental data from platforms like Airbnb and Vrbo,
only 3% of occupied housing in Searsmont was used for short-term rentals as of July 2023.
While short-term rentals remain a topic of discussion, there is currently little support for
restricting them, especially when owned and operated by local residents rather than corporations
or large-scale commercial entities. As one resident noted in the community survey, “I think
short-term rentals can be life-saving for people who lose jobs and need another source of income
or for so many people in Maine who rely on multiple sources of income and cobble together a
bunch of job revenue streams. | think it is important to regulate short-term housing if it is
causing a problem, but it's also important to find a way for people to do it so that it helps them
when they need it.”

Interestingly, perspectives on short-term rental regulation vary between full-time and seasonal
residents. While 52% of seasonal residents supported regulating short-term rentals, only 28% of
full-time residents shared this view. The largest group of residents (40%) opposed regulation,
while 32% remained undecided or had mixed opinions. Given these differing perspectives,
ongoing monitoring of short-term rentals and their impact on housing availability and
affordability will be important for future town planning.
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Figure X. Short-term rentals as a percentage of occupied households

Adapted from: Midcoast Council of Governments “Measures of Community Sustainability Part
2: Housing.” Short-term rental data is from www.AirDNA.com for entire homes in 2023. Private
rooms were excluded.

Housing Age

A key indicator of a community’s housing stock condition is its age. Older homes generally
require more maintenance, upkeep, and energy efficiency improvements compared to newer
construction. According to 2023 American Community Survey data, nearly 13% of Searsmont’s
housing stock was built before 1940, a lower percentage than both Waldo County (22%) and the
state of Maine (23%).

In contrast, 32% of Searsmont’s housing stock was built in the 2000s, a higher proportion than
Waldo County (26%) and Maine as a whole (20%). This suggests that Searsmont’s housing stock
is, on average, newer than that of the county or state, potentially resulting in fewer maintenance
challenges.
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Figure X. Searsmont Housing by Age
Source: 2023 American Community Survey

Housing Affordability

Housing affordability has become an increasing concern in Searsmont, particularly since 2020,
with significant implications for the town’s demographics and character. The State of Maine
defines affordable housing as follows:

e For owner-occupied housing, a unit is considered affordable if total monthly housing
costs (mortgage principal and interest, insurance, property taxes, and basic utilities) do
not exceed 28%—33% of a household’s gross monthly income.

e For renter-occupied housing, a unit is affordable if monthly costs (rent and utilities) do
not exceed 30% of a household’s gross income.

According to Searsmont’s Community Engagement Survey, 28% of respondents reported
spending more than 30% of their income on housing, meaning their housing is considered
unaffordable under the State’s definition. However, affordability concerns are particularly
pressing for those currently seeking housing in Searsmont.

As 0f 2023, 71.8% of Searsmont households would be unable to afford the town’s median home
price if they were purchasing today (see appendix for complete MaineHousing data). Between
2010 and 2023, the median home price in Searsmont more than doubled, rising from $155,000 to
$334,152—a 116% increase. Over the same period, median household income grew by only
T7%, failing to keep pace with rising housing costs. By comparison, the median home price
affordable to the town’s median household income is $243,650—nearly $100,000 less than the
actual median home price, highlighting a major affordability gap. While housing in Searsmont
remains slightly more affordable than the broader Belfast Labor Market area (0.71 affordability
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index vs. 0.56) %, this gap indicates that home sales are increasingly being driven by wealthier
buyers rather than reflecting the income levels of Searsmont’s current population. As a result,
long-time residents and middle-income households face growing challenges in securing
homeownership, potentially shifting the town’s socioeconomic makeup over time.

Rental affordability presents additional challenges. While the median gross rent in Searsmont is
$779 per month—lower than Waldo County’s median of $969—affordability remains a concern
(2023 American Community Survey). 27.3% of renters in Searsmont are severely cost-burdened,
spending 35% or more of their household income on rent. However, limited rental availability
poses an even greater challenge than affordability itself. With few rental units on the market,
options are scarce for those who cannot afford to buy, making it difficult for workers, young
families, and seniors to find housing in Searsmont.

The growing affordability gap is reshaping Searsmont’s socioeconomic composition and raising
concerns about maintaining a range of ages and incomes. Addressing this issue is essential to
maintaining a diverse and balanced community, ensuring that workers, families, and long-time
residents can continue to call Searsmont home.

Housing Needs

Searsmont’s most pressing housing needs include downsizing options for older adults, family
housing, workforce housing, and long-term rental units. A lack of available housing, combined
with limited childcare options, has made staff recruitment and retention a challenge for Robbins
and other local employers. Balancing these needs while preserving the town’s rural character will
be a key challenge for future development.

e Downsizing Options for Older Adults — Smaller, single-level homes, cottages, or
accessible apartments that allow aging residents to remain in the community with less
maintenance.

e Family and Workforce Housing — Affordable, modestly sized single-family homes or
duplexes that provide suitable housing for growing families, tradespeople, teachers,
healthcare workers, and others employed in the area, ensuring they can live close to their
jobs.

e Long-Term Rental Units — Apartments, single-family houses, or multi-family dwellings
that offer stable rental opportunities for residents who are not yet ready or able to buy a
home.

According to projections from the Maine State Economist, Searsmont’s population is expected to
grow by 3.88% (55 residents) between 2025 and 2040. With an average household size of 2.5
people (2023 American Community Survey), this translates to a demand for approximately 22
additional housing units over 15 years—a relatively modest rate of growth. The greater
challenge, however, lies in ensuring that housing remains accessible to local residents despite
increasing demand and rising home prices.

! Maine Housing’s affordability index is based on the ratio of area median home prices and median two-bedroom
rent costs to area median household and rental household incomes. A ratio of 1 or above indicates affordability.

Searsmont Comprehensive Plan — Housing 11



Affordability & The Housing Market

Affordability is not just a challenge in Searsmont but across the country, as housing production
has failed to keep pace with population growth. According to a Midcoast Council of
Governments study on housing in the Midcoast region, an additional 676 units are needed in the
Belfast Labor Market area to meet workforce demand and maintain a healthy 5% housing
availability rate. This availability rate is essential for allowing movement within both the housing
and labor markets. While most housing growth is ideally concentrated near major job and service
centers like Belfast and Rockland-Camden, neighboring towns, including Searsmont, also play a
role in meeting housing needs. Additional housing is still needed in Searsmont and neighboring
towns, particularly to accommodate families and young people as the Midcoast’s population
continues to age.

Beyond affordability, the housing market remains highly competitive, driven by strong interest
from out-of-state buyers and the prevalence of cash sales. According to qualitative insights from
Belfast-area real estate professionals, 95% of home sales go to out-of-state buyers, with 90% of
those transactions being cash purchases. This trend has made it increasingly difficult for local
residents, particularly younger generations, to find housing in their own communities.

In Searsmont, there is particular concern about the lack of housing availability for residents’
family members, especially children who wish to remain in town.

Policy and Planning Efforts

While Searsmont does not regulate housing types by district, it does guide higher-density
housing developments to specific areas:
e Multifamily housing is permitted town-wide except in Resource Protection and Stream
Protection districts within the Shoreland Zone.
e Manufactured housing parks, tiny home parks, and congregate housing are only
permitted outside of the Shoreland Zone.
e Cluster housing is allowed in the Rural and Commercial districts.

Searsmont’s residential dimensional standards, which require minimum lot sizes of 1.5 to 2 acres
depending on the district, provide a balance between rural preservation and development
flexibility. While these standards support the town’s open-space character and traditional
homeownership patterns, they also limit housing density, which can contribute to affordability
challenges.

To address housing needs while maintaining Searsmont’s rural identity, potential adjustments
could include:

e Reducing lot sizes in designated areas, such as the Village Core, to allow for more
compact development, where permissible based on septic and drinking water
requirements.

e Modifying frontage requirements to enable more efficient land use without compromising
aesthetics or road access.

e Encouraging cluster developments in suitable areas, preserving open space while
allowing for smaller individual lots within a shared parcel.

By evaluating and refining these dimensional standards, Searsmont can better support diverse
housing options while ensuring that development aligns with the town’s long-term vision.
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LD2003

In response to growing housing challenges, Searsmont amended its land use ordinance in 2024 to
align with LD 2003 — An Act To Implement the Recommendations of the Commission To
Increase Housing Opportunities in Maine by Studying Zoning and Land Use Restrictions. These
changes allow for greater flexibility in the development of accessory dwelling units (ADUS) on
single-family lots, providing homeowners with more options to create rental units or multi-
generational living spaces. This initiative aims to ease Searsmont’s limited rental availability
while offering more opportunities for seniors to age in place and for younger families to establish
roots in town.

Prior to these updates, Searsmont’s land use ordinance did not explicitly prohibit affordable
housing, but in compliance with LD 2003, the town formally designated affordable housing as a
permitted use in the Village Core and Limited Residential districts. However, given the lack of
public water and sewer infrastructure and the town’s limited municipal services, affordable
housing developments are not anticipated in the near future.

While the impact of these changes remains to be seen, Searsmont continues to prioritize
thoughtful planning that balances housing needs with the town’s rural character and community
values. The town recognizes that expanding housing options is essential for maintaining a
balanced population and supporting its workforce but seeks to ensure that any new development
aligns with its traditional landscape and independent spirit.

Regional Coordination Issues

As Searsmont continues to grow and its population ages, it becomes increasingly important to
collaborate with neighboring towns and regional organizations to address the area’s housing
needs. Regional coordination plays a crucial role in tackling issues such as housing affordability,
infrastructure planning, and land use, while preserving the town’s character and natural
resources. Regional planning bodies, such as the Midcoast Council of Governments, can
facilitate discussions around land use and infrastructure development, helping avoid fragmented
development and ensure that growth is balanced across the region.

To support the broader regional strategy for affordable housing, Searsmont can participate in
regional housing initiatives that offer diverse housing options, including single-family homes and
multi-family units. By collaborating with regional organizations, the town can help secure grant
funding, tax incentives, and technical assistance to address the housing needs of various income
levels. Additionally, establishing a local Housing Trust Fund will assist in addressing specific
affordable housing needs within Searsmont, supporting the development, repair, and
maintenance of low- and moderate-income housing. Aligning Searsmont’s housing policies with
regional initiatives and collaborative housing funds will be vital for achieving long-term success.

Actions in Support of Housing

1. Designate a Committee to Address Housing and Economic Development Needs: A
dedicated committee ensures that Searsmont takes a proactive approach to addressing
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housing and economic development challenges. By identifying and monitoring housing

needs, the town can guide development in a way that supports both residents and local

businesses.

e Identify potential housing development sites, with a focus on Searsmont’s village
center and areas with access to transportation and services: Targeting development in
these areas ensures new homes are well-integrated into the community, with access to
essential services and infrastructure, making them more practical and desirable for
residents.

e Collaborate with property owners to market available house lots and develop a
publicly accessible map of vacant residential properties: This approach makes better
use of existing land, helping to reduce development costs and streamline the housing
process. A publicly accessible map can also attract potential residents and developers,
encouraging responsible growth.

e Conduct a Housing Needs Assessment: Perform a comprehensive needs assessment to
quantify the demand for different types of housing, including senior housing, rental
properties, and family homes. This will provide insights to guide future housing decisions
and land use policy.

e Identify housing types and styles supported by the community: Organize a
community-driven planning session (charrette) to explore and envision opportunities for
expanding housing options in Searsmont. A charrette allows community members to
collaborate in envisioning future housing opportunities, generating creative solutions that
reflect Searsmont’s values and priorities. It helps identify the types and styles of housing
that residents support, ensuring that future development aligns with the community’s
preferences.

2. Support and Participate in Regional and Local Housing Initiatives: housing challenges
often extend beyond a single town, making collaboration with regional partners an essential
strategy for long-term success.

e Develop and share resources on supportive housing services: Ensure residents
have access to information on housing programs, financial assistance, and other
resources. Train town staff on these services to enhance accessibility and awareness.

e Leverage Tax-Acquired Properties and Town-Owned Land for Housing: Explore
options to sell, lease, or donate town-owned land and tax-acquired properties for
housing initiatives addressing community needs. Partner with regional organizations
such as Waldo Community Action Partners and the Midcoast Council of
Governments to support development efforts. Consider integrating regional housing
entities into Searsmont’s tax-acquired property policy as an alternative to selling
solely to the highest bidder.

e Consider funding opportunities for housing initiatives: Explore grant programs,
state and federal funding, and public-private partnerships to support planning for local
housing efforts on the municipal level.

e Review and update land use ordinances: Ensure that local regulations do not
unintentionally hinder housing development, with an emphasis on flexibility in
constructing diverse housing types, including multi-unit and manufactured housing.
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