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Informed Growth Act: A useful tool
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	By Rep. Jonathan McKane

Maine is changing. In some parts of the state, the change is slow and incremental; in other areas, such as the Mid-coast region, the growth is dramatic and we seem to be in a constant state of flux with construction ever present.

With good planning, communities can prosper with this growth while continuing to protect that which makes Maine unique and special. Without good planning, the future of our communities is somewhat hit-or-miss.

LD 1810, the Informed Growth Act, which is now in the Legislature, seeks to address one critical aspect of Maine's continued growth — large retail developments. This bill would require that any new retail store over 75 thousand square feet (a very large store) would be required to pay for an impact study.

All developments impact a town in one way or another but nothing affects the character of a town, uses more resources, or has more long-term consequences than a large scale retail development. 

An impact study determines what affects a proposed mega-retail development would have on traffic, police requirements, parking, employment, existing retail establishments, the environment, property taxes and more. Some municipalities already demand such an impact study — many don't but should. It is far too easy to rely on the polished presentations of a large corporation's representatives, but the result can be a poorly thought out and hastily executed project. Countless examples across the county and indeed across the world illustrate the need for better planning. The people who live in a community — not corporate executives living out-of-state — should be the ones who make the final decisions as to if, where and how a new, large retail development gets built. With an impact study, these people will have a powerful tool to help them assess the long-term ramifications these projects will have on their neighborhoods, their businesses and their environment.

Opponents of the informed growth act have attempted to label this bill as "anti-business." But it is only "anti-business" if one considers any comprehensive plan or smart urban planning to be anti-business. A well-designed community benefits all, especially business. Unrestricted retail growth can contribute to sprawl, blight and a general decline in quality of life.

There is no question that we need to improve Maine's business environment. We consistently find ourselves rated as one of the least business friendly states — and for good reason. Our exorbitant health insurance costs, our extremely high taxes supporting a bloated and burdensome state government, and our strict regulatory environment can be lethal to small businesses.

Improving our business climate most assuredly needs to be one of our goals — as does protecting what we treasure about Maine for future generations. We can and must achieve both.

The Informed Growth Act is a tool that would help assure that the largest retail developments in Maine are well thought-out, that they will ultimately benefit not just those directly employed or invested in them, but the people of the communities in which they reside, and that those developments are in keeping with the values held so dearly by all of us who live here.

House District 51, Rep. Jonathan McKane, a second-term legislator, serves on the Joint Committee on Insurance and Financial Services and is a co-sponsor of LD 1810.


