5.  NATURAL RESOURCES

Introduction

Wiscasset’s deep harbor, tidal river, wildlife, forests, gently rolling land, and freshwater streams and ponds must have suggested a fortuitous location for settlement.  These assets still invest the Town with special richness, providing an attractive setting for homes, businesses, civic institutions, recreation, and a productive environment for natural-resources-based work. 

In the recent Comprehensive Plan survey, 80% of respondents “favor balancing property rights with a need to protect deeryards, wildlife habitat, and undeveloped rural areas for hunting, hiking, and trails.”  Eighty-two percent agreed that they want to “protect natural areas such as wetlands mapped and identified as having high value for fish nursery or wildlife habitat.”  In addition, 63% favor guiding new development to avoid disturbing wildlife corridors.  Seventy-seven percent favor protecting well water by ordinance standards.  Seventy-six percent favor guiding new construction to preserve special scenic views.  In other words, townspeople value their natural environment.  

This section of the Comprehensive Plan includes eleven topic areas: soils, topography, wetlands, surface water, groundwater, wildlife and unique natural areas, scenic resources, open space, farmland, forests, and marine resources.  Supplementary resource information is available in the Town Planner’s office and the Marguerite Rafter Map Room at the Wiscasset Municipal Building. Used with this additional information, this section will be useful as Wiscasset wrestles with how to grow, expand its tax base, and protect the interconnected natural resources that support and enhance life here. 

Soils

Inventory and Analysis.  There is a soils map and a map specifically showing prime agricultural soils in the Wiscasset Municipal Building’s Marguerite Rafter Map Room.  The Knox-Lincoln Soil and Water Conservation District office, part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), is the best source of soils information (191 Camden Road in Warren; tel. 273-3005).

The Soil Survey of Knox and Lincoln Counties, Maine, published by the NRCS, provides information about the various soil types in Wiscasset.  This information can be used to support land management activities such as agriculture, wildlife planning, development, and woodland management.  It also contains predictions of soil behavior for selected land uses.  For the purposes of this Comprehensive Plan, the soil suitability for subsurface disposal systems and working landscapes (both existing and potential) are the most important characteristics of our soil resource in Wiscasset, for they will affect the Town’s development and character.  Each description below addresses the soil’s potential for three uses: low-density development, prime farmland, and woodland productivity. The Soil Survey of Knox and Lincoln Counties, Maine includes a general soils map that identifies seven major soil groups that exist in these counties and shows the approximate locations.  Four of these soil groups occur in Wiscasset and they are as follows:

· Peru – Tunbridge – Marlow: This soil group is found in the northwest corner of Town between the Dresden Bog to the north, Gardiner Pond to the south, and the Dresden Town line to the west, and is bisected by Route 27. This soil group is suited to low-density development but is strictly slope-dependent.  This is due to the highly erodable nature of these soils.  Thus, the steeper the slope (over 8 percent), the less developable the soil is. The Peru and Marlow soil series are classified as prime farmland. They are also rated high for timber production

· Rock Outcrop – Lyman – Tunbridge: This soil group is found in two areas in Town.  The first covers the area north of Gardiner Pond.  The second shares the northern and part of the eastern border with Woolwich.  This soil is not suited to development due to the shallowness in depth to bedrock.  This is a limitation for subsurface waste disposal systems unless new, possibly more expensive, technological means are used.  This grouping is best suited to undeveloped acreage devoted to uses such as timber production and wildlife habitat.

· Masardis – Sheepscot – Adams: This soil group is found in a very small area in the west side of town near the Wiscasset–Dresden town line.  These soils are rated highly suitable for woodland productivity.  Depth, good drainage, and formation on alluvial deposits are three attributes that make this area ideal for growing white pine.  

· Buxton – Scantic – Lyman: This soil group is the most predominant throughout town, encompassing approximately 80 percent of the land base.  Depending on the slope (slopes must be no greater than 8 percent), these soils are suited to low-density development.  The steeper a potential development lot, the more these soils are at risk to erosion and the shallower they are to bedrock, thus increasing the cost of development by requiring modifications to the site.  In addition, the cost of maintaining that site increases due to this modification.  These soils are very well suited to productive farmland.  They have been classified as prime farmland soils and also have a high woodland productivity rating.  

There have been numerous gravel pits in Wiscasset throughout its history.  Today there are two active ones, one off the Pooler Pit Road west of the Lowelltown Road and the other in the northern part of town near the Dresden town line.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  The Maine State Plumbing Code--known now as The Maine Subsurface Wastewater Disposal Rules--requires that a licensed plumbing inspector inspect soil and septic systems.  This code directs the town requirements for subsurface wastewater disposal.  
Performance standards regarding house building, roads and driveways, and filling or other earth-moving activities are included in the Shoreland Zoning Ordinance (as the state requires them to be).

The subdivision ordinance requires submission of soil erosion and sedimentation control measures that minimize the area to be stripped of topsoil and vegetation and prevent off-site erosion during and after construction. This section includes a provision to submit the application for review to the Knox -Lincoln Soil and Water Conservation District.

The Zoning Ordinance describes specified permitted uses within each zone or district and addresses the protection of soil from erosion, the protection of soil quality, slope, and the relationship between soils and water quality. 

Both the subdivision and the shoreland zoning part of the local land use ordinances require that the applicant demonstrate that the soils are suitable and will not cause undue erosion.  

The Site Plan Review Ordinance includes standard language requiring stabilization, protection of natural vegetation, and protection during construction.

Shortcomings of the Existing Laws.  The Subdivision Ordinance does not protect areas of two or more contiguous acres supporting wetland vegetation and hydric soils; areas of two or more contiguous acres with sustained slopes of 20 percent or greater; and areas along rivers and streams that are subject to severe bank erosion.  These are part of the requirements of the Maine Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act but are not protected beyond the limits of the 250-foot shoreland area.  In addition, these areas, which are not suitable for development, are not subtracted before calculating density.  There is not a clear, handy map available as a handout to the public that shows what parts of Town cannot be developed because they are part of the Resource Protection District.

Threats.  The cumulative effect of many small-scale developments on a variety of soils is not routinely analyzed or understood. There has been little if any advocacy for the protection of prime agricultural and woodland productivity soils in Wiscasset. Unplanned development and zoning without consideration of soil type will waste this resource. Without understanding and appreciation of prime agricultural and woodland soils, they will continue to be converted to development, their productivity forever lost.

Topography

Inventory and Analysis.  There are two components to topography: elevation and slope.  Elevation helps define our town.  Steep slopes create our waterways. Because they limit development, steep slopes often serve as wildlife corridors and open space for trails and recreation. Knowledge of the highest points of town guides identification of specific vistas and special places the town may want to protect for the long-term benefit of townspeople.  The topography rises from sea level in the southeastern portion of town to 360’ above sea level in the northernmost part of town.  The changes in elevation are most noticeable from the harbor to the Lincoln County Courthouse, Castle Tucker, the Old Jail, and Clark’s Point (226’); along Willow Lane and Bradford Road from the Village to the Lowelltown Road; along Route 27 in the northwestern extremity of the town; and along Route 144 near the Woodlawn Cemetery. 

Several points of land in the northwestern section of town form the divide between the Montsweag Brook, Gardiner Pond, and the Dresden Bog watersheds and exceed 200’ and 250’ in elevation.  Along the riverfront, there are many places where the slopes exceed 25 percent. Other topographical points of interest include Langdon Mountain (200’); Cushman (aka Foote’s) Mountain (260’); and the site of the former landfill on Huntoon Hill Road (250’). 

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  Maine’s Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act requires that towns zone areas with two or more acres of slopes greater than 20 percent into the Resource Protection District. Wiscasset has a Flood Plains Ordinance and a floodplains map, in conformance with federal requirements. State statutes require that “elevation of the land and its relation to flood plains [and] the slope of the land and its effect on effluents” be considered in relation to potential water pollution (Title 30-A, 4401 et. seq.).  The town’s Subdivision Ordinance requires the Planning Board to consider “the slope of the land and its effect on effluents” in evaluating an application and preliminary plan of a subdivision.

Shortcomings of the Existing Laws.  The town’s Shoreland Zoning Ordinance does not include areas of two or more contiguous acres with sustained slopes of 20 percent or greater as part of the Resource Protection District.  There is no easy-to-read map available to the public clearly showing what land is part of the Resource Protection District.

Threats.  For areas outside the 250’ shoreland zone there are no regulations pertaining to where you can build.  A series of individual building projects on steep slopes could result in filling Polly Clark, Montsweag, and Ward brooks and smaller streams with sediment. (Ward Brook was abandoned as the source of town water because it contained too much sediment.)  Because natural slopes contribute to orderly drainage, disturbing topography creates the threat of flooding.

Wetlands

“Wetlands” in this chapter refers to the following types of land.

· Coastal wetlands:  All tidal and subtidal lands; all lands below any identifiable debris line left by tidal action; all lands with vegetation present that is tolerant of salt water and occurs primarily in a salt water or estuarine habitat; and any swamp, marsh, bog, beach, flat or other contiguous low land which is subject to tidal action during the maximum spring tide. 

· Freshwater wetlands:  Freshwater swamps, marshes, bogs and similar areas, other than forested wetlands, which are inundated or saturated by surface or ground water at a frequency and for a duration sufficient to support, and which under normal circumstances do support, a prevalence of wetland vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soils. 

· Forested wetlands:  Freshwater wetlands dominated by woody vegetation that is at least six meters (19‘6”) tall. 

Inventory and Analysis.  Wetlands offer important, functional environmental values.  Wetlands provide critical functions for groundwater recharge/discharge; flood flow alteration; fish and shellfish habitat; sediment/toxicant retention; nutrient removal/retention/transformation: production export; sediment/shoreline stabilization.  They provide prime wildlife habitat for many species. They support timber useful to the forest products industry.  They provide scenic features in our landscape and opportunities for education and recreation.

Within the Town of Wiscasset are a number of freshwater wetlands greater than 10 acres mapped by the State.  It should be noted that the State maps as well as the National Wetlands Inventory map (produced by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Department) are a planning guide only and wetlands should be field-verified. State-mapped wetlands include an extensive area around the headwaters of Montsweag Brook; wetlands associated with other parts of Montsweag Brook and also Ward Brook; wetlands in the extreme northwest portion of the Town by the Alna town line; wetlands north of Gardiner Pond by the Dresden town line; wetlands in the Nequasset Watershed District; wetlands between Foye Road and Willow Lane, west of Dickinson Road; and wetlands east of Route 144 and north of the Old Ferry Road. 

Numerous, extensive coastal wetlands are associated with the coves and peninsulas of the Sheepscot River.  From south to north: coastal wetlands fringe Chewonki Neck, Young’s Point, Reidy Point, and Bailey Point; run along the shore west of Berry Island; fill Cushman Cove and the cove below Castle Tucker; sweep from just north of the Davey Bridge over to and around Clark’s Point (with a channel of clear water dividing the wetlands in half as it runs out from Polly Clark Brook); and occur again on Wiscasset’s uppermost river shoreline.  

Wiscasset has many other smaller wetlands, some of them forested, some of them not, some around ponds and streams, some freestanding.  They all contribute to the network of benefits described above.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  The primary tool for protecting Maine’s wetlands is the State Natural Resources Protection Act (Title 38, Section 480, A-S), commonly known as NRPA.  This act protects the state’s coastal, freshwater, and forested wetlands of any size.  The Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) oversees NRPA regulation of wetlands.  DEP may issue a “permit by rule” or a “wetland alteration permit” to allow activity in or near a wetland under certain conditions.

Another important tool for wetlands protection is Maine’s Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act, which requires towns to adopt and enforce protective regulations on shoreland.  Towns must accept the state-issued minimum guidelines for shoreland protection and can enact more stringent ones. This act requires that towns control land uses within 250’ of the high-water mark of ponds over 10 acres, rivers, and freshwater wetlands of greater than 10 acres; wetlands of any size associated with a great pond; coastal wetlands of any size; and floodplain wetlands. It also requires towns to put into their Resource Protection District any areas with two or more acres of wetland vegetation that are not part of a water body. 

Wetlands in Wiscasset that are currently part of the Resource Protection District include the shoreline around Chewonki Neck and partway down the west side of Young’s Point; around Reidy’s Point; along the steep river banks north of Maine Yankee; Berry Island; the shoreline along the west side of Cushman Cove up to the point north of that cove and running west around the cove below the Mason Station point; along the shore below the Chatelaine property and Castle Tucker; and around Clark’s Point.  Also included are wetlands north of Gardiner Pond.   
The town Subdivision Ordinance requires that “wetlands (of any size) wholly or partly within or abutting the subdivision” be located on the preliminary plan.

Shortcomings of Existing Laws.  Wiscasset in the past has not always exercised regulation in conformance with NRPA.  The strength of NRPA lies in local enforcement and a strong relationship between the town and the DEP.  Without that, many wetlands are subject to damage or destruction.

It also appears that Wiscasset is not making maximum use of its Shoreland Zoning Ordinance. Many ordinary citizens find it difficult to locate the areas that are zoned Resource Protection District on the town zoning map.  The map in some instances does not correspond with the written description of this district in Article VI (Zoning: districts defined). It is difficult for people to discern the boundaries of each district.

Key Wiscasset wetland areas that are not in the Resource Protection District are: the extensive wetlands around the headwaters of Monstweag Brook north of the Foye Road; wetlands associated with Ward Brook and the brook’s headwaters; wetlands in the Nequasset Watershed District; wetlands in the extreme northwest portion of the town by the Alna town line; wetlands in the Nequasset Watershed District; wetlands between Foye Road and Willow Lane, west of Dickinson Road; wetlands east of Route 144 and north of the Old Ferry Road; and field-verified freestanding wetlands of two or more contiguous acres.  Field investigation needs to be done to evaluate the uppermost Wiscasset section of Polly Clark Brook.

Wetlands north of Gardiner Pond appear as part of the Resource Protection District on the zoning map but there is no language in the zoning ordinance to affirm this. 

State-mapped coastal wetlands of significance that are not part of Wiscasset’s Resource Protection District are around Young’s Point and Bailey Point, on the shore west of Berry Island, in the harbor from north of the Davey Bridge to the railroad bridge crossing the Sheepscot; and along the shore north of the railroad bridge.
It is difficult to read the shoreland zoning map, which relies on a written description of private property lines. The National Wetlands Inventory map is for planning use only.  It does not accurately reflect the boundaries of wetlands.  Accurate wetlands mapping depends on field verification.

Wetlands of fewer than 10 acres but with two or more contiguous acres supporting wetland vegetation and hydric soils are currently not excluded from the calculation of the number of lots allowed to meet the minimum lot size.

Threats.  All of the wetland areas within the town play a critical role in maintaining the ecological balance that has developed over time.  By far the largest threat to these areas is human activity, resulting in minor and occasionally major alterations that can have a significant cumulative impact, one that undermines the capability of wetlands to perform their essential functions.  At present, small changes to wetland areas can sometimes go unnoticed.  While these changes may seem minor and in most cases are restricted to individual lots, the cumulative effect of many small changes is a net loss in wetland area. In some cases, this puts greater stress on a wetland complex by decreasing the travel time of stormwater, decreasing the amount of wetland vegetation that under normal circumstances would remove or suspend toxicants within the wetland, and, in general, allowing more water into what has been a balanced system.  This type of situation results in flooding, poor water quality, changes to or destruction of habitat, and loss of ecological diversity. 

Impacts to the headwaters and fringing wetlands of Montsweag, Polly Clark, and Ward brooks—the only three major streams in the Town--could have a detrimental effect on the entire length of those important streams, which flow through many wetlands and feed into the Sheepscot River.  Impact to Wiscasset’s branch of Nequasset Brook could negatively affect Nequasset Lake, the town’s supply of water.

Invasive plant species are becoming a serious problem in wetland areas in other parts of Maine.  Purple loosestrife and phragmites, for example, tend to grow very aggressively, eliminating other species, choking water bodies, and reducing the diversity of plants and wildlife.  Invasive species will sometimes appear in newly impacted wetland areas before native species do. Wiscasset should monitor this situation.  

The National Wetlands Inventory map (created by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service), the wetlands indications on the State Beginning with Habitat maps, and the wetlands characterization map from the Maine Natural Areas Program (all available in the Town office) are extremely helpful but do not document every wetland and cannot be used to determine the boundaries of wetlands.

Surface Water

For the purposes of this section of the Comprehensive Plan, “surface water” includes the Sheepscot River, streams, brooks, and ponds, and involves the watersheds that feed them.  See the Marine Resources section of this chapter for more information about the river.  A recent report, The Hydrogeological Data for Comprehensive Planning, Wiscasset, Maine, August 2004, is at the Town Office. 

Inventory and Analysis.  The health of the Sheepscot River includes the quality of our smaller surface water bodies.  We have three major brooks: Montsweag, Ward, and Polly Clark.  We also have one “great pond,” Gardiner Pond, in the northwest corner of the town.  There are several smaller ponds on private property.  A stream in Wiscasset’s Nequasset Watershed District feeds into Nequasset Brook, which runs to Nequasset Lake.  

Wiscasset’s surface water is crucial to the human and ecological health of the town.  The Sheepscot River is perhaps our most defining and important natural resource and the three major brooks all run into it.  Surface water in the Nequasset watershed flows into Nequasset Lake in Woolwich, which, by way of the Bath Water District, provides Wiscasset’s public water supply for more than 500 customers.  The largest of Wiscasset’s inland surface water bodies—Montsweag Brook (one of the Town’s three major streams) and Gardiner Pond (a state-classified “great pond”)—provide recreational opportunities for paddlers, swimmers, fishermen, and small-craft sailors.  Two other major streams—Polly Clark and Ward—and smaller streams and ponds attract fishermen, swimmers, and skaters.  Many small first-order streams feed into these bigger brooks.  Surface water bodies support a wide variety of wildlife, from fish to four-legged mammals to plants.  Surface water also enhances the scenic value of its surroundings. 

Phosphorus is a nutrient present in most Maine lakes in small amounts and is essential for plant growth.  Certain land uses, specifically agriculture and land development, can increase phosphorus levels.  Practices such as exposing soils, covering land with pavement and removing vegetation along waterways increase the amount of phosphorus reaching lakes.  This is not an issue limited to lakes; any practice which results in surface runoff reaching ditches and streams will increase the flow of phosphorus into lakes.

Green algae begin to multiply in profusion when phosphorus concentrations reach a certain level, usually around 15 parts per billion.  Such algae blooms color lakes green and rob the water of vital oxygen.  The excessive growth of algae can cause odor, taste, and treatment problems in water supplies, deplete cold water fisheries, lessen people’s interest in using lakes for recreation, may reduce property values, and overall, diminish a valuable community asset. 

The Per Acre Phosphorus Allocations for lake watersheds located partially or entirely within town are as follows: Dresden Bog = 0.053 lbs/acre; Gardiner Pond = 0.045 lbs/acre; Nequasset Pond = 0.031 lbs/acre.  DEP recommends these numbers be used as the limit for new developments as one way to ensure proposed development will not add a disproportionate amount of new phosphorous to an identified lake.

Sheepscot River.  The Sheepscot River and all its tributaries and minor drainage streams are classified “B.”  The Water Quality Classification System (Title 38 §464, etc.) is based on a combination of current and desired quality.   The classification’s regulatory significance is that new discharges have to meet the current standards, with measurable parameters.  In short, degradation of existing water quality is forbidden.  

Class B waters are suitable for drinking water after treatment, fishing, swimming, boating, industrial process, cooling water, power generation, and habitat for fish and other aquatic life.  The regulations state that  “The habitat shall be characterized as unimpaired” and “Discharge effluent must be equal to or better than existing water quality of the receiving waters” (Title 38 Section 465).

All tidal waters around the Sheepscot River estuary and Wiscasset are designated Class SB.  Class SB is suitable for swimming, boating, fishing, aquaculture, propagation and harvesting of shellfish, and a variety of industrial uses (as mentioned above).  The significant part of this classification is:

“Discharges to Class SB waters shall not cause adverse impact on estuarine and marine life in the receiving waters and shall be of sufficient quality to support all estuarine and marine species indigenous to the receiving water without detrimental changes in the resident biological community.  There shall be no new discharge to Class SB waters which would cause closure of open shellfish areas by the Department of Marine Resources” (Title 38 Section-465-B).

Nequasset Lake.  Although Nequasset Lake is not in Wiscasset, it is the reservoir for the town’s public water supply and the watershed that feeds it, including a stream that runs into Nequasset Brook in Dresden.  The Nequasset Lake watershed covers the western corner of Wiscasset at the intersection of the Wiscasset, Dresden, and Woolwich town lines.  A thorough report on the lake and the watershed was prepared in 1989 by Dresden, Wiscasset, and Woolwich in conjunction with the non-profit Bath Water District, which manages the reservoir and conveyance of water to Wiscasset.  The report found that phosphorous levels in the lake were high; development pressure in the watershed was a threat to water quality; and the three affected towns should carefully regulate development in the watershed.  Jointly planning the watershed “as a single, natural system,” all three towns should apply “a uniform set of plans and standards which reflect the dependency of people, wildlife, and natural communities upon a natural environment.”  Very little joint planning has taken place until recently when the Nequasset Lake survey began.

The Bath Water District considers protection of the watershed the most important strategy for assuring Nequasset’s water quality.  Although the district believes there is plenty of water for the future, increased development in Wiscasset and new situations such as Edgecomb’s request to hook into Wiscasset’s water supply raise important issues for all the towns involved.

Gardiner Pond.  Gardiner Pond is situated in the northwest part of the town.  Gardiner Pond has a surface area of 74 acres.  Its maximum depth is 21 feet; its mean depth is 14 feet.  It is a “great pond” and, like all great ponds in the state, is classified “GPA.”  The lakes’ trophic state, chlorophyll content, secchi disk transparency, and total phosphorus determine that classification. Again, the significance of the classification is the limitation on discharge. 
“There may be no new direct discharge of pollutants into Class GPA. Exempt are Department of Environmental Protection permitted aquatic pesticides and chemical treatment for purpose of restoring the lake, and stormwater discharge if in compliance with the State and local requests”  (Title 38 Section 465 A).

Gardiner pond is a mesotrophic (moderately productive) pond managed for warm-water fisheries by Maine Inland Fisheries and Wildlife (IFW).  Principle fisheries in the pond include smallmouth bass and chain pickerel.  Other species that inhabit the pond are: American eel, Pumpkin seed sunfish, yellow perch, golden shiner, white sucker and numerous minnow species.  The pond is regulated via General Law for the Open Water fishing season and as Class A (open after the first formation of safe ice) for the ice fishing season.

Gardiner Pond is part of the much larger Dresden bog complex.  As such, protection of the pond will provide benefits not only to the pond itself, but extend to downstream areas of the wetland complex.  To ensure such protection, the town should establish development setbacks that utilize the wetland edge rather than the water’s edge as the starting point of the setback.  Using the wetland edge rather than the water’s edge not only protects water quality and retains wetland functions, but can also afford some variable protection against flooding in proposed development areas.  

Access to the pond is another concern.  Records at IFW Sidney do not indicate that there is a consistent public access.  While there may currently be passively allowed access across private property, it would be a benefit to the town’s residence to secure a permanent easement, right of way, or access agreement.

The water quality of Gardiner Pond is measured by the Maine Department of Environmental Protection and the Volunteer Lake Monitoring Program. Water quality monitoring for the pond has been collected only since 1997, so we have no trend information yet.  The results and interpretation of the monitoring are as follows.  

· Gardiner Pond is a highly colored lake, with an average color of 90 SPU (standard platinum units). Lakes considered “colored” are greater than 30 SPUs; the average SPU in Maine is 27.  

· The “Chlorophyll a” ranges from 6 to 7 parts per billion (ppb). “Chlorophyll a” is a measure of the green pigment found in all plants including algae.  The higher the “Chlorophyll a,” the higher the amount of algae in the lake.  The average in Maine is 4.7 ppb.

· The average secchi disc transparency (SDT) reading in Gardiner Pond is 2.7 meters.  SDT is a measure of water clarity or transparency.  In a highly colored lake like Gardiner Pond, it is not too meaningful.  Usually, the higher the transparency, the better is the quality of the lake, except in odd cases of highly colored lakes such as this one.  The statewide average SDT is 4.8. 

· The range of water column total phosphorus is 14-19 ppb.  Phosphorus is one of the major nutrients needed for algae growth. The less the better, as far as water quality goes.  The average in Maine is 12 ppb. The potential for the phosphorus to leave the bottom sediments and become available to algae in the water column is low to moderate. 

· The most recent “dissolved oxygen” (DO) measurements for Gardiner Pond showed high DO depletion in deep areas.  This indicates a high level of biological oxygen demand that could be coming from pollution or simply from the breakdown of biodegradable material.  High levels are not necessarily a bad sign; however, biodegradation creates heat, thus, based on this information, the Department of Inland Fisheries & Wildlife considers Gardiner Pond a good habitat for warm-water fish only, not cold-water fish.

In summary, the water quality of Gardiner Pond is considered average. The potential for nuisance algae blooms is low to moderate.  If we continue to take reasonable care, the pond will continue to be of acceptable quality. 

Montsweag Brook.  Montsweag Brook has the second largest watershed in the town.  IFW survey in 2000 found American eel, creek chub, white sucker, black-nosed dace, chain pickerel and a variety of amphibians.  Due to a large wetland area at its source and a human-modified riparian area, summer water temperatures preclude resident cold-water fish species.  There is also a low-head dam near the mouth of the brook that prevents entry of anadromous salmonids including brook trout.  In 2004, IFW was contacted with a plan to remove the dam.  Funding for the project was never secured.  Removal of the dam would be an important first step in restoring cold-water fisheries to the watershed.

Ward Brook.  Ward Brook was surveyed by IFW in 2006 and was inhabited by white sucker, creek chub, American eel black-nosed dace and brook trout.  Only a small section of the stream was surveyed and the presence of wild brook trout is an important indicator of the streams potential for salmonids.  Ward Brook should be provided with priority protection status.

Polly Clark Brook.  Polly Clark Brook is a small warm-water brook.  It has not been thoroughly surveyed by IFW due to lack of access.  From cursory survey work it appears that the brook has a warm-water fishery.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  There is a junkyard ordinance requiring vehicles “to be stored more than 100 feet from  any water body or inland wetland or pond or stream or any private well” excluding the owner’s well.  It also requires that “when a vehicle is dismantled all fluids shall be drained into watertight, covered containers…No discharge of any fluids from any motor vehicle shall be permitted into or onto the ground, or into any body of water, storm water drain or wetland.” 

There is a map of the 100-year flood plains as designated by the Federal Emergency Management Agency at the Town Office.  Any building in these areas is strictly controlled and allowed only by Planning Board permission.

Every stream, regardless of size, in the Nequasset Watershed District is subject to shoreland zoning “to the uppermost sources of each stream” (Article VI, H.1).

The town’s Subdivision Ordinance requires that a preliminary plan show “streams, rivers, brooks, lakes, ponds…wholly or partly within or abutting the subdivision…” and that the plan shall be reviewed to determine that the proposed subdivision “Will not result in undue water…pollution.”  The Town’s Subdivision Ordinance directs the Planning Board to make sure that a new subdivision:

“Will not result in undue water or air pollution."  In making this determination [the Planning Board] shall at least consider: the elevation of land above sea level, and its relation to the flood plains; the nature of soils and subsoils and their ability to adequately support waste disposal; the slope of the land and its effect on effluents; the availability of streams for disposal of effluents; and the applicable state and local health and water resources regulations…

Whether or not pollution will occur shall be determined by hydrogeologic studies utilizing site-specific hydrogeologic, soils, and test data including background nitrate-nitrogen levels, and performed by professionals certified by the State to make such studies (3-89)…The control measures, together with the overall plan of the Subdivision shall minimize loss of the annual recharge capacity of the land and minimize increases of annual stream discharges downstream for (sic) the Subdivision “

The following portions of the Sheepscot River shoreline are part of Wiscasset’s Shoreland Resource Protection District, our most restrictive zone: most of the shoreline around Clark’s Point; the shoreline below Castle Tucker and the Potter and Chatelaine properties; the shoreline from just south of the Mason Station to the neck of Cushman’s Point; shoreline across from the southern end of Berry Island to the Old Ferry Landing; the eastern edge and tip of Reidy Point; the northwestern shore of Young’s Point; the totality of Chewonki Neck.  

All islands and ledges lying within the Town of Wiscasset except Foxbird Island (off Bailey Point, near Maine Yankee) and the town property on Cow Island (location of the sewage treatment plant) are part of the Resource Protection District.  

Montsweag and Polly Clark brooks are also part of the town’s Resource Protection District, although protection does not extend to their uppermost headwaters.

Gardiner Pond, Wiscasset’s only “great pond,” has only a 100’ of Resource Protection District around it, with restrictions on cutting of vegetation 75’ from the high-water mark.  The remaining 150’ within the shoreland zone are part of the “Shoreland Residential District,” which is less restrictive.
Wiscasset village has long had a stormwater system separated from the sewage system.  A 1996 survey of the sewerage identified some places where stormwater was infiltrating through cracked pipes and overflow, and thus burdening the sewage treatment plant.  The most important problems have since been fixed.  The highway department and the sewage treatment plant staff correct remaining problems whenever they come across them.   
Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  The various types of shoreland zone are difficult to decipher on the town zoning map.  It shows Montsweag Brook as part of the Shoreland District Stream Protection, while Polly Clark Brook and a 100’ band around Gardiner Pond and its wetlands are part of the more tightly restricted Shoreland Resource Protection District.  The narrative “Definition of Districts and Zoning Map” in the ordinance describes both Montsweag Brook and Polly Clark Brook as being part of “stream resource protection areas” within the Shoreland Resource Protection District.

The width of the shoreland zone for Monstweag Brook and Polly Clark Brook as well as the streams in the Nequasset Watershed District is 75’, the minimum required by the state.  Extending protection to at least 100’ would offer more protection.  The 1989 plan recommended extending stream protection to 250’ (which is the width of protection for great ponds, rivers, and freshwater wetlands greater than 10 acres). 

The junkyard ordinance has not been strenuously enforced in the past and is difficult to enforce once the junkyard is established. 
Wiscasset has been a limited participant in the ongoing efforts of the Nequasset Lake Stakeholders Group, the aim of which is to protect the quality of Nequasset Lake.

Gardiner Pond is on the State’s Most at Risk from Development List; stronger site development rules must apply to developments in this watershed.  Gardiner Pond is not properly protected. The pond presently has only 100’ of Resource Protection District, surrounded by 150’ of the less restrictive Shoreland Residential zoning.

Ward Brook, one of the town’s three major brooks, and our branch of Nequasset Brook are not part of the Resource Protection District, as Montsweag and Polly Clark brooks are.

There are no local ordinances to protect the uppermost headwaters and all associated wetlands of Montsweag Brook, Polly Clark Brook, and Ward Brook.  The town has given no protection to the many first-order streams that flow into the larger brooks.

The Nequasset Watershed District has very little protection in Wiscasset ordinances.  There are no specific performance standards and a broad range of uses is permitted.
Local ordinances including subdivision and site plan review provide water quality protection standards, but do not directly regulate phosphorus that may be associated with new development.

Threats.  There is the potential for pollution to surface water from single-point polluters such as junkyards and dumps too close to surface water; improper or aging septic systems; runoff from agricultural operations, large areas of pavement (such as the airport, large gas stations, and large parking lots); roads, including road salt; fertilized lawns; sedimentation from earth-moving, such as construction.  Other potential pollutants are upriver and/or out-of-town contaminants; Maine Yankee stored nuclear waste; contamination from motorized watercraft and off-road vehicles; and inadequate sewage treatment.

Wiscasset’s public water supply depends on maintaining the quality of water in Nequasset Lake and maintaining relations with the Bath Water District.  The 1989 report Land Use Management Strategy for the Nequasset Watershed described the lake’s existing water quality as “marginal” and expressed concern about phosphorous loading in the reservoir; contamination from gasoline runoff, motor boats, and other motorized water craft and four-wheeled vehicles that drive onto the ice in the winter; anti-freeze sometimes used to cut fishing holes; land disturbances from new shoreline development and agricultural and forestry activities in the watershed. 
Planning efforts should include ways for the public to gain access to waterways.  Public access planning and acquisition should focus on both the town’s lakes and streams.  Often purchases or easements on land adjacent to waterways provides multiple benefits in that they protect the habitat from large-scale development, allow undisrupted function of riparian and aquatic habitats, and provide recreational opportunities for residents and visitors.  While it may be impossible to acquire in fee very many linear miles of land adjacent to stream corridors, the town should seek to create cooperative agreements for access with private landowners and protect as much public land as financially feasible.

Continuously connected habitat is of a paramount importance in brooks, streams and rivers.  In light of this, it is equally important that road/waterway crossing structures be properly placed so that these habitats do not become disconnected.  Structures should attempt to remain with the overall horizontal and vertical alignments of the stream in the general vicinity of the crossing.

Contamination of the town’s three major brooks at their origins would pollute their entire length and the Sheepscot River into which they run.

Lack of understanding of the importance of riparian habitat to the survival of species and the key role that forests play in maintaining water quality may undermine efforts to put meaningful protection along streams and around Gardiner Pond.

Although Ward Brook is the town’s secondary water supply, there appears to be no regular monitoring of its quality.

Even though water is a resource that pays no attention to town boundaries, Wiscasset does not seem to be participating actively in regional planning to protect surface water.

The 1989 Comprehensive Plan asked for 250’ of protection around all brooks, streams, and ponds, but the town has not provided that. 

There are still some stormwater drains from private houses in the village that flow into sewerage.  Some of the stormwater management system infrastructure is old and not functioning properly; Federal Street’s network, for example, is known to be badly deteriorated.  
As mentioned in the wetlands section, invasive plant species are becoming a serious problem in lakes, ponds, and wetland areas in other parts of Maine. Purple loosestrife, phragmites, and other invasive plants tend to grow very aggressively, eliminating other species, choking water bodies, and reducing the diversity of plants and wildlife.  

Groundwater

Inventory and Analysis.  Peter Garrett, Ph.D., a licensed hydrogeologist from Emery and Garrett Groundwater, Inc., in Waterville, interpreted all the data from our excellent series of hydrogeological information maps (created by hydrogeologist John Tewey in the late 1980s at the request of the late Olcott Gates, a geologist and resident of Wiscasset) and state information on wells.  He summarized his findings in Hydrogeological Data for Comprehensive Planning, Wiscasset, Maine, August 2004, which, along with the state well survey information, is available in the Town office.

Garrett writes, “Extensive hydrogeological investigations have been completed to explore for additional groundwater resources for public water supply.  All were unsuccessful.  Thus, we conclude that there are no valuable groundwater resources to be protected for future use by a public water supply.” The data gathered in all these investigations contributes to our profile of groundwater in Wiscasset.  It is very important to know that we have no real alternative to buying and piping water from the Bath Water District. 

“There is currently no limit on the volume of water that the Wiscasset Water District can take [from the Bath Water District].  Thus, there is no need for the town to consider the need to search for additional water supply for the foreseeable future.”  In a meeting with the Comprehensive Plan Committee, Garrett said that joint planning by the three towns containing parts of the Nequasset watershed would be useful for the continued protection of water quality.

Furthermore, Garrett indicates that the State Plumbing Code and state regulations for the design and operations of septic systems should be sufficient to protect against contamination of groundwater. However, he explains that junkyards are a more difficult case.  They have in Maine been known to contaminate local groundwater.  But the State does not regulate junkyards, “thus DEP [the U.S. Department of Environmental Protection] will only respond in the case of reported spills.” 

There were six licensed junkyards in Wiscasset as of December 2004.  There are also a number of junkyards that are not licensed.  The code enforcement officer has been trying to hold the owners responsible for clean-up with little success.

A map in Garrett’s report shows public water mains, major drainage divides, and domestic and public water wells.  Another map shows property boundaries and potential threats to groundwater quality as well as locations of “spills and hazardous leaking incidents” reported to the DEP in the 1980s and 1990s.  It also shows the locations of known or potential hazardous waste sites, registered hazardous waste generators, and registered underground storage tanks.  These maps are available at the Town Office. 

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  The Maine State Plumbing Code regulates siting and operation of septic systems.  

The town has a junkyard ordinance (Article X, 9.) with performance standards for protection of groundwater from junkyards.

The Wiscasset Fire Department follows state and federal protocols for handling spills of oil, gasoline, chemicals, and other hazardous materials.

The Subdivision Ordinance and the Site Plan Review ordinance require the Planning Board to evaluate how well a proposal protects groundwater from depletion and pollution 

The 2004 report by Peter Garrett states that there are no significant aquifers in Wiscasset.  

The Nequasset watershed that feeds the Town water supply occupies one corner in western Wiscasset.  This is called the Nequasset Watershed District and it has some limitations on land use and provides 75’ shoreland protection to all streams up to their headwaters.

Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  The State does not regulate junkyards.  The Department of Environmental Protection has time and staff only to respond to reported spills. Lack of enforcement is an ongoing concern.  In part, this shortcoming is due to a lack of funds and time to pursue violators and in part, it is due to a lingering culture of tolerance for violations of environmental laws. 

Wiscasset’s Junkyard Ordinance, though it is quite comprehensive, does not address safe disposal of mercury switches from vehicles.

There is no state or local law to protect the recharge area of a well from contamination due to land use activities in the recharge area.  This problem relates to private wells as well as community wells (for mobile home parks, campgrounds, restaurants not on town water).

The Nequasset Watershed District has very limited protection and Wiscasset has apparently participated very little in efforts begun in 1989 to initiate regional planning of the watershed.

Threats.  Junkyards, because of solvents leaking into the ground, are one of the biggest pollution threats to groundwater and Wiscasset has seven licensed and several more unlicensed junkyards, including one very close to Ward Brook and one very close to a wetland.

Should anything compromise the quality of Nequasset Lake, Wiscasset has no known sufficient source of groundwater to provide water to residents on town water and sewer lines. 

Since approximately 400 Wiscasset households depend upon private wells for drinking water, townspeople should be aware of the following threats to groundwater quality: saltwater intrusion if the well is too close to the river; contamination from septic systems if the well is located too close to a system; location of wells too close to bedrock surface; contamination from uncovered sand and salt piles for road maintenance; leakage from domestic underground fuel oil tanks; leakage from underground storage tanks; hazardous materials facilities; landfills; use of pesticides herbicides, and fertilizers; leaking sewer lines. 

In other parts of Maine, salt and chemicals used to de-ice roads have caused contamination of nearby wells.  (DOT pays for cleanup if contamination came from a state road.) 

Accidental spills of oil or other contaminants on our roadways or railroad tracks could affect private wells in the proximity. 

With the decommissioning of Maine Yankee, the storage of spent fuel rods must be acknowledged as a threat to the quality of the waters of the Sheepscot River.  Extreme precautions have been taken in the engineering of the contained storage areas.

Wildlife and Unique Natural Areas

Inventory and Analysis.  From its tidal mashes and flats to its forests and riparian areas to its ponds, river shores, wetlands, and fields, Wiscasset boasts a wide array of wildlife species. Indeed, every corner of the Town provides habitat for plants and animals like pink lady slipper, brook trout, songbirds, wide-ranging animals, freshwater and saltwater fish and seabirds. These habitats, stretching from the Sheepscot River near Chewonki Neck northwest through the Gardiner Pond, Montsweag Brook, and Ward Brook watersheds are diverse and largely intact. Fish, wildlife, and plant habitat enhance air and water quality and preserve the appeal and character of our community. 

Recent studies indicate that property values are maintained and improved through the conservation of habitat. Habitat conservation also contributes to the local economy, providing opportunities to hunt, fish, trap, and view wildlife. This habitat can serve as a woodlot for managing timber, Christmas tree farms, and agricultural purposes.  Furthermore, habitat often provides key opportunities for appropriate recreational uses.

For wildlife species such as moose, deer, bobcat, and a variety of migratory songbirds, large, unbroken blocks of land, whether forests, fields, or wetland, offer important opportunities to feed, rest, and raise young. These habitat areas serve as wildlife corridors, provide refuge for an entire suite of wildlife that depends on such large, contiguous tracts for survival.  Wiscasset has a number of unbroken blocks of land of between 200 and 700 acres.  It also has two very large unbroken areas—6,144 acres in the areas of the Nequasset Watershed District and 8,201 acres in the northernmost part of the Town, northeast of Route 27—that are contiguous to similarly undeveloped land in Woolwich, Alna, and Dresden.  These support a wide variety of wildlife.

The saltwater wetlands found along the Sheepscot are some of the most important and productive in the region. Here, a number of migratory waterfowl species make their home, feed, and raise their young. These species, including the American black duck, the snowy egret, great blue heron, and osprey, depend on the rich salt marsh and tidal regions. 

The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife has identified a number of deer wintering areas in Town. These include land south of Gardiner Pond; the Sortwell Forest; between Foye Road and Willow Lane; the town’s northwestern border with Dresden and northern border with Alna; between the Alna Road and the West Alna Road; on Clark’s Point; between Bradford Road and Willow Lane; along Montsweag Brook by the town’s border with Woolwich; on either side of the railroad tracks east of Route 1; around Cushman (aka Foote’s) Mountain; and on the former Maine Yankee property west and north of the Old Ferry Landing. These areas safeguard and protect deer during Maine’s harshest weather.

The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife Beginning with Habitat program identified two Focus Areas of Statewide Ecological Significance.  These are the Merrymeeting Bay Focus Area and the Lower Sheepscot River Focus Area.  The portion of the Merrymeeting Bay Focus Area within Wiscasset is located south of Route 144 and Old Ferry Road and East of Route 1.  This Focus Area includes land known as Chewonki Neck, Young’s Point and Maine Yankee and waterbodies known as the Back River and Montsweag Bay.  The portion of the Lower Sheepscot River Focus Area within Wiscasset is located north of the railroad trestle and east of Route 218.  This Focus Area includes the Sheepscot River.

Merrymeeting Bay has long been recognized as a habitat of special significance for both wildlife and rare plants.  The Bay supports numerous bald eagles during the winter.  Over 50 species of freshwater fish use the Bay, as well as ten species of anadromous fish, including the rare Atlantic salmon, shortnosed sturgeon and Atlantic sturgeon.  At least one rare mussel species inhibits the Bay.  The Bay’s freshwater tidal marshes support some of the best habitat for certain rare plant species anywhere in the northeast.
The Lower Sheepscot River Focus Area has been recognized as an area of ecological significance.  This stretch of river and associated tidal marshes support nesting bald eagles, rare mussels and salt marsh sparrows, and several species of rare plants.  The Department of Conservation identifies the Sheepscot River, from the railroad trestle in Wiscasset to Halldale Road in Montville, as an Outstanding River Segment.  State statute applies special regulations to development within an outstanding river segments.
The Maine Natural Areas Program (MNAP) has identified two unique “occurrences” in Wiscasset.  The first is a stand of hemlock along the Sheepscot River east of Cushman (aka Foote's) Mountain.  The second is a section of shoreline owned by the Chewonki Campground and the Chewonki Foundation on the western side of Chewonki Neck.  The goal of the Maine Natural Areas Program, which is located in the state Department of Conservation, is to ensure the maintenance of Maine’s natural heritage for the benefit of present and future generations. 

There are tidal wading bird/waterfowl habitats in the Sheepscot River just east of the town’s northern boundary; east and south of the village; along the shoreline of Pottle Cove (and inland just west of the cove) and south of Mason Station; along the shoreline northwest of Berry Island, on Long Ledge (south of Bailey Point); at a site southwest of the intersection of the Old Ferry Road and Birch Point Road; and at places along the shores of Chewonki Neck.  

There are inland wading bird/waterfowl habitat areas around the entirety of Gardiner Pond and the wetlands north of it; the wetlands east of the northern end of Route 27; the wetlands southeast of Gardiner Pond, forming the place of the headwaters of Montsweag Brook and along the brook; and around the wetlands in the Nequasset Watershed District. 

Streams provide a number of benefits to both the natural ecosystem and humans.  First, streams collect and transport water to rivers, ponds, lakes, and the ocean.  Second, they reduce the amount of sediment that reach rivers, ponds, lakes and the ocean.  Third, streams and their floodplains temporarily store rainfall runoff thereby reducing downstream flooding problems.  Fourth, streams and their associated riparian areas often serve as a drinking water source and protective migratory corridor for wildlife.  And last, streams are highly diverse and robust ecosystems that support many different kinds of organisms.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  The town zoning ordinance (Article VI) states that the ordinance intends “to provide the greatest possibly latitude of individual choice for land use while maintaining the character and objectives of the community as determined by its citizens and outlined in its Comprehensive Plan, to…protect spawning grounds, fish [and other] aquatic life, bird and other wildlife habitat…”

The statement of purpose of the town’s zoning ordinance includes protection of “spawning grounds, fish [and other] aquatic life, bird and other wildlife habitat…conserve shore cover…”  The Subdivision Ordinance requires the Planning Board to make sure the subdivider’s preliminary plan “Will not have an undue adverse effect on…significant wildlife habitat as identified by the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife or the Town of Wiscasset…”  (Article VII, 2.3.3.j).
Maine’s Natural Resources Protection Act (NRPA) regulates activities that may have a deleterious effect on significant wildlife habitat.  The Maine Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) may issue a “permit by rule” to allow alterations to habitat under certain conditions.  This is a set of standards directing the applicant to carry on activities carefully within a known natural resource feature.  The criteria for the permit include: “The activity will not unreasonably harm any significant wildlife habitat, freshwater wetland plant habitat, aquatic habitat, travel corridor, freshwater, estuarine or marine fisheries or other aquatic life.”  A partnership of private and public conservation organizations recently completed the Beginning with Habitat project, which provides Maine municipalities with an unprecedented amount of useful if not always definitive information about wildlife habitat.  The natural resources map in the Town office derives from this program, the goal of which is for towns to use the gathered, integrated information to maintain sufficient habitat to support all native plant and animal species currently reproducing in Maine.

As part of the Endangered Species Act of 1975 (12 MRSA 7753, 7754, 7755-A), the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife (IFW) may designate an area as an essential habitat for an endangered or threatened species.  Then, any activity within the area requires a permit and any activity suspected of affecting an endangered habitat should be brought to the attention of the IF&W. There are two designated bald eagle essential habitats located wholly or partly within the town.  The first of these is located at the head of Cushman Cove.  The second includes Woodbridge Island in Alna and extends westward into Wiscasset.
Maine’s Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act requires municipalities to put into the Resource Protection District “areas adjacent to freshwater wetlands, salt marshes, and salt meadows which are rated as moderate or high value for waterfowl habitat by IF&W.”

Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  There is minimal protection of streams and riparian habitat in Wiscasset.

There is no conservation commission in Wiscasset to educate townspeople about the importance of wildlife and habitats and to advocate for protection.
Many people do not know and understand the NRPA. Maine’s Department of Environmental Protection has the responsibility of enforcing it but does not have enough staff to do it properly.  Wiscasset’s code enforcement efforts have not focused on habitat and unique natural areas. 

Too few Wiscasset landowners know about the Farm and Open Space Tax Law and the Tree Growth Tax Law, both of which can be useful tools for protecting habitat. 

Although the town enforces a subdivision ordinance that requires proposed development to prove it will have no undue adverse impact on wildlife habitat and natural areas, there is no specific mention of the State’s Outstanding River Segment requirement found in the State Subdivision Statute.  For example, the Sheepscot Shores Subdivision was approved in the 1990’s without regard to this statute.
The town’s Shoreland Zoning, Subdivision and Site Plan Review Ordinances currently provide only indirect protection for the two Focus Areas of Statewide Ecological Significance. 
In the Site Plan Review Ordinance, there is no mention of the developer’s need to show significant wildlife habitats on a preliminary site plan.

Although the Maine Shoreland Zoning Act requires areas rated as moderate or high value by the Inland Fisheries and Wildlife for waterfowl habitat and high value for deeryards to be part of the town’s Resource Protection District, IFW apparently has not ranked all these areas yet, leaving towns uncertain about what most needs protection.

Threats.  Residential and commercial development fragments undeveloped land and converts habitat to places of human activity.  The lack of an overarching town open space plan that takes wildlife habitat into consideration results in ongoing, piecemeal destruction of habitat.

There is inadequate protection of streams and riparian habitat in Wiscasset.  The town should consider developing plans to protect such areas since they provide positive values and are of increasing scarcity.
Landowners in Wiscasset who need to reduce their taxes and do not know about the Farm and Open Space Tax Law and Tree Growth Tax Law are more likely to sell their land for development.  

There is no local enforcement to control disturbance of wildlife habitat that is neither in the shoreland zone nor in a mapped wetland.  The protection afforded by the NRPA is inadequate. 

Most townspeople, including municipal officials, are unsure about where Wiscasset’s high-value habitat areas are.

No particular individual or organization in Wiscasset has the responsibility of looking at the town from the point of view of protecting the most important wildlife and unique natural areas. 
There are few, if any, ordinance standards that protect or recognize the existence of two designated bald eagle essential habitats, two Focus Areas of Statewide Ecological Significance and an Outstanding River Segment. The lack of recognition and performance standards within local ordinances directly related to development within the above-mentioned habitats and areas jeopardizes the healthy existence of these resources.
Scenic Resources 

Inventory and Analysis.  Wiscasset’s scenic resources are important community assets, closely linked with the environment, the economy, and the quality of life here.  Features of both the built and the natural world help establish the town’s identity for local citizens as well as visitors and passers-by.

The historic village is an extraordinary scenic asset, as documented in the Historic and Archaeological Resources chapter of this plan.  However, townspeople also highly value views of the Sheepscot River, undeveloped forestland, and farmland.

As the town visioning session in March 2004 and the survey confirm, there is a generous amount of agreement among people considering the town as a whole.  Participants chose four areas of Town again and again as their most important “favorite places”: the historic village; the Sheepscot River; the conservation lands west of the village; and Chewonki Neck and the Eaton Farm. 
Volunteers on the 1989 Comprehensive Plan committee began to try to document visual assets of importance by photographing them.  They also created a “proposed special areas” map showing the location of “scenic views” and “visually significant features”; this map largely affirms the findings of the town visioning session.  (The map is available in the map room at the Town office.)

Wiscasset has a tradition of protecting scenic resources.  Since the early 20th century, townspeople have shown remarkable interest in maintaining what is beautiful in their town.  Citizens have long cared for the harbor, the waterfront and the river shoreline; conserved historic houses, landmarks and buildings; and saved unusual rural features.  The founding of the Lincoln County Historical Association in 1954; the gift of forest land on Willow Lane to the New England Forestry Foundation in 1955; the successful effort by citizens in 1973 to place much of the village in the National Register of Historic Places; the 1989 vote by townspeople to make Dickinson Road a “scenic road,” keeping it unpaved as one of Wiscasset’s last country lanes; the permanent protection of Cushman’s Mountain; the citizens’ campaign in 1995 to acquire the Morris Farm in order to protect it as working farmland; the gifts of Castle Tucker and the Nickels-Sortwell House to Historic New England; the conservation of the Eaton Farm by the Chewonki Foundation; and the commitments that a number of private landowners have made to assure that their rural land will remain undeveloped -- all of these acts have contributed to the quality of life in Wiscasset and given the town a unique visual identity and legacy.

Because Wiscasset is intently focused on stabilizing its economy, this is an important time to take steps to protect scenic resources. They provide many benefits to Wiscasset. Some places are “scenic” because people are carrying on traditional natural-resource-based work (fishing, forestry, and farming).  These areas have additional values as wildlife habitat and for recreational opportunities. The Town’s waters, forests, and fields also attract people who like to boat, fish, run, ski, trap, walk, snowshoe, hunt, swim, camp, bicycle, horseback ride, picnic, birdwatch, and ride off-road vehicles.  

Scenic resources are also key tourist attractions. Tourists come to Maine to experience the beauty and history of its villages and its working and wild landscapes. These features contribute to the local economy, because visitors eat at local restaurants, shop at local stores, stay in local bed-and-breakfasts and motels.  Other types of businesses often locate in towns where the quality of life will appeal to their employees.

The economic benefits of protecting scenic resources are clear.  But there are other reasons to value these assets. Towns that take pride in their visual heritage are usually strong communities. As development pressure increases, there is a need to take action to protect the views and features townspeople value, for those are in part what make Wiscasset a good place to live, work, and visit.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  Article VII 2.3.3, j. of the Subdivision Ordinance requires that the project “[w]ill not have an undue adverse effect on the scenic or natural beauty of the area, aesthetics, historic sites or rare and irreplaceable natural areas or any public rights for physical or visual access to the shoreline…” 

By enrolling land in the Farm and Open Space Tax Law or Tree Growth Tax Law programs, landowners can protect undeveloped land and reduce their tax burden. 

Article VIII, Section 6.1 in the Site Review Ordinance gives a mild guideline to “preserve and enhance the landscape.” Section 6.5 aims broadly to protect “natural beauty,” by requiring that “the development will not have an adverse effect on the scenic or natural beauty of the areas, including water views, sites, or rare and irreplaceable natural areas.” Section 6.6.1 calls for proposed structures to relate “harmoniously to the terrain and to existing buildings in the vicinity which have a visual relationship to the proposed building” and requires buffer strips between uses.

In 2003, the State Legislature added new provisions to the Natural Resources Protection Act (NRPA) for “assessing and mitigating impacts to existing scenic and aesthetic uses…resulting from activities in, on, over, or adjacent to protected natural resources subject to the Natural Resources Protection Act, pursuant to 38 M.S.R.A. § 480-D (1).”

Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  Documentation of the town’s scenic resources is incomplete and with the exception of public input from the public visioning session and the Comprehensive Plan survey, the town has no ranking with which to prioritize protection efforts.  Even with the mention of scenic value in the Subdivision Ordinance, the Planning Board has little to allow it to take these resources into account in the permit process. NRPA’s regulation of impacts to scenic and aesthetic uses relating to protected natural resources is new and unfamiliar.

Threats.  While appreciation of the historic village has slowly grown, there has been little formal appreciation of the value of Wiscasset’s natural setting or aesthetic assets.  Complacency and the feeling that scenic assets involve subjective opinion and thus are not within the realm of town affairs are definite threats. 

Because of the dramatic rise in taxes in Wiscasset since the closing of Maine Yankee, much effort is going into attracting development and expanding the tax base.  Growth at a fast pace without appropriate protections could jeopardize some of the qualities that make the Town appealing. 

The location of the proposed bypass could affect a number of scenic assets.  

Open Space
Inventory and Analysis.  There are more than 2,000 acres of land in Wiscasset currently preserved in some way from development, either through forest management, easements, classification under the Farm and Open Space Tax Law or the Tree Growth Tax Law, restricted deed, or ownership by a conservation entity.  

Not all of this acreage is protected in perpetuity.  About 735 acres are in the southeast part of Wiscasset, comprising the Chewonki Foundation’s holdings.  About 702 contiguous acres lie west of the village, part of what many people call the “greenbelt.”  This includes the Morris Farm (fields and some forest owned by a non-profit organization); the Sortwell Memorial Forest (99 acres of managed forest, classified under the Tree growth Tax Law and owned by the non-profit New England Forestry Foundation); and 171 acres classified as “open space” under the Farm and Open Space Tax Law.  The Town owns a contiguous, undeveloped parcel of approximately 90 acres as well as two schools in this area. On Clark’s Point there are 167 protected acres (and there is currently talk of more land there being protected) and another 10 are protected around the headwaters of a stream that feeds into Polly Clark Brook.  Approximately 622 acres in total are classified under the Tree Growth Tax Law.  Most of this land is along the town’s northern boundary with Alna, in or near the Nequasset Watershed District, south of Gardiner Pond, north of the Foye Road, and, as mentioned above, in the Sortwell Memorial Forest...  

These open spaces, combined with areas that shoreland zoning regulates, do much to affirm and maintain the rural character of Wiscasset.  They make possible many types of outdoor recreation.  They provide important wildlife habitat and environmental benefits.   And they help keep taxes down by sparing the town the costs of services that residential and commercial development requires.

Wiscasset has an unprecedented opportunity to nurture public appreciation and use of its open space and to link some of its most important undeveloped lands by creating trails for recreation and protecting wildlife travel corridors.  This idea is already underway.  First, the Chewonki Foundation hopes to establish a trail from the Eaton Farm, which the foundation now owns, through the protected Cushman (aka Foote’s) Mountain land, up to the Mason Station (now Point East) property, where it may link to a proposed footbridge to White’s Island, if all property owners and the Town reach agreement, and then to the village.  Second, the Morris Farm Trust (just northwest of the village center) has a trail that connects with a network of trails in the Sortwell Memorial Forest.  The forest abuts the Old Stone Farm, which has a public-access, pedestrian trail that runs west all the way to the power line and beyond to Montsweag Brook.  

The greenbelt links the Wiscasset Primary School, the Wiscasset Community Center, the Wiscasset High School, the office of the Wiscasset School Department, and the 90-acre Town-owned parcel mentioned above.  

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  The Subdivision Ordinance includes cluster housing regulations to “encourage housing development that will result in open space and recreation…a more creative use of the topography to save lands that should not be developed and the preservation of the existing landscape features to the greatest possible extent” (Article VII, 3.1).  This would result in common open space for conservation and recreation.

The Subdivision Ordinance, Article VII, 2.3.3.j. requires the developer to prove that the project “will not have an undue adverse effect on the scenic or natural areas or any public rights or physical or visual access to the shoreline; significant wildlife habitat as identified by the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife or the Town of Wiscasset shall be considered during subdivision review, as well as the watershed of any lake or pond.”

Wiscasset landowners have used a variety of strategies to conserve land.  For a small town, we have made a remarkable variety of efforts!  These include conservation easements, purchase of land by a conservation organization, donation of land to a conservation organization, classifying land under the Farm and Open Space Tax Law and the Tree Growth Tax Law, and the decision by private landowners to put their land in a forest management plan instead of selling it. 

Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  The cluster housing regulations apply only to those developers who voluntarily agree to create this kind of subdivision.

It’s possible to take land out of “tree growth” and “open space” tax designations.  Some landowners have private forest management plans but there is no long-term legal restriction on their ability to develop their land.

There is no town open space plan to address the overall effort to protect open space and to link large contiguous undeveloped parcels with trails.

Threats.  Ongoing piecemeal development means the potential loss of important open space, which could permanently change Wiscasset’s character from rural to suburban.  This would have environmental consequences and could severely limit townspeople’s access to natural areas and undeveloped land.  Furthermore, isolating open spaces without linking them would cut off the movements of certain animal species, making it impossible for some to live in Wiscasset.

The location of the proposed bypass could affect a number of open space areas.

Farmland
Inventory and Analysis.  Farming has traditionally been an important part of Wiscasset.  Milk and cream, vegetables, apples, raspberries, hay, eggs, wool, beef, chicken, pork, lamb – town farmers have produced all these and more through the years.  Farm families helped shape Wiscasset. But farming is not easy here.  A relatively small amount of contiguous farmable acres limits the town’s agricultural production.  Wiscasset’s good agricultural soils occur in small, dispersed patches and the town’s farms are, therefore, small and spread out.  

This is not entirely a drawback, however.  Recent research has shown that the size of farms in New England is decreasing but the number of farms is increasing.  The small, diverse farm, often marketing directly to a large community, is proving to be a durable model in this region.

Most of the agricultural soil in Wiscasset is on the heavy side because of the presence of clay, so is best suited for grazing livestock and producing hay although vegetable production is certainly possible. As of this writing, Wiscasset has three small farms that raise beef cattle; an organic vegetable and livestock farm; two educational farms (the Morris Farm and the Chewonki Foundation farm) that sell raw milk (the Morris Farm also sells organic eggs, chicken, turkey, and beef); and a new Alpaca farm.  Three of these farms are protected from development.  

About 80 acres of the town’s active farmland lie in Wiscasset’s “greenbelt,” a tract of about 702 acres of preserved land west of the village.  No land in Wiscasset is classified as “farmland” under the Farm and Open Space Tax Law.  The agricultural fields in use on the Dickinson Road are protected by easement.  Inactive fields on the Foye Road are classified under the Tree Growth Tax Law.

A summary of the benefits of farming to Wiscasset follows.

· Economic: Wiscasset’s farmland is an economic asset to the town because it requires no town services: no children to be educated and bussed, no roads to maintain, no extra water to provide or sewage to treat, and no need for larger fire and police departments.  This land contributes tax dollars to the town’s cash flow, while it saves the town all the costs of a residential or commercial use.  Also, farms generate jobs and are a tourist attraction, bringing outside money into our local economy. Finally, with the nation’s increasing interest in organically raised foods, farms in Wiscasset have an opportunity to get a foothold in this lucrative and growing industry.

· Recreation: Open fields make possible an array of outdoor activities for townspeople and visitors.  With the permission of the landowner, they are spaces for walking, biking, cross-country skiing, horseback riding, hunting, enjoying picnics, snowmobiling, and riding all-terrain vehicles. Aside from the pleasure they bring, these activities have indirect economic value.

· Food security: In a time of heightened threats due to terrorism and the escalating occurrence of livestock diseases (such as Mad Cow disease and the Avian Flu), it is important to start thinking seriously about what parts of the country, or the world, produce and supply our food.  It is prudent for every town to protect its farmland, not only for present use but also for a time when we might have to depend much more heavily upon local sources for our food.

· Community: Many people in Wiscasset have fond memories of visiting a family farm, whether it belonged to grandparents, aunts and uncles, or distant relatives.  Our attraction to the life that thrives on a farm (and the good food it produces) is historical and undeniable.  A farm breeds a natural sense of community; there is always physical work to be done, and a dozen eggs and new friends to be won by the neighbors who offer a hand.  The establishment and success of the Morris Farm, formerly a family farm and since 1994 a non-profit community farm for education, and the thousands of people that stream through its doors every year are testament to this.

· Aesthetic:  The beauty of open fields filled with lush summer crops, a pasture of hay waving in the breeze, or livestock peacefully grazing on a sunny afternoon – these are irreplaceable components of the Wiscasset landscape that delight many townspeople and visitors.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  By Constitutional amendment, the State of Maine allows three exceptions to its valuation of land at “fair market value”: active forestland; farmland; and protected open space. This is called the Farm and Open Space Tax Law. The aim of the law is to allow landowners who maintain their land as a natural resource to be taxed at a lower rate than landowners who develop their land or keep their development options open.  A Wiscasset owner of farmland can enroll the land if it includes at least five contiguous acres and has earned at least $2,000 in two of the five calendar years before the application is made.  The acres can be woodland, cropland, pasture, or orchard.  The food that a family grows and then consumes on the land is counted as part of the $2,000. If a landowner withdraws their farmland in the first five years, the penalty is the difference between the taxes that would have been paid and those that were actually paid.  If farmland is withdrawn after more than five years, the penalty may be paid in installments.
Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  It seems that few Wiscasset landowners know about the Farm and Open Space Tax Law and there is considerable misunderstanding of the penalties assessed if a landowner decides to sell the land for development after enrolling, or withdraws from the program for another reason. 

There appears to be nothing in the town ordinances to encourage landowners to keep large tracts of land in agricultural use, thereby maintaining the traditional, productive, rural setting for Wiscasset’s historic village.

Threats.  The State of Maine is losing its farmland at an alarming rate. Wiscasset has been witness to neglect or development of a good portion of its farmland, but has also had the exceptional opportunity to watch a portion of it remain in active farmland thanks to preservation efforts. But development pressure on outlying parts of the town is presently threatening remaining farm and forest land.  This land needs to be protected against poorly planned (or unplanned) and unregulated residential and commercial development.  The fragmentation of parcels of farmland makes it increasingly difficult to undertake revenue-producing farming.

Wiscasset’s farmland is also threatened by the harsh economic realities of the small-scale farm in America.  It is very hard for small-scale, local farmers to compete with the prices of food from the large, highly subsidized farms of the western U.S.  The high, and rising, land prices of the midcoast area exacerbate the problem by making it nearly impossible for new farmers to buy land here on a farming income.

There is no municipal body to advocate for and promote farming in Wiscasset.  While the Morris Farm does an excellent job of advocating for farming on the regional scale, they are not focused specifically on the Town of Wiscasset.  The town has no system for permanently protecting farmland.  Nobody is formally identifying prime farmlands around the town for private or public acquisition for permanent protection.  

As development progresses, there could be conflicts between farms and residential and commercial uses neighboring them.

Forests
Inventory and Analysis There are thousands of acres of forest in Wiscasset.  Forests play an important role in establishing the town’s rural character and provide many other benefits to townspeople. 

Some of Wiscasset’s forest land is protected to various degrees. The 90-acre Sortwell Memorial Forest is owned by the non-profit New England Forestry Foundation.  The Chewonki Foundation owns the Cushman Mountain Preserve along the Sheepscot River where there is an exemplary stand of hemlock forest (a state-mapped Maine Natural Areas Program “occurrence”).  There are also constraints on the development of 167 acres of Clark’s Point, several hundred acres in the “greenbelt” west of the village, and 10 acres on Polly Clark Brook.  

Landowners of some other forests in town have put their land under a forest management plan.  There are approximately 622 acres in Wiscasset classified in the Tree Growth Tax Law category. This requires the landowner to have a plan, and a licensed forester must every 10 years verify that the landowner is following it.  Still other forests, such as the 200-acre Rafter-Holbrook forest on Bradford Road, are under a private management plan. 

Although this section of the natural resources chapter focuses on large tracts of forested land primarily in the rural areas, it is important also to acknowledge the importance of trees to the village.  Their environmental benefits are mentioned in this section.  Their aesthetic benefits are acknowledged in the Scenic Resources section of this chapter.   

A summary of the benefits of forests to Wiscasset follows.  

· Environmental:  The forest contributes in important ways to the environmental quality of the town.  The forest harbors a mosaic of thousands of plant and animal species that depend on this habitat for survival.  For many species, it is not simply forestland but the number of contiguous acres of forestland that is important for survival.  The forest canopy mitigates the fall of rainwater, permitting slower, less erosive entrance into the soil.  Trees hold soil with their extensive root systems. Deciduous trees produce oxygen and eliminate carbon dioxide.  Forests play an important role in water quality: forests adjacent to waterways moderate water temperatures, filter sediments and contaminants, stabilize shorelines, and contribute nutrients to support aquatic food webs.  The trees that line the streets of the village also help maintain water quality by minimizing the flow of rain water – which picks up pollutants and trash – into the Sheepscot River.  They, too, absorb the carbon dioxide that automobiles emit. They also help cool the village in hot weather.

· Recreational:  Many of the favorite recreational activities that Wiscasset residents enjoy depend on forestland.  Hunting requires the existence of a diversity of plants, animals, habitats, and ecosystems to support large populations of the particular game sought.  This diversity is made possible only by the existence of large tracts of contiguous, healthy woodlands.  Expansive woodlands also increase the enjoyment and safety of hunting.  The scenery and solitude provided by long trails through uninterrupted woodlands enrich hiking, mountain biking, walking, snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, and ATV riding.

· Economic:  The economic benefits of maintaining large tracts of woodland are manifold.  Individual landowners, of course, can realize significant direct income from the sale of wood, if the parcel is large enough and well managed.   The people who do the work – cutting, skidding or hauling wood – also benefit from jobs, as do those who run businesses catering to the needs of woods workers.  Businesses that cater to recreation, particularly hunting, also benefit from forests.  Like farmland, forestland is a net economic gain to the town because it does not require the expensive services that housing and commercial development need.

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  The Tree Growth Tax Law provides for a productivity tax; the tax is assessed based on the type of forest cover. The rate of taxation does not exceed the amount that can be derived from annual growth. All enrolled parcels must have a forest management and harvest plan; this is subject to review and updated as needed by a licensed professional forester at 10-year intervals.  The State reimburses the Town up to 90 percent for lost revenue due to the program.  

Any change of usage must be reported to the tax assessor.  The penalties for taking land out of classification are: the landowner must pay 30 percent of the difference between the tax as market value and tax as woodland under the program if the land has been in Tree Growth for 10 years or less; if the land has been in Tree Growth for more than 10 years, the penalty diminishes 1% each year for up to 20 years.  After that, it remains at 20%.

In the Shoreland Zoning Ordinance, there are specific standards for harvesting and clearing trees in the shoreland zone (Article VII, A.3.1- A .3.3).

Cluster zoning regulations in the Subdivision Ordinance (Article VII, 3) allow the kind of development that could conserve forest land as common open space.
Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  There is nothing but the landowner’s will to keep land in private forest management plans from eventually being developed.  Landowners can take their land out of the Tree Growth Tax Law status with relatively minor penalties.

Cluster zoning is purely voluntary. There is nothing in the ordinances aimed specifically at protecting forests. 

Threats.  As Maine’s population expands northeast up the coast, development pressure is increasing in Wiscasset.  One-acre zoning in the rural sections of the town encourages fragmentation of the forest into parcels unsuitable for profitable forest management.  Rising taxes also assert pressure on forests by driving landowners to subdivide woodlands in order to reduce taxed property and earn income to cover tax bills.

Poor forest management practices, which reduce the long-term economic and environmental value of the woods, can also be a precursor to the subdivision of wooded land.

There is a lack of overview of forest resources in Wiscasset and no advocacy to landowners to promote classification of land into Tree Growth.  There is no purposeful effort in the town to protect forests.

Because Wiscasset has for many years had a great deal of forest land, townspeople have little sense of its value.

If the Town creates regulations for mandatory cluster housing or conservation subdivisions, there is a need for appropriate stewardship of the land.

Marine Resources
This section focuses on the Sheepscot and Back rivers as sources of marine-dependent fisheries and work.  Other important assets of marine resources are addressed in the Wildlife and Unique Natural Areas section and the Scenic Resources sections of this chapter, as well as in the Recreation chapter.

Inventory and Analysis

1.
Wiscasset Harbor.  The Town of Wiscasset is approximately 13 miles from the mouth of the Sheepscot River.  The Wiscasset portion of the Sheepscot is well known for its deep, ice-free access and well-protected harbor – one of the deepest harbors in the state.  The river was essential in the development of the town and has served commerce from the earliest days of settlement in the late 1600s.  Wiscasset Harbor and the surrounding waters continue to provide access to commercial fishermen, recreational boaters, an occasional passenger vessel, and, until the closure of the Mason Station power station, barge traffic. 

· Boating resources:  Wiscasset’s mooring field off of the Town Landing contains approximately 115 moorings. The moorings are private, their locations determined by the Town harbormaster. The number of boats has remained somewhat constant for the past few years. There is considerably more capacity for moored boats, but as moorings are placed in deeper water, boats require greater swinging room and become more spread out. 

The Town pier plays a diminished role in commercial fishing as most of the lobstermen have moved their operation to the North End Cooperative. It does occasionally provide dockage for large transient vessels. 

The Town docks are intended to be for loading and unloading of passengers and gear. They also provide a place for tenders to be located.

The Wiscasset Yacht Club also plays a vital role as a resource for area boaters. Their float also provides side tie dockage for boaters to load and offload passengers and gear. The club is private but not exclusive. 

There are no commercial marinas in the Town of Wiscasset. For a variety of reasons -- lack of parking, insufficient depth, exposure, and others -- it is unlikely that there would be a marina built in the area of the Town Landing.  Point East/National RE/sources, current owner of the Mason Station, has received local and state approval’s to construct and operate a marina at this site.

Modern docking facilities would undoubtedly be very popular in the area. Dockage is very limited along the coast and is in great demand. 

Recreational boaters and clam diggers and wormers use the boat ramp at the Town dock (see Boat Ramps, under Public Access, below).

· The wastewater treatment plant:  The Town of Wiscasset built a modern wastewater treatment plant on the waterfront in 1976. The facility is operated by the town but is governed by the Maine Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) and the DMR.  The facility operated at a level of less than 30% of its capacity in 2004.  Chlorine is the active agent used in the treatment of wastewater. Once treated, wastewater is discharged into the river. This water is tested for chlorine, metals, and fecal bacteria.

2.
Public access to the Sheepscot River - from south to north:

Public access to the Sheepscot River is available at a number of locations including:

· Points on Chewonki Neck  

· Eaton Farm property (now owned by the Chewonki Foundation)

· Old Ferry Landing 

· Land north of the ferry landing (This land has traditionally been used by the public and has just come under the ownership of National RE/sources.) 

· Cushman (aka Foote’s) Mountain (owned by the Chewonki Foundation)

· White’s Island (This property is private but has traditionally been open to the public until recently, when the demise of the footbridges to the island and some discord between the Town and the owner made the continuation of public access uncertain.) 

· Wiscasset Town Landing on Water Street

· Creamery Pier

· Wiscasset Middle School

Boat ramps: 

· Town Landing: This boat ramp is actively used by clam diggers and wormers 
throughout the year.  During the summer months, it is an easily accessed and a popular 
launch location for recreational boaters.  It has adequate parking for vehicles and 
trailers. It has floats that allow for loading and offloading of passengers and supplies.  It 
also has bathroom facilities that make it popular with families.

· Old Ferry Landing (just north of Maine Yankee):  There are two ramps at this location. It is generally used by commercial fishermen and recreational boaters alike. It has a large parking area and is easily accessed from Route 1. 

3.
Fisheries. With a tidal range of approximately 6 to 11 feet, there is a significant volume of salt water entering and exiting the surrounding area by way of the Sheepscot River and the Back River with each tide. The phytoplankton (microscopic drifting plants) and zooplankton (microscopic drifting animals) carried upriver by the tide provide sustenance to an abundance of life in the tidal waters of the surrounding region. These microscopic organisms at the bottom of the food chain are consumed by a variety of animals and shellfish in the waters surrounding Wiscasset, including clams, scallops, urchins, periwinkles, mussels, lobster, crabs, and shrimp.  Shellfish, in addition to their resource value, contribute to improving local water quality by filtering large amounts of seawater. They also play a vital role in the food chain for many local birds, mammals, and fish. 

The degree of interaction and interdependence among the food producers and consumers in the Sheepscot underscores the delicate challenge of preserving a healthy ecosystem along Wiscasset’s extensive shoreline. It is the citizens of Wiscasset and the surrounding communities who can do the most to minimize adverse effects and to strive to maintain a healthy aquatic environment for all species.

A summary of most important species present in Wiscasset’s salt waters follows. 

· Worms. Wiscasset enjoys a reputation as the “worm capital of the world.”  There is a market to sport-fishermen and retailers for both bloodworms and sandworms, which are found in most of the intertidal flats in town.  Other than the license that the Maine Department of Marine Resources (DMR) requires for those harvesting in excess of 125 worms per day, there are no regulations on worming.  Wormers are not required to report their catch. Therefore, only estimates may be given about the size of the catch and its monetary value. Some have estimated the income in this region to be as high as $5 million dollars, making this the most valuable fishery in the town.  There are thought to be more than 150 local men and women working regularly in this enterprise. Perhaps as many as 100 more are involved on a part-time basis. 

Reports suggest that this fishery is very healthy although diggers say they must spend more time finding worms than they did in the past. Only over-harvesting seems to be affecting the supply. The market price has been on the rise, and pressure on this resource will only increase.

· Shellfish
Soft shell clam.  Soft shell clams make up one of the largest fisheries in the Town of Wiscasset. Presently there are 14 licenses granted by the town for clamming.  Dealers report the clam harvest to the Department of Marine Resources (DMR). The DMR tracks the fluctuations in the harvest and compares them to those of other communities. The harvest fluctuates based on the opening and closing of beds for conservation, market value, and seasonal demand.

Based on the reports by the DMR, the clam fishery as a whole appears to be in decline as a result of a diminishing supply. The Wiscasset Shellfish Committee chairman reports that there is a noticeable reduction in the number of juvenile clams. To address this, there has been an effort on an annual basis to harvest juvenile clams from other communities and seed them locally, primarily in the Back River area.  The Shellfish Committee also recommends which beds should be closed for conservation. 

The reason that the clam harvest is in decline is not clear. There do not appear to be any water quality issues. Other factors affecting mortality are over-digging and predators, including bloodworms and green crabs. There is some question as to whether heavy digging of worms may be affecting the health of the clam beds, as there is some overlapping of the beds.

Lobsters.  The Sheepscot and surrounding waters of Wiscasset, Westport, and Edgecomb are worked by a group of lobstermen who have established themselves as the North End Cooperative, located on the north end of Westport Island. There are presently 17 boat owners that make up the co-op, nine of whom are from Wiscasset. All landings are reported through the co-op as having been landed on Westport Island, therefore there are no landings reported in Wiscasset.  The annual landings are reported by the co-op to be 224,000 pounds in 2002 and 219,000 in 2003. There is a trap limit set in this region at 600 traps per boat although some boats do not set the maximum. Co-op members set approximately 7,500 traps in the area.

This fishery is a very important resource for the area and is the primary source of income for many families of the boat owners and, in many cases, sternmen employed by the boat owners.  Boat owners must also purchase bait, fuel, traps, and marine and engine supplies to support their operation so their work supports those businesses as well.

Scallops.  There is a very modest scallop fishery and they are only occasionally harvested.

Periwinkles.  Reports of landings of periwinkles are voluntary, so the DMR has little information about this fishery.  One person is making regular landings of periwinkles in the midcoast area.  More research needs to be done to document this fishery, which thrives on rockweed.
· Rockweed, Seaweed, and Eelgrass.  Grasses grow generally in Wiscasset’s intertidal areas along rocky shorelines as they do throughout coastal Maine.  Grasses are primary producers converting inorganic (e.g., phosphate and nitrate) nutrients into organic matter for grazers. They play an essential role in removing nutrients and trace metals and converting them into useable products for commercial and ecological use. By removing nutrients and metals (e.g., arsenic, copper, zinc) from the water column, they help maintain water quality.  Grasses are also critically important in the ecosystem because they act as a nursery for crabs, lobster, shrimp, mussels, periwinkle, and many small and juvenile fish that use the grasses as shelter. 

Rockweed is harvested periodically in the area and transported to processors where it is made into animal diet supplement, fertilizer, and a stabilizer in foods and cosmetics. It is also used locally in the transportation of lobster and bloodworms. The harvest methods and season for rockweed are regulated by the DMR to reduce impact on the bottom. 

In Maine, the life span of rockweed ranges from three years of age to 16 years of age. Rockweed grows slowly; therefore the recovery period for damaged or uprooted rockweed can be decades. The importance of this resource cannot be understated for the health of the area’s water quality.

· Finfish.  There is no commercial fishing for finfish in the upper Sheepscot River. There are, however, many species of fish that either live in the Sheepscot or return to spawn. 

Alewife.  The alewife is an anadromous fish (one that returns from sea to spawn) that has enormous importance to the rivers throughout Maine. The Sheepscot River is not known to have a large population of spawning alewives.  Among other baitfish, alewives attract striped bass and other predator species up the Sheepscot. They are a source of protein to birds, including osprey, eagles, and cormorants.  They also carry the larvae of mussels.

Atlantic salmon.  The Sheepscot River is designated by the state as one of the seven Atlantic salmon rivers and is a “Designated Population Segment” River for the endangered Atlantic Salmon.  Efforts are underway by the Maine Atlantic Salmon Commission to fund local conservation groups’ efforts to improve water quality and habitat for critical spawning runs. This program has been largely funded by the Sheepscot Valley Conservation Association, whose efforts have been focused further upriver, on the West Branch of the Sheepscot.  The restoration of the Atlantic salmon in the Sheepscot is, thus, a regional issue.  The Maine Atlantic Salmon Commission at Maine Department of Marine Resources should be consulted for comments concerning management strategies.  
Striped bass.  There is recreational fishing for striped bass although they are not as abundant in the upper Sheepscot as they are in the lower Sheepscot. They pursue mackerel and other baitfish up the river in the middle to late summer season. The value of this recreational fish statewide is quite large -- estimates run into the tens of millions. There is an ever-growing resident population in the Sheepscot, and the future is promising for this fishery.

· Aquaculture.  There is a private operation, Pierce Associates, leasing space at the Mason Station property.  They are currently licensed by the State of Maine and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to produce rainbow (i.e., steelhead) trout, brown trout, Arctic char, and brook trout.  They currently have a lease with the DMR and the U.S. Army Corps that includes a 3.1-acre tract of water rights extending to 2008.  Due to the close proximity to the Mason Station, state and federal leases are contingent on an access agreement with the owners of the Mason Station property.  If they cannot work out a lease arrangement with the new owners that extends through 2008, then Pierce Associates will have to consider alternatives either to relocate or to cease operation.  The operation completed a trial run with rainbow trout and is now ready to proceed with further production.  They began to explore the possibilities of producing Atlantic cod, haddock, and halibut.  With the collapse of North Atlantic groundfish stocks and the pending restrictions, these species are being seriously considered as a viable alternative to salmonids for aquaculture. 

4.
Planning issues relating to marine resources

· Maine Yankee marine study:  In the summer of 2004, Maine Yankee funded an independent study of off-site and intertidal zone sediments adjacent to Maine Yankee property to determine how radioactive effluent discharges are distributed in the sediment. Two previous studies had been conducted and apparently showed low levels of radionuclides. For Maine Yankee’s purposes, these studies were intended to further enhance public confidence in the operation and decommissioning of the facility. 
· Birch Point/Mason Station property: The 33-acre Birch Point property has been the location of the Mason Station generator since it was constructed in the late 1930s. It is an important and prominent location on the Wiscasset waterfront. When FPL Energy Inc. placed it on the market in 2003, there was concern among area residents about its intended use by new owners. At issue was whether or not the site would be purchased for heavy industrial use (such as a rail-to-barge transfer facility for cement) or a use more compatible to the town and its scenic and natural-resource-based waterfront environment (such as a marina/retail/technology-park-type of facility). 

National RE/sources from Greenwich, Connecticut, purchased the Birch Point property.  National RE/Sources, through its subsidiary Point East, is pursuing the development of a maritime village and marina.
· Maine Yankee property:  National RE/Sources has also purchased 441 acres of land along the Sheepscot River owned by Maine Yankee.  Proposed development of this property with a technology park and housing could impact use of the Old Ferry Landing.

· Shoreline trail:  There has been considerable discussion about the possibility of linking a trail from the Village of Wiscasset to the Chewonki Foundation property (Cushman or Foote’s Mountain; the Eaton Farm; and Chewonki Neck).  This pedestrian path would be an extraordinary achievement in the region and would certainly be welcomed by the public.  

Existing Laws and Management/Protection Tools.  Maine’s Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act protects 250’ along the Sheepscot River.

A town waterfront committee was established to advise the Board of Selectmen regarding harbor and waterfront facilities, uses, and regulations.  Further, a harbor master position exists to enforce the harbor rules and the use of the Town wharves and floats.  These rules are articulated in the Town of Wiscasset Port and Harbor Ordinance and include the use and management of moorings, wharves, and floats; revenue collection; and pollution control.

Wiscasset has a Shellfish Conservation Ordinance (Article X.6) that establishes a Shellfish Conservation Committee and regulations regarding licensing, limitations, and openings and closings of harvesting flats.  The committee is sometimes more active than others.

The Maine Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), with the authorization of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, administers the Pump-Out Grant Program, part of the Clean Vessel Act. The purpose of the Clean Vessel Act is to reduce the pollution from vessels by providing a method for disposing of human sanitary waste.  Improperly disposed waste from marine sanitary devices (MSDs) often cause serious water quality programs. Through this program, the Town of Wiscasset installed a pump-out on a float at the Town Landing in 2003.  There is a modest fee for this service ($5.00) to boaters that may encourage or discourage the use of this facility.

Shortcomings of Existing Laws and Tools.  The current Shoreland Zoning Ordinance is inadequate to protect the resource from removal or disturbance of habitat caused by dredging or filling and blasting of ledges, sediment loading, and overturning of rocks; nor is there a way to protect marine waters from the re-suspension of sediments from turbidity.  Local ordinances do little to support the protection of the Sheepscot and Back rivers.

The town ordinances do not include overboard discharge (both sanitary waste and oil) in the list of prohibited pollutants.  Overboard or “raw” waste from boats is a significant problem in many harbors in Maine. Raw or untreated waste is known to contaminate shellfish beds and lower oxygen levels.  Shellfish in contaminated areas can also transmit waterborne diseases.  Organic material decomposes in the water through the work of bacteria.  During this process, the bacteria use oxygen.  As a result, raw sewage may deplete water’s oxygen level, causing stress to fish and other aquatic animals.  

The effectiveness of the Shellfish Conservation Committee depends on volunteer participation.

Threats.  A drop in water quality would negatively affect many of the species currently living in the Sheepscot and Back rivers in Wiscasset.  Such a drop might occur because of non-point source pollution such as runoff from agricultural and upland construction activities, nutrients, chlorinated effluents, oil pollution, storm water, road salts, pesticides, or raw sewage.  The wastewater treatment plant uses chlorine, which is a threat to worms and shellfish. 

As development, both commercial and residential, along the shoreline increases, there could be a significant loss of traditional public access to the waterfront both for fishermen and harvesters and for those involved in recreational use.  In addition, because Wiscasset is strongly focused on economic development, protection of the shoreline may drop in priority.

As the debate over the possibility of Dragon Cement moving to the Mason Station made clear in 2003, there is considerable tension around the issue of the U.S. Coast Guard’s requirement of a navigable channel between the harbor and the sea and lobstermen’s current use of the channel to set traps.  

Some communities in southern Maine and also in New Hampshire are having great difficulty controlling non-native invasive plants (such as loosestrife, phragmites, and Eurasian milfoil) in their waters.  

There is concern in Maine that when towns dump salted snow into water bodies, the level of salinity in the water goes up, and this often occurs during the time of year when many marine species are reproducing.

Development at the waterfront and along the river (such as the Mason Station development) could bring with it an increase in light that would degrade the harbor and the shoreline.  
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