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Section 3: The Public Engagement Process

T

he planning for the reuse of the Topsham Annex required not only technical
analysis and understanding of local and site issues, but also a sense of the
community’s issues, concerns, and concepts for redevelopment. The public
engagement plan undertaken for the Topsham Annex was designed to be open and
inclusive, interactive and creative, informative and meaningful and, most importantly,
responsive.

General Approach to Public Participation
The public participation program in Topsham was designed to allow people to engage
in a variety of ways: by coming to evening or weekend meetings, by responding to a
website, by participating in school events, and/or by learning of issues through the
media. Monthly TLRA meetings were open to the public and televised on local cable
television. The keystone of the process were four major public meeting opportunities
that coincided with decision-making points in the process. They included:
►

Meeting One – Introduction to the Process (held on November 14, 2006)

►

Meeting Two – Visioning (held on March 3rd, 2007)

►

Meeting Three – Presentation and Discussion of the Topsham Annex Reuse
Master Plan Alternatives (held on August 1, 2007)

Other opportunities for the public to participate in the planning process include a series
of workshops on area economic development issues that was held in February; two
discussion sessions in February with Topsham high school and middle school students, as
well as a public visioning session in March; and, a new dedicated website that features
an e-mail response capability (http://www.topshamlra.org/feedback.htm). In addition,
displays were set up at various times throughout the planning process at the Topsham
Library for public review and comment.

Public Meetings and Workshops
Public Meeting One – Introduction
On November 14, 2006, Topsham residents and others interested in the process
attended an evening meeting at the Orion Center, located at Mount Ararat Middle
School, adjacent to the Annex property (attendance sign-in sheets are provided in the
Appendix). The program provided an introduction to the consultant team and planning
process; an opportunity to comment on guiding principles developed by the Topsham
Local Redevelopment Authority Board of Directors; and opportunities to raise issues and
 25

TOPSHAM ANNEX REUSE MASTER PLAN
TOWN OF TOPSHAM, MAINE

concerns at this first of three public meetings. Questionnaires and feedback from the
group indicated general agreement with the guiding principles listed below, which were
developed and approved by the TLRA Board:
►

Community Development - The use should become a landmark, a special place in
Topsham; and should enhance the quality of living, working, learning, and playing
for everyone in the community.

►

Consistency - The uses should be consistent with the goals and policies of
relevant local plans, including the Comprehensive Plan, the Main Street Plan,
the Route 196 / I-295 Interchange Study, and other transportation and economic
development studies.

►

Realism - The uses should be achievable for two-parcel 74-acre site.

►

Compatibility - The uses should be complementary to neighboring activities,
including education, retirement living, office work, retail shopping, and yearround residences.

►

Environmental Quality - The uses should include strategies to preserve land,
protect the environment, reduce energy use, promote quality design, and
encourage walking.

Then, working in several small groups, participants identified 47 major concerns and 26
additional concerns. Some key ideas coming out of the session included:
►

Using the parcel’s development as an opportunity to improve pedestrian and
traffic connections throughout the town.

►

Expanding youth recreational activities, both indoor and outdoor.

►

Creating affordable housing for the workforce and for families with children.

►

Enhancing economic development, consider white collar uses, such as research
and development, professional offices and related uses in order to be compatible
with the neighboring schools.

►

Using green sustainable technologies, ensure proper clean-up.

►

Maintaining friendly feel, community character.

Public Meeting Two - Community Visioning Session
On Saturday, March 3, 2007, 20 residents of Topsham participated in a visioning session
regarding redevelopment of the Topsham Annex. An open house format enabled
the participants to review a variety of technical maps assembled by the consultant
team; a PowerPoint show highlighted the key findings related to off-base and onbase conditions; and, several interactive exercises designed by the consultant team
allowed the public to provide input related to land use and other planning visions for
the property. The visioning exercise was designed to provide the TLRA and the Matrix
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Planning Team with an understanding of potential future uses and characteristics
preferred by the community for redevelopment of the Annex. The exercise included a
survey, and the visioning exercise map provided a visual resource to help the participants
visualize the Annex and surrounding properties in terms of existing buildings and vacant
land areas. The results are summarized below.

Planning Areas
As a basis for obtaining the public’s general planning and land use recommendations for
the 74-acre property, the site was divided into two Planning Areas; an aerial photograph
and Exhibit 4: Visioning Exercise Map illustrate the location and configuration of these
planning areas. A larger version of the same map can be found in Appendix A.
►

Planning Area A: Approximately 14 acres directly south of Mount Ararat Middle
School. It contains a number of buildings that support Brunswick Naval Air
Station, including a recruitment building and the commissary.

►

Planning Area B: Approximately 60 acres east of the Mount Ararat Middle
School and Planning Area A. It is currently the site of approximately 129 units of
housing, and a fenced off area where 48 units have been demolished), under the
ownership and management of GMH; the Navy maintains control of the land
under these units.

Exhibit 4: Visioning Exercise Map

Source: Matrix Design Group
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General Land Use Preferences
As part of the workshop, participants were asked to allocate a percentage to each
proposed land use on both Planning Areas A and B. The average results of their 20
allocations provide a clear picture of priorities, as summarized below:
Planning Area A is seen a mixed-use area focused on recreational, civic, educational, and
job-related uses. Only 15 percent of respondents identified residential as an appropriate
future land use. Exhibit 5: Planning Area A Preferences displays participants’ responses
graphically.
Exhibit 5: Planning Area A Preferences

Source: Planning Decisions

Planning Area B, on the other hand, is seen as primarily residential, with supporting
recreational and open space uses. Economic, civic, and educational uses average only 11
percent. Exhibit 6: Planning Area B Preferences shows this.
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Exhibit 6: Planning Area B Preferences

Source: Planning Decisions

Preferences for Land Use Types
A survey, which displayed photographs of a variety of residential, economic, civic and
educational, and recreational land uses for the site as a whole was completed by each of
the attendees. Based on the survey, the following conclusions were made:
Residential
While high-end residential uses were not envisioned by the participants, affordable
workforce housing (85%), mid-range housing (55%), and subsidized housing (60%)
all received strong support. Generally, public comment indicated that there is an
overwhelming need for affordable housing in Topsham, and that the existing Annex
housing would be ideal for meeting such a need; housing for service workers, police
officers, fire fighters, teachers, and municipal employees was also considered important.
In part because of the proximity of the schools, respondents strongly favored housing
that would be suitable for families with children (90%), although there was also broad
support for housing for singles (65%). Based on the results of the survey, the site is not
seen as appropriate for assisted living (5%), and few respondents saw it as appropriate
for retiree housing.
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The predominant land use preference of the public at the visioning session was for
single family (85%) and owner-occupied (90%) housing; there was strong support for
multi-family uses (60%) and duplex (50%) housing, and some support for rental housing
(40%). Architectural standards, walkability, and open space were also mentioned as
important considerations in redevelopment of the Annex. Exhibit 7: Key Residential
Concepts gives a graphical overview of respondents’ housing preferences.
Exhibit 7: Key Residential Concepts

Source: Planning Decisions

Jobs and Services
While job growth was considered important, participants preferred non-industrial
uses, including corporate (70%), professional (65%), and medical (55%); there was also
support for small scale retail (40%); nursery (40%) and research and development labs
(25%) including medical-related land uses.
Civic and Educational
Participants overwhelmingly supported the development of a recreational center (85%)
on the site. Other preferences included educational / recreational uses such as day care
/ preschool (60%), a future public school (55%), and adult education (40%). From an
economic development perspective, community college and adult educational uses were
promoted to better serve workforce needs. Land uses that would compliment existing
SAD 75 facilities were also desired.
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Exhibit 8: Educational and Civic Preferences

Source: Planning Decisions

Parks and Recreation
Preferences for park and recreational land uses such as a town park (75%) and
playground (65%) were the strongest among participants. Other suggested uses
included an outdoor ice rink (45%), tennis courts (40%), athletic fields (40%), a skate
park (35%), and basketball courts (15%).

High School and Middle School Student Visioning Sessions
As a supplement to the community workshop, the Topsham Planning staff conducted
visioning sessions with students at the Mount Ararat Middle and High Schools.

Mount Ararat High School - February 2007
The TLRA’s Redevelopment Manager met with the Interact Club on February 13, 2007
at Mount Ararat High School, adjacent to the Topsham Annex. Fourteen people
participated, half of whom were students and the other half teachers. The group
expressed two major reuse preferences: (1) a reuse that would provide services for
students and young people, such as a homeless teen facility, a teen center, or an indoor
sports center; and (2) a reuse focused on career preparation, such as a cooperative
learning center, community college, and/or businesses providing apprenticeship
opportunities.
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Mount Ararat Middle School - February 2007
At the Mount Ararat Middle School, the TLRA’s Redevelopment Manager met with the
Student Council on February 27, 2007. One teacher / advisor and a dozen students
participated. Students echoed some of the same themes as the high school group:
services for young people, such as a homeless teen facility, teen center, indoor sports
facility; and also educational / career uses, such as a Sylvan Learning Center, volunteer
opportunities center, teen jobs, counseling and study space, tutoring, educational cable
TV, special education facilities, and technical education facilities. The Middle School
students’ ideas also included a space center, a museum, a court room , bookstore,
arcade, fast-food restaurant and other related types of uses.

Mount Ararat High School Visioning Workshop - March 2007
On March 19, 2007, the TLRA’s Redevelopment Manager (along with staff from Matrix
Design Group team member Planning Decisions) conducted an abbreviated form of
the Public Visioning session with nine high school students and eleven middle school
students. The students had similar land allocation preferences as the adults in the Public
Visioning Session on March 3rd with regard to recreation, open space, and civic / school
uses. The one major difference was that students allocated much more land to jobs
and services than the adults (41 percent compared to the adults’ 25 percent for Area A;
and, 33 percent compared to 3 percent for Area B); and much less land for housing (31
percent compared to the adults’ 55 percent for Area B).
Exhibit 9: Planning Area A Preferences (High School Session)

Source: Planning Decisions
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Student recommendations for Planning Area B included redevelopment of the site
as a medical center and/or a campus-type post-secondary center for higher learning,
combining college level and vocational institutions in a joint venture to train or retrain people for careers in practical arts of wellness, construction trades, business,
environmental sciences, local governance, and related educational uses.
Exhibit 10: Planning Area B Preferences (High School Session)

Source: Planning Decisions

The Planning Considerations Workshops
As part of the Topsham Annex study, it was important to understand the issues related
to previous, recent, and current planning and development activities within the general
area of the property. This broad overview of surrounding development issues allowed
the planning team to better coordinate potential Annex reuse opportunities with
future area-wide Topsham planning efforts, considering not only land use and market
considerations, but also infrastructure and other service-related investments. Recent
and on-going separate planning and development studies undertaken by the Town of
Topsham were reviewed to ensure coordination with potential Annex redevelopment.
Planning studies reviewed included:
►

Route 196 / Interstate 295 Interchange Study and required public infrastructure
improvements

►

Main Street Village Plan goals and objectives

►

Relocation of the town office and associated public infrastructure improvements;
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►

Topsham Development Inc. community and economic development plans

►

Topsham Comprehensive Plan and zoning updates

It is recognized that redevelopment of the Annex can influence (and be influenced
by) development occurring in surrounding properties. Therefore, interest in new and
expanded development opportunities surrounding the site were discussed including
existing adjacent commercial / industrial uses, the Highlands, Topsham Fair Mall, the
“Crooker site,” and southwest and northwest quadrants located west of the I-295
/ Route 196 Interchange. Vacant land was inventoried and estimates regarding the
amount of future development were developed in order to provide context regarding
the magnitude of the development potential within the Planning Consideration Area.

The Planning Consideration Area Defined
The Matrix Design Group consultant team worked with the Topsham municipal staff to
establish the boundary for the Annex Planning Consideration Area (PCA). Exhibit 11:
Annex Planning Consideration Area shows the PCA boundaries visually. A series of five
workshops were held to obtain input regarding future plans and possible investments in
public infrastructure (water, sewer, and roads), electric service and telecommunication,
zoning revisions, and other land development considerations for the area surrounding
the Annex. The five meetings included:
►

Joint Planning Board and Comprehensive Plan Committee meeting

►

Topsham Main Street Committee

►

Local developers

►

Interested Citizens

►

Topsham Development Inc. Board Members
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Exhibit 11: Annex Planning Consideration Area

Source: Matrix Design Group
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Workshop Information
Information presented at the workshops included Topsham land use / zoning
classifications; Annex public infrastructure locations / capacity / conditions; and
transportation patterns along with existing development patterns and the development
potential of vacant land. In order to gain an understanding of real estate issues within
the Planning Consideration Area (PCA), as well as existing uses, the Topsham Assessor
provided the assessment database for the town. An evaluation of this information
provided information on the size, developability, and current uses of properties in the
PCA. Among the findings are:
The PCA includes almost 2,700 acres in total. This includes 717 lots, with an assessed
value of more than $153 million, excluding exempt properties. Vacant land is the largest
land use category in terms of acreage, at 969 acres, or nearly 36 percent of the PCA.
Rural residential is the largest developed use in terms of acreage at more than 660
acres, or approximately 25 percent of the PCA. Commercial uses, which account for
more than 530 acres of the PCA, have the highest assessed value, at more than $74
million.
Commercial leased land, mixed residential / commercial, industrial and urban residential
are the smallest uses in terms of acreage. Refer to Exhibit 12: Distribution of PCA by
Land Use for a table of this information.
Exhibit 12: Distribution of PCA by Land Use

Within the context of the PCA, it is important to understand the characteristics of the
available vacant land, since the Annex may compete against these properties for new
development. The table below, Exhibit 13: Distribution of Vacant Parcels by Size,
provides an overview of vacant land parcels within the PCA, according to the size of
the parcel. As shown in the table, there are 123 vacant parcels within the PCA, totaling
969 acres. The combined assessed value of these properties is almost $15 million. It is
significant to note that almost 90 percent of the vacant acreage is contained in parcels
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of five acres or more. This is significant because parcels of this size are more likely
to be either subdivided to create more development sites, or to be developed more
intensively in terms of square footage.
Exhibit 13: Distribution of Vacant Parcels by Size

As a final step in evaluating the competing real estate within the PCA, the development
potential of the vacant properties was evaluated. This was developed based on the
existing zoning for these properties, according to the Topsham zoning code. For
each land use category, the allowable floor-area-ratio (FAR) was used to estimate
development potential. Since many sites can not be developed to their maximum
FAR, a range of potential development was included, which assumes development at
50 percent of the maximum FAR as the low end of the range and 100 percent of the
maximum FAR as the high end of the range. For residential uses, a range of 1.5 to 3 acres
per home site was used.
As shown in the table below, Exhibit 14: Development Capacity of Vacant Land in the
PCA, approximately 425 acres of the vacant land in the PCA are zoned for commercial,
industrial and mixed uses. The Mixed-Use Limited and Mixed-Use Commercial Districts
account for 75 percent of the available vacant non-residential land. In total, it is
estimated that the vacant land within the PCA could support between 3.9 million square
feet and 7.9 million square feet of new development.
Within the PCA, almost 550 acres are zoned for residential uses. Assuming an average of
1.5 to 3.0 acres for each home, this vacant land in the PCA could support development of
182 to 364 new housing units. Preliminary issues regarding zoning, public utility capacity
/ condition and transportation issues were presented to generate discussion.
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Exhibit 14: Development Capacity of Vacant Land in the PCA

Source: JDA

The major themes or outcomes from the workshops included the following:
Parcel Availability
It was stated several times that the Annex does not include large sites and its reuse
therefore is not the most important issue facing Topsham. These comments revealed
that the retail sales, entertainment and hospitality (restaurant and/or hotel) structures
moratorium for Quadrants 1 and 2 located west of I-295 was at the forefront of peoples’
thinking.
Compatibility
Mount Ararat Middle and High Schools were noted as two dominate influences affecting
reuse of the Annex. Safety of the children and compatibility with educational and
recreation activities were noted. Although the school superintendent attended one
of the workshops, separate meetings were planned with the school board to discuss
compatibility issues and plans for constructing a new high school.
Also, it was recognized that adjacent and nearby industrial uses may be problematic
regarding the future development direction for the Annex and PCA. The Topsham Main
Street Committee is in the process of preparing recommendations related to zoning
district regulations revisions and development parameters for the Upper Village Area
located north of the Route 196 / Route 201 intersection.
Connectivity
Workshop attendees felt that there should be improved pedestrian and transportation
connections to support Annex reuse. Reuse of the Annex should not proceed in
a vacuum. Large vacant land parcels surrounding the Annex and east and west of
I-295 have the potential to place significant impacts upon the Route 201 and 196
transportation corridors. New pedestrian and transportation connections need to be
coordinated with development plans for large vacant parcels located within the PCA to
address the future transportation needs for the entire PCA.
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Transportation Access and Improvements
The majority of commercial and industrial development located in Topsham is located
along Routes 201 and 196. The Annex has one primary means of vehicular access via Can
Am Drive; the Annex has no road frontage which affects its reuse potential. To better
support Annex reuse and future economic growth within the PCA, workshop attendees
discussed potential transportation improvement needs, including:
►

New Secondary Roadway Connection - A secondary entrance to the Annex
from Highland Green may need to be opened in the future to provide improved
traffic flow to Route 196, versus sending those trips through the Route 196 / 201
intersection

►

New I-295 Interchange - A direct connection from Route 201 to I-295 to address
traffic congestion along Route 201 and to support future economic growth in the
entire PCA

Water and Sewer Utilities
It is estimated that the vacant land located within the PCA could support between 3.9
million and 7.9 million square feet of new commercial development along with 182
to 364 new housing units. This scale of development requires long range planning to
design, construct and invest in a coordinated public water and sewer system.

Public Meeting 3 - Preferred Reuse Master Plan
On Wednesday, August 1, 2007, the third public meeting in the Topsham Annex reuse
master planning process was held at the Topsham Public Library. Six Topsham residents
were in attendance, in addition to representatives from several organizations submitting
Notices of Interest during the state-local-homeless screening period, town staff, TLRA
board members, Matrix Design Group planning team members, US Navy representatives,
and other state and local government officials. The purpose of Public Meeting 3 was to
present to the public the Preferred Reuse Master Plan. For a review of the alternative
plan development and preferred alternative selection process, please see Section 5:
Conceptual Master Planning.
The meeting began with a PowerPoint presentation which provided an overview of
the Annex reuse planning process, the project schedule and progress made to date, a
description of the several Notices of Interest received, and the preferred reuse master
plan map. After the PowerPoint presentation, the Topsham citizens in attendance were
divided into two groups where they were given large-scale maps of the preferred reuse
master plan map to review and were given the opportunity to ask questions and discuss
the plan map with Matrix Design Group team members and other meeting participants.
After the plan map review discussions, all Public Meeting 3 attendees were reconvened
into a single group where citizens were then encouraged to provide feedback on the
preferred plan and, in particular, their thoughts on the following:
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►

Is the Plan Consistent with the TLRA’s Goals?

►

What Plan Elements Do You Support?

►

What Plan Elements Do You Not Support?

►

What Are Your Thoughts About the NOIs?

►

How Do You Feel About Proposed Densities?

►

Do You Feel the Plan Strikes the Right Balance?

►

What Are Your Thoughts About the Existing Buildings?

►

What Are Your Thoughts About the Housing Area?

Specific comments / questions voiced by the citizens in attendance included:
►

Existing housing should stay as housing.

►

Land uses are compatible with neighboring school uses.

►

Affordable housing should be provided if possible.

►

There’s a lack of school parking. Possible sharing of parking.

►

Have economic development opportunities been explored at the Housing area?

►

Have a sufficient number of citizens provided feedback on the plan?

►

What does the town have in mind for SW parcel in the Military Triangle?

►

Not supportive of a “land swap” in SW parcel in the Military Triangle

►

Are apartments suitable / desirable for the Housing area?

►

Don’t exclude apartments as housing option.

►

What’s the impact on the schools of different housing types / densities?

►

Support proposed park / recreation uses

►

School district is opposed to heavy industrial uses in Military Triangle.

►

What will happen to the water tower?

The Preferred Reuse Master Plan map, NOI map, and other materials were also
published on the Topsham Annex Reuse Master Plan project website, where citizens
unable to attend Public Meeting 3 were encouraged to submit their comments about the
preferred reuse master plan to the TLRA.

Public Meeting 4 - Public Hearing and Plan Adoption
On November 28, 2007, the draft Reuse Master Plan was presented to the TLRA Board
of Directors by the Matrix Planning Team. Following the presentation, the TLRA Board
opened a formal public hearing on the plan and invited members of the public present
to comment.
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Following the public hearing on the Reuses Master Plan, the Board convened a second
public hearing specifically regarding the TLRA’s recommendation to the Department
of Housing and Urban Development that Tedford Housing implement the Homeless
Services Provision component of the Reuse Master Plan. Following the public hearing,
the TLRA Board of Directors voted to approve the Homeless Services Provision
recommendation.

Plan Adoption - December 19, 2007
On December 19, 2007, the Topsham Local Redevelopment Authority Board of Directors
voted unanimously to formally approve and adopt this Reuse Master Plan.

Other Public Input Received
The Topsham LRA website was activated in March 2007. It provides access to all
documents and news related to planning, and also provides a comment function for the
general public’s use.

While it is important to the planning process that the TLRA and its consultants
understand the physical, economic, and environmental conditions that could
influence redevelopment of the Topsham Annex, it is also important to understand
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the community’s issues, concerns, and land use recommendations for the site. And,
although meetings have been held specifically to address public issues and ideas, the
website has provided an outlet for those who have not attended these meetings.

Themes and Issues
Throughout the public engagement process, several common themes have emerged,
including the following:
Compatibility - Future uses should complement or enhance the school sites, including
such uses as recreational, or after-school, or day care, or services to homeless teens,
or other supplementary educational and career services. Housing for families with
children and for workers was also considered as being desirable on Planning Area B, with
buffering from other business or commercial uses considered an important aspect.
Transportation - The site should have good pedestrian, bicycle, and car connections
internally, and to the rest of the community. It must be a safe place to move about. It
must not funnel more traffic into the crowded 201 / 196 intersection.
In general, unresolved public issues and concern remained around the reuse of the
existing buildings, including the Commissary; the type of housing most desirable;
the type of recreation and open space; and, the type of community facilities most
appropriate for the site and the community.
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