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To: Wells Board of Selectmen
         
Re: Life-time Restrictions on Renovating and Repairing Coastal Properties to 50% of the Buildings’ Assed Value

To the Wells Board of Selectmen:

At the annual meeting of Save Our Shores-Maine and the Maine Coastal Coalition, on August 16, 2025, attended by over 100 Wells residents, an issue was brought to our attention that has profound consequences for our coastal property owners here in Wells.

Prior to the adoption in June, 2024 of the most recent FEMA Flood Maps and updated Flood ordinances, the Town of Wells used to have a 10-year reset rule to determine the amount of renovation or reconstruction that could occur to a property located in a flood zone over that period. With the passage of the latest flood ordinances, that restriction now applies for the life of the property. This change in the ordinance was never fully vetted or explained in any public hearings that I attended prior to the vote. It was found on page 20 of the town meeting warrant and ran some 19 pages with over 150 changes, additions, deletions and corrections. 

As an organization, we are concerned that Wells is the only coastal Maine town that we can find, that uses the current 50% rule for renovation and reconstruction over a structure’s lifetime, instead of the previous 10-year reset standard. This has grave consequences for our coastal communities and to the property tax base of the Town of Wells, where over 35% of the town’s property tax base will be impacted by this rule.

Let us consider a situation where a homeowner suffers a severe fire loss to their property, which had an assessed building value of $250,000. The 50% rule will only allow up to $125,000 in repairs to rebuild the house unless the property owner incurs additional costs to raise and floodproof the home, even though the loss was not flood related. Additionally, the property owner could make no further improvements or renovations for the rest of the property’s lifetime, eventually falling into total disrepair and negative valuation. If the property were damaged severely by a flooding event, I could see the rational for such a requirement to floodproof to the extent required by FEMA.


We recognize that there is a provision within the rule that removes this 50% reset if the property is fully floodproofed under FEMA standards. However, not every property along our coastline can be raised or fully floodproofed. Take a home, with a full basement that has its utilities and mechanics in the basement. This would make it impossible to raise and fully floodproof this type of property. There are other scenarios that would make complete flood-proofing unable to be accomplished as well. Handicap accessibility would likely be impossible. 

Consider Lafayette’s Ocean Front Resort, one of the town’s largest employers and taxed structures, with a fully functioning basement area and an indoor pool. Should they suffer that same type of fire loss they would only be able to replace half the building structure, as floodproofing would be impossible for a structure such as theirs. There are several other commercial structures along our coastline that would suffer the same fate. Once the 50% reconstruction has occurred, they could no longer do another thing to that structure, ever! 

As mentioned, the Town of Wells is the only one of five towns within the Maine Coastal Zone that has varied from the Uniform Flood Ordinance: Wells, Ogunquit, Belfast, Southwest Harbor and Richmond. Of these towns, Wells is the only town to adopt a life-time cap on renovations and reconstruction. The other 5 towns have adopted the 5-year reset. Of the 153 towns in the Coastal Zone of Maine, most have adopted a ten-year reset provision. 

If the goal is to encourage property owners to better floodproof their properties, a goal we support, there are other, more effective ways to accomplish this, especially if the damage is a flood related loss. As an organization we offer our assistance in crafting such ordinance provisions, without the approach the current ordinance applies.

We are requesting the Board of Selectmen to ask the Planning Board to review these flood ordinance provisions and bring back to your board recommendations to place an article on next June’s town meeting warrant to repeal the life-time cap and to provide a 5 five-year reset. as our neighboring town of Ogunquit has.

We appreciate your consideration of this request.

Respectfully,

Robert Foley
President
Save Our Shore-Maine
Maine Coastal Coalition
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