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COMMUNITY LOAN FUND




Language for you to use as you see fit…

For more than 100 years Maine’s islands have been havens for summer residents and visitors, for artists and writers, all lured by the natural beauty and the character of the rugged, self-sufficient fishing communities that have existed since the earliest days of North America’s colonization.  But since the early 1900s, the number of Maine islands with year-round populations has diminished from 286 to 14.  Hidden by the islands’ idyllic image are local people and communities struggling to provide for their families and preserve their connections to their island heritage and way of life.  While conservation efforts have done much to preserve place, preservation of community has received less attention and, as a result, the very existence of many of the remaining island communities is threatened.  When island residents can no longer afford to live on-island, the departure of every individual and family has a tangible impact of the long-term sustainability of that community.  The development of affordable housing, community facilities and more diversified economies, as well as strategies to attract new year-round residents, are at the heart of the challenges facing Island residents.  

Why now?  Joanne Whitehead, director of the island nonprofit Islesboro Affordable Property, said recently, “…it’s fantastic to have…the promise of assistance coming along when the year-round island communities are really struggling to survive.”  Doug Boynton of the Monhegan group, who fishes lobsters in the winter and works as a carpenter in the summer, said, “our island association represents winter people and summer people, young people and old folks.  The young people are who this work is for…we want to make this community sustainable for generations.” Boynton continued,  “We need to reach out to the larger community.  We can’t ignore the people who spend two weeks here.  Part of what people care about when they return each summer is that there’s a thriving year-round community.”  Young, working people on the 14 islands are being priced out of homes today.  Unless the wider world participates in the effort, island life along the coast of Maine, one of the few authentic traditional cultures left in the U.S., will become history within a generation.  A way of life will vanish.  
We are interested in setting Maine’s year-round island communities on the path of permanent sustainability.  We seek to turn the interest and great affection many people throughout the U.S. have for Maine’s islands into commitment and action on behalf of these communities.  The islands are places summer residents and visitors and even armchair tourists equate with natural beauty, solitude and self-reliance.  That 14 of these communities, several of which still operate a one-room schoolhouse, continue to exist in the 21st century is something of a miracle.  Garrison Keillor once said, “Maine is everybody’s favorite other state,” and we think that many people beyond our borders, including people of considerable means, would feel the need to do something about sustaining these island communities if they fully understood the challenges that island communities face.

If one goal is to get the word out about the current vulnerability and fragility of year-round island life, then another goal is to spur these new stakeholders into action.  Most of the 14 islands already have nonprofit, volunteer-led community development organizations that are, to various extents, prepared to think big about how to ensure their survival.  In 2004, to help fund island initiatives, the Genesis Fund, along with the Maine Seacoast Mission, the Island Institute and the Maine Community Foundation, developed the Islands Challenge Fund and were awarded a $220,000 challenge grant by Jane’s Trust of Boston. The Genesis Fund administers the Islands Challenge Fund and Maine Community Foundation serves as its fiscal agent.  The fund was supplemented by an additional $50,000 in 2005.  Three grants of $25,000 have been made to island organizations to date, and the fund is poised to capitalize on the fundraising potential of a marketing campaign to distribute more funds to well-articulated initiatives presented by island organizations.

A study published by The Conservation Fund, a conservation think tank based in Washington, D.C., recently stated that “sustainable communities have good jobs, adequate housing, and a strong sense of place derived from local natural and cultural resources.”1  Those qualities sum up our goals for Maine’s island communities, which specifically include:

· For these 14 islands, one of the tremendous hindrances to the development of year-round affordable housing is the lack of available land and/or the extremely high cost of land that is available for purchase.  When you take the cost of land out of the equation, suddenly a person or family who makes between 80 and 120 percent of the state’s average income can afford a home.  One objective, after getting people who care about the islands on board with the cause, would be to help the individual islands groups obtain land…either through donation, subsidized purchase, land trust/conservation agreements, or coop arrangements.  

· Another obtainable goal that the island communities share is for the development of high-speed internet access.  Many young families would be interested in being a part of an island community if they could bring their computer-based livelihood with them.   High-speed access would make that a possibility for many people who already telecommute.  

· Another pressing need on many of the islands is to obtain funding for a resident medical practitioner and to expand relationships with mainland hospitals and physicians for telemetric services.  

· Yet another objective of this campaign would be to establish a revolving loan fund that is solely dedicated to micro-enterprise and economic development.  An overwhelming percentage of the islands’ year-round residents are sole proprietors.  A $5,000 loan for a fisherman to overhaul his boat’s engine or for a weaver to purchase a new loom could make a huge difference in a community’s ability to retain year-round residents.  Isle au Haut already has a successful model that could used on other islands.

· Continuing to expand services for the islands’ elderly population is also an objective.  Three islands already have homes that provide assisted living care to frail elders who have lived on the island their entire lives, but others are yet to be developed.  The best practice of allowing elders to “age in place” is extremely important on an island community and the success we’ve had on some islands could be translated to others.

The bottom line to preserving these communities will be to help build the capacity of island people to weave a social fabric that allows them to live year-round in a self-sustaining way.  Islands need people whose livelihoods together provide for the needs of the greater community, they need affordable housing, they need medical care, they need a good education for their children, and they need to stabilize their year-round populations.

Our  audience includes anyone who cares about Maine island life and is in the position to assist in the effort to bring permanent sustainability to the year-round communities.  We agree with Monhegan Island lobsterman Doug Boynton when he says, “We can’t ignore the people who rent a house here for two weeks every summer.  This island is important to them.”  Special interest groups within the wider “those who care” category include sailors/boaters, birders, summer visitors, conservationists, artist and writers, and maritime and American history enthusiasts to name a few.

The most important message about the vulnerability of island communities is that these 14 year-round communities could be gone a generation from now.  The timeliness of this campaign is key to ensuring the continuation of this historic and culturally rich way of life.  What is especially engaging about this cause is that a visit to Monhegan or Isle au Haut isn’t a visit to Williamsburg.  These islands represent our living history where the harbors are working harbors and the lobster traps stacked on the side roads are for catching lobsters not for sale as coffee tables.  But when it’s gone, it’s gone.  

Eighteenth Century British statesman Edmund Burke said, “The public interest requires doing today those things that men of intelligence and good will would wish, five or ten years hence, had been done.”

OUR PITCH 

The existence of the vital, working year-round communities on 14 of Maine’s unbridged islands is in significant jeopardy.  Without the development of safeguards to ensure a strong social fabric such as affordable workforce housing, medical care, small-scale economic development and technological infrastructure, these islands could, within a generation, be home only to summer residents of astronomically high-priced second homes.  

These island communities embody, in their daily comings and goings, a historical and cultural significance that, once the population sinks below a certain threshold, could never be replicated.  We, and the generations that follow us, would be diminished without these island communities in our midst.  Now is the time to multiply the level of commitment to raise awareness of those whose affection and admiration of island life is strong – including those who have the financial means to make a difference.  

� 1 “Conservation-Based Affordable Housing.”  The Conservation Fund. 2006. p.v.
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