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nlike some of the architects approached by the owners for the
reconstruction of a dwelling within
spitting distance of a small pond in Sweden,
Maine, John Cole was excited to take on
challenges that state and local shoreland
zoning restrictions imposed on the project.
While all Maine towns are subject to the
state’s Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Law
regarding existing shoreland property expansion, they are allowed to adopt their own
Shoreland Ordinances, as long as they are at
least compliant with the state’s restrictions.
In other words, some towns have regulations
and restrictions that are even more stringent
than the state’s. In all cases, the goal is to
preserve and conserve the natural beauty
of Maine’s shoreland areas by protecting
them from harmful runoff and erosion.
Following the original enactment of the
Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act in 1971,
signiﬁcant additions to the law were ad-
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opted in later amendments. An amendment
made in January 1989 limited expansion
of non-conforming structures (i.e. within
100’ of normal high water) to 30% of
area or volume, whichever is less. Because
calculating and regulating volume proved
difﬁcult, the state adopted a second amendment in July 1998. The second version is
more restrictive and limits height and area
in 25’ sections from high water line to 100’
feet back. Towns can base their ordinance
on either version and many owners are
surprised to ﬁnd that their community has
adopted the more restrictive second one. On
top of that, interpretation of the Shoreland
Ordinances is generally left up to the local
code enforcement ofﬁcers (CEOs) and they
have wide latitude in so doing.
Non-conforming or “grandfathered”
structures built before January 1, 1989
within 100’ of the water line can be replaced
or renovated, but in all cases their expan-

sion is restricted. An accurate survey is also
needed to determine distance from the water
and other potential limitations such as easements, wetlands and utility lines.
“The key to a successful project,” says Cole
“is to research the local ordinance and then
sit down with the CEO to review his/her interpretation before starting detailed design.”
The Sweden Shoreland Ordinance is
based on the original state legislation allowing a 30% expansion by area or volume,
whichever is less, provided that the nonconformity is not increased. To make things
even trickier, the original structure for Cole’s
project was on a small lot, sandwiched between the pond setback and a setback from
the road, so technically expanding the ﬂoor
area in either direction wasn’t an option.
“There was, however, an exception in the
ordinance which I discussed with the CEO
for permission to add a stairwell on the
road side to provide access to the available

volume expansion on a new second ﬂoor,”
notes Cole.
The last piece of the zoning puzzle was
to track down documentation of various
additions to establish that they were built
prior to 1989 and therefore could be included in the base calculations for area and
volume. When all was said and done, the
allowable area for the replacement structure
was 2,322.45 square feet and the allowable
volume was 19,236 cubic feet. With the parameters in place, Cole’s next challenge was
to accommodate the owners’ program for a
four bedroom, three bath house with screen
porch, mudroom, storage room, mechanical
room and laundry. For the record, the new
home contains 2,312 square feet—10 square
feet less than the maximum allowed.
I met with one of the owners on a chilly
morning in early April, not long after the
ice had gone out and the ducks had come in.
I’ve never considered myself a “lake” person, but standing in the light-ﬁlled kitchen
looking “up pond” made me get why so
many people are drawn to waterfront.
As we admired the view, she recalled,
“The ﬁrst time John came to the old house,
he was funny, he sat here and he was like, ‘I
want to lift the house up and I want to turn
it like that,’ because your body just wants
to go to the lake.” As she talked, she held
her hands out in front of her and pivoted
her body up pond.
Because that wasn’t an option, Cole did
the next best thing. Bump-out bays in the
kitchen and living area not only achieve the
effect by angling some of the windows to
capture the view, but custom-cut Douglas
ﬁr braces tying into the timbers surrounding
each bay serve to picture frame it. Erecting
the bays on posts had the added advantage
of keeping the volume down and allowing
light into the bedrooms below.
On the ceiling and gable ends, tongue
and groove painted a high gloss white
bounces the light and creates an airy openness in the ﬂow of dining, kitchen and living areas. Even though it’s a fairly narrow
galley kitchen, it feels much larger. Recessed
lighting in the ceiling would have taken up
valuable volume, so the solution was to run
cable lighting between the beams. It wasn’t
the owner’s ﬁrst choice, but she admits that
it works within the galley design.
Cabinets were designed to make maximum use of space. The island serves as a
prep and eat-in kitchen surface but the storage space below it is equally important, with
a microwave oven discretely housed in one
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of the drawers. A built-in cabinet over the
bar in the living room solves the problem of
where to store glasses and barware, as well
as housing a custom-made cigar humidor
in one of the drawers.
COVID provided an unlikely opportunity for the owners to test-drive their new
home. Despite the fact that they had been
vacationing in Maine for more than twenty
years and bought the property a couple of
years ago, they used the original house only
on an occasional basis in summer and more
often during winter ski season. The ranch
was demolished in July of 2019 and Main
Eco Homes (MEH) began construction immediately afterward. The owners are quick
to credit MEH with running a tight crew
and keeping to their timeline, only slightly
extending beyond it due to changes they requested. Construction of the new house was
completed in February 2020—just in time
for the pandemic. Along with their three
grown children, they ended up spending a
lot of time in Maine this past year.
As she walked me through it, the owner
observed, “It’s funny. It’ll be like, ‘Oh my
God, it’s so small.’ But we’ve been totally
comfortable with everybody up here—even
in the winter.”
12

LAKELIVINGMAINE .COM

None of the bedrooms are huge, but neither do they feel cramped. The fact that two
of them don’t have closets no doubt lends
to their spaciousness. As Cole pointed out
about a camp he designed that was featured
in an earlier issue of Lake Living, when
you’re coming up for a weekend or a week
at a time, you’re basically living out of your
suitcase. Having the space to move around
makes more sense than having closets that
would largely go unused. To make up for
it, there are hooks and pegs throughout the
bedrooms, bathrooms and mudroom. Built-

in desks and window seats are other elements designed to save space and stow stuff.
The owner’s mantra of “light and bright”
was honored throughout. The open Douglas
ﬁr stairwell that connects all three ﬂoors
not only cuts down on volume by being
vertically contained in a bump out, it allows light into what would otherwise be
a dark hallway leading to the second ﬂoor
bedroom and bath. Lead Foreman Mike
Ridlon points out that the open stringers
really make the space feel a lot larger than it
is because you can see through the stairwell,

especially with the windows behind. The
attention to detail, including hand milling
the handrails, transcends the practical by
turning it into a stunning architectural element. The same can be said for the ﬁnish
carpentry throughout the house, for which
credit is due to Ridlon and fellow Master
Carpenter Steve Whitney.
Thanks to one of two impressive stone
ﬁreplaces constructed by Brian Bogdahn, the
screened-in porch beyond the living room
has proven itself a year-round space and
the preferred gathering place to play board
games in the evenings.
The storage room at the foot of the
stairs on the lower level is very functional,
given that it’s the largest dedicated space
for “stuff.” Winter gear gets stored there
in summer and vice versa. The mechanical
room features a space-saving, built-in compressor for inﬂatables. A large mudroom at
the lower level entry provides another space
to drop coats, boots and gear. Custom-made
Douglas ﬁr pegboards provide easy-access
storage for skis and a wrap-around bench
does double duty as storage bins. An outdoor shower that is plumbed into the septic
system tucks neatly under the stairwell to
the second-ﬂoor entry.
The master suite on the third floor
accounts for the biggest part of the 30%
expansion. It’s a quiet treehouse-like haven
to which the owners can escape and take in
ever-changing views of the pond.
It’s one thing to design and build a
beautiful house, but to make it beautiful
and functional requires vision, both spatial
and practical. It also requires a thorough
understanding of Shoreland Zone Laws,
both state and local. There’s a good reason
these laws exist, and regardless of whether
it’s new construction, renovation, or landscaping, the complexities of shoreland
zoning are not to be taken lightly. Consult
your CEO about restrictions before you do
any landscaping and, by all means, enlist
the services of an architect and builder who
know the regulations applicable to your
town or are committed to researching them
before you build or renovate. It could make
the difference between avoiding a hefty ﬁne
or, worse case scenario, being ordered to
tear down your structure for violation of
Shoreland Zone laws. 5
For more information, visit Maine’s DEP
website for the Bureau of Land and Water
Quality at www.maine.gov/dep/blwq or call
207-287-3901.
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