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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
Housing is fundamental to the well-being of Maine families. Availability of affordable housing is critical 

to regional economic competitiveness. Housing cost, condition and location largely determine quality 

of life for households and quality of place for towns. Unfortunately, Maine’s housing is too often 

expensive, scarce and/or located far from jobs and services. In Maine, moderate-income working 

households are increasingly having a difficult time to afford adequate housing, while very low income 

households must often accept sub-standard housing, when they can find it at all. These complex 

housing problems require consideration of numerous inter-related issues: household incomes and 

sizes, housing tenures and locations, heating costs and job locations. A thorough inventory of this 

complex web of issues must serve as the basis for a strategic long-term housing policy for the state of 

Maine. With this goal in mind, this study pulls together rich, detailed information to outline the 

contours of Maine’s housing stock and affordability issues.   

 
 

 
 

This study was conducted by the 
Housing Affordability Initiative at the MIT Center for Real Estate  

for the 
 Maine Affordable Housing Coalition. 



 

Maine’s housing stock does not match the needs of 
thousands of Maine’s households. 

 

 aŀƛƴŜΩǎ ǊŜƴǘŀƭ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘƻŎk has 
experienced a modest net decline since 
2000. 6,500 rental units were built in Maine 
from 2000 to 2006, while about the same 
number were lost from the rental stock.  

 

 aŀƛƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊ-occupied housing stock has 
grown by 6% since 2000, but these new units 
appear to be located farther from jobs and 
critical services.  26,000 year-round, owner-
occupied units have been added (largely in 
formerly rural areas) along with a substantial 
number of seasonal dwellings. 

 

 While the amount of seasonal housing in the Mid-Coast/Downeast Zone  has grown significantly 
since 2000, many towns within the Mid-Coast/Downeast Zone have very little year-round rental 
housing. In several towns, seasonal housing outnumbers year-round housing. Workers in fishing 
and at some major employers in the Mid-Coast/Downeast Zone often have limited housing options 
due to limited adequate rental housing and the costs of commuting. 

 

 Affordable rental housing opportunities for lower income households in the Greater Portland 
area are quite limited. Rental housing in the Greater Portland area is important for regional 
economic growth and to provide homes for over 17,000 very low income households. However, 
affordable rental housing is virtually unattainable for a large percentage of these very low income 
households, especially those relying on low wages, social security and disability income. 

 
 For many struggling Mainers, there appears to be a 

disconnect between dwelling size and household size. 
More than 20,000 very low to moderately low income 
households with severe housing affordability problems 
include only one or two occupants but have three or more 
bedrooms. On the one hand, psychological attachment, 
including intergenerational issues, could certainly be a 
factor here. But alternatively, there may be an inadequate 
supply of less expensive, smaller dwellings within the same 
area into which older persons could move. 

                                                 
 This study divides Maine into six zones in order to highlight issues particular to distinct regions of the state: Southern York, 

Greater Portland, Greater Brunswick, Mid-Coast/Downeast, Micropolitan and North/West. 



 

Maine incomes have not kept up with housing costs. 
 

 Housing values and rents have increased faster than incomes since 2000. Between 2000 and 
2006, housing values and rents increased by 70% and 31%, respectively, while household incomes 
have increased 16%. 

 

 There is a stark contrast in incomes between those who rent and those who own in Maine. Of the 
roughly 330,000 owners of conventional single-family housing in Maine, nearly one-half earn more 
than 120% of the federally defined area median income. Of the 148,500 renter households, almost 
one-half earn less than 50% of area median income.  

 

 More than 86,000 low-income households in Maine have severe housing affordability problems. 
These highly vulnerable households earn less than 80% of area median income (roughly $40,000 for 
a family of three) AND pay more than 50% of their income towards housing costs. This group 
(which excludes those receiving housing subsidies) includes about 42,000 renter households and 
nearly 45,000 owner households. 

 

 High heating fuel costs disproportionately impact low and modest income homeowners. 80% of 
Maine homes rely on fuel oil. An increase in heating oil prices from $2.32 to $3.62/gallon (which 
was the average cost in Maine in October 2008) requires very low income households to spend 
more than 15% of their income to heat their homes; households with incomes greater than 120% 
of area median income need only spend about 2.5% of their income to stay warm. The vulnerability 
of poor Mainers to volatility in the cost of fuel is severe. 

 
 

 



 

Maine’s senior population is growing, with many facing 
acute housing problems. 

  

 aŀƛƴŜΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƎƛƴƎΦ Since 2000, the population of those aged 55 years and older has 
grown by 52,000 (that is, by 25%). The younger population has declined slightly. The increase in the 
older population primarily reflects aging in place, but also includes a substantial number of in-
migrating retirees. This rate of aging is greater than that of the U.S. as a whole.  
 

 
 

 There are a large number of elderly households in 
Maine with severe housing affordability problems. Of 
the 86,000 low-income Maine households paying more 
than 50% of their income towards housing costs, more 
than 34,000 are aged 55 and over. Strikingly, 9,000 of 
these households have fully paid mortgages. These 9,000 
households have a median age of 72 and are house-
rich/cash-poor.  

 

 Severely cost-burdened elderly households are 
particularly likely to have greater than average 
bedrooms per person.  About 62% of 1-2 person, 
severely cost-burdened elderly households occupy 
homes with 3 or more bedrooms.  
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