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Greenville, ME - Recently I discussed the accelerating demographic shift in northern Maine in which the number of younger citizens has been consistently declining.  The implications are serious, both economically and socially.  Without younger replacement workers to fill the basic needs of a community, Maine faces an uncertain, and potentially dangerous, future.
In spite of numerous warnings (including recent articles in Boston and Washington, D.C. newspapers), Maine’s approach appears mostly to be to simply hope for the best.  I would suggest that there are meaningful measures which can be implemented to not only immediately ease the problem, but to offer a long term solution.
The first step requires recognition by political leaders that there is a serious problem requiring bold action to salvage the future of the state.  Both the problem and the corrective measures must be clearly conveyed to Mainers - an act of political courage requiring bi-partisan cooperation and strong leadership (unfortunately doubtful in the current political climate).
Action must be both immediate and long-term.  The obvious “quick fix” is to create significant financial inducements to bring in citizens from other states or other countries.  One example might involve significant tax breaks such as the ones routinely offered to businesses to start a new operation in a community.  If we offer incentives to companies to create jobs, why should Maine not offer enticements for new labor to come to Maine?   A similar smaller scale program in operation in Vermont has been showing moderate success.  For immigrants to the U.S., why not provide sponsors, guaranteed housing, language assistance, and job training for up to 10,000 new arrivals each year?  Each of these new arrivals can immediately provide labor while beginning training for skilled positions in areas such as plumbing, carpentry, electrical work, construction, vehicle repair, and many other trades currently undermanned throughout the state.  And these new workers will add to the tax base while creating new families to lessen the existing population decline.
Longer term solutions will also require financial investment.  Because Maine needs to attract younger people, the obvious source is college-age students.  The carrot here is free tuition (not room and board) for undergraduate study for both residents and out-of-state youngsters.  Students who attend universities typically develop an attachment to not only that institution, but also the region while participating in sports and activities at the school.  Obviously there must also be jobs here in Maine waiting for these students upon graduation, but the first step is to get them to Maine.  Then Mainers need to re-think their almost ingrained opposition to every proposal to bring new jobs to the state.  There may have to be environmental trade-offs to allow new roads, electric transmission lines, and land being converted for solar farms and wind generating units - all adding to economic growth.  Maine’s logging industry is a long-standing example of successfully balancing environmental and commercial needs for the benefit of the entire state. 
Another long term fix is to encourage younger Mainers already here to have larger families.  With current birth rates barely providing replacement numbers, it is obvious that our state desperately needs more babies to provide citizens of the future.  Again the obvious choice should be significant state tax incentives which reward families for having children. 
Each of the suggested remedies which I have mentioned require significant funding, and almost certain tax increases for current Maine residents.  Here is where political leadership must take a leading role by convincing taxpayers that the situation is dire, that corrective action much be taken now, and that it will pay dividends for the future of Maine.
There is an existing model right here in Maine which provides an example of what can be done.  It is called “The Maine Track” and has been successfully improving rural Maine recruitment and retention of physicians for the past 10 years.  In addition to public funds, this program has raised over $40 million from private philanthropy to support its goals.  Surely a well-structured program “to save Maine” could draw even more private donations than this venture.
Some may regard this discussion of population decline as overly pessimistic.  But to do nothing could well mean having to hope that robots will be able to meet most future needs for services for an aging population while we sit in nursing homes staring at our pristine lakes and mountains.  That’s not a future I recommend.
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