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Prospects for a 
Rim county 

Population 
Rebound: 

Can Quality of Place  
Lure In-Migrants?

by David Vail

PRoSPectS foR a RiM county PoPulation Rebound

David Vail asks whether population will rebound 

in Maine’s rural “rim” counties and whether 

investing to enhance “quality of place” can attract 

large numbers of rural settlers. Review of the 

evidence suggests that Maine’s rim counties are not 

experiencing a population rebound and that rural 

counties vary greatly in their ability to hold onto 

existing residents or attract new ones. Vail argues 

that quality-of-place investments should not be 

considered as a core development tool for rural 

areas, but that they can complement traditional 

rural economic policy measures. Since it is difficult 

to stimulate a major population movement to 

Maine’s rim counties, amenity investments should 

focus on enhancing quality of life for current  

residents, thereby strengthening their incentive  

to stay.    
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 As the search for quality places grows in 
importance, Maine possesses a globally 
known “brand” built on images of livable 
communities, stunning scenery, and great 
recreational opportunities….Crucial to this 
brand is the integrity of Maine’s distinctive 
towns and villages and the stunning natural 
areas that lie between them. (the brookings 
institution 2006: 6, 8)

aMeRica’S RuRal Rebound and  
bRooKinGS’ uPbeat Maine foRecaSt

america’s non-metropolitan population rebounded 
by 3.5 million in the 1990s, following a 1.4 

million decline in the 1980s. the movement of retirees 
and highly skilled younger adults to “amenity-rich” 
rural areas was especially conspicuous. among older 
people the rural shift was nothing new: they have 
relocated to rural areas since the 1950s. 
However, before the 1990s, the graying of 
rural america had been reinforced by the 
continuing exodus of youths and younger 
adults from most rural regions. So the big 
news of the 1990s was the positive net 
rural migration of young adults. 

as figure 1 shows, the rebound was 
actually concentrated in the first half of 
the 1990s and in the South and west; by 
decade’s end, the rebound was losing 
momentum. important for this essay, it 
was less pronounced in the northeast, 
where rural migration actually turned 
negative in 2000. indeed, apart from the 
1970s’ “back to the land” episode, the 
rural northeast has experienced net out-
migration fairly consistently since world 
war ii. the underlying story is familiar: 
better career opportunities, metropolitan 
amenities, and the lure of a milder climate 
have been major forces drawing younger 
people away (Johnson and cromartie 
2006: 29).

the brookings institution’s 2006 
report, Charting Maine’s Future, quoted 

above, preaches the good news that, in the 21st 
century, quality of place is one of Maine’s special assets 
supporting economic development. without doubt, 
talented and affluent people are drawn to places 
offering an outstanding quality of life. the brookings’ 
analysis implies that southern and coastal Maine have 
the greatest magnetism, but their optimism extends  
to every corner of the state. their bright forecast of 
Maine’s prospects is backed by evidence of our own 
population rebound between 2000 and 2005. in that 
period, Maine’s 0.8 percent annual population growth 
was new england’s second highest, lagging behind only 
new Hampshire. indeed, all Maine regions shared in 
the growth, although the pace was slower in northern 
and downeast regions (0.2 percent and 0.3 percent/
year, respectively) (brookings 2006). 

the claim that Maine is primed for continuing  
in-migration, driven by exceptional quality of place,  
is bolstered by anecdotal stories and evidence “on the 
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FIGURE 1:	 Non-metropolitan	Net	Migration	by	Region,	1990–2001

 

                Source: Johnson and Cromartie 2006: 39
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ground.” Portland, for instance, is regularly featured in 
national “ten best places” lists: most livable small cities, 
gay-friendly communities, and hot tourist destinations. 
critical insights’ 2009 survey of Maine’s business 
leaders concludes:

 Maine’s natural environment and perceived 
favorable quality of life continue to garner 
some of the highest levels of endorsement  
as Maine’s greatest assets as a place to do  
business (critical insights 2009: 4). 

york county has become a haven for commuters 
employed in greater Portland, southern new 

Hampshire, and even metropolitan boston. an urban 
renaissance of sorts is underway in central Maine’s 

major service centers, bangor, lewiston-
auburn, and waterville. Money magazine 

rates brunswick a prime destination for 
affluent retirees, and the influx of retired 

people has pushed east of Penobscot 
bay to Hancock county.

to a great extent, Charting 
Maine’s Future framed our 
economic policy dialogue for 
several years, until the “great reces-
sion” and the state’s severe fiscal 
woes captured the headlines. 
thus, it is fair to inquire whether 
brookings’ assertion that quality 
of place is Maine’s key strategic 
asset is justified—especially in the 
case of our sparsely populated, 

economically distressed, remote, and 
chilly rim counties (oxford, franklin, 

Somerset, Piscataquis, aroostook and 
washington) (figure 2). Provoked by brookings’ 

upbeat prognosis, this essay attempts to answer two 
questions. are there solid prospects for a rural popula-
tion rebound in Maine’s rim counties? can investing  
to enhance quality of place attract large numbers of 
rural settlers? Several types of evidence support provi-
sional answers to these questions. Should the answers 
to these questions be ambiguous or negative, a third 
question arises: what are the implications for Maine’s 
rural economic strategy in an era of severely 
constrained state resources? 
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FIGURE 2:	 Maine’s	Coastal,	Central	and	Rim	Counties

 

                Source: Johnson and Cromartie 2006: 39
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Quality of Place: aRticle of faitH, 
MobiliZinG device—fiScal StePcHild

in recent years, Maine has experienced a remarkable 
burst of community, regional, and state initiatives, 

built on the interrelated notions of quality of place, 
creative economy, and asset-based development. 
indeed, the potential of amenity investments to revi-
talize communities and local economies has become 
an article of faith through the brookings report and 
the work of Governor’s councils on Maine’s creative 
economy and on Maine’s Quality of Place. former 
State economist catherine Reilly and economics 
professor Henry Renski, in a study commissioned by 
the council on Quality of Place, echo the brookings 
assessment (2007: 40):

 initial evidence suggests that Quality of Place 
aids economic growth, which makes it an 
important consideration in Maine. it is an area 
in which Maine has a comparative advantage: 
the state’s natural setting and livable commu-
nities have attracted visitors and residents for 
decades; its internationally-recognized brand 
centers on these features. this makes Quality  
of Place an attractive framework for community 
and economic development initiatives in Maine.

this faith is embodied in an extraordinary array 
of recent initiatives. the Municipal investment trust 
fund (launched in 1993), the Maine downtown 
center’s “Main Street Maine” program (1999), the 
Maine cultural affairs council’s “new century 
community Program” (2002), and the Governor’s 
council on the creative economy (2004) all predate 
the brookings report. the Governor’s council on 
Maine’s Quality of Place (2006) the Maine 
downtown coalition’s “communities for Maine’s 
future” effort (2007), and “Mobilize Maine” are 
descendents of the brookings’ analysis and recom- 
mendations. these efforts are all statewide in scope; 
however, each also addresses rural Maine’s special 
needs and opportunities. Still other efforts have a 
distinctly rural flavor, for instance the Great Maine 
forest initiative, the Maine woods consortium, the 
Maine Rural Partnership, and northern and eastern 
Maine development corporation projects. to this 

inventory, we should add countless grassroots  
initiatives in the rim counties, such as the western 
Mountains alliance, the Piscataquis tourism 
authority, Voici the [St. John] valley, and the 
eastport arts center and tides institute.

when this essay was first drafted in early 2009, 
there was optimism that the Maine legislature’s bond 
package would channel tens of millions of dollars into 
the excellent investment proposals generated by the 
Governor’s council on Quality of Place. in the event, 
the Governor’s $306 million bond package was whit-
tled down dramatically, particularly for quality-of-
place investments. Quality-of-place bonds that 
survived the appropriation committee’s long knives 
centered on land for Maine’s future (including the 
working waterfront fund) and trails projects within 
the highways and bridges bond. this year voters will 
also decide on token amounts for Parks and lands, 
the endangered building fund, and communities for 
Maine’s future. as of this writing, a follow-up gover-
nor’s bill has emerged successfully from committee:  
ld 1389, “an act to create State and Regional 
Quality of Place investment Strategies for High value 
Jobs, Products and Services in Maine.” Given recent 
history, a skeptic could be forgiven for expecting little 
funding to back the bill’s rhetoric. 

Quality-of-place advocates also expressed early 
optimism that their carefully crafted proposals would 
receive a healthy cut of Maine’s $1 billion-plus in 
federal Recovery act funds. However, when the 
state’s aRRa priorities were hammered out, quality-
of-place initiatives were, not surprisingly, unable to 
compete effectively against urgent education, health, 

In recent years Maine has experienced a 

remarkable burst of community, regional, 

and state initiatives built on the interre-

lated notions of quality of place, creative 

economy, and asset-based development.
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and transportation needs. in sum, the rim counties 
cannot expect a major infusion of either state or 
federal revenues for quality-of-place investments in 
the foreseeable future. 

Maine’S RiM countieS aS a MaGnet  
foR in-MiGRantS: evidence

in my current study of amenity investments and 
development of tourist destinations, i have heard 

heartening stories about Maine natives and former 
seasonal residents returning to retire in Rangeley, 
brownville, caribou, and Machias and tales of big city 
emigrés launching craft workshops in dover-foxcroft, 
art galleries in eastport, organic farms in Strong, and 
b&bs in Greenville. it is also encouraging that oxford 
county actually grew faster than the state between 
2000 and 2006 (4.3 percent vs. 3.7 percent). it is clear 
that rural communities and counties vary greatly in 
their ability to hold onto existing residents and attract 
in-migrants. but do such anecdotes and local trends 
betoken a general rural population rebound?

viewing Maine’s demographics from a rim-
county vantage point, the brookings report appears  
to have tweaked the data to support its optimistic 
message. this is reflected in brookings’ choice of indi-
cators and time frame. the following figures from a 
2007 Maine center for economic Policy (MeceP) 
report (vail and Pohlmann 2007) show that Maine’s 
2000–2005 population rebound was overwhelmingly 
a south coastal phenomenon (see figure 3). the rim 
counties, with 21 percent of Maine’s population, 
attracted just 11 percent of the migrant flow. as in  
the past, rural settlers were older people. youths and 
young adults continued to emigrate. figure 4 illus-
trates population change of young adults from 2000 
to 2005. even oxford county, with its comparatively 
rapid overall population growth, experienced a 24 
percent decline in 25- to 34-year-olds between 1990 
and 2005 (Hamilton et al 2008: 7). an oft-repeated 
fact is that Maine’s has america’s oldest population,  
by median age. in 2006, 14.6 percent of Maine resi-
dents were at least 65; the rim county figure was  
16 percent (u.S. census 2009).

by extending our view to the years before and 
since brookings’ 2000–2005 glimpse, it becomes clear 
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FIGURE 4:	 Maine	Population	Change	Ages	15–44,	2000–2005

 

                Source: Cervone 2007: 50, 51
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FIGURE 3:	 Maine	Net	Migration,	1990–1999	and	2000–2005
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that their optimism about Maine’s attractive power is 
grounded in a brief and evidently atypical time period. 
in the 1990s, statewide net migration was negative and 
since 2005, the state’s growth has plummeted from 
8,000+/year in the brookings time frame to just 1,000 
to 2,000 per year. indeed, in 2008 Maine’s net migra-
tion turned negative once again and our population 
growth went from second fastest to second slowest 
among new england states (Mdol 2009). 

in sum, a careful review of the evidence does not 
support brookings’ claim that Maine’s rim counties  
are enjoying a population rebound, much less one that 
can slow the rapid aging of our rural population. even 
so, it could be claimed that Charting Maine’s Future 
points in the right strategic direction. Perhaps by 
making smart quality-of-place investments, the rim 
counties still have a chance to hold onto their young 
people and attract migrants in significant numbers.  
the following section explores this thesis by reviewing 
the core features of the national rural rebound.

undeRStandinG aMeRica’S RuRal Rebound

More important than counting heads is under-
standing why the 1990s rural rebound was 

concentrated in certain areas and why the “selective 
deconcentration” of america’s population largely 
bypassed Maine’s rim counties. with care, we can draw 
useful inferences from investigations into the 1990s 
migration surge from metropolitan to amenity-rich 
rural areas. Johnson and cromartie (2006: 37) summa-
rize a core insight distilled from numerous studies: 
“the vast majority of the non-metropolitan counties 
located in [fast growing] subregions benefited demo-
graphically from scenic landscapes, mild climates,  
proximity to rapidly growing metro areas, or a combi-
nation of these amenities.” 

Much—though by no means all—of rural Maine 
possesses one of the big three “pull factors”: scenic land-
scapes. but, to state the obvious, the rim counties lack 
two of the big three attractors: a mild climate and ready 
access to dynamic metropolitan centers. Given sufficient 
time, climate change may make Maine’s northern 
forest and downeast regions more attractive to prospec-
tive migrants. who knows, heat, drought and fire in  
the u.S. Southwest might even reverse a 150-year trend 

and draw amenity-seeking migrants back to the cooler, 
wetter northeast. but, like nearness to lively metropol-
itan areas, climate change is far beyond Maine’s control. 

Here in the northeast, rural vermont’s settlement 
patterns bear out the importance of metropolitan prox-
imity. between 1990 and 2003, when Maine’s rim 
county population was shrinking, non-metro vermont 
grew by six percent, linked to greater burlington’s even 
faster (12 percent) growth (lawton 2005). in addition 
to burlington’s attractive power, most Green Mountain 
State residents live less than an hour from interstate 
highways and regular rail service to new york, 
Montreal, and boston. 

to what extent can Maine’s remote and chilly rim 
counties transform themselves into migratory destina-
tions? can they offset fundamental climate and loca-
tion disadvantages by enhancing their quality of 
place—investing in amenity assets like charming and 
authentic town centers, diverse social and cultural 
activities, and high-quality health and education 
services? the answer is not clear. following many years 
of study, university of wisconsin analysts admit,  
“we do not have a good understanding of amenity- 
led growth” (Green et al. 2005: 2). thomas Power,  
a prominent recreational economist, stresses the  
“challenging complexity of amenities as an economic 
force” (2005: 72). what recent history does show  
is that there is no sure-fire formula—“build it (a per-
forming arts center, snow-mobile trails, gourmet 
restaurants, regional airport, community college 
campus), and they will come.” 

My review of the rural rebound literature largely 
dovetails with catherine Reilly and Henry Renski’s 
conclusions in Place and Prosperity, their 2007 report 
to the Governor’s council on Maine’s Quality of Place. 
(a short version appeared in this journal [Reilly and 
Renski 2008].) the core findings suggest why it is 
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…rural communities and counties  

vary greatly in their ability to hold onto 

existing residents and attract in-migrants.
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problematic to count on amenity investments as a  
technique to attract in-migrants. in sum, human-made 
amenities are necessary but rarely sufficient to attract 
settlers: facilitators but not drivers. 

Strengthening amenities through targeted invest-
ment is seldom an effective substitute for two other 
critical factors: first, the “big three” attractors, and 
second, a region’s underlying economic prospects. 
Regional economic prospects, in turn, are shaped by 
factors such as a rapidly growing industry, service-sector 
diversity, a skilled labor pool, career opportunities to 
lure additional skilled workers, and well-developed 
transport and communications infrastructure. working-
age people generally “follow jobs.” but businesses typi-
cally locate and create jobs where there is already a pool 
of skilled people. this “chicken and egg” nexus tends to 
reinforce either a virtuous spiral of in-migration or a 
vicious circle of out-migration (deller et al. 2001; 
Johnson and cromartie 2006). 

to illustrate the combined influence of basic 
economic conditions and human-made amenities,  
the carsey institute assesses prospects facing Maine’s 
oxford county, which it labels an “amenity/decline” 
region. although its natural and human-made ameni-
ties enhance the potential for economic and demo-
graphic revitalization, that dynamic is inhibited by 
secular decline in traditional resource-based industries 
and limited service sector diversity and development 
(Hamilton et al. 2008). 

Rural Maine villages and towns are very small, as 
the debate over school system consolidation has amply 
revealed. Since communities of a few hundred to a few 
thousand lack the critical mass to be in-migrant desti-
nations in their own right, a quality-of-place strategy to 
attract settlers must be regional in scope. indeed, rural 

Maine is well supplied with county economic develop-
ment bodies, councils of governments, and regional 
development commissions. However, the quality-of-
place strategy implies a level of intercommunity collab-
oration that has been difficult to achieve or sustain in 
much of rural Maine. even clusters of rural towns lack 
the organizing capacity, and certainly the capital, to 
develop the core amenity assets required to attract 
significant numbers of in-migrants: a nearby hospital, 
quality schools, higher education programs, attractive 
town centers, varied, high-quality dining options, 
broadband internet, and reliable cell phone and high-
speed internet service. 

a few additional cautions about the quality- 
of-place strategy are in order. first, major amenity 
upgrades rarely happen overnight. an “extreme make-
over” may take decades rather than months or years, 
and there is a further lag between enhancements on the 
ground and reputational effects on prospective settlers 
(barringer et al. 2005; deller et al. 2001). Second, the 
amenities that long-time residents prioritize, for 
instance youth recreation programs and well-groomed 
snowmobile trails, may differ from those most valued 
by prospective in-migrants, particularly retirees (Power 
2005: 68). third, attracting in-migrants by investing in 
amenity assets is a competitive game that everyone is 
playing. coastal Maine and the other northeast states 
have their own versions of the quality-of-place strategy 
to capture mobile, amenity-seeking settlers. it is far 
from certain that Maine’s rim counties can compete 
successfully in this game.

in conclusion, when rural Maine is viewed 
through the lens of america’s rural population 
rebound, its potential to attract sizable numbers of  
new settlers appears dim. to be sure, communities  
and sub-regions that have richer natural and human-
made amenities will continue to draw small in-migrant 
streams. My current research in franklin, Piscataquis 
and washington counties shows that some natives 
return to spend their “golden years” near kinfolk. Some 
seasonal home owners take up permanent residence. 
Some nature-loving entrepreneurs settle and create new 
businesses. Some working-age people are drawn by 
opportunities in rural growth sectors such as health 
services and renewable energy. and impressive regional 
efforts to strengthen rural tourism destinations should 

…although quality-of-place investments 

should not be considered a core rural 

development tool, they do complement 

traditional economic policy measures.
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yield more quality jobs and related population growth 
as the national economy recovers. these bright spots 
are important, yet they do not negate rural develop-
ment analyst david Marcouiller’s fundamental conclu-
sion: “remote rural areas [are] at a disadvantage when 
attempting to build on amenities” (2005: 333).

iMPlicationS foR RuRal develoPMent 
StRateGy—if Maine Had one

Maine’s rim counties obviously lack the warm 
climate and metropolitan proximity that have 

been so important in rural america’s highly selective 
population rebound. the literature review also shows 
that, while quality-of-place investments complement 
underlying economic potential in attracting new 
settlers, they are not an effective substitute. Given these 
sobering realities, is it in the public interest to invest 
further in rural Maine’s quality of place? it seems to 
me that Maine citizens do, in fact, have several reasons 
to support rural revitalization efforts. one is altru-
istic: a moral society fosters economic security for all 
its citizens. in Maine, the scope of this responsibility 
extends to our 259,000 rim county neighbors—espe-
cially the older and less-mobile ones—who must cope 
with adverse economic forces far beyond their control. 
the other reasons are grounded in enlightened self-
interest. first, the northern forest and downeast 
regions provide all Maine residents with recreational 
amenities, a diverse cultural heritage, and valuable 
ecosystem services. Sustaining their vitality is a public 
good. Second, although Maine has never pursued a 
coherent rural economic strategy, a ceaseless stream of 
state revenue has nonetheless flowed from the coastal 
counties to the rim counties (colgan and barringer 
2007). it is plausible that greater rural prosperity could 
lighten tax burdens on downstate citizens. finally, as 
noted earlier, the rim counties have untapped economic 
growth potential in sectors such as health care, renew-
able energy and experiential tourism. 

Maine’s rural communities and regions are already 
investing creatively—i am inclined to say heroically—
to enhance their own quality of place. to my mind, 
there is a strong case for greater state underwriting of 
the most promising grassroots initiatives, although we 
should have a realistic understanding about their limits. 

the analysis in this article supports two policy ideas. 
first, since it is not in our power to induce a major rim 
county migration, amenity investments should 
primarily target priorities articulated by the quarter 
million current residents for enhancing their quality  
of life. this will, coincidentally, strengthen their incen-
tive to stay. 

Second, although quality-of-place investments 
should not be considered a core rural development 
tool, they do complement traditional economic policy 
measures, such as transportation infrastructure, infor-
mation technology services, R&d, employee training, 
and tax increment financing. the most direct economic 
payoff may be in attracting more experiential tourists. 
this large and growing market segment comprises trav-
elers who seek natural beauty, tranquility, and “soft” 
outdoor recreation opportunities, but also an attractive 
built environment, a lively culture, and quality dining 
and lodging. My current research supports the hypoth-
esis that strategically clustered investments in charming 
village centers, cultural events, scenic byways, interpre-
tive trails, and other amenity assets can significantly 
boost rural tourist numbers, tourism revenues and 
quality tourism jobs.

amenity investments designed primarily to 
improve residents’ well-being and attract experiential 
tourists will, in their small way, also help lure the 
highly skilled people—information technology entre-
preneurs, nurses, energy technicians, plant managers—
needed to staff growing sectors such as health care, 
renewable energy, and next generation wood products. 
However, this essay suggests that attracting such talent 
should not be viewed as the primary payoff to quality-
of-place enhancements. 

the near-term prospect for big injections of  
state and federal funds into quality-of-place invest-
ments—or rim county economic development more 
broadly—is not bright. even so, i hope that all the 
creative ideas and grassroots initiatives of recent years 
will lead this year’s gubernatorial and legislative candi-
dates to recognize the value of quality-of-place invest-
ments, both for rural community vitality and for their 
small instrumental contribution to rural economic 
development.  
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