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The weekly interviellJ 

Michael McGovern: 
·cape:El,i~abeth Town Manager 

"When I came·here Fort Williams was a bunch 
of dilapidated buildings. Fort Williams wasn't a park then." 

:i;.-~· ·fim Keithley 
1. '·j staff . 

Michael McGovern was two.days out of college when he 
took a job.as administrative assistant in Cape Elizabeth. 

"I graduated from UMO on Saturday, May 20 and started 
working: in Cape Elizabeth on the foll.owing Monday," 
McGovern said from his office at town hall. 

McGovern bad spent the summer of 1977 interning for 
the town. Later that year, Council Chair Henry Adams 
would call Memorial Union at the. University of Maine to 
track down the intern who did such an admirable job. 

Adams hired· McGovern over tl),e phone, for. what was 
supposed· to be a temporary job. McGovern was hired. to 
assist Herb Dennison, then director of·Public Works, who 
found himself temporarily in the town manager's position. 
When the new town. manager,· John Hencbey, was· hired · 

· tbre~ months later, McGovern was asked to stay on. 
"We hit if off," McGove,rn said of bis former boss. 
"I was. making $225 a week and thought I was in the 

money," he.said. '''~ 
McGovern grew up in Portf£rtd and graduated from 

Deering High School in 1974. He majored in public man-
agement at UMaine. · . 

For the next eight years, McGovern would work under 
. John Henchey. 

'.'He was great to work with," McGovern said. "I:le Was a 
Wf\nd,erful man. He picked his battles very well.'~' , 
l .. twould prove to be the most important lesson learned, 
ft yJU are to succeed as town manager in a placeHke Cape 
Elizabeth. 
"H~ made all the decisions, but I did• a lot of the back--

groundwork" · 
· McGovern's work did .no~ go unnoticed. When Henchey 
retired in 1985, the town did riot have to look very fat for a 
replacement. McGovern was hired again, on the spot. 

· McGovern was 29 years old ·when he was hired as the 
town manager of Cape Eliza})eth: 

A quarter. of a century later, McG9vern said he· has the 
bestjob in the world. · · · · ·· 
"~th~nk it's one of the best municipaljobs in the state of 

.Mame .. 

Sotith-,Portland/· s··. · ·1··· ·. · · .. 

cC(2lp~,1.Elizab~th"~···. · ... e:n,, ··.[\I 

It has not always been easy, be said. There is always an 
issue or a challenge. 

McGovern remembers. one of the early issues in his ca"' 
reer. 

"We had a huge controversy over sewers," he said. "Hun
dreds of people turned out for the meetings." 

"My challenge was to take an issue ·where the COIIllllU
nity. was divided and bring together that community," 
McGovern said. 
The~e have been other projects. 
Back in 2000, the town approved a plan to build a new 

police department, public works garage and community 
center .. 

McGovern credits the town's success to a willingness to 
work together. . . 

"The great thing abotJ.t Cape Elizabeth is every project is 
a collaborative effort. That's why we tend to get things done." 

"The elected officials and staff all get along with each 
other," he said. "That isn't always the case." 

Cape officials have taken a stand to fight against fast 
development and growth. 

"Cape .Elizabeth sought to hold down its. growth," 
McGovern said. 

"The town itself has bought or acquired overl,000 acres 
either through doJ:lations or purchases;" 

For ~xample; you won't :find ::\,. M:cDonald's or: Dunkin' 
Donuts: here. . . . 

"We don't allow drive-throughs," McGovern said. 
Slowing growth and preserving open space and wetlands 

are the key to Cape's success, McGovern said. 
· McGovern said he is pleased to have playe_d a s.mail role 

in the success ofFort Williams Park. 
' "When I came here Fort Williams was a bunch of dilapi
dated buildings. Fort Williamswasn't a park then," he said. 

It took years to develop that spectacular spot on the ocean 
into what it is today, a place where a million visitors per 
year come to see Portland Headlight. 

'.'We diO.n't tryto do it over night," 
'fhe Portlancl1Headlight js. another interesting story on 

McGovern's resume. . . . . , 
In the early: 1990s the U.S. Coast Guard owned the world- · 

famous lighthouse. The Coast Guard had decided to. auto
mate the lighthouse. 

''We told the Coast Guard we'd li~ to owp;the lighthouse," 
· McGove.rn said. . >~td.1 ;; 

J '·" '; .....-, , • ••• ..·.. • .. 

of Cape Elizabeth.at no cost." 
And so began the slow process of turning Fort Williams 

into the world-renowned park that it is today. 
McGovern is a quiet, friendly guy w}lois well l.iked in the 

conununity he has served for a quarter of a century. 
During a recent council meeting McGovern was honored 

for his years of service. 
Janet McLaughlin, one of Cape Elizapeth's state __ :r:..epre

sentatives and herself a former councilor, presente~ a Leg
islative Sentiment recognizing McGovern for his 25 years 
of service. During that tim,e, the document read, McGovern 

. has been manager of the. year; been presic:1ent of the. Maine 
TowI1 and City•Management Associat!on.and the Maine 
Municipal Association; served on various state,Jocal and 
regional task forces, pla.niling committees· and boards; and 
served with the B.ed Cross, UI1ited Way, South Portland
Cape Elizabeth Chamber of Commerce and SouthPortland
Cape Eiizabeth Rotary. .~..; . · 

Asked what he does forfun, McGovern answered, "I spend 
an awful lot of time with Rotary." l~ 

He travels the world conducting training seminars for 
Rotarians. ·~-

McGovern Just returned from Australia'from ()ne. such 
seminar.· ..._. · . . ' : 

Durin:g tliat same recent council meeting, McGovern was 
, greeted with a standing ovation. Councilor Jack Roberts 

presentep McGovern. with the customary chair emblazoned 
wi!l:i tpe'tow~ seat ijis i:il\ltne was :en.graved, ~mJP.e. l;>ack:1 · 



or auapzaated buildings. Fort Williams wasn't a park th.en!" 

~~· ~Ji.in Keithley 
I_ ')staff .. 

Michael McGovern was two. days. out of college when he 
took a job as administrative assistant in Cape Eliza})eth'. 

"I graduated from UMO on Saturday, May 20 and started 
wor1,dng'$ in Cape. Elizabeth on the foll.owing Monday," 
McG9ver11 said from his office at .town hall. 

McGoyerh ,had spent the summer of 1977 interning for 
the town>Later that year, Council C.ha,ir Henry Adams 
would call Memorial Union at the University of Maine to 
track down the intern who did such an admirable job .. 

Adams hired McGovern over t4e phone, for. what was 
supposed -to be a temporary job. McGovern was hired to 
assist Herb Dennison, then director of·Public Works, who 
found himself temporarily in the town manager's position. 
When tlie new town .. ma.nager,·John Hencbey, was hired·-

. three months later, McGovern was asked to stay on. 
"We hit if off,';.McGove.rn. said of his former boss. 

-"I was .. making $225 ·a week and thought I was in the 
··_money," he.said. ;:',··. · .. 

McGovern grew up in Portta:hd and graduated from 
Deering High School in 1974. He majored in public man-
agement at UMaine. . . 
··For the next-eight years, McGovern··would work· under 

. John Henchey. . . . . . 
"He was gr~at to work with," McGovern said. "He was a 

Wf'nderful man. He picked his battles very well." · 
l ·_,twould prove to. be the most important less~n learned, 
i\ .Yvu are to succeed as town manager in a place like Cape 
Elizabeth. 

"Re made all the decisions, but I did: a lot ofthe back-· 
groundwork." · 

· McGovern's work did .noF go unnoticed· When Henchey 
retired in 1985, the town did riot have to look very far for a 
replacement. McGovern was hired again, on the spot. 

McGovern was 29 years old wh~n ·he was• hired as the 
town manager of Cape Elizabeth. · 

A quarter of a century fater, Mc:Goverp said he has the 
best job in the world. · · · 

"I think.it's Qhe of the best niunicipaijobsin the state of 
.Maine.~ · 
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It has not always been easy, he said. There is always an 
issue or a c.h:!lllenge. . . 

McGovern remembers. one of the early ~ssues in his ca"
reer. 

"We had a huge controversy over sewers," he said. "Hun
dreds of people turned out.for the meetings." 

"My challenge was to take an issue·where the cdmn;m
nity was divided and bring together that community," 
McGovern said. 
The~e have been other projects. 
Back in 2000, the town approved a plan to build a 'new 

police department, public works garage and community 
center. 
. McGovern credits the town's success to a willingness to 
work together. 

"The great thing about Cape Elizabeth is every projectis 
a collaborative effort. That's why we tend to get things done." 

"The elected officials and staff all get along with each 
other," he said. "Th,at isn't always the c.ase." 

Cape officials. have taken a stand to fight against fast 
development and ·growth. 

"Cape .Elizabeth sought to hold down its. growth," 
McGovern said. 

"The town itself has bought or acquired over l,000 acres 
either through d011ati.ons Qr purchases;" .· . .· . 

. ·. For ~xample, you wcm'tJind .i.:t. McDcmald~s or: Dunkin' 
. Donuts. hexe. . . . . . . .. · 

"We don't allow drive-throughs," McGovern said. 
Slowing growth and preserving open space and wetlands 

are the key to Cape's success, McGovern said. . . . . 
McGovern said he is. pleased to have playecl.a s.mail role 

in the success of Fort Williams Park.. 
"When I came here Fort Williams was a bunch of dilapi

dated buildings. Fort Williams wasn't a park then," he said. 
It took years to develop th.at spectacular spot on the ocean 

into what it is· today,· a place where a million visitors per 
year come to see Portland Headlight. 

"We didn't try to do it over night/' 
The Portlaml}liead~igbtjs another i11teresting story on 

McGovern's resume. . . . . , 
In the early 1990s the U.S, CoastGuard owned the world• · 

famous lighthouse. The Coast Guard had decided -to. auto-
mate the lighthOuse. . .· . 

"We told the Coast Guard we'd like to owg;theJighthouse," 
· McQ<:>ve.rn.said ... · ... . . ·. · .. ; . L.r· ~).dr<' 

• "They told usit would. take an act ofCong:res$." 
:we s~i<i, 'fine: that's what we'll do,,;.~.µ_ci ~e ?(~~~t~o Georg~ 

Mitchen.·.··· .•.····.···.· .·· ... -... . >. · · • :·.... i. ~·, ·.· .:', · 
MitcJlell, .wl}.o was a U.S. Senator {ln<i majori.tyleader at 

the time, submitted a bi,lland it w~s passecl. The bill re~d; 
"The Portland Headlight· shall be transferred to the town 

of Cape Elizabeth at no cost.'' .. 
And so began the slow process of turning Fort Willianis 

into the world-renowned.park that itis.today. , . . .·. · 
McGovern is a quiet, friendly guy who is well 1,iked in the 

community he has served for a quarter of a century. 
During a recent council meeting McGovern was honored 

for his years of service. 
Janet McLaughlin,.one of Cape Elizabeth's state :r,epre

sentativee and herself a fqrmer councilor, presentecf a ~eg
islative· Sentiment recognizing McGovern for his 25 years 
ofservice.During that time, the document read; McGovern 
has been manager qf the year; been presicent of the Maine 
Town .and City Management Association .and the Maihe 
Mun~cipal Association; served on various state,:Iocal and 
regional task forces,p1anningcommitteesand boards; l:;lnd 
served with the lied Cross, U11ited Way, South Por,tland"." 
Cape Elizabeth Chamber ofCommerce and South Portland~ ·. 
Cape Elizabeth Rotary. .~ . · 

As:ked what he does forfun, McGov~rn answered, '!I spend 
an awful lot of time with Rotary." t~ . , 

He travels the wqrld. conducting training seminars for 
Rotarians. ,(,;..-· 

McGovern Just r~turned fr~:tn Australia'from one. ~uch 
semin~r. +-·. . . . . . . ·. . . . . .. · 

Dunng tliat same recent council meetmg, McGovern was 
. greeted with a standing. ovation. Councilor Jack Roberts 
prese~ted McGovernwit.h, th~ custom~ry chair'empla~one,d 
with t,4e town,.~e~r·ff~s n:~piew.~s en~~v~d.p,~tpe ~fl'ck:i . 

McGOvern had.Justs pent 45 hours on.a pl~ne h()Il}e fro.m 
Australia:· and proba'b.lJ:Jvould~aye rather takena!iap in. 
that chait. But~ like the professio~al he is, sat through an-
other town council meeting. · · 

At A 7, McGovern has no plans to retire. . ..• _ 
"I'm not in the retirement system;" he said. 




