COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
Planning for the future requires a clear understanding of current
conditions and recent trends. A look at these trends allows community
leaders to make informed decisions about future direction. Demographic
composition is a collection of population characteristics that define a
community. Future policies, land use decisions, and development often
depend on a community’s growth or decline, age distribution,
educational attainment, transportation choices, places of work and
occupation, changes in income, and household characteristics.
Data Analysis
In many of the categories of this section, data from multiple points in time
are provided to show the trends in the county. Observing changes over
time allows the region to make assumptions about future progress.
Where possible, information from other sources is included as well,
providing context and a glimpse of regional dynamics that may be
affecting Lewis County.

agricultural lands. These historic and environmental factors have made
the Black River Valley the most densely populated area of Lewis County,
averaging 66 persons per square mile, which is triple the county average
of 22 persons per square mile, and six times the Tug Hill average of 10
persons per square mile. Table 1 shows population density for each of
the municipalities in the county.
Yet, even with the former connection to the Erie Canal system and the
continued significance of the Black River to the region, Lewis County
remains the fourth least populated county in the State. Potential factors
involved with the limited population include the developmental
limitations of the regional topographies of the Tug Hill Plateau and
Adirondack Foothills, along with the high percentage of public and
resource lands within the county.
County Population Trends
From 1900 through 1950 Lewis County's population dramatically
declined, falling almost 18 percent from 27,427 to 22,521. Beginning in
Table 1: Population Density by Municipality, 2000

The majority of data compiled for this research was gathered from the
1990 and 2000 Decennial Census developed by the U.S. Census Bureau.
A large majority of the federal database is over nine years old, though
some estimates were available, and the ability to draw timely inferences
from this information is limited due to its age and scope of reference. In
some cases, the American Community Survey (ACS) 2005-2007 threeyear estimates were included, where appropriate. It is recommended
that this data be updated and analyzed once information from the 2010
Census is published.
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1950, the county began to experience a trend reversal and has
experienced population growth each decade through 2000 (see Table 2).
This population growth, however, has diminished significantly since 1990.
From 1990 to 2000, the growth rate was nearly stagnant at 0.55 percent, a
significant departure from the 6.3 percent and 7 percent population
increases experienced in the decades 1970 to 1980 and 1980 to 1990,
respectively.
The US Census American Community Survey (ACS) three-year estimates
for 2005-2007 gave a population for Lewis County of 26,374. The ACS
three-year estimate is an average of estimates for years 2005, 2006, and
2007 and cannot be utilized to infer data for a specific point in time. The
data shown on Table 2 are single-year estimates and projections also
developed by the US Census. The Cornell University Program on Applied
Demographics in 2008 projected that Lewis County’s population in 2010
will be 26,168, a 2.9 percent decline from 2000. The Cornell projections
are developed based on county-specific assumptions regarding fertility,
mortality and migration rates (see Table 2). The Cornell projections and
ACS estimates continue to imply a decline in population. County planners
and administrators should keep abreast of future estimates, projections,
and trends on this important statistic. Growth rates similar to those in the
1970s and 1980s are not expected for the foreseeable future.
Town/Village Growth Trends
Table 2: Lewis County Population, 1950 to 2035 (Projected)
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Where appropriate, reliable sources such as the US Bureau of Labor and
Statistics, NYS Department of Labor, NYS Department of Transportation,
NYS Department of Environmental Conservation, and the Lewis County
Department of Economic Development and Planning were used to
compile the data needed for an accurate representation of Lewis County
and the surrounding region. In addition, data and information was
compiled from the Lewis County Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy (CEDS) updated in 2006.
Source: US Census and Cornell University

Population
A majority of the county's sparse population is located along the Black
River Valley. In the earliest days of settlement within the region,
development occurred along the river valley. This was the primary
transportation corridor along the Black River Canal system, connecting
the river and the communities along it with the Erie Canal. In addition to
commerce and transport, the Black River also provided opportunities for
hydropower in certain locations, and the fertile floodplain offered prime

County Totals
Source: US Census

26,944

1,282

21.02

Although the county as a whole grew 19.3 percent since 1950, growth
and decline at the local level varied dramatically both in terms of specific
municipalities and by municipal type. From 1950 to 2006 (estimated),
population trends collectively for the towns versus the villages varies
markedly. While the towns collectively grew 41.9 percent from 1950 to
2006, village populations were down 15.9 percent during the same
period. As well, the percentage of county population living within the
villages declined from 38.7 percent to 28.9 percent.
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COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Figure 5: Population by Town, 1990 versus 2000*

Source: US Census
* Town data includes village population within town boundaries

Although Lewis County is categorized as one of two rural counties in New
York State (with the other being Hamilton County), it is experiencing the
same population migration patterns consistent with other urbanized areas
of the United States since the end of World War II. The movement of
residents from urbanized and built up areas to the surrounding rural areas
is being felt in Lewis County, albeit on a smaller scale and a lower
intensity.
Collectively, the county’s villages have experienced significant declines in
population since 1950, with the exception of Lowville and Copenhagen.
This loss of population is similar to what many other municipalities
experienced through the 1980s. However, the construction of military
801 housing to support the Fort Drum expansion along with publicly
funded senior and low-moderate income multi-family housing
construction during the 1980s resulted in significant growth in both
communities.

Population Characteristics
Lewis County's median age climbed from 28.5 years in 1980 to 31.5 in
1990, with 2005-2007 ACS estimates of 38.6 years. Although this follows
trends at the State level, the county aged at a much quicker rate
compared to its relatively young population in 1980. Over the past
decade, the percentage of population 0 to 4 years decreased to 6.1
percent of the county total (see Figure 6). The percentage of the
population aged 5 to 19 years of age was relatively stagnant, representing
24.3 percent of the total in 2000 as compared to 24.7 percent in 1990.
As a percentage of the county population, 20- to 34-year olds decreased
to 16.7 percent in 2000 from 22.8 percent in 1990, with a significant
26.8 percent decline in cohort population. Those 35 to 44 years of age
saw an increase to 16.5 percent of the population in 2000, while those
individuals 45 to 64 years of age increased to 22.5 percent over the 10year period. Individuals aged 65 years old and over increased a small yet
not insignificant amount.
While smaller changes are taking place at the periphery of the cohort
populations, the trends of individuals between the ages of 20 and 44 is of
significant concern (see Figure 7). This category of the population is of
great importance for three primary reasons. First, this category represents
the bulk of the labor force. Second, these individuals are either entering
or are in the middle of peak spending years where a majority of large
consumer purchases are made (homes, cars, durable goods, etc.). Lastly,
the portion of the group aged 20-34 is in their prime reproductive and
family development cycle. As can be seen in Figure 7, this age group was
the single largest loser of population within the county, seeing a net
decrease of 1,614 people between 1990 and 2000. By extension, the
population aged 20-44 has a significant impact upon the surrounding
Figure 6: Age by Cohort, 1990 versus 2000

On the opposite end of the spectrum from their village counterparts,
towns in the county collectively experienced significant population
growth over the past 58 years. The communities experiencing the most
growth included the Towns of Denmark, Greig, Lewis, Lyonsdale, New
Bremen, and Watson. The population growth within these communities
has generally occurred as a result of retirement and the construction of
seasonal homes and camps by both locals and persons from outside
Lewis County. Towns with the greatest rates of decline have occurred in
the Tug Hill Region, including the towns of Harrisburg, Montague,
Osceola, and Pinckney.

Figure 7: Absolute Change in Cohort Populations,
1990 to 2000

Source: US Census

cohorts by controlling the rate of births while at the same time
determining the rate at which the population will age in place or
potentially relocate elsewhere.
For these reasons, keeping a close watch on the age group representing
20 to 44 year olds is of great importance. In Lewis County, this cohort
decreased as a percentage of the total population (from 36.6 percent in
1990 to 33.2 percent in 2000) and in overall numbers (a loss of 842
individuals in this age group).
In addition to the 20-44 cohort, the age groups on the periphery can also
have a significant impact on future planning and land use policies at the
county level.
A decreasing population ages 0-4 years will have
ramifications on school enrollment as well as in the retail sector.
Meanwhile, an increasing population ages 65 and older, even as a small
percentage of the overall population, can have great impacts on the
provision of housing and services for seniors. There were 476 more
seniors aged 65 years and older in 2000 than in 1990. This cohort is in
or near retirement age, and this transition in life brings significant changes
in housing, health and social needs. The current trends evident in Lewis
County for middle-aged individuals to age in place make this number
likely to climb, as can be predicted from Figure 7.
The rise in the senior population is compounded by the decline in
children ages 0-19, leading to the overall median age in Lewis County to
continue climbing as seniors are living longer lives, while the younger
populations have fewer children and the region loses additional youth
due to out-migration.

Source: US Census
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Education
One of the most influential factors in determining a community’s quality
of life, especially for families with children under age 19, is the quality
and success of the educational system. The percentage of county
residents with less than a high school diploma or GED decreased by 6.6
percent between 1990 and 2000, while those with a high school/GED
education or higher increased (see Figures 8A and 8B). Overall, 34.5
percent of county residents in the year 2000 had some level of postFigure 8A: Educational Attainment at Age 25, 1990

Source: US Census

Figure 8B: Educational Attainment at Age 25, 2000

Source: US Census

secondary education by age 25, compared with 30.4 percent in 1990. In
terms of raw numbers, there was a decrease of 2,381 persons who
earned a high school diploma/GED or less over the decade and an
increase of 301 persons with some college or an advanced degree. A loss
of 2,062 persons counted at age 25 accounts for the remaining change
between 1990 and 2000. While the numbers do not denote a high level
of college level education, the trend indicates that the community as a
whole is improving and pursuing higher education, which positively
impacts the potential for higher-paying job development.
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Table 3: Non-Farm Employment by Industry, 1990, 2000, 2008 (thousands)

Economy
The economy of Lewis County is heavily dependent upon agriculture and
forestry, including the manufacture and production of agricultural and
forest products such as lumber, maple syrup and dairy products. A more
in-depth reporting and analysis of the county’s economy can be found in
the County’s Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS)
that was developed in 2006. Where appropriate, findings from that
report are mentioned here.
Employment & Occupations
Unemployment rates in the North Country have fluctuated from
approximately 5.5 percent in the summer months to near seven percent
in the winter months. The 2005-2007 ACS estimates stated that Lewis
County had an unemployment rate of 7.2 percent, with a labor force of
13,236 individuals at or above the age of 16 years. This estimate is in
line with NYS Department of Labor rates. As of April 2008 there were
approximately 900 unemployed individuals, or 6.7 percent, in Lewis
County — an increase from the year previous of 5.9 percent. While
unemployment increased from April 2007 to April 2008, so did the
number of employed individuals, with an additional 200 jobs created
during this period. Unemployment rates tend to fluctuate greatly
throughout the year due to agriculture and construction activities. As of
2000, agriculture and construction accounted for 15.7 percent of
employment within the county, or approximately one in six jobs.
Agriculture and forestry as a sector is discussed at length in the Agriculture
Section of this document (see page 23).
According to the New York State Department of Labor Non-Farm data,
the largest industry by employment in Lewis County in 2008 was
government, with 37 percent of non-farm jobs (see Table 3). The largest
collection of private sector jobs is in manufacturing, capturing 19 percent
of non-farm employment. From 1990 to 2008, private sector jobs have
steadily decreased in both number and percentage of total employment.
Meanwhile, the number of public sector jobs in 2008 depicts an increase
of approximately 25 percent from 1990 levels. Table 4 denotes Lewis
County’s major industrial employers as of 2008. These employers
include those within the wood products, dairy, paper, and packaging
industries.

Source: NYS Department of Labor

Table 4: Industrial Employers, 2008
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According to the NYS Department of Economic Development, it is not
anticipated that significant changes will occur in the distribution of the
population through 2010. As a result, it is not anticipated that these
population trends will change significantly, requiring these issues to be
addressed further in the comprehensive plan’s recommendations section.

Lewis County

Source: Lewis County Dept. of
Economic Development & Planning

Income
Median per capita income is traditionally the measure by which
communities gauge the prosperity of their residents. However, in rural
and less affluent study areas, a more accurate measure is median
household income. Traditionally, less affluent areas are more likely to
have multiple generations living together, each providing some level of
income to the household. While each of the incomes provided by
household members may be below state or regional levels, in the
aggregate these households compare favorably. As a result, household
income figures provide a more accurate depiction of purchasing power
within less affluent areas than does per capita figures alone.
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Table 5: County Household Income, 2000 versus 2005-2007

Housing

Source: US Census

The ACS 2005-2007 three-year estimates give Lewis County a median
household income of $40,012, a 16.4 percent increase from the 2000
median household income of $34,361. When adjusted for inflation, the
16.4 percent increase in median household income from 2000 to 2007
reverts to a decrease in purchasing power of 6.4 percent from 2000
levels. This represents a decrease in county residents’ ability to advance
economically and compounds a lagging or stagnant local economy.
From 2000 to 2007, however, there were some positive results regarding
household income levels in the aggregate. In 2000, more than 39
percent of households earned less than $25,000; by the 2005-2007 ACS
estimates, the percentage decreased to less than 30 percent of
households. The same trend of increasing household incomes was seen
in the $25,000 to $49,999 range. As can be seen in Table 5, the
numbers of households earning over $50,000 increased 11 percent from
2000 to 2007, while those households earning over $150,000 nearly
doubled.
According to the ACS estimates for 2005-2007, the percentage of the
population living in poverty increased slightly from 2000 to 2007, while
overall numbers decreased (see Table 6). The poverty line income figure
adjustment is currently $17,050.
A potential bright-spot when
considering Lewis County’s poverty levels is a reduction in the numbers
of young children (aged 0-4) and seniors aged 65 and above. However,
with approximately 1 in 7 residents living below the poverty line, the
issue is of the highest importance, with far reaching ramifications for
public health, education, employment, transportation, housing and social
services within Lewis County.
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Table 7: Overall Housing Change, 1990 to 2000

Table 6: Poverty Status by Selected Age Cohort, 2000 versus 2005-2007

Source: US Census

As of the 2005-2007 ACS estimates, Lewis County had a total of 15,977
housing units, an increase of 5.6 percent from 2000 (see Table 7).
According to the US Census Manufacturing, Mining and Construction
data, an additional 1,263 housing units were built from 2000 to 2007, for
a total of approximately 16,397 housing units when added to 2000
decennial census figures (see Figure 9). The difference between the 2005
-2007 ACS estimate and the extrapolated figure for 2007 may be
attributed to the loss of detail in the estimates, as well as the demolition
of housing units during the 2000-2007 time period. The majority of new
construction shown in Figure 9 can be attributed to the expansion of Fort
Drum, with seasonal home/camp growth as an additional contributing
factor. The county is expected to experience additional housing growth
in the border towns of Diana and Denmark from the continued
expansion of facilities and capacity at Fort Drum, with particular pressure
placed on those areas located approximately 30 miles or less from Fort
Drum.
Occupancy Status
The number of owner occupied housing units increased slightly between
1990 and 2000 to over 77 percent (see Table 7). However, the number
of vacant structures also increased, rising from 29.8 percent to 33.7
percent of total housing units. The majority of this increase can be
attributed to seasonal and recreational homes/camps. As of 2000, vacant
seasonal and recreational housing units accounted for 24.6 percent of
total housing, or approximately one in four units. From 1990 to 2000,
vacant and seasonal housing units accounted for 43 percent of new
housing units within Lewis County. While these properties continue to
pay property taxes, and require less services than traditionally occupied
units, the lack of a year-round presence diminishes their economic
impact, with concentrated usage at small periods of time throughout the
year.

Source: US Census

Figure 9: Lewis County Building Permits, 1990 to 2007

Source: US Census

Figure 10: Housing Occupancy by Type, 2000

There are four towns in which vacant housing exceeds occupied housing:
Greig, Montague, Osceola and Watson. This is predominantly attributed
to the large percentage of seasonal and recreational housing units in these
municipalities. Locations within the core of the Tug Hill Plateau and
Adirondack Park regions may be a significant contributing factor to the
high level of seasonal and recreational structures in these communities.
Low-Moderate Income Housing
Two not-for-profit agencies in Lewis County (Snow Belt Housing
Company and Lewis County Opportunities, Inc.) are involved in housing
rehabilitation, new construction, elderly housing, low-moderate income
housing, subsidized housing (including Section 8 housing vouchers),
weatherization and other housing programs. Quality housing choices

Source: US Census
(Note: Town data includes portions of villages within town boundaries)
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Figure 12: Relative Age of Housing, 2000

The lack of newer market-rate housing is compounded by the age of the
less expensive housing stock. The high repair and maintenance costs for
these older structures places enhanced financial stress on low-income
residents, resulting in consistently deferred maintenance, leading to
further diminished housing values as well as threats to health, safety, and
community character. The lack of housing options for seniors leads to the
elderly staying in older housing units which they are unable to maintain.
Housing Affordability
A common analysis tool utilized to determine housing affordability is a
comparison of the median value of single-family units with median
household income. Nationally, a ratio of 2.0 or less is considered
“affordable.” For example, the purchase of a home costing $200,000 by
a household that earns an income of $100,000 would achieve a ratio of
2.0.
In 2000, the affordability ratio for Lewis County was 1.8, with the median
home value of $63,300 being 1.8 times the median household income of
$34,361. According to LandMax Data Systems, the median single-family
home sales price in Lewis County was $83,528 in 2007, a 38 percent
increase from 2000. Utilizing this figure, the median family income
would have to be approximately $46,400 in 2007 to retain the year 2000
affordability ratio of 1.8. According to the ACS 2005-2007 estimates
Figure 11: Owner Occupancy Rate, 2000

Source: US Census

Lewis County’s median household income for this period is $40,012.
When combined with 2007 median home sales value the current housing
affordability ratio in Lewis County a value of 2.1. According to the data,
housing affordability has declined over the past seven years by a modest
amount. This is likely attributable to the increased development pressure
from seasonal homes and the expansion of Fort Drum. As well, relatively
accessible funding and low interest rates increased demand for housing,
and drove up prices. The increase in prices, 32 percent from 2000-2007,
is not in step with the changes in median household incomes, which
equate to a 6.4 percent loss of purchasing power. As a result, housing
affordability has declined for many residents.
Public Housing
Lewis County lacks public housing, with only a handful of apartment
buildings being managed by not-for-profits. Therefore, many low-income
renters are left to deal with private investors and sometimes absentee
landlords. As a result of being forced into the private market place for
affordable housing, the lack of a reporting mechanism leads to poor and
worsening conditions within the lower cost units. As well, a high degree
of competition for low cost housing leads tenants to be less likely to
report violations to local code enforcement officials. Such a complaint
may ultimately result in the condemnation of the property, further
reducing the supply of low cost housing and forcing residents out to seek
housing elsewhere. Ultimately, this downward cycle of affordable
housing in the private market place makes it more likely for low-income
renters to tolerate unsafe or hazardous living conditions and live in
substandard housing.
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housing units available in the market are typically for sale only, leaving
large low-income families who cannot afford to buy with few rental
options. Additionally, barriers to affordable housing also include high
energy costs, with some very low-income families spending more than half
of their income for housing plus heat and utilities. The harsh North
Country winters combined with the inefficiencies of the older housing
stock makes energy costs a primary concern for low and moderate income
families.
Housing Programs
Lewis County Opportunities (LCO) administers a weatherization program
to address deferred maintenance and the energy efficiency problems
typically found with older homes. This program helps low- and moderateincome homeowners by providing an energy audit and necessary repairs
and maintenance to improve the efficiency of a home’s ductwork,
insulation, and heating and cooling systems. In 2005, 70 families received
services through LCO’s weatherization program.
In addition to
weatherization, LCO also administers the county’s Section 8 Housing
Voucher program, with 367 available vouchers for those in need of
affordable housing assistance.
Recent Property Sales
Cumulative property sales data for Lewis County for January 2005 through
January 2008 detail 3,371 transactions (including residential, commercial,
and land) totaling over $145,000,000. Of the 2,291 sales that included
price information (1,080 transactions listed the sales price as either $0 or
$1, and were excluded from analysis except for counting towards the total
number of transactions), the median property sale was $37,900, while the
average was $63,835. There were several large transactions that were
considered outliers due to their price and the entities involved, totaling
more than $15.9 million. Excluding these outliers from the average
property sales calculation lowered the overall average to $57,193 (see
Table 8).
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within Lewis County are extremely limited due to the age of the housing
stock and the poor physical condition of many housing units. As of
2000, 39 percent of county housing units were constructed in or before
1939; only 15 percent of housing units were built after 1990 (see Figure
12). As a result, most quality housing units are outside the price range of
low-income families and some moderate- income families, leaving them
with lesser quality options.

Lewis County

Table 8: Lewis County Property Sales Data
January 2005 though January 2008
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Source: Lewis County Real Property Tax Service Agency
Source: US Census
(Note: Town data includes portions of villages within town boundaries)

Barriers to Housing for Families
Older, affordable housing stock is also predominantly smaller in size,
leading to problems of overcrowding for large low-income families. Large
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