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LAND USE

Land Values

Lewis County has 24,692 parcels representing 812,885 acres (roughly
1,270 square miles) of land (see Table 9).  The county’s total assessed land
value is $1,574,393,000 (including structures and improvements), while
the land alone is valued at $529,696,000.  County-wide taxable revenue
is  generated  on  just  over  $1.17  billion,  or  74.5  percent  of  the  total
assessed valuation for real property.  This high proportion of county
property  as  non-taxable  ($1  out  of  every  $4  of  valuation)  is  due  to  the
large tracts of land owned by New York State, which total nearly 20
percent of the county’s land area.

Existing Land Use (see Map 1)

The following is a breakdown of certain land uses in the county, organized
according to categories defined by the New York State Office of Real
Property Services.  Although there may be some minor inconsistencies in
classifications due to reporting by local assessors, Table 9 and Map 1
provide an overall picture of location and proportions of different land
uses.

Agricultural
Lands for agricultural
purposes comprise nearly
20 percent of the area of
Lewis County, second only
to conservation and forest
lands  (54  percent).   As
depicted in Map 1, the
majority of agricultural
land  is  located  in  a  belt

along the Black River valley, generally following the watercourse and
State Routes 12 and 26, with a spur of agricultural activity surrounding
the Village of Croghan.  Agricultural lands comprise approximately 12
percent of the county’s total assessed value, with approximately 68
percent of the agricultural lands being of taxable status.  The largest
agricultural  parcel  is  1,293  acres,  yet  the  median  is  47  acres.   For  a
further discussion of agriculture and the role it plays in Lewis County, see
the Agriculture section on page 23.

Residential
A p p r ox i m a t e l y  4 9
percen t  of  Lewis
County’s parcels are
assessed as residential.
These nearly 12,000
parcels account for only
14 percent of the
county’s land mass, yet
generate over 55 percent
of its taxable revenue.  In
general , resident ial
d e v e l o p m e n t  i s
distributed along the periphery of the agricultural belt that follows the
Black River.  As well, residential land uses are most prevalent adjacent to
and within the county’s nine villages and numerous hamlets.  However,
some of the most dense areas of residential development can be found in
the north adjacent to Fort Drum — a result of continued expansion of
facilities at the Army base.  Parcel sizes range from less than a fifth of an
acre to a very large parcel of 2,153 acres adjacent to Fort Drum.
However, the median parcel size of one acre is in line with typical single-
family residential lot sizes throughout the Northeast.

Commercial
The county has only 536
parcels classified as
commercial properties,
with 64 of these
classified as apartment
build ings.  These
commercial areas are
found primarily within
the villages and hamlets.
There are sporadic areas
o f  c o m m e r c i a l
development within the
county, with a limited
va r i e t y  o f  r e t a i l ,
restaurant and service establishments.  The less than 1,700 acres of
commercial land within the county account for 3.5 percent of both the
county’s assessed and taxable value.  In more populated counties, this
number would be significantly higher, yet the lack of a commercial center
within the county limits the value of these properties.  As well, the limited
population and traffic generated by local highways does not provide a
substantial market for conventional suburban style commercial
development.  Since commercial uses tend to demand less in public
services than residential uses, maintaining an appropriate balance
between residential and commercial land is critical to minimizing the tax
burden placed on county residents.

Industrial
Sixty-one parcels encompassing 1,407 acres are classified as industrial
uses in Lewis County.  Most of these parcels are associated with the
paper and agri-industry portions of the county’s economy.
Approximately 75 percent of industrial assessments are taxable; however,
this equates to less than 2 percent of total taxable revenue for the county.

Table 9: Lewis County Land Use and Assessment Data by Property Classification Code

Source: Lewis County Real Property Tax Service Agency
Example of industrial  property in Lyons Falls

(currently vacant)

Example of commercial property in Croghan

Residences in Constableville

Agricultural land uses in the Town of Lowville.
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Land Cover (see Map 2)

Land cover describes both the vegetative and man-made features that
characterize a particular area.  It reflects the climate, topography, soils,
geology, and other environmental features that have made various types of
land use possible and that have shaped settlement patterns and current
economic activities.  Land cover is determined based on the interpretation
of aerial photography and is not constrained by parcel boundaries (i.e.,
one  parcel  could  consist  of  multiple  land  cover  types).   Land  use,  in
contrast, refers to how the land is used and is primarily defined at the
parcel-level (i.e., only one use is assigned to each parcel).

Examples of land cover types include forest, urban, or wetland, all of
which can be further divided into more detailed subcategories such as
deciduous forest versus evergreen forest.  Understanding land cover,
particularly changes in land cover over time, is critical to assessing regional
ecosystem impacts and development trends.  It is useful for developing the
tools necessary to protect ecosystem health and agricultural vitality.

Land Cover, 2001
Using data provided by the Multi-Resolution Land Characteristics
Consortium (an association of nine federal agencies), land cover types
from 2001 were mapped for Lewis County.   As depicted in Map 2, seven
general land cover types comprise Lewis County – open water, agriculture,
urban, barren land, forest, grassland/shrub, and wetlands.  A detailed
description of each land cover type is provided in Table 10.

Much of the county’s agricultural production is limited to the Black River
valley, while urban development occurs in small nodes (villages and
hamlets) throughout the valley and in areas immediately adjacent to the
Black River.  Forested and wetland areas, however, occur primarily at the
higher elevations of the Tug Hill Plateau, within the Adirondack Park Blue
Line, and in the northern portion of Lewis County.

All  of  the  61  industrial  parcels  are  classified  generally  as  manufacturing
and mining, which includes manufacturing, light and heavy industrial
uses, quarrying, and hydropower facilities.  Industrial uses are
concentrated in the Village of Lowville, with the remainder scattered
along the Black River Valley.

Vacant
Vacant lands represent 7.2 percent or 58,483 acres of property in Lewis
County.  The approximately 5,100 parcels are located throughout the
county, yet as depicted on Map 1, most vacant lands are interspersed
amongst residential lands and along the periphery of agricultural areas.
Generally, vacant lands within the county are either vacant residential lots
or abandoned and fallow agricultural lands not currently part of a working
farm operation.  Despite the negative connotation of the Vacant
classification, many of these lands play an important role in the region’s
rural and scenic quality.

Wild, Conservation and Forest
This land use classification comprises the majority of Lewis County’s land
mass, with more than 54 percent of the county classified as conservation
and forest.  A substantial amount of State land exists within the county,
accounting for over 154,000 acres, or roughly 19 percent of the county.
There  is  only  one  State  park  located  in  the  county  —  Whetstone  Gulf
State  Park  (2,100  acres)  in  the  Towns  of  Martinsburg  and  West  Turin.
The remaining State lands include: forest preserve (60,700 acres), state
forests (86,800 acres), and wildlife management areas (5,100 acres).
New York State holds conservation easements on an additional 74,000
acres of private lands.  According to the most recent assessment rolls, 68
percent of conservation and forest land assessed values are taxable,
equating to over 11 percent of Lewis County’s taxable revenue from
property taxes.  This is equivalent to those lands categorized as

Table 10:  Land Cover Type Descriptions

Table 11:  Land Cover, 2001

Moose River in Lyonsdale

agricultural.  A contributor to the large portion of taxable forest lands may
be the large acreages under control by the private forestry industry.  For
example, GMO Forestry Fund is a timber investment company that owns
and manages over 30,000 acres in Lewis County, assessed at nearly $5.5
million.

Conservation and Forest lands are concentrated in the Adirondack Park
as well as the Tug Hill Plateau regions.  These areas are considerably less
desirable for development due to topography and remoteness, making
them prime lands for resource investment and harvesting.  These lands
are predominantly held in tracts of 20-30 acres or more per parcel, with
the largest single parcel containing 14,570 acres.

LAND USE
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Based on the data provided in Table 11, forest comprises more than
492,000 acres and is the single largest land cover type in the county (59.5
percent of total area).  Wetland and agricultural areas are the next largest
cover types, comprising approximately 123,000 acres (14.9 percent) and
116,000 acres (14.0 percent), respectively.  Areas classified as urban
account for only one percent, or 8,580 acres, of land in Lewis County.

Land Cover Change, 1992 to 2001
In  addition  to  mapping  Lewis  County  land cover  types  for  2001,  Multi-
Resolution Land Characteristics (MRLC) data was also used to determine
changes to land cover from 1992 to 2001.  Note that each land cover
category both lost and gained acreage from 1992 to 2001 (see Table 12).
If  one acre of forest  area in 1995 was cut down and turned into tillable
agricultural land, Table 12 would denote a loss of one acre of forest and a
gain of one acre of agricultural land.  Land cover categories can exhibit
both a loss and gain of acreage as the land cover of specific areas
throughout the county changes over time, shifting to other categories.
The Net Acres column of the table provides an overall snapshot for the
total acreage of a given land cover type between 1992 and 2001.  For
example, four acres categorized as barren land in 1992 have changed to
another land cover type as of 2001; meanwhile, 90 total acres from
across multiple land cover types have transitioned to barren land,
resulting  in  a  net  gain  of  87  acres  (-4  +  90)  of  barren  land  throughout
Lewis County.

In terms of net change, forested areas saw the biggest decline from 1992
to  2001  as  they  lost  more  than  6,100  acres,  representing  a  loss  of  1.3
percent of total forest cover in the county.  More detailed analysis
indicates that 2,671 acres, or 34 percent of forested acres, were lost to
agriculture.  Additional forest areas were also added from 1992 to 2001 –
a transfer of approximately 1,200 acres from wetlands and 400 acres
from open water.  Since land cover calculations are based on aerial
photography and not on-the–ground field explorations, these additions to
forest cover likely resulted from the expansion of tree canopy over
previously inventoried wetland and open water areas.

Figure 13:  Change to Open Water from Forest and Wetland,
1992 to 2001

Figure 14:  Change to Urban, 1992 to 2001

As a percentage, the largest net loss of area was in wetland categories
(two percent, 2,394 acres).  More specifically, 41 percent of wetland
acres were lost to open water (2,217 of 5,386 total acres lost), which
likely resulted from the loss of wetland vegetation along streams, lakes,
and other waterbodies.  It should be noted that wetlands lost to urban
areas accounted for only 93 acres, or 1.7 percent of wetland acres lost.

In relative terms, barren lands saw the largest increase in land area (28.7
percent), although in absolute terms this cover type only gained 87 acres.
Open water areas also realized a considerable increase in acreage (1,833
net acres, or 9.9 percent) from 1992 to 2001.  Further analysis of this
change suggests that the loss of tree canopy cover and wetland vegetation
due to cutting and filling is primarily responsible.  Figure 13 provides an
illustrative example of the change from forest and wetland areas to open
water along the Black River in the vicinity of the Village of Lowville.

Finally, the amount of land classified as urban also increased from 1992
to  2001.   While  urban  areas  experienced  only  a  minor  increase  of  4.5
percent (405 acres), the population of Lewis County grew by less than 0.6
percent  (see  Table  2  on  page  13),  which  suggests  sprawling  land
development patterns.  As is depicted in Figure 14, much of the increases
in urban land area in and around the Village of Lowville occurred along
existing transportation corridors, indicative of sprawl.

Table 12:  Land Cover Change, 1992 to 2001*

Source: Multi-Resolution Characteristics Consortium
* Data rounded to nearest acre
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