COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Overview

Challenges

The critical elements considered as part of this Policy Area include
roadways, railroads, water and sewer systems, and telecommunications.

One of the county’s greatest challenges is the public’s expectation for
public infrastructure improvements.
Infrastructure investment is a
balancing act of supplying an acceptable level of service at an acceptable
cost to consumers and residents. In the public realm, community
expectations for the provision of services such as water, sewer, and roads
must be tempered with the realities of life in a sparsely populated county.
In most instances, user costs are higher for systems with small numbers of
users. Additionally, as the locations of infrastructure users become more
widespread, the cost per user must compensate for the added capital
expense associated with installing a larger system.

Policy Statement

With a population of just over 26,000 people, Lewis County is one of the
most sparsely populated counties in the state. Approximately 29 percent
of the population is concentrated in the nine small villages which account
for 0.6 percent of the county’s total area. The remaining 71 percent of
the population is dispersed over a large area on farmsteads and in singlefamily homes in a country setting.
Due to its small population and low density of residents, the county has a
limited concentration of infrastructure resources. Existing infrastructure is
located where population densities permit the economies of scale
necessary to justify public or private investment. Infrastructure is
primarily concentrated in village and hamlet centers, and the systems are
typically small and of limited complexity. The US Department of
Agriculture classifies Lewis County as a Nonmetropolitan Noncore area,
which is a county that does not contain an urban cluster of 10,000 or
more, and often faces a “disadvantage in efforts to expand and diversify
its economic base.”
Strengths
Despite the limited scale of infrastructure networks, many residents speak
of the quality of life they enjoy in the county. Water quality is generally
considered good, and most public water systems have adequate capacity
to meet current needs. In a series of meetings with each of the towns
and villages, most residents were satisfied with town and county
infrastructure, yet some expressed strong dissatisfaction with the
condition of county highways in particular. Amidst some of the heaviest
snowfalls in the east, most communities felt their highway departments
do well to stay on top of plowing. In terms of roadway maintenance,
public sentiment is mixed.

A primary example of this balancing act is the provision of water service.
The cost to install one mile of water line in a village setting is relatively
equal to the same installation in a rural setting. However, the investment
is likely to be more sustainable in a village setting, where the costs of
installation, operation, maintenance, and debt service are shared amongst
hundreds of users. In a rural setting, a near equal amount of costs would
be shared by far fewer households. This is a clear example of economies
of scale, with areas of higher population density experiencing
incrementally smaller costs per user. Expectations for water and sewer
service within Lewis County must be moderated by residents’ desires for
country living and low density development patterns.
An additional example relates to the plowing and maintenance of
roadways. Many residents choose to enjoy the peacefulness and beauty
of the rural portions of the county and are thus often faced with longer
travel distances for commuting, shopping, and other trips. The majority
of the road network in the county was established at a time when people
made considerably fewer trips of shorter distances. Today, that same
road network is in place amidst much higher expectations for travel, with
further expectations for the continued maintenance and repair of this
infrastructure despite a declining tax base and rising fuel and material

N E W
O c t o b e r

Y O R K
6 ,

2 0 0 9

costs. Simultaneously, the county and municipalities face constant
pressure from residents to lower taxes. The desire for better road
conditions and maintenance is inconsistent with acceptable levels of
taxation.
The same challenges, due to discrepancies between the public’s
expectations and the county’s inability to provide at current levels of
funding, are present in other elements of the county’s infrastructure and
transportation network. County government and local municipalities
must face these sobering realities and plan accordingly. Lewis County
must be forthright in communicating these challenges with its residents,
and must support municipal governments as they do the same. At the
same time, residents will be faced with adjusting their expectations for
the provision of infrastructure and services.
Other issues related to infrastructure and transportation include, in no
particular order:
Disconnected and underutilized railroad network
Lack of quick access to interstate system
Some water/sewer systems in need of repair and upgrades
Limited natural gas and electric infrastructure and capacity
Opportunities
Despite these challenges, there are many opportunities for improving
systems and assets that serve the people of Lewis County. Targeted
investments should be explored that leverage existing assets and support
a critical mass. Such investments should be aimed at improving the
overall quality of life for residents while minimizing risks amidst an
uncertain future.
Transportation Infrastructure
The county’s transportation network, which includes road, railroad, and
pedestrian facilities, is a critical part of everyday life. The network
supports commuting patterns, affects potential economic expansion,
drives land use patterns, and helps define public space. While the
transportation network is limited, the ability of residents and businesses to
access these facilities plays an important role in the overall quality of life
of residents.
It is not likely that major changes will occur to the state highway network
in the near future, although DANC is currently examining improvements
to Route 26 between the Village of Lowville and Fort Drum. The state
DOT and its roadways play a vital role in defining the character of village
centers, and should therefore be a consistent partner in improving safety
and livability of “Main Streets,” including improvements and extensions
to the sidewalk system.

Chapter 3: Vision and Implementation

Lewis County must promote a purpose-driven regional approach to
enhancing its infrastructure systems. Assets such as road and rail
networks, sewer and water systems, and energy systems are critical
components to the health of our people and our economy. The county
will provide guidance to towns and villages related to growth patterns,
infrastructure investment, and other vital systems. This guidance will
engage localities in a county-wide strategic perspective, ensuring that
existing assets are maintained and additional investments are sound.

Telecommunications infrastructure within the county is notably one of its
most advanced systems, offering world-class connectivity and network
opportunities for businesses to the broader North Country region and
beyond. The Open Access Telecommunications Network (OATN),
developed and constructed by the Development Authority of the North
Country (DANC), services Lewis, Jefferson, and St. Lawrence Counties,
and connects to carrier collocation facilities in Syracuse. The OATN
provides ten points-of-presence (POP), which are analogous to highway
interchanges, where businesses can access the high-speed network and
connect to the internet. The location of a POP in the Village of Lowville
is a significant strength for Lewis County’s economic hub to attract
commerce and investment.

POLICY AREA 3: INFRASTRUCTURE & TRANSPORTATION

Lewis County

POLICY AREA 3
INFRASTRUCTURE
&
TRASPORTATION

67

Lewis County
N E W

Chapter 3: Vision and Implementation

O c t o b e r

POLICY AREA 3
INFRASTRUCTURE
&
TRASPORTATION

68

Y O R K
6 ,

2 0 0 9

COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Outside of villages, roadway improvements should be focused on the
maintenance and operation of county highways, as well as the
connectivity and logic of the network. Additionally, towns should avoid
building new roads into remote areas that would further break up lands
important to forest management, wildlife, farming, hunting, fishing, and
recreation resources. Jurisdictional and cooperative issues are discussed
in the Regional Coordination policy area section.
The county should work with local towns and villages to develop a longrange plan for improvements and maintenance to roads and bridges.
This initiative has been a challenge in recent years, as fluctuations in
county and local budgets, coupled with unstable material costs, make it
difficult to plan accurately. However, the effort should be considered in
the interest of operational efficiencies and coordinated investments.
The railroad network in the county is only a fraction of what it was in its
heyday. Some segments remain operational, but they are disconnected
and represent a piecemeal system defined by surviving businesses. The
county should continue to pursue enhancements to serve existing
businesses, with the hope that the resurgence of freight rail at a national
level will trickle into Lewis County and attract more businesses.
Opportunities may exist for the emerging energy sector to utilize the rail
system.
Public Transportation System
The county is currently studying the feasibility of a public transportation
system. Currently, Birnie Bus provides the only form of mass transit,
offering limited service between Lowville, Port Leyden, and Utica. The
county and other regional agencies provide on-demand service to
targeted residents. Additionally, many school districts use their bus fleet
for community programs and events, as well as offer their buses for rental
to not-for-profits and municipalities. These collective efforts, however,
may not meet the needs of the entire county.
Throughout this project, residents have expressed the desire for public
transit despite the low population and sparse settlement patterns that
present challenges to establishing a system. Many other rural counties in
New York have overcome these challenges by developing appropriatelyscaled bus systems that connect residents with goods and services. Lewis
County should continue to examine a potential public transportation
service, recognizing present needs as well as the impact that an aging
population and fossil fuel scarcity will have on public transportation and
private automobile use in the future.

Infrastructure & Transportation: Key Points
Many residents express satisfaction with some of the services and
infrastructure available in the county. Suggested improvements are
centered on the condition of roadways, and water and sewer
systems.
Enhancements to infrastructure can have a direct impact on
attracting more businesses. Modern telecommunications, as an
example, is an important factor for businesses considering
expanding or relocating.

Telecommunications
The OATN presents a significant opportunity for the Village of Lowville to
attract investment and jobs. One of the inherent challenges faced by
Lewis County is its isolation from the surrounding region and its lack of
transportation connectivity. Continuing the analogy of the OATN as a
highway, Lowville’s POP is the county’s major information interchange,
where telecommunications intensive industries such as education, health
care, call centers, and multi-media production can access the network at
a major switching location. This increases the village’s competitiveness by
providing a low-cost alternative and an incentive for companies to locate
operations within Lewis County.
The attraction of telecommunications intensive companies could act to
diversify the economic and business climate away from agriculture and
forestry, while at the same time opening up these traditional industries to
opportunities for the advanced use of information networks. These
benefits will extend beyond the Village of Lowville, as DANC has installed
fiber optic cable to Croghan, Beaver Falls, Lyons Falls, Turin, and
Boonville. This will allow residential and small business connections to
the network, and will reduce the isolation of these communities within
the region.
Other Infrastructure
Additional opportunities related to this topic are addressed in the
Objectives and Action Items table, including improving water and sewer
systems with the potential for county-wide administration.

Objectives & Measures
The following Objectives provide guidance for county-level policy and
decision making related to infrastructure and community resources.
Specific strategies, or Action Items, for each Objective are listed in a table
on the next page.
Objective A: Ensure the transportation network promotes economic
development, is consistent with smart-growth policies, and enhances the
overall quality of life in the county.
Measures:
Miles of new and improved roadways
Number of municipalities with long range capital plans
Track the change of vehicle speed in village/hamlet centers
Number of trains and rail cars utilizing tracks
Number of miles of low-maintenance roads
Objective B: Enhance and expand public infrastructure and services in a
manner that maximizes investment and supports the land use and
economic goals of this Plan.
Measures:
Miles of new telecommunications network cable
Number of new water and sewer service connections
Number of wireless hotspots
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* Key:
Comp Plan = Lewis County Comprehensive Plan
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CEDS = Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, Project Priority List
Blue = Blueway Trail Development Plan for the Black River
Black = Black River Scenic Byway Corridor Management Plan
Maple = Maple Traditions Scenic Byway Corridor Management Plan
Potential partners in bold are lead entities
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INFRASTRUCTURE & TRANSPORTATION IMPLEMENTATION PLAN, CONTINUED

