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POLICY AREA 6: NATURAL RESOURCES & THE ENVIRONMENT
Policy Statement
Lewis County has an abundance of natural resources, including water,
wind, soils, and wildlife. Together with our citizens, they form a unique
ecosystem that must be preserved and sustained for future generations.
These assets are the foundation for the quality of life we enjoy and play a
major role in people’s decisions to live in or visit Lewis County. The county
will provide leadership by promoting sound development practices,
supporting strategic land use planning, and encouraging community
stewardship initiatives to reduce or eliminate the degradation of these
resources.
Overview
The economy of Lewis County is largely dependent upon the health of
the natural environment. The productivity of the agricultural and forestry
industries is directly tied to the natural features that shape Lewis County:
the Black River Valley, Tug Hill Plateau, and Adirondack foothills. The
county’s forests and farmlands can be considered the lungs of the
regional economy, with its survival closely linked to the management of
these resources. As well, the county’s tourism industry is reliant upon a
healthy and accessible natural environment and the unique rural
character associated with Lewis County’s varied landscape. Hikers,
snowmobilers, trail riders, and other recreational enthusiasts enjoy Lewis
County’s diverse opportunities for passive and active outdoor activities.
Therefore, the protection, enhancement, and sustainable use of these
environmental features are important to the economic future of Lewis
County residents and businesses.
Strengths
Lewis County’s natural environment contributes greatly to the high quality
of life residents enjoy, offering clean water and air resources, diversified
wildlife habitats, and numerous recreational opportunities.
The
topography of the county is considered one of its greatest assets. From a
visual and aesthetic perspective, the Tug Hill Plateau and the Adirondack
Foothills offer some of the most dramatic scenic views within the county.
The undulating and climbing terrain of these features offers a stark
contrast to the Black River plain, which is most evident when touring the
county from west to east or vice versa.
Historically, the Black River and its flood plain was the life line for county
residents, with most communities sprouting along its banks or within
reach via smaller water courses. Although the Black River does not
currently function as a primary community artery, it maintains a
prominent role in the natural environment of Lewis County. Throughout

most of the county, the river is slow moving, with little vertical drop as it
meanders between Lyons Falls and Carthage. These characteristics make
the Black River a high-quality recreational amenity, affording
opportunities for boating, fishing, kayaking and sight-seeing. As part of a
multi-county planning effort, Lewis County is involved in the
development of the Black River Watershed Management Plan. This Plan
will offer comprehensive recommendations related to water quality and
environmental protection of the watershed.
In addition to recreational opportunities, the Black River and tributaries
such as Moose River, Beaver River, and Deer River are locations for
hydro-electric power stations that generate approximately 13 percent of
the county’s total electricity production. As one the county’s first nonfossil fuel sources of power, these watercourses are the precursor to the
emerging alternative energy industry. One of the most prominent and
successful ventures in harnessing the potential of the natural environment
is the development and operation of the Maple Ridge Wind Farm. This
complex, located on the northern ridge of the Tug Hill Plateau, has
established Lewis County as a focal point in the discussion of renewable
energy resources. The winds coming across the Tug Hill are some of the
strongest in New York State, and now represent a significant asset to
Lewis County residents.
While the county’s topography, watercourses, and wind potential are
notably some of its greatest assets, it is the rural/agricultural landscape
and land use pattern that provides Lewis County with a unique natural
resource strength. The scenic views and long vistas across the varied
landscapes are exceptional in quality and quantity. However, much of
these patterns are due to the underlying high quality soils. The historic
development patterns throughout the county are directly linked to the
presence, or absence, of high quality soils and other natural resources.
Challenges
Communities often take a passive approach to the design and location of
development when there is the perception of little growth. However,
over time, a small number of developments can have significant impacts
on valuable natural or cultural resources. This is a particular challenge for
the small communities in Lewis County. In the interest of job creation
and economic development, a town or village can be faced with a
scenario of permitting a new industry or residential subdivision whose
design or location conflicts with community, land use, or environmental
objectives.
From a regional or county perspective, the lack of consistent land use
regulations, natural resource protections, and perceptions of private
property rights is a significant challenge to overcome in developing policy
recommendations across numerous municipalities. The diversity of

landscape types throughout the county makes this even more difficult,
eliminating the possibility of single or catch-all policies to be useful for
Osceola on the Tug Hill Plateau and Lowville in the Black River plain.
Lands suitable for development are often those most suitable for
profitable agriculture or forestry. The challenge for Lewis County is to
balance development needs with the preservation of productive soils for
farming and healthy forests for logging. While many of the county’s
natural features serve to limit development, they also contribute to the
environmental health of the landscape. Poor or unplanned development
can degrade these resources resulting in loss of water quality, open
spaces, rural character, and wildlife habitats.
Meanwhile, overdevelopment could lead to a loss of environmental integrity, impacting
tourism and recreation industries as well as agricultural activities.
Outdoor recreation can also have a negative impact on the environment,
with the most sensitive and fragile natural resource environments
attracting the most traffic and attention. Areas such as wetlands,
watercourses, and steep slopes offer dramatic experiences and scenic
qualities that are improved or amplified when experienced firsthand. In
these instances, traffic volumes for pedestrians and motorized vehicles
should be anticipated and properly mitigated. For example, a well
planned motorized trail system, combined with proper rider behavior, is
critical to preserving sensitive wetlands.
Good planning will also limit development impacts on the agricultural
land use pattern that dominates the county’s small towns. Currently,
some municipalities lack zoning ordinances, and many more lack a
comprehensive plan that sufficiently lays out a vision for the future of the
community. Without proper land use and zoning regulations, county
municipalities are not equipped with the proper tools to protect natural
resources or mitigate potential environmental impacts associated with
development.
Over time, a significant amount of the county’s farmland and forestland
has been carved up by development. Figure 1 at right shows the amount
of new tax parcels created between 1990 and 2004. During that 15-year
period, the county saw approximately 4,400 new tax parcels, including
1,300 single-family residential properties. This occurred during a time
when the county lost population. Several factors contributed to this
disparity, including the migration from Lewis County villages to the
surrounding countryside, the development of second homes and seasonal
camps, and a population that shifted from old homes to new
construction.
These development patterns are a concern because of the loss of valuable
natural resources on farms and in forests. If this trend continues, as
shown in Figure 2, the county will experience a significant amount road
frontage development, resulting in the fragmentation and decreased
accessibility of prime farming and forestry lands.
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Figure 1: New Parcels Created,
1990-2004

Lewis County

Figure 2: County-wide Build-out
Scenario, 2005 to 2020
1 Dot = 1 new parcel created
(based on yearly average by
town calculated in Figure 1)
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Opportunities
Lewis County has an extensive diversity of natural resources that cross
multiple jurisdictional boundaries and are encompassed by a patchwork
of municipalities. Although development pressures are currently low in
the county, a proactive approach to sound land use and development
practices should be a high priority in order to preserve these county-wide
assets. There is the need for expanded coordination of land use and
development policies associated with existing agricultural, environmental
and natural resources. The county, in partnership with entities such as
the Tug Hill Commission, the Adirondack Park Agency, the NYSDEC and
the Lewis County Soil and Water Conservation District, should
cooperatively develop a series of recommended design guidelines for
municipalities that promote best practices and provide tools for the
protection of prime agricultural soils, rural character, and sensitive
environmental features. These issues are addressed in a limited fashion
in the County Character Area Plan chapter of this document. A more
detailed set of design guidelines could be modeled on a document
entitled “Greenway Connections” established by the Dutchess County
Planning Department.
To further coordinate a county-wide discussion on natural resource
preservation, a county task force made up of state, county, and local
entities with members of the general public could be charged with
developing a priority listing of properties and environmental features that
are worthy of preservation. As a follow up, a purchase of development
rights (PDR) or lease of development rights (LDR) program could be
created with willing property owners on lands identified by the county as
critical preservation initiatives.
Funding and assistance in the
development of these programs is available through the NYS Department
of Agriculture and Markets.
The Black River Watershed Management Plan makes numerous
recommendations regarding the protection of this important hydrologic
resource through the development of best management practices for the
use of pesticides, maintenance of septic systems, land use patterns, and
other impacts to water quality. Efforts should be made on the part of the
county to have municipalities adopt the recommendations from this Plan,
and seek ways to coordinate any associated county-wide implementation
strategies.
The county can also take a leadership role in the development of
programs to educate visitors on the appropriate enjoyment of Lewis
County’s natural resources.
This program can be developed in
coordination with the NYSDEC, the Tug Hill Commission, and the
Adirondack Park Agency to provide a unified voice on the acceptable
utilization of recreational facilities and natural features during their stay in
Lewis County.

Natural Resources & the Environment: Key Points
Preserve critical environmental resources, such as farm soils and
forestland, to protect the local economy directly connected to the
agriculture and forestry industries.
The preservation of Lewis County’s rural character is critical to
sustaining the high quality of life enjoyed by residents and the
resources that make the county a destination for recreation and
tourism.

Objectives and Measures
The following objectives should provide guidance for county-level policy
and decision-making related to natural resources and the environment.
Specific strategies, or Action Items, for each Objective are listed in a table
on the next page.

The Moose River in Lyonsdale.

Objective A: Preserve and protect critical environmental resources,
including agricultural soils, hydrology, open spaces, woodlands, and
wildlife habitats.
Measures:
Number/acreage of critical habitats identified for preservation
Number of brownfield sites identified
Miles of stream bank restored and protected
Track loss of prime soils to activity other than agriculture
Track loss of prime forestland to activity other than forestry
Number of municipalities adopting design guidelines and best
practices
Objective B: Preserve and protect the rural character of Lewis County.
Measures:
Number of acres of protected land
Number of development projects located within/outside of village and
hamlet centers
Number of towns and villages with comprehensive plans
Number of training programs to educate public on zoning and
planning boards

Forest lands in Pinckney.
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* Key:
Comp Plan = Lewis County Comprehensive Plan
CEDS = Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, Project Priority List
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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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