
����������� ��� ����� ���� ��������� ��������
���� ���� ��������
����� ����

������� ����� �����

� � � � � � � ������������� ����





Otsego Land Trust Conservation Plan

Cornell University
Department of City and Regional Planning

CRP 558 Workshop 

Fall 2004



ii
December 2004

Acknowledgements
Workshop Team

Ole M. Amundsen, III, Workshop Professor

Master of Regional Planning (M.R.P.) Students:

Special Thanks

Jeff Reynolds and Earle Peterson, Otsego Land Trust
Erik A. Miller, Senior Planner, Otsego County Planning Department
Nelson Bills, Professor, Applied Economics and Management, 
       Cornell
Dr. Tom Gavin, Natural Resources, Cornell
Michelle Thompson, Visiting Lecturer, City and Regional Planning, 
       Cornell 
GEDDeS Computing Facility - Mukles Haddad: Lab Manager
Rich Hubbard, Franklin Land Trust
Jeff Swinehart, Lancaster Farmland Trust
National Agricultural Statistics Service 
NY State GAP Analysis
US Census Bureau

Guest Lecturers:
Dr. David Gross, The Conservation Doctor
Dr. Kent Messer, Research Associate, Resource & Environmental 
       Economics, Cornell
Dr. Charles Smith, Senior Research Associate, Resouce & 
       Environmental Economics, Cornell
Frank Popowitch, Planning, Design and Construction, Cornell
George Franz, Visiting Lecturer, City and Regional Planning, 
       Cornell
Dr. Charles Geisler, Professor, Developmental Sociology, Cornell
Kenneth Rosenberg, Laboratory of Ornithology, Cornell 
Martha Twarkins, District Ranger, Finger Lakes National Forest

Irene Atamian
Soumya Dharmavaram
Matt Flis
Renee Kinchla
Andy Love
M. Megan McDonald (TA)
Ron Morad
Elizabeth Sargent

Barbara “Ella” Silverman
Jonathan Sinker
Beth Tamayose
Heidi Wasson
Tom Weismiller
Hui Xia



Otsego Land Trust Conservation Plan
iii

     

                                                                                                                          December 2004 

Dear Friends: 

The landscape of Otsego County, New York, has long captured the imagination of the public.  James Fenimore Cooper in his novel The Deerslayer
described the view of Otsego Lake to from the perspective of an early frontiersman:  

Wherever the eye turned, nothing met it, but the mirror-like surface of the lake, the placid void of heaven, and the dense setting of wood.  So rich and 
fleecy were the outlines of the forest, that scarce an opening could be seen, the whole visible earth, from the rounded mountain tops, to water’s edge, 
presented one unvaried hue of unbroken verdure.   

This image of Otsego Lake and the surrounding landscape is still visible from many viewpoints along the lake today.  While the landscape has 
undergone many changes since the frontier period, its future as an inspirational source is threatened by current development patterns.  As the 
headwaters of the Susquehanna River, development in Otsego County has an impact far beyond its borders.  A recent US Forest Service national 
study titled Forests on the Edge ranked the upper Susquehanna watershed in the top 20 in the entire nation for projected shifts in acreage (137,129 
acres) from a rural land use to exurban land use due to poorly planned housing development over the next 30 years.   

Residents of the county are aware of the danger of losing their unique landscape and have taken action by forming the Otsego Land Trust in 1988.  
Land trusts are private, nonprofit organizations that are focused on conserving land for general public benefit that may include promoting 
biodiversity, conserving scenic viewsheds, or protecting agricultural lands for local farming.  In approaching the landscape, the Otsego Land Trust, 
has been challenged by the scale of undertaking land conservation efforts with limited funding in a county that covers 641,875 acres.

The Department of City and Regional Planning at Cornell University has helped government agencies and nonprofit organizations overcome
planning challenges with technical assistance provided in client based workshops.  Over the Fall semester of 2004, 14 Masters degree students were 
immersed in the landscape of Otsego County with the aim of assisting the Otsego Land Trust understand the changes that are taking place, use 
criteria to select land conservation projects that reflect its mission and prioritize the landscape for proactive conservation.  Guided by the 
recommendations in this report, the Otsego Land Trust is well positioned to protect the landscape of Otsego County, ensuring that it will continue to 
inspiration future generations.   

Ole M. Amundsen III, Visiting Lecturer 
Department of City and Regional Planning 
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      History
Introduction
Otsego County, New York is a place whose natural resources and scenic qualities 
have played a historically significant role in its growth, development, and present-
day conditions.  The county is located in south-central New York State (see Map 
1), in the Central Leatherstocking Region named after the leather leggings worn 
by frontiersmen and made famous by local author James Fenimore Cooper.  It 
is west of Albany, southeast of Utica, and northeast of Binghamton.  Situated in 
the foothills of the northern and western fringe of the Catskill Mountains, Otsego 
County contains the headwaters of the Susquehanna River.  From its forestry and 
agriculture roots to the development of local art, literature, and tourism, Otsego 
County and its residents have and continue to be intricately linked to their local 
landscapes.           
      
Known for its scenic rural character and cool summer weather, Otsego County 
is interspersed with steep hills generally less than 1,000 feet. Good agricultural 
soils are found along the stream and river corridors. The county has a total area 
of 1,013 square miles, 12 square miles. There are three main lakes—Otsego 
Lake, Canadarago Lake, and Goodyear Lake.1 These natural features along with 
major transportation routes along the Susquehanna have guided the growth of the 
county’s villages and towns.  

Figure 1.  Otsego Lake, often referred to as “Glimmerglass”

The area around Otsego Lake was the first to be settled, as the Village of 
Cooperstown grew along its shores. The City of Oneonta is the other major 
urban center established along the Susquehanna River transportation corridor.  
Throughout its periods of growth and development Otsego County’s history 
reveals a consistent concern by its residents to preserve its valuable farmland and 
scenic rural character.  It is necessary to recognize the historical reasons that led 
Otsego County to develop this unique character in order to understand why this 
character is important today, and how it may be protected for the benefit of future 
county residents and visitors.
           
Colonial Era to the Construction of the Erie Canal 
(1683 to 1825)

Creation of Civil Divisions
In 1683 the British began establishing counties in New York.  Albany County 
originally contained Otsego County’s land, extending from northern New York 
and present-day Vermont westward to the Pacific Ocean. However, by 1772 
officials decreased Albany County’s size and split it into three parts. One of those 
parts was Tryon County - later renamed Montgomery County - which contained 
the western part of the Adirondack Mountains and lands west of the Delaware 
River.

In 1791, officials split Otsego County from Montgomery County, with 
Cooperstown named as the shire village.  Only two towns were organized at that 
time: Otsego, to the west of the Otsego Lake; and Cherry Valley, to the east.  By 
1800, 11 more civil divisions had been made within Otsego County, and by 1854 
the number was brought up to the 24 divisions which exist today.2

Early Settlement
Prior to the Revolutionary War, the area that became Otsego County was 
populated by tribes of the Iroquois Nation. The thickly wooded, rough and hilly 
lands were used mostly as seasonal hunting, fishing, and meeting grounds. The 
growing season in the county is relatively short, so natives preferred to cultivate 
their maize, beans, squashes, and pumpkins in the fertile river valleys.  Small 
numbers of white men also hunted and trapped in the area.  
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After the war, the British abandoned their Iroquois allies, who subsequently fell 
victim to retaliatory massacres by white Americans.  News of the campaigns 
against the Indians alerted easterners to the availability of farmland in western 
New York,3 and speculators began aggressively marketing tracts of land in the area. 
Back east, good farmland was becoming scarce as extractive practices depleted 
soils, forests, and other finite resources. At the same time, Dutch, German, and 
Scotch-Irish immigrants, as well as transplanted New Englanders, continued to 
push further into the fertile Hudson, Delaware, and Susquehanna river-valleys. 
Unlike the small-scale farms in New England, farmers in “Middle Colonies” like 
New York produced surpluses for the national and international markets. Between 
1780 and 1820, the population of western New York rapidly expanded, as settlers 
flooded into newly settled valleys, including those of Otsego County. Some of the 
county’s major settlements were incorporated in this era.4

William Cooper and Taming of the “Wilderness”
A major Otsego County landowner and Cooperstown’s founder, William Cooper, 
began selling parcels from his large holdings to the west and south of Otsego 
Lake in 1786.  Having bought much of his tract on credit, he needed a quick 
return to pay off his debts.  Cooper lured New Englanders to the hilly lands by 
allowing settlers to own rather than rent land.  His plan to attract settlers included 
granting freehold title, providing credit sales at a modest price, opening all lands 
to settlement, and remaining in the area to provide encouragement to settlers.  He 
believed land owners would be more motivated and therefore faster to clear the 
forest for farmland, and that New Englanders would be accustomed to working 
with hilly terrain.  At the same time, Cooper designed an especially dense and 
compact village plan for Cooperstown to encourage commerce and prevent the 
village from sprawling into valuable farmland.  This aversion to urban sprawl and 
the waste of precious fertile lands anticipated concerns common to twenty-first 
century Otsego County residents.5

In the first decades after the Revolutionary War, local farmers began producing 
surpluses for the export market. To clear fields for grain cultivation, they cut 
down trees and burned them for potash (an ash byproduct used in soap-making 
and other manufactures), or simply used slash-and-burn methods to clear large 
tracts. As settlers cut deeper into wilderness, the fires began to spread up the 
forest canopy and consume mature trees.6 However, William Cooper became 
concerned with the loss of trees when he devised a scheme to undercut the West 

Indies sugarcane market by exploiting Otsego County’s maple trees.  He sold 
kettles to the settlers so they could collect the sweet sap from maple trees. For a 
short while, Cooper became a proponent of forest conservation due to his regard 
for the maple trees as a precious financial resource. When the scheme failed, 
however, he instructed the settlers to go back to burning trees for potash.7 

At first, the virgin soils produced good yields and the forests seemed limitless; 
within one generation, however, hillsides that were ill-suited for grain cultivation 
were rapidly denuded. On the one hand, Otsego County’s “frontiersmen” were 
intimately connected to the land. Given their limited access to trade goods, they 
were forced to rely on nature’s bounty. On the other hand, their hardships and 
dangers also gave them an adversarial attitude toward nature.8 However, their 
adversary was formidable: Otsego County’s natural environment stubbornly 
resisted their yoke. 

Construction of the Erie Canal to the end of the Civil War 
(1825 to 1865)
The Erie Canal 

When he founded Cooperstown, William Cooper dreamed that one day the 
village would become the economic capital of western New York. Otsego 
County’s forests, rivers, hills, and lakes provided a wealth of plant and animal 
resources. Yet these natural features also made it difficult to build transportation 
improvements. In the 1820s, the Erie Canal bypassed Otsego County due to the 
prohibitive expense of attempting to cut a channel through the hills to Otsego Lake 
and the Susquehanna River.  William Cooper’s son, James Fenimore Cooper, the 
author, preached acceptance of the Erie Canal’s route, believing that it would 
allow Otsego County to become a tourist and resort area much like the lake areas 
of England and Switzerland.9 

As a result of the canal bypassing the area, the county was cut off from rapid 
industrialization. Almost overnight, backwater villages like Binghamton, 
Syracuse, and Buffalo became major industrial centers, while Cooperstown 
remained a rural hamlet. Ironically, the canal actually made it cheaper for farmers 
in Ohio to ship their grain to New York City than for farmers in Otsego County 
to do so. 
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In 1817, diminishing yields and this rising competition from Midwestern farmers 
spawned an agricultural reform movement in New York. Farmers were urged to 
use manure and other fertilizers; to substitute beans and turnips for wheat; and 
to practice crop rotation. In response to the changing economy, many Otsego 
County farmers switched to dairy and sheep farming. Dairy products were bulky 
to transport and perishable, but Otsego was still in close proximity to the Mohawk 
and Hudson valley markets.  This era marked the beginning of dairy farming’s 
important role in the local economy.10        

Railroads 
Like the Erie Canal, railroads initially bypassed Otsego County. Without rail 
transportation, the Susquehanna River remained the area’s key link to lower 
New York and upper Pennsylvania, but the river’s traffic could never keep pace 
with competing routes. The county’s prosperous but small-scale manufactories 
primarily supplied local and regional markets, but lacked the transportation 
networks to compete in the international market. Along with the canal and 
railroads, newly-arriving immigrants also bypassed Otsego County, settling on 
cheaper and more profitable western lands easily reached by train. Between 1825 
and 1865, county population increased only 1.5 percent from 47,898 to 48,616.

Resorts and Tourism
If Otsego County was too rugged to be easily industrialized, its settlers did 
manage to successfully carve farms, roads, and villages out of the wilderness.  
Cooperstown matured into a quiet but prosperous rural village.  By the mid-
nineteenth century, well-to-do families from New York, Boston, and other eastern 
cities began to establish summer residences in Cooperstown and along the shores 
of Otsego Lake. Eager to escape the dust, heat, and congestion of the industrial 
city, they were attracted to Otsego’s cool summers, clear waters, and quaint 
charm. City dwellers continue to value the area as a retreat due to this natural 
beauty and rural character.  

Tradition has held that the game of baseball, which would become a major 
component of the local tourism industry, first emerged during this period of the 
county’s history.  The 1905 Mills Commission appointed to determine the origin 
of baseball decided that baseball was begun in Cooperstown in 1839. Evidence 
supporting this decision included: finding a handmade baseball in Fly Town, three 
miles west of Cooperstown; and recording of early baseball players’ oral histories.  

A player contacted by the commission stated that Albert Doubleday taught him 
how to play baseball, a game Doubleday created as a variant to “town ball.” 
Doubleday, the first Union soldier to fire at Fort Sumter, taught several men how 
to play the game during the Civil War.  The story of baseball’s birth in the county 
led to the founding of the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, and 
the growth of baseball-related tourism in the area.  Historians have since refuted 
the claim that baseball was founded in Cooperstown; nevertheless, Cooperstown 
remains the spiritual birthplace of baseball.          

Figure 2.  Visitors to Cooperstown rowing at the confluence of the 
Susquehenna River and Otsego Lake

End of the Civil War to the Cooperstown Planning Commission
(1865 - 1959)

Changes in Agriculture

After the Civil War, Otsego County’s most valuable resources continued to be its 
natural beauty, its industrious population, and its rural heritage.  However, the 
county was far from static.

Throughout the 19th century, farmers in Otsego County responded to changing 
agricultural developments. As early as the 1830s, Otsego farmers cultivated 
hops; but after the Civil War, the crop became integral to the regional economy.  
By 1885, more than half of America’s hops grew within a 40-mile radius of 
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Cooperstown.  Farmers gradually phased out crops 
like oats, barley, buckwheat, wheat, potatoes, and 
apples; while raising an increasing number of dairy 
cows and chickens. The productivity of the livestock 
continually improved: Otsego County dairy cows 
produced a yearly average of 2,236 pounds of milk 
in 1844; by 1929, the average had increased to 5,204 
pounds per year. 

Despite the industriousness of local farmers, 
agriculture in central New York experienced an 
overall decline, as sons of farmers left the region 
for fertile fields in the Midwest and Great Plains. 
Eventually, hops ceased to be a reliable cash crop, 
contributing to this agricultural decline. Between 1860 and 1940, the number of 
farms in Otsego County decreased from 5,695 to 3,752; the acreage devoted to 
farming fell from 619,223 acres to 496,518; and the population declined by about 
2,000 persons.11 

In the first half of the 20th century, Otsego remained a rural county. The county 
had iron, textile, paper, cotton, knitting, and woodworking mills, but most were 
small-scale operations. However, Oneonta and Cooperstown experienced much 
greater growth and prosperity than the surrounding county.

Railroad Arrives in Oneonta and Cooperstown
Between 1860 and 1940, Oneonta grew from a village of 744 people to the largest 
city in Otsego County, with a 1940 population of 11,731.  This growth was largely 
due to the 1865 routing of the Albany & Susquehanna Railroad through Oneonta, 
making it the railroad center of southwestern New York.  However, after World 
War II, the city ceased functioning as a railroad hub.

Beginning in the second half of the 19th century, Cooperstown also flourished.  
Every year, Otsego Lake’s reputation as a fine resort attracted newcomers to 
elegant hotels in the Cooperstown area.  Summertime visitors continued to 
build handsome lakeside cottages and cabins.  In order to accommodate visitors 
forced to brave the rough roads from Oneonta – and to advance Cooperstown’s 
other commercial prospects – local leaders once again clamored for a rail line. 

In 1868, they finally succeeded in attracting a spur-line that connected to the 
A&S Railroad.  With more visitors coming to the village, local entrepreneurs 
opened additional hotels, inns, and restaurants to accommodate their needs; they 
also erected commercial buildings on downtown lots that had been cleared by a 
devastating 1862 fire.  Many of the Italianate and Victorian buildings constructed 
during this boom remain today, giving Cooperstown a truly distinctive historic 
character.  Indeed, modern tourists cite the village’s nostalgic appearance and 
serenity as key attractions.

Eventually the advent of “lower” classes of tourists challenged this sense of 
place. After the-turn-of-the-century, middle and working class families enjoyed 
increasingly higher wages and longer vacations. These families seized upon 
cheaper train fares as they, too, went in search of “natural refreshment.” Over time, 
more affordable accommodations were built in resort towns like Cooperstown, 
to the dismay of local and seasonal elites.  Whereas lakeside manors had always 
been considered an improvement on the landscape, cabins and tents erected for 
the general market were often described as “eyesores.” By the 1920s, similar 
concerns led to the adoption of exclusive zoning ordinances in many cities and 
suburbs across the United States.  Cooperstown followed this trend when its first 
zoning ordinance was passed in 1942 to prevent the construction of a gas station 
at the corner of Chestnut and Lake Streets. 

However, the sense of place that led to this zoning also contributed to the area’s 
success in attracting talented and inspired people.  Beyond the obvious literary 
and artistic connections, Glimmerglass (Otsego Lake’s nickname) has been a 
magnet for philanthropists who have worked to promote the Cooperstown area 
while preserving its natural and historic assets.  The most prominent example of 
that legacy has been the Clark family.  The family patriarch, Edward Clark, was a 
patent lawyer who partnered with inventor Isaac Singer in the 1850s.  Both men 
built large fortunes within the span of a few decades.  Since Clark’s wife was born 
in Cooperstown, the family spent summers there.  Clark’s descendents would 
spearhead several projects that had very positive impacts on the local community 
– including founding the Mary Imogene Hospital, establishing the Baseball Hall 
of Fame, and attracting the New York State Historical Association to relocate its 
headquarters to Cooperstown.  By 1939, Cooperstown saw its first Hall of Fame 
Game, an event that is still held every spring.
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The Cooperstown Area Plan through the Present
(1959 – Present)

The Cooperstown Area Plan and Economic Development
Following its 1942 zoning ordinance, Cooperstown officials prepared a 
Comprehensive Plan to guide development.  In 1959 the Cooperstown Planning 
Commission was established, with the Towns of Middlefield, Otsego, and 
Springfield appointing representatives in 1960 to meet with the Commission and 
develop the Area Plan.  Despite Cooperstown’s zoning ordinance, commissioners 
and citizens were concerned that demand for seasonal and recreational development 
could imperil the scenic, historic, and architectural character of Cooperstown and 
its environs. The planning commission decided that it was “logical and desirable” 
to expand the planning process to include the towns of Middlefield, Otsego, and 
Springfield.  This resulted in one of the first comprehensive plans for a small-sized 
village in the United States.  The goals of the plan were to “guide new growth 
in such a fashion that it enhances the established charm of the area, both natural 
and cultivated; and to foster a broader and better balanced economic base for the 
people of the area.”12  Local residents were championing their area’s character.

Recognizing that area attractions were heightening pressures for summer homes, 
recreation areas, and tourist ventures, the planners recommended that most of 
the lakefront be protected from development – except for lands adjacent to the 
Northwest Shoreland, where growth would be channeled in a carefully controlled 
manner. To protect valuable natural areas in the Cooperstown area, the report 
also recommended the enlargement of the Lakefront Park; acquisition of land 
to preserve the banks of the Susquehanna River; permanent conservation of 
the Fernleigh Over tract in its natural character; and development of a walking 
tour to link major points of interest. For downtown Cooperstown, the planners 
recommended that the Village enact enhanced zoning and land-use restrictions; 
that it designate and preserve significant historic properties and districts; and that 
it build a landscaped parking facility.

At Present 
Dairy farming is the dominant agricultural sector.  However, the dairy industry  
has seen dramatic changes and shifts in technology.  High costs of business, 
taxes, regulations, low market prices, aging farmers and diversified occupational 
preferences amongst the younger generation are leading to increasing farm 

abandonment.  In 1999, the Otsego County Planning Department and the Otsego 
County Farmland Protection Board developed the Otsego County’s Farmland 
Protection Plan to protect farmers’ interests.  The major concerns of the Plan 
were to:

• Protect lands for agricultural uses so that a critical mass of farmland is 
available while ensuring and improving sustainability of the agricultural 
infrastructure that supports farming in Otsego County; and to

• Sustain the rural landscape and the natural resources that support both 
farm and non-farm use and seek to acknowledge the environmental 
benefits of farmland.13 

Otsego County seems likely to continue its role as a highly desirable location for 
development of seasonal and recreational properties.  The physical and ecological 
impacts of this mode of development are clearly negative if left unchecked.  Local 
residents continue to express concern for the welfare of their precious resources.  
It is from this concern that the Otsego Land Trust (OLT) emerged in 1988.  Since 
its founding, OLT has conserved over 3,000 acres of land across the county.  In 
2003 the Otsego County Board of Representatives recognized OLT’s leading 
role in the implementation of the county’s Agricultural Farmland Protection 
Plan.  In coordination with individual citizens, public agencies, and other private 
organizations, the OLT is positioned to help conserve the county’s rural character 
as it moves into the next chapter of its history.

Figure 3.  Otsego County farmscape
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Introduction
Demographic analysis builds upon historical research to refine an understanding 
of how Otsego County’s landscapes, environmental conditions, and land uses 
came to be.  Whereas history reveals broad patterns and general trends affecting 
the county, demographic data provides more specific information as to how these 
trends manifested themselves within the county.  This data shows that Otsego 
County shares some of New York State’s experiences, such as the land development 
pressures brought by increasing population growth.  However, Otsego County 
diverges from state trends in significant ways, such as its loss of farmland amidst 
the state’s net increase in farmland.   An awareness of demographic trends is 
integral to growing and conserving the scenic land resources of the county.  This 
section highlights the demographic trends most relevant to building the essential 
knowledge to succeed in this task.  

The People and their Lifestyle

Residents of Otsego County
The population of predominately rural Otsego County has increased in the ten 
years between 1990 and 2000 (see Map 2).  This gain amounts to an increase 
of 1,159 people, or almost 2%, to 61,676 people.  Compared to the 5% growth 
rate at the state level, Otsego County appears to be growing at a slower pace.  
However, even small amounts of population growth can increase development 
pressure on land, potentially threatening the open space resources this region has 
to offer its residents and visitors.

This trend in population growth is nothing new to the county.  Otsego County’s 
population grew throughout the 20th century.  When measured by decade, the rate 
of increase has been slow and steady (see Figure 4).  For example, from 1960 
to 1970, the county added 4,219 residents, between 1970 and 1980, 2,914, and 
between 1980 and 1990, the population increased by 1,442.  The pattern that 
emerges is one of a declining growth rate as time progresses to the present.  This 
trend is mirrored in the experience of New York State, with the exception of the 
1960s when the state population decreased by 4%.  

Figure 4:  Population and Density Trends, 
Otsego County, NY: 1960-2000

Source: U.S.Census Factfinder, available at: http://factfinder.census.gove/homes/saff/main.html?_lang=en

Tucked in the wilds of rural New York, it is not surprising that Otsego has grown 
at a slower pace than New York as a whole.  Otsego County has experienced a 
21% population increase since 1900.  In New York, the population growth rate 
for the 20th century was more than triple, at 62%.

As of 2000, 50% of the county’s population lived in four townships.  The most 
populous in the 1990s and 2000 has been Oneonta City, within 13,292 people 
in 1990 and 13,954 people in 2000 (this number jumps to 18,286 and 18,917 
when Oneonta town is included in the calculation).  The next most populous 
areas were Unadilla, Otsego (which includes Cooperstown), and Otego towns.  
In 2000, the combined population of all four areas totaled 30,552 (see Figure 5).  
The population density in each township is shown in Map 3.  
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Figure 5. Where Residents of Otsego County Live, 2000

Source: U.S.Census Factfinder, available at: http://factfinder.census.gove/homes/saff/main.html?_lang=en

In terms of race and age, Otsego County diverges from statewide trends.  
More than 90% of the population was composed of non-Hispanic whites.  
The percentage of other races has been increasing in the county, albeit rather 
slowly.  This is in contrast to a rate of 62% non-Hispanic whites at the state 
level.  Otsego County also has a more mature population than that of the 
state.  The median age of county residents in 2000 was 37.1 years old, 
1.2 years older than the median age for people living in New York State.  

Commuting Patterns
The majority of those who live in Otsego County also find their employment in 
the county.  In 2000, 77% of locally employed residents worked within the county.  
Neighboring Delaware County, directly to the south, was the second largest 
employment location for Otsego County residents with 7% of Otsego County’s 
labor force traveling there.  Chenango County, sharing Otsego County’s western 
border, was also a significant employment destination.  These trends represent a 
pattern that has been consistent since the 1970s.

In contrast, 9% of workers employed within Otsego County reside in Delaware 
County.  In absolute numbers, this represents a net worker in-migration to Otsego 
County of 417 persons.  This commuting pattern seems logical, considering the 
proximity and attractiveness of the City of Oneonta as a major employment center.  
On the other hand, only 3% of employed residents in Chenango County traveled 
to Otsego County for work.  This represents an out-migration from Otsego to 

that county of approximately 361 persons.  In general, the majority of commutes 
for both local residents and those employed within the county were to adjacent 
counties. 

The commuting pattern in Otsego County appears to be typical of most employment 
centers in predominately rural communities on the eastern seaboard.  As such, no 
concentration of distant origination or destination locations is evident.  However, 
this does not preclude the fact that some residents travel great distances for 
work.  For example, in the 2000 Census a small percentage of county employees 
reported traveling from as far away as Queens, NY.  Additionally, this data does 
not capture the behavior of those who enter or leave the county for reasons other 
than employment.  For example, owners of second or summer homes are not 
included in the commuter count.

Otsego County Personal Incomes
Over the last thirty years, Otsego County has consistently ranked in the lowest 
third of New York State counties for both total earnings and per-capita personal 
income (PCPI) levels. PCPI, a general indicator of wealth, is computed by dividing 
the total personal income by the county’s population.  In 1992, the county had a 
per-capita personal income of $16,748, which ranked 42nd out of the state’s 62 
counties. In 2002, this Otsego County had fallen to 46th, with a county PCPI of 
$23,240.

Not surprisingly, Otsego County’s PCPI has remained below state and national 
averages.  In 1992, Otsego County’s PCPI was 67% of the state average, falling 
to 65% in 2002.  Compared to the United States as a whole, the county’s 1992 
PCPI was approximately 75% of the national average.

Homes and Neighborhoods

Housing Stock
In 2000, single-family dwellings comprised two-thirds of Otsego County’s total 
housing supply.  Attached units were the fastest-growing housing segment, rising 
29% during the 1990s. Within this category, large multi-family attached housing 
containing 20 or more units saw the most notable increase, jumping nearly 126% 
between 1990 and 2000 (from 129 units to 292 units).    In 1990, mid-sized multi-
family attached housing (5 to 19 units) comprised 5% of the county’s housing 
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stock; by 2000 it had dropped to 3%. The county also contains a number of 
mobile homes, which make up 16% of its housing stock, compared to a statewide 
average of 3%.  

The 2000 US Census reported 28,481 housing units in Otsego County (see Map 
4). The majority of these units had people living in them (23,291 or 82%). The 
remaining 5,190 units (18%) were vacant or seasonal units.  This rate of vacancy 
is substantially higher than the 6% level of New York State as a whole.  As such, 
this discrepancy is evidence of either a high number of units that are not fit for 
occupancy or an extensive use of the county as a vacation destination.  The reality 
is likely a combination of these two conditions.

The county added 2,096 units to its housing stock between 1990 and 2000.  
Nearly one-third of these units were added in three towns: Unadilla, Milford 
and  Hartwick (see Table 1).  Ten towns were responsible for 70% of the housing 
growth in Otsego County; Plainfield topped the list in terms of the highest growth 
rate.   

Table 1: Top Ten Contributors to Otsego County Housing Stock

Source: U.S.Census Factfinder, available at: http://factfinder.census.gove/homes/saff/main.html?_lang=en

In 2000, as in 1990, Otsego County maintained its position as one of the counties 
with the highest proportions of owner-occupied housing.  More than 73% of all 
households in Otsego County own their homes as compared to the rate of 53% 
for the other counties in the state. 

Otsego County has a particularly high ratio of pre-WWII housing units.  About 
45% of units were built before 1939, compared to that of the whole state, in 
which 31% units were built before that period. These older housing units may be 
in need of at least some, if not a great deal of renovation.  Notably, these units 
likely contribute to the historical character and scenic qualities of the county’s 
landscape.

Household Size and Home Values
The county has a relatively small household size (2.43 persons per household), 
reflecting a decrease of almost 13% from 1990.  In comparison, the average 
household size of New York State shrank only slightly from 2.70 to 2.61 in this 
time period.  Should the population continue to grow, this trend toward smaller 
household size will likely amplify the need for housing in the county.  More 
housing units would be required to house the same number of people, plus 
additional units for households resulting from population increase.  This would 
translate into pressure to develop more land for housing.  

The median housing value in Otsego County rose from $67,500 in 1990 to 
$75,900 in 2000, a 12% increase. In contrast to the statewide growth rate of 
14% during the same period, the housing value of Otsego County increased at a 
slower pace. Otsego Town had the highest median home value, $131,900, almost 
double the county-wide median home value. Conversely, the township with the 
lowest median house value was Pittsfield, with a median home value of $59,700.  
Attention is merited here: high value areas tend to indicate greater demand for 
housing; while the overall low land values make it easier for to purchase and 
develop land (especially for non-natives entering the county with larger amounts 
of wealth).  Both of these factors might contribute to the further subdivision of 
land and should be carefully monitored.
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A Rural Community

Patterns of Residency
The most densely populated city or town in Otsego in both 1990 and 2000 
was Oneonta City, with a land area of 4.4 square miles, and a density of 3,171 
and 3,020 persons (per square mile) respectively.  Over 21% of the Otsego’s 
population lived in Oneonta.  Countywide, population density increased 1.9% 
or 2 persons per square mile, from 60.3 to 61.5 in the 1990s.  Increasing density 
suggests increasing pressure to develop heretofore undeveloped lands.  

The character of Otsego County is clearly important to the majority of its residents, 
who identify themselves as rural residents.  In 2000, the dispersion of the rural 
to urban population was 45,494 to 16,182.   Compared to the 13% of New York 
State’s population self-identified as living in rural areas, Otsego’s 74% is almost 
6 times greater.  

Farmland
In 2002, farms comprised 32% of the land in Otsego County, with 1,028 farms 
and 206,233 acres of farmland. The majority (41%) of the county’s farms were 
between 50 to 179 acres.  Of these farms, 8% were over 500 acres, while 2% of 
all farms were less than 50 acres in size.  The average market value of land and 
buildings was estimated at $1,708 per acre.  

The number of farms has been increasing, while total acres farmed has been 
decreasing in the county. Otsego experienced a 19% gain in farms from 1992 to 
2002, reflecting a net increase of 161 farms.  The number of farms in the county 
grew at a faster rate in these years than in New York State, which experienced 
a 15% gain.  However, the County lost 6% of farmland acreage from 1992 to 
2002, reflecting a net loss of 12,073 acres. Conversely, New York State rose 3% 
in farmland acreage in these years.  The trend in Otsego County reflects a greater 
subdivision of farmland in recent years, and a potential threat to the viability of 
working farms as they shrink in acreage.

Figure 6. An Otsego County pasture in winter

Working the Land

Agricultural Contributions
Otsego’s farming legacy is rich and diverse.  Milk and dairy products from cows, 
cattle, and calves are all part of the county’s agricultural history.  However, 
Otsego County’s economic reliance on agricultural products is decreasing.  This 
movement is evidenced by the 19% decline in total market value of agricultural 
products sold.  Conversely, New York State’s total market value of agricultural 
products rose by 13% in these years.  In 2002, 40% of all farms in the county 
reported annual sales of less than $2,500, while 17% of farms made $100,000 or 
more in sales.  
                                                                        
Milk and other dairy products from cows made up the highest value of sales by 
commodity in the county at $36,000,000. Cattle and calves ranked second at 
$6,635,000, and crop sales accounted for $6,599,000 of the total market value 
(see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Otsego’s Percent Value of Sales by Agricultural Commodity in 2002

Source: U.S.Census Factfinder, available at: http://factfinder.census.gove/homes/saff/main.html?_lang=en

Livestock
In 2002, Otsego County ranked 14th in the state for cattle and calves with 37,557 
animals.  For every one person in Otsego County, there were approximately 0.6 
cows.  Although milk and dairy from cows made up the highest agricultural sales 
for the county in 2002, the number of cows and cattle has declined since 1992.  In 
2002, 527 farms in the County contained cattle and calves, reflecting a 14% loss 
in farms from 1992.  The number of cattle and calves dropped 19% from 1992.  
The county’s cattle and calves inventory declined faster in these years than in 
New York State, which experienced only a 1% decline. Milk cows declined 16% 
from 1992 and beef cows declined 5% in these years to 2,387 cows.   

Conversely, the number of sheep and lambs has increased in recent years.  In 
2002, Otsego County ranked sixth in the state for sheep and lamb.  The county 
experienced a 90% gain in farms with sheep and lambs from 1997, reflecting a 
net increase of 47 farms. The number of sheep and lambs grew by 61% from 1997 
to 2002.  Goats, sheep, and their products accounted for $191,000 of the total 
market value of products sold.
In addition, the county also has the distinction of having the state’s largest number 
of goats, with 2,470 animals in 2002.  

Cropland
The county had 112,145 acres of cropland in 2002. Forage, consisting of land 
used for all hay and haylage, grass silage and green chop comprised the largest 
acreage of cropland at 67,019 acres. Corn for silage comprised 12,538 acres, 
declining 21% from 1992.  The acres of corn for grain or seed rose 11% in these 
years to 5,368 acres.

Making a Living

Employment Trends
Total employment in Otsego County continues to grow, though at a slower pace 
than in past decades. The period from 1990 to 2000 saw a gain of only 3% in 
total employment, increasing from approximately 29,000 to nearly 29,900. This 
growth is modest in comparison to a 25% increase seen in the 1980s and a 16% 
increase in the 1970s. The largest industry losses in the past decade included 
construction-based employment (40% decrease) and transportation/public 
utilities (13% decrease). Farm employment similarly declined between 1990 and 
2000, shedding 200 jobs, or 13% of positions. Retail trade and state and local 
government saw the largest increases in employment during the 1990s, both with 
15% gains.

An analysis of Otsego County’s employment characteristics reveals that since 
1970, the county has been continuously reliant upon certain major economic 
components.  Non-farm employment has represented the largest component of 
positions in Otsego County.  In fact, its dominance has continued to grow, from 
90% of all positions in 1970 to over 95% of employment in 2002.  By contrast, 
employment attributed to farming has declined from 10% in 1970 to 5% in 2002.  
This pattern is consistent with the overall decline in farm employment across 
both the state and the nation, and may be another indicator of Otsego County’s 
fragile hold on its rural/agricultural character.  

Within the sphere of total private employment there has been little change from 
1970 to 2002; several industry categories have continuously captured the 
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majority of Otsego County’s positions.  All services accounted for nearly half of 
all employment in 2002, with 46% of employment falling into this category. This 
is up significantly from a total employment share of only 35% in 1990 and 22% 
in 1970. Since 1970, services sector jobs have remained the largest component of 
all Otsego County employment.  

Similarly, retail trade and state & local government continue to contribute 
significantly to overall employment in the county.  In 2002, government positions 
made up 16% of local jobs, while retail trade made up 13% of total employment.  
These two industry categories ranked second and third in total employment.  Two 
of the top four employers, including the largest single employer in the county, are 
in the healthcare industry.  The county reported a low 2002 unemployment rate 
of approximately 5%.

Industry Payroll Contributions
While an analysis of employment levels can be one means of predicting the 
economic importance of specific industries, total industry earnings can also 
provide great insight into the impact of certain sectors.  Non-farm earnings were 
by far the majority, contributing to 99% of all earnings in Otsego County in 2002.  
Farm earnings were 1% of total earnings in 2002, down slightly from 2% in 2001.  
This was the result of an absolute decline in farm earnings and a slight increase 
in non-farm earnings. 

Several industry sectors contributed significantly to total earns in 2002.  Health 
care and social assistance comprised 22% of all county earnings.  State and local 
government combined comprised 20% of all earnings in 2002.  These two sectors 
together approached almost half of all earnings in Otsego County.  Thus, it would 
appear that the state and local government, combined with the significant hospital 
presence in the area, are responsible for a large portion of all employment in the 
county.

Conclusion
The people, the communities, and their rural heritage are all important components 
of the rich fabric of Otsego County.  In order to better understand the county’s 
needs, demographic characteristics and trends must be evaluated.  This portrait 
allows for the effective development policies whose aims are the protection and 
enhancement of Otsego County’s precious resources.  Decline in total farmland 
acreage, decreases in per capita personal income rankings, population growth, 
decreasing household size, and further subdivision of the land all pose significant 
challenges to the livelihood of Otsego County.  Effective policies must be 
implemented to protect and promote the unique character now vibrant within the 
county.
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Introduction
Otsego County features a wide range of natural resources.  Glaciers formed its 
ridges and valleys during the Pleistocene Ice Age, carving lakes and depositing 
soil in their wake.  Through the years, this soil and water have nourished and 
protected the region’s rich biodiversity.  More recently, they have formed the 
basis for the county’s agricultural production.

Today Otsego County stands at a crossroads.  As development pressures increase, 
much of its land remains unprotected.  Environmental problems, including 
agricultural runoff and air pollution, are also of concern.  For these reasons, the 
county’s natural resources must be added to the story provided by history and 
demographic information in order to understand today’s Otsego County and 
critically examine how to conserve its natural and cultural resources for future 
generations.

Existing Ecological Conditions

Geology, Soils and Water Resources
Of the Otsego County’s total area of 1,015 square miles, 1,003 (98.8%) are land, 
and the remaining 12.3 square miles (1.2%) are water.1   The topography of the 
county is described as rural, hilly, and upland.  Low ridges run from northeast 
to southwest, alternating with narrow valleys.  The slopes are generally gradual, 
with the highest summits 400 to 700 feet above the valleys, and 1,700 to 2,000 
feet above sea level.  Cooperstown, the county seat of Otsego County, is at an 
elevation of 1,264 feet above sea level. 

There are sixteen types of soil in Otsego County.  The most common are Chenango-
Howard-Palmyra (29%) and Mardin-Lordstown-Volusia (28%).  There are also 
significant amounts of the Honeoye-Ontario-Lima (8%) and Mongaup-Halcott-
Mardin (8%) soil types.  According to the Otsego County Planning Department, 
the soil associations that are most productive for agriculture are Honeoye-Ontario-
Lima and Chenango-Howard-Palmyra.  Otsego County has the Chenango-
Howard-Palmyra soil association in its river valleys and Honeoye-Ontario-Lima 
along its northern edges.  However, these soil types do not occur in large tracts.  
The county has Wassic-Farmington-Lairdsville – an agriculturally-productive 

soil association – in its northeastern sector (see Figure 8 and Map 5).

Figure 8. Soil Associations of Otsego County

The dominant soils in the center of the county are Mardin-Lordstown and 
Mongaup-Halcott-Mardin.  These soil associations are the least productive for 
agricultural land.2  Despite the marginal soil quality, approximately 30% of the 
total land area of the county is utilized by farm producers. 

Glaciers deposited many of Otsego County’s soils during the Pleistocene Ice Age 
two million to 16,000 years ago.  As they moved from the Hudson Bay down 
existing river valleys, they left behind glacial moraine in the form of long, low 
ridges. 3  The glaciers also left behind narrow depressions when they scoured the 
valleys. These depressions later became lakes including Canadarago and Otsego 
Lake in Otsego County, and the 11 Finger Lakes in Central New York. 

Both Canadarago and Otsego Lake are located in the northern edge of the 
county.  Otsego Lake is larger, at eight miles long and about one mile wide, 
and is principally fed by the Cripple, Hayden, and Shadow Brooks.4  The lake 
serves the towns of Middlefield, Springfield, and Cooperstown for recreation, 
and Cooperstown for drinking water. Otsego Lake is also the headwaters of the 
Susquehanna River, the 16th largest river in the United States and the source of 
half of the freshwater in the Chesapeake Bay. 

Canadarago Lake, the second-largest lake in the county, covers an area of 1,945 
acres. The county’s third largest lake, Goodyear Lake, was created by damming 
a section of the Upper Susquehanna River in the County’s Town of Milford, and 
covers an area of 366 acres.5    

Otsego County crosses the boundaries of three watersheds – the Mohawk, 
Schoharie, and the Upper Susquehanna.6  The principal tributaries in Otsego 
County are the Unadilla River, which forms the county’s western boundary, and 
the Susquehanna River, which begins in Otsego Lake and ends in the Chesapeake 
Bay. Other smaller streams include Aldrich, Wharton, and Butternut Creeks, as 
well as Otego, Cherry Valley and Schenevas Creeks. In addition to these, there 
are a large number of smaller streams and brooks, all of which flow into the 
principal tributaries (see Map 6).7 
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Map 5: Soils Associations Map
Otsego County, New York

Sources: Otsego County boundaries provided
by Otsego Land Trust, Inc. State Soil Geographic
(STATSGO) data base for New York State; US
Dept. of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service,
1994. NY county boundaries from GEDDeS Lab
server, Cornell University. October 2004.
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Environmental Inventory
New York State is divided into eleven major ecozones.  These ecozones are broad 
categorizations of biological communities based on landforms, climate, soils, and 
natural vegetation.  Otsego County is located in the northeastern portion of the 
Appalachian Plateau ecozone (see Map 7).  The Appalachian Plateau is a large 
uplifted region known as a dissected plateau and extends from southern New 
York to western Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and eastern Ohio.  This ecozone 
is largely characterized by a) sugar maple mesic, evergreen-northern hardwood, 
successional hardwood, and oak forest types, b) cropland, and c) old field/pasture.8  
Vertebrate species richness, one indicator of biodiversity, ranges from 119 species 
to 266 species per EPA hexagon throughout the ecozone.9  As shown in Map 8, 
the county’s overall contribution to biodiversity in the New York Appalachian 
Plateau ecozone averages 245 vertebrate species per EPA hexagon. 

Land Cover and Land Use
Land Cover and Species Richness
Nearly 80% of Otsego County is dominated by three main land cover types: 
Evergreen-Northern Hardwood Forest, Cropland, and Sugar Maple Mesic Forest 
(Map 9, Tables 2 and 3).10   Both Evergreen-Northern Hardwood Forest and 
Sugar Maple Mesic Forest are extremely high in biodiversity.  Evergreens and 
hardwoods provide habitat for an estimated 148 species, while sugar maples 
shelter 162 species of the county’s 366 mammals, breeding birds, amphibians 
and reptiles.  Croplands provide habitat for approximately 97 vertebrate species 
(Table 4).11 

Table 2. A look at Otsego County landcover and percent of land type protected 
by state and land trust holdings
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Map 6: Water Resources
Otsego County, New York

Sources: Otsego County boundaries
and hydrography data provided by
Otsego Land Trust, Inc. NY county
boundaries from GEDDeS Lab server,
Cornell University. October 2004.
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Map 7: Ecozones of New York State
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Otsego County, New York

Sources: Otsego County boundaries
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York Cooperative Fisha and Wildlife
Research Unit (Dept. of Natural
Resources, Cornell University), Cornell
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University); distributed by the USGS, 2001
NY county boundaries from GEDDeS
Lab server, Cornell University.
October 2004.

Legend
Otsego County
Ecozone Boundary

Species Richness
119 - 160
161 - 199
200 - 247
248 - 256
257 - 266

147

257

255

190

248

262

223

242

255

262

241

260

255

256

250

250

254

256

255

246

250

260

248

119

249

263

245

258

248

160

246

262

241

262

246

180

248

251

249

250

199

251

263

250

253

227

259

259

253

253

266

245

254

250

254

255

250

263

248

245

253

243

249

246

257

250

255

254

247

257

249

247

253

245

243

243

245

247

253 249

245

250

0 40 8020
Miles

Map 8: Distribution of total vertebrate richness
across the Appalachian Plateau

Otsego County's contribution to ecozone biodiversity

Otsego County, NY



23
Otsego Land Trust Conservation Plan

   Natural Resources

Map 9. Otsego County Landcover
Otsego County, New York
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Table 3. Vegetation description of Otsego County land cover types according 

to the NY GAP Analysis land classification scheme
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Over 60% of the county’s protected lands consist of Evergreen-Northern Hardwood 
Forest.  In contrast, Sugar Maple Mesic Forest constitutes just over 16% of the 
habitat in protected lands.  Of the three land cover types, Evergreen-Northern 
Hardwood Forest has the highest percentage of cover type in protected status: 
8% of the type’s cover area is preserved.  Approximately 1% of all cropland and 
3% of all Sugar Maple Mesic Forest found in Otsego County are protected (Table 
4).  

Table 4. A look at Otsego County land cover and percent of land type 
protected by state and land trust holdings

Several species-rich land cover types are severely under-protected in Otsego 
County. Oak Forest, Successional Hardwood Forests, Deciduous Wetlands, and 
Appalachian Oak-Pine Forest represent less than 7% of the county’s land cover.  
Each is estimated to provide habitat for assemblages of 140 vertebrate species 
or greater.  Otsego County currently has protected 5% or less of each land cover 
type (Table 5 and Map 10).12

Table 5. Total number of predicted mammal, breeding bird, and amphibian 
and reptile species by land cover type out of 366 vertebrates species mapped by 

the NY State GAP Project
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Species richness ranges from an estimated 68 species to 162 species per land 
cover type in Otsego County (Table 4).  While pockets of extremely high 
species richness are found throughout the county, in general, large tracts of high 
biodiversity tend to be concentrated in the southeastern portion of the county. 
(Map 11)  This landscape in this region is dominated by Evergreen-Northern 
Hardwood Forests and Sugar Maple Mesic Forests (Map 9).  See Technical 
Appendix for discussion of the New York GAP data.
  
Protected Conservation and Recreation Lands
Otsego County is renowned for its rolling hills, cultivated fields and agricultural 
production.  However, only 4% of its more than 626,000 acres are protected from 
development (Figure 9).13   Protected lands include state, county, and municipal 
parks; state and municipal forests, including reforested land; and land trust 
easements (Map 12).  See Technical Appendix for discussion of parcel database 
queries on land protection.

Figure 9. Otsego County Land Type (in acres)

The State of New York, Otsego County, and its municipalities own 88% of the 
county’s protected land (Figures 10 and 11).  The state owns the vast majority 
of these government-protected lands: nearly half are forest land and one-third 
are reforested land.  In addition, 10% of Otsego County’s government-protected 
lands are state parks.  The county itself owns roughly 5% of the government-
protected land, all of which is reforested.  With only five city or town public 
parks in the county, municipal ownership accounts for a fraction of a percent of 
the government-protected lands.

The Otsego Land Trust (OLT) owns the remaining 12% of the county’s protected 
land holdings (Figures 10 and 12).  The OLT uses conservation easements, in 
which landowners donate or sell their development rights at fair market cost, to 
protect their holdings.  Roughly one-third of their land is agricultural, and another 
third is forested.  The OLT also protects significant amounts of residential, vacant, 
and community service-based land.

Figure 10. Protected Land in Otsego County (in acres)
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Map 11: Distribution of Total Vertebrate Species
Otsego County, New York

Sources: NY State Gap Analysis Project;
New York Cooperative Fisha and Wildlife
Research Unit (Dept. of Natural Resources,
Cornell University), Cornell Insitute for
Resource Information Systems (Center for the
Environment, Cornell University); distributed
by the USGS, 2001. NY county boundaries
from GEDDeS Lab server, Cornell University.
October 2004.
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Map 12: Currently Protected Lands
Otsego County, New York

Sources: Otsego County information
provided by Otsego Land Trust, Inc.,
with 2003 parcel information
("Otsego_parcels03") as the main
source of data for analysis of current
land holdings. NY county boundaries
from GEDDeS Lab server, Cornell
University. September 2004.
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Figure 11. Non-OLT Protected Land (in acres)

Figure 12. Otsego Land Trust Holdings (in acres)

In addition to the protected conservation lands, there are a number of private 
landowners throughout the county that shield their land from development.  Owned 
by private hunting and fishing clubs or private estate-holders, these holdings 
represent roughly 5% of the county’s total acres.  Due to their current usage, 
it seems likely that the owners will protect these properties in the short-term.  
However, there is no guarantee that they will safeguard them from development 
in the future.14

One area in which protected lands are surprisingly deficient is recreation.  
Recreation accounts for less than 1% of all land uses in Otsego County.  Of 
the county’s 136 recreation facilities, only 18 are protected: namely, its parks, 
beaches, and picnic grounds (Map 13 and Table 6).  Like the private lands 
mentioned above, the county’s private camping facilities are presumably protected 
for the near future, but not indefinitely.  Given the lack of protected recreation 
lands, recreation presents an opportune land category that the OLT may wish to 
promote.

Table 6. Recreation Land Use Types
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Map 13: Recreation Lands
Otsego County, New York

Sources: Otsego County information
provided by Otsego Land Trust, Inc.,
with 2003 parcel information
("Otsego_parcels03") as the main
source of data for analysis of current
land holdings. NY county boundaries
from GEDDeS Lab server, Cornell
University. September 2004.
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Unprotected Open Space 
Unprotected land accounts for 96% of Otsego County.  The majority of the 
county’s unprotected land – nearly 60% of the parcels, and 33% of the total 
acreage – is residential (Table 7 and Figure 13).  The most significant categories 
of unprotected land, however, are vacant and active agricultural lands.  These 
two categories represent 45% of the county’s total acreage but only 11.8% of its 
total parcels.  The disproportionate ratio of parcels to acreage indicates that the 
purchase of relatively few parcels could put a large amount of land at risk.

Table 7. Unprotected Land in Otsego County

Figure 13. Unprotected Land in Otsego County

Based on its current holdings, the categories of unprotected land most relevant 
for the OLT are agricultural, forested, and vacant lands.  These three categories 
account for roughly 13,000 parcels and 380,000 acres.  In this instance, the low 
parcel-to-acreage ratio can work in the OLT’s favor, as it indicates that it can 
preserve large amounts of land with few transactions.

Environmental Problems

Nonpoint Source Pollution
Nonpoint source (NPS) pollution is carried from dispersed, diverse sources into 
water channels by rain-induced runoff.  Runoff from streets, open pit mines and 
strip mines, and agricultural fields are prominent examples.  The primary sources 
of NPS pollution in Otsego County are septic systems and agricultural land use.  
Unfortunately, Otsego County’s highly permeable soils exacerbate the problem 
by allowing NPS pollution to travel long distances without being absorbed by the 
soil.

In 2002, the Oneonta Biological Field Station reported that 32 out of 72 sample 
test sites on Otsego Lake exceeded the currently permitted fecal coliform 
levels set by the Environmental Protection Agency.15  Badly managed septic 
systems also drain phosphorus into the lake, which lead to algae blooms. The 
Cooperstown’s Watershed Supervisory Committee addressed the problem in June 
2004 by initiating the Septic Management Program.  The program will manage 
septic systems within 500 feet of the lake and 100 feet from the lake’s tributary 
system. 

Agricultural land use contributing to NPS pollution is a problem plaguing many 
rural areas.  According to the United States Department of Agriculture 2002 Census 
of Agriculture, Otsego County had 37,557 cattle and calves (see Demographics 
section).  This high density of animals leads to a high amount of animal waste, 
which in turn increases the levels of toxins adding to the NPS pollution problem.  
A look at agricultural land use over time shows a loss of farmland acreage from 
264,388 acres in 1987 to 206,233 in 2002. As these agricultural lands revert 
to forest, they will no doubt improve water quality.  OLT may help reduce 
nonpoint source pollution by promoting best management practices within farm 
management plans as a condition of accepting easements.
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Toxic Releases
The Environmental Protection Agency produces a list of polluters in the Otsego 
County has had no toxic releases since 2002.  In fact, in 2002 Otsego County 
ranked in top 10% of all counties in the U.S. in terms of least total environmental 
releases.  Currently the largest problem is migrating air pollution from three 
polluting facilities in Chenango County. These facilities - Amphenol Corporation, 
Elmers Products Inc., and Aes Jennison L.L.C - are located several miles outside 
the county boundaries (Figure 14).  See Technical Appendix for a list of releases 
and compoinds.

Figure 14. Polluting Facilities in the Greater Otsego County Area

Land owned by the Clark Family (Map 14) and Leatherstocking Railway 
(specifically, the Leatherstocking Railway Historical Society), as well as land 
associated with the Lindsey and Glimmerglass historical districts and New York 
State Historical Association was not counted as ‘conserved’ land.  Although 
it is understood that these lands are protected by their current owners, only 
government-protected or Otsego Land Trust- protected land is considered in this 
analysis.  

Conclusion

Otsego County’s natural resources historically provided the basis of its wealth 
and scenic beauty, and continue to do so today.  Furthermore, these resources 
are also valued by local residents and the OLT for their contribution to regional 
biodiversity.  The State of New York, Otsego County, and local municipalities 
own the majority of the county’s protected lands, while the OLT has easements 
on about 12% of the protected land.  However, 96% of the county’s total land area 
is unprotected, representing a wealth of natural resouces subject to development 
pressure and its resulting degradation of these resources.  Natural resources  
therefore represent one of the areas the OLT should take into consideration when 
planning for its future easement acquisitions.
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Map 14: New York State Historical Society Lands
& Clark Foundation Lands

Otsego County, New York

Sources: Otsego County information
provided by Otsego Land Trust, Inc.,
with 2003 parcel information
("Otsego_parcels03") as the main
source of data for analysis of current
land holdings. NY county boundaries
from GEDDeS Lab server, Cornell
University. September 2004.
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Introduction

Land protection criteria are written standards that enable land trusts to better 
evaluate potential conservation projects.  The criteria themselves are derived from 
the ideals expressed in the land trust’s mission statement.  Conservation decisions 
based on uniform criteria allow for greater transparency and fiscal security; most 
importantly, they are more likely to yield exemplary projects.
In addition to the internal benefits they afford organizations, land protection 
criteria are required as part of the Land Trust Alliance’s Standards and Practices, 
which specifies that land trusts must be selective when choosing their projects.  
They also help improve compliance with the IRS standards, which stipulate that 
a donated conservation easement must provide public benefits to qualify for tax 
deductibility. 

Developing Land Protection Criteria for the Otsego County 
Land Trust

There are many different ways to approach the drafting of land protection criteria.  
Protection criteria may rank parcels using weights, scoring, or more sophisticated 
means of determining the optimal parcels to protect.  Alternatively, protection 
criteria may simply be a series of questions designed to ensure that a parcel is 
carefully considered before an easement is granted.  After reviewing more than 
a dozen evaluation criteria from land trusts across the country, a rigorous, yet 
flexible rank-based model was designed to help the Otsego Land Trust prioritize 
lands with high agricultural, scenic, and ecological values.  

At the core of the Otsego Land Trust’s land protection criteria is a weighted scoring 
system that assesses a parcel’s conservation value relative to other potential 
parcels.  The scoring system is supplemented by three separate stages of evaluative 
questions (see Figures 15, 16 and 20).  Each step of the model incorporates 
measurable criteria to gauge how effectively a proposed parcel conserves scenic 
vistas, preserves fragile ecosystems, and maintains intact landscapes.  The first 
stage includes filter questions designed to sieve out undesirable parcels from the 
start, ensuring that the land trust avoids investing time and energy on parcels with 
less than optimal conservation value (see Figure 16).  

Once a parcel has satisfied the initial filter questions, it enters the next phase of 
assessment.  This preliminary evaluation stage utilizes a second series of questions 
to further evaluate whether a parcel is likely to offer optimal conservation value 
(Figure 17).  Is the conservation value of a parcel likely to be compromised 
by nearby development? Does pursuance of the project advance the land trust’s 
mission? Are there foreseeable difficulties to future management and monitoring? 
This preliminary evaluation is directly related to the land trust’s goals and 
capabilities and provides further insight into whether a parcel warrants additional 
consideration.  

The weighted scoring system is then used to attribute a score to each parcel.  
This score represents the relative value of a parcel and thus can be used as a 
rough guide to prioritize parcels.  While the maximum final scores are the same, 
independent scoring systems were designed for agricultural lands and natural 
vegetation lands (Figures 18 and 19).  The separation allows for a more rigorous 
evaluation that addresses the different goals involved in protecting a working 
farm versus a large tract of forest.  

Each parcel is uniformly evaluated and weighted based on its proximity to 
protected lands, its suitability for conservation, and whether it contributes to 
Otsego County’s distinctive or noteworthy viewsheds (as identified by the 
scenic inventory; see following chapter for details).   In addition, optional points 
may be awarded to a parcel that offers extra benefits to the public such as open 
accessibility, or historic or cultural resources.  

The two scoring systems differ substantially in the criteria and weighting used 
to evaluate both the size of a parcel and its environmental conservation value (as 
opposed to scenic conservation value).  For reasons grounded in conservation 
biology, the parcel sizes used to rank natural vegetation parcels are higher than 
those used for agricultural parcels.  For example, to obtain the highest rank, a 
natural vegetation parcel must be 300 acres or greater, whereas an agricultural 
parcel must be 200 acres or more.  Furthermore, the size of a parcel is weighted 
twice as strongly for natural vegetation parcels as for agricultural parcels.  The 
larger parcel size requirements for natural vegetation take into account the 
importance of conserving large, unfragmented tracts of land to protect wildlife 
habitat and overall biodiversity.  
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Figure 16.   Filter Questions

1.  Is the predominant land cover agricultural or natural vegetation?   Y/N

2.  Is the parcel adjacent to compatible land uses?     Y/N

3.  Is the parcel size appropriate for its setting and conservation purposes?  Y/N

Figure 17.   Preliminary Evaluation Questions

1.  Does current or potential development pressure threaten to convert this  
     property into an undesirable land use?      Y/N

2.  Does the parcel lie within one of OLT’s target areas or does it have a score of 
     13 or more on the suitability map?        Y/N 

3.  Is the property covered by a land management plan?     Y/N

4.  Does OLT anticipate facing difficulties (financial, personal, or   
     otherwise) that might compromise the execution of the easement?   Y/N

Figure 18. Scoring System for Agricultural Parcels (continued on next page)



38
December 2004

Land Protection Criteria
Figure 18 (continued). Scoring System for Agricultural Parcels
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Score
Abutting Protected Lands Weight = 15
Abutting > 500 acres of state lands OR OLT property 3
Abutting >100 acres state, county, or privately protected lands 2
Abutting <100 acres protected lands 1
Not abutting protected lands 0

Location Weight = 10
Prime location (e.g. wildlife corridor, Otsego Lake watershed, one of OLT's target valleys, headwaters of Susquehanna River) 3
Located along a heavily trafficked tourism route 2
Location is somewhat remote (i.e. less likely to be developed) or outside of focus area but still has conservation value 1
Located in an undesirable area for conservation 0

Size of Parcel Weight = 20
300 acres or more 3
200-300 acres 2
100-200 acres 1
< 100 acres 0

Environmental Conservation Value
Contains significant wildlife habitat Weight = 15
Site's projected species richness index > 140 3
Site's projected species richness index falls between 125-139 2
Site's projected species richness index falls between  100-125 1
The majority of the property protects land cover types with projected species richness < 100 0
Conserves significant natural features (e.g. bogs, fens, wetlands, breeding habitat) Weight = 10
Conserves multiple significant natural features 3
Conserves two significant natural features 2
Conserves one significant natural features 1
Site contains no known significant natural features 0
Protects water quality Weight = 10
Site has significant frontage (> 1320 ft or 1/4 mile) along major waterbody or waterway 3
Site has important frontage (> 660 ft or 1/8 mile) along major waterbody or waterway 2
Site is within 300 ft of waterbody or waterway 1
Site is not located within 300 ft of waterbody or waterway 0

Scenic Conservation Value
Viewshed analysis Weight = 10
Parcel falls within a distinctive viewshed or ranks highly in the scenic inventory 3
Parcel falls within a noteworthy viewshed 2
Parcel does not fall within a scenic viewshed, but independently contributes to scenic character of county 1
Site provides little scenic value or its landscape features are not readily accessible by public 0
On-site scenic evaluation Weight = 10
Parcel is critical to the integrity of the viewshed 3
Parcel is an important component of the viewshed, but is not critical to viewshed integrity 2
Parcel does not fall within a scenic viewshed, but has distinctive/noteworthy scenic characteristics 1
Site provides little scenic value or its landscape features are not readily accessible by public 0

Other Benefits to the Public Optional, Weight = 10
Property contains existing opportunities or features that have recreational/educational value 

and would serve to protect the availability and quality of outdoor opportunities 3
Property is open to the public, accessible from a public road, and has adequate vehicle parking 2
Property has good potential for the development of recreational/educational opportunities  

 that would not threaten its ecological value 1
Private access only 0

Figure 19. Scoring System for Natural Vegetation Parcels
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Figure 20.   Final Feasibility Criteria

CRITERIA A (ALL THREE CRITERIA MUST BE MET):

• The conservation easement does not have provisions that might seriously 
diminish the property’s primary conservation value or the Trust’s ability to 
enforcethe easement.

•  Fulfillment of the stewardship responsibilities associated with the property will 
not place an undue burden on the Trust.

•  The cost of acquiring the property does not exceed the property’s conservation 
value. 

CRITERIA B (THE VALUE OF THE PROJECT SHOULD BE UPGRADED IF 
IT SATISFIES ANY OF THE FOLLOWING):

•  The parcel’s location or ownership is likely to result in increased membership 
and/or donor cultivation.         
 
•  The property is accompanied by an endowment.

•  Involvement in the property would provide an opportunity to leverage financial 
resources through matching funding or in-kind services from a third party.

Three criteria are used to determine environmental conservation value: protection 
of wildlife habitat, conservation of significant natural features, and the protection 
of water quality.  These criteria are weighted and determined differently for the 
two land types.  First, to ensure the selection of parcels with high ecological 
value, these criteria contribute to 35% of the maximum possible score for natural 
vegetation parcels, whereas they contribute to only 25% of the maximum possible 
score for agricultural parcels.  Second, slightly different methodologies are used to 
determine whether a parcel contains significant wildlife habitat.  For agricultural 
lands, habitat is divided into forestlands and, more importantly, grasslands, an 
increasingly threatened habitat-type that provides breeding grounds for numerous 
bird species (Figure 18).  An agricultural parcel is ranked based on the number of 
acres of natural vegetation (regardless of vegetation type, since early successional 
stages will likely evolve into forest as years pass) and the acreage of open fields 
and pastures that provide habitat for grassland nesting birds.  

In contrast, the scoring system for natural vegetation parcels takes advantage of 
the New York State GAP Analysis vertebrate species richness data to prioritize 
conservation based on land cover types (see Natural Resource Inventory for 
details).  Parcels with land cover types that have high species richness indices are 
allotted higher scores than those projected to have low species richness (Figure 
19).  A parcel receives a separate score if it contains ecologically important land 
cover types, such as bogs, fens or wetlands, which host extremely high numbers 
of plant and invertebrate species and are widely recognized as significant natural 
features.  Finally, both scoring systems seek to promote the protection of water 
quality by ranking parcels that have significant water frontage or fall within 300 
feet of a lake, river, or stream.

Agricultural parcels are evaluated by an additional criteria based on Land 
Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) scores.  These scores assess the relative 
value of farmlands throughout the county based on soil types, amount of land 
suitable for agricultural production, farm stewardship, and proximity to roads 
and intersections.  Parcels with high LESA scores are parcels that the county 
planning department has highlighted as the most valuable farmland in the 
county.  Agricultural value contributes to 20% of the maximum score possible 
for agricultural parcels.   
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After a parcel is assigned a score by the weighted scoring system, it enters the 
final feasibility stage.  These questions were designed to assess the feasibility 
of acquiring or placing an easement on the property, as well as the potential for 
positive spin-offs related to conserving the property (see Figure 20).  In their 
entirety, the land protection criteria provide a holistic approach to prioritizing 
land conservation in Otsego County.  Over time, OLT staff and board members 
should revisit and update the criteria to respond to changing circumstances, 
thereby ensuring the criteria’s continued utility as a decision-making tool.  
 

Case Studies in Land Protection Criteria

In the last twenty years, the number of land trusts in the United States has gone 
up exponentially.  Through trial and error, land trusts have learned valuable 
lessons about how to best utilize their time, energies, and resources.  Regardless 
of whether a land trust is an all-volunteer group or a large regional organization, 
every land trust has limited funds at its disposal and therefore must make difficult 
choices.  By evaluating how other organizations have dealt with conservation 
issues similar to their own, land trusts can better achieve both short and long-
range goals.     
Across the Northeast, there are many land trusts attempting to protect farmlands, 
forests, and other prime conservation lands.  Two notable land trust peers are 
the Dutchess Land Conservancy in eastern upstate New York and the Franklin 
Land Trust in western Massachusetts.  These organizations take very different 
approaches to land prioritization, yet both are very successful in their own right.    

Dutchess Land Conservancy: 
Since 1985, Dutchess Land Conservancy (DLC) has been dedicated to preserving 
rural character and open lands in Dutchess County.  A few years after its founding, 
DLC was bombarded with project requests.  In response, DLC developed a Priority 
Resource Inventory, which it uses to evaluate potential projects against their 
overall preservation strategy.  At first, DLC inventoried the county’s important 
natural resources on paper maps but has since converted their inventory to a 
GIS-based database.  The inventory does not use criteria questions or a weighted 
scoring system, but it does allow DLC to select the most promising projects, and 
to better manage those projects they choose to pursue.       

Franklin Land Trust:
FLT is a non-profit organization devoted to the preservation of farms, forestlands, 
and the rural character of western Franklin County, Massachusetts.  It was founded 
in 1987, just one year before Otsego Land Trust.  Unlike DLC, Franklin Land 
Trust prefers to take a more reactive approach to land conservation.  If funding 
is available for a prospective project, FLT will most likely pursue it, regardless 
of its location in the county or its immediate conservation value.  The Executive 
Director of Franklin Land Trust, Rich Hubbard would like to take a more pro-
active approach when resources and circumstances warrant it, but he also believes 
that it is FLT’s mission to conserve as much valuable land as possible before it 
is too late.  In spite of their seemingly ad-hoc conservation approach, the U.S.  
Department of Energy’s Smart Communities Network has recognized Franklin 
Land Trust as one of America’s conservation “success stories.” In the coming 
years, however, FLT’s lack of a strategic conservation methodology might lead 
to the overextension of its staff and resources.   

Conclusion
Land protection criteria are written standards that provide the land trust with a 
more objective and defensible method of analyzing parcel quality; assist the trust 
in complying with IRS and LTA standards; and enable the trust to better conserve 
its protected assets.  In short, they help the land trust make better conservation 
decisions.   Moreover, land protection criteria ensure that the land trust does not 
overextend itself beyond its fiscal, staff and stewardship capacities.  By adapting 
the criteria to fit its organizational needs, the trust can strategically and proactively 
fulfill its goals.  

The criteria themselves are derived from the ideals expressed in the land trust’s 
mission statement, the guiding standard by which all decisions are made.  
However, land protection criteria are merely one tool for advancing the trust’s 
long-range goals and vision.  The scenic inventory, described in the following 
section, is another evaluative tool and is likewise designed to be consistent with 
the land protection criteria and the land trust’s mission statement.  
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Introduction

A suitability overlay analysis, as mentioned above, is a tool that evaluates the 
relative attractiveness of lands for protection.  By layering multiple characteristics 
and creating a composite picture, it allows land trusts to compare the relative value 
of multiple parcels and objectively utilize their limited resources.  In the case of 
the Otsego Land Trust, a generalized suitability map was created based upon five 
main components, each drawn from the proposed Land Protection Criteria.  This 
overlay was created to delineate lands of highest utility, maximizing the general 
values described by the proposed criteria.  The suitability map is not a direct 
translation of each of the criterion, but an interpretation of the general goals of the 
overall criteria.  Otsego Land Trust may use the suitability map to both prioritize 
acquisitions and highlight potential conservation lands. 

The suitability map is composed of five major components: lands abutting 
protected areas, waterfront and waterway buffers, scenic value, agricultural 
value, and species richness.  The data for these elements were obtained from a 
number of sources, including the Otsego Land Trust and the New York State GIS 
clearinghouses.  Other datasets, such as scenic value, were created by graduate 
students at the Department of City and Regional Planning at Cornell University 
through an extensive on-site inventory.  For a complete discussion of the data and 
methodology use, please see the Technical Appendix.  Please see  Map 15 for 
general focus areas.

1. Abutting Lands
The size of contiguous protected lands is one significant factor when ranking 
the attractiveness of parcels for stewardship.  Similarly, adjacency to Otsego 
Land Trust property was deemed to be important for increasing wildlife habitat 
and scenic lands, as well as reducing stewardship costs associated with on-site 
management. 

For this stage of the analysis, two separate geographic coverages were used, 
including parcels adjacent to OLT property and parcels abutting all other protected 
lands.  The ArcMap “Spatial Analyst” tool was then used to convert these two 

polygon parcel coverages into rasters.  (This conversion process turns line or 
vector data into a series of pixels or points, each of which holding a numeric 
value.)  Lands adjacent to OLT parcels were given a value of 3, while lands 
adjacent other protected parcels were given a value of 1 (see Map 16).

2. Waterfront Buffers
The lakefronts and river corridors are some of the most picturesque, and perhaps 
the most threatened, lands in Otsego County.  As a result, the Otsego Land Trust 
has determined that parcels adjacent to these water features have significant 
value. 

Three separate geographic coverages were created to identify parcels along 
lakefronts, near wetlands, and along river corridors (see Map 17).  Each of these 
were converted into raster data, and specific values were assigned to the groups.  
Lands adjacent to the lakes were ranked a 3, giving them the greatest importance.  
Parcels including or adjacent to wetlands were assigned a value of 2, while 
parcels adjacent to the major river and stream corridors were assigned a value of 
1.  Where parcels included or were adjacent to multiple water features, such as 
a lake and creek, their value included the sum of all possible values.  Thus, the 
total range of parcel values was from 0 to 5. Additionally, it is important to note 
that, for the purpose of this general suitability study, only the ten longest rivers 
and creeks in the county were incorporated. 

3. Scenic Value
Characterized by ridges, waterways and agricultural landscapes, Otsego County 
has many scenic vistas.  Indeed, OLT’s mission statement has identified the 
protection of scenic resources as a core conservation goal.  To capture the scenic 
vistas of the county, an extensive inventory of viewpoints was input into GIS 
and a viewshed analysis performed to highlight the best-viewed parcels in the 
county.  An overlay of these multiple viewsheds, each from separate locations, 
created a ranking system which gave higher values to lands seen from multiple 
locations (see Map 18).  In raster form, these viewsheds were then reclassified 
into four categories of value – 3 being the highest and 0 receiving no score.  For 
a more extensive discussion of the methodology used, please see the Technical 
Appendix.
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Map 16: Parcels Abutting Protected Lands

Sources: Otsego County boundaries,
Tax parcel data, and Protected lands
provided by Otsego Land Trust, Inc.
Adjacent parcels derived by CRP 558,
Cornell University, November 2004.
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Map 18: Viewshed Analysis

Sources: Municipal bounds, Otsego Land Trust.
Viewpoints and analysis, Cornell University,
November 2004.
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4. Agricultural Value
Farming has long shaped the character of Otsego County.  In recognition of the 
importance of agriculture to the county, Otsego Land Trust has made the protection 
of farms a high priority.  Otsego County is fortunate to have completed its Land 
Evaluation Site Assessment (LESA).  LESA ranks agricultural lands based upon 
a variety of factors determined by the Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
including soil quality, land management plans and development pressure.  

Two geographic coverages for agricultural parcels were created using the LESA 
scores.  In accordance with the Land Protection Criteria, lands with LESA scores 
from 71 to 88 ranked highest, and were given a value of 3.  Parcels with scores 
from 58-70 were given a value of 2 (see Map 19).  The ArcMap “Spatial Analyst” 
tool then converted the two polygon parcel coverages into rasters and assigned 
values.  In the case of agricultural value, only those parcels with the highest range 
of LESA scores received a ranking.  All other parcels received no value.

5. Species Richness
To assess the Otsego Land Trust’s final priority – biodiversity – NY GAP data 
was incorporated to assign species richness values to all lands in the county.  
Because GAP data is provide in raster (pixel) form, it was only necessary to 
reclassify the values according to a specific ranking system.  In this case, it was 
determined that a range from 0 to 3 would be used, with 3 representing the areas 
of greatest projected species richness (see Map 20).

Suitability Overlay
The identification and classification of the five primary components, including 
abutting lands, waterfront adjacencies, scenic value, agricultural value, and 
species richness, resulted in the creation of five raster images, each ranked by the 
values assigned to their attributes.  Thus, every point in the county was assigned a 
specific value for each of the five coverages.  It was then possible to overlay these 
to derive a final suitability analysis concerning land protection (see Map 21).

The ArcMap “Raster Calculator” function was used to create an expression 
which added all assigned overlay values for each point in the county.  The result 
was a composite raster image that represents the summation of the geographic 
coverages.  The values, ranging from 0 to 15, indicate that there is a wide range 
of potential conservation lands in the county.  An overlay of the Otsego County 
parcel map provides the opportunity to seek out those parcels with the highest 
ratings.  Of course, it is important to note that other factors may influence the 
actual attractiveness of parcels, independent of the elements incorporated in this 
study. 

Conclusion

The suitablity map is designed to assist OLT in defining the conservation value of 
a parcel and identifying parcels of high conservation value. Over 3,000 acres of 
land had rankings of between 13 and 15 on the suitablity map. These highlighted 
lands could be the next 3,000 acres conserved on the way to achieving OLT’s goal 
of protecting 10,000 acres by the year 2010.  

The map indicates that many of the current holdings of the Otsego Land Trust 
fall in high conservation areas, and thus are helping further its mission.  More 
importantly, it indicates other parcels that have high conservation value, and 
which the land trust should look into acquiring.  Many of these parcels center 
around Otsego Lake because of their scenic value and role in protecting water 
quality.  However, there are many other parcels scattered across the county with 
equally high conservation value.

Ultimately, the suitability map and its associated coverages are designed to guide 
the land trust in fulfilling its mission.  Yet spatial analysis, like land protection 
criteria, constitutes only one tool to evaluate potential acquisitions.  A third critical 
area of concern – cost and implementation – will be discussed in the following 
section.
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Map 19: LESA Parcel Classification
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Map 20: Species Richness

Sources: Otsego County boundaries
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Species richness classifications derived
from NYS GAP data, October 2004.
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Introduction

Picturesque rural Otsego County is composed of agricultural lands, open fields, 
forests, villages, and is home to the largely unspoiled Otsego Lake.  However, 
every year fewer families are farming and the potential for subdivision growth 
increases due to the county’s attractiveness.  With mounting development pressure 
conservation organizations such as the Otsego Land Trust work to protect valuable 
conservation lands.  This is accomplished through a diversity of conservation 
tools, which are detailed below, along with a case study of an established land 
trust that has received many grants.

Tools for Conservation

The only way to ensure that a land parcel will be protected in perpetuity is to 
purchase it outright in a fee simple acquisition.  However, the costs of purchasing 
land outright can be prohibitive, so land trusts often look to easements as an 
affordable method for protecting valuable conservation lands.  

An easement is a legally enforceable agreement where a property owner cedes 
(through donation or sale) development rights to their land in perpetuity.   
Easements are innately flexible; they can confer positive rights, such as the right 
to engage in a pre-defined activity (e.g. dairy farming).  Conversely, easements   
can ascribe negative rights, expressively prohibiting activities (e.g. logging).  

Land trusts and government agencies are most often the easement holders; as 
such, they are responsible for monitoring and enforcing the responsibilities 
detailed in the easement.

An Estimation of Easement Costs for Otsego County

The following widely used approach was used to determine the cost of an 
easement in Otsego County:

1.  Fee simple value of land was established by comparing the parcel to others 
that had been recently sold; 
2.  33% to 45% of the land value was used for the low and high estimate of the 
cost of removing the development rights of the property; 
3.  The land without development rights was used as a proxy for the cost of the 
easement and thereby gave the range of the value of conservation.

The spatial analysis model detailed in the previous section applied a 15-point 
ranking system to Otsego County, with a score of 15 indicating a parcel with 
maximum conservation value.  To evaluate the financial implications of protecting 
lands with the highest conservation potential, the costs of buying easements for 
all parcels with scores of 13 to15 was computed. A total of 3,192 acres of land 
had scores within this top tier (see Table 8).   Using the approach detailed above, 
estimated costs range from a low of $895,380 to a high of $2,585,589.

Table 8. Conservation Cost Estimation of Otsego County’s Most Scenic Lands
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Regulatory Options for Otsego County

Land trusts should utilize tools other than easements to achieve their long-range 
goals, such as encouraging the adoption of sensible land use regulations. A 
conservation program that relies on easements alone can be stymied by a few large 
landholders who refuse to sell the development rights to their property.  Because 
they apply to all property owners, regulations can protect natural resources 
and open spaces in the interest of the general populace rather than a minority 
of property owners.  However, a regulation that goes too far will be unpopular 
and may be deemed by the courts as a taking of private property. Land trusts 
advocate on behalf of regulations that are politically feasible yet also advance 
their conservation goals.       

A regional plan could help to unify the towns’ wildlife and open space corridors 
through cluster zoning and agricultural districts.  Since prime agricultural lands 
are also ideal for septic tanks, and thus development, working out a structured 
plan across boundaries could maintain the image of the county, while allowing 
for new housing and jobs.   

Otsego County does have 14 agricultural zoning districts that will be consolidated 
into five within the next ten years. These districts could be further protected with 
the adoption of “right to farm” legislation.  This has been implemented in several 
communities, such as Gorham, NY, to prevent nuisance lawsuits against noise 
and smells from farms.   

Nevertheless, the lack of a regional plan for Otsego County has led to inconsistent 
development patterns.  Many jurisdictions in Otsego use county development 
codes, but other towns have implemented their own rules.  Currently half the towns 
have zoning, and nine have site plan review, with a majority having subdivision 
review.  As a countywide organization, the Land Trust is well positioned to 
advocate on behalf of coherent development standards. 

Sources of Funding for Land Conservation

Funding is vital to protecting agricultural, open space, and forested lands.  Grants 
are available from federal, state, and non-governmental sources under a variety of 
land utilization and protection criteria.  Grants vary from those that promote open 
space or agricultural practices to those that aid in the purchase of development 
rights. 

Conserving Agricultural Land
Administered by the Natural Resource Conservation Service, the Federal Farm 
and Ranch Lands Protection Program  provides matching funds for the purchase 
of development rights to preserve productive farms and ranchlands under 
agricultural use.  There are additional state-managed grants as follows:

 Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
  http://www.fsa.usda.gov/dafp/cepd/crep.htm  
 Under this program, watersheds and agriculture are linked to reduce 
 run-off and promote native-plant riparian buffers.  The goal is to 
 improve New York state water conditions within 12 major watersheds, 
 including the Susquehanna.  Participants enroll in 10-15 year contracts 
 and receive a signing incentive of $100 to $150 per acre “for land 
 enrolled in a grass waterway, riparian buffer or filter strips.  [Owners 
 also receive] up to a 50% cost-share assistance for installing eligible 
 practices.”  New York State will also credit 100% of the school property 
 tax for properties in the program.  

 NYS Dept. of Ag & Markets - 
  Farmland Viability Program 25-AAAA                 
 http://www.agmkt.state.ny.us
 The purpose of the Farmland Viability Program is to promote overall  
 farm profitability and better environmental management.  This program  
 will provide 75% of the costs for the purchase of development rights  
 (PDR) on farms. Individuals, partnerships, associations, cooperatives,  
 and corporations are eligible to receive an agricultural assessment.   
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 NYS Dept. of Ag & Markets - 
  Agriculture & Farmland Protection Projects 
 http://www.agmkt.state.ny.us
 Agriculture & Farmland Protection Projects provide matching grant  
 funds for the purchase of conservation easements and to support   
 farmland protection plans.  Counties or municipalities with approved  
 Agricultural and Farmland Protection Plans are eligible for such   
 funding.  State funds will not exceed 75% of the total project cost. 

 NYS Dept. of Ag & Markets - Grow NY Enterprise Program 
 http://www.agmkt.state.ny.us
 Grow NY Enterprise Program provides funding for farm    
 business development and expansion for emerging or expanding farm  
 enterprises.  State funds will not exceed $750,000 per community.  

 NYS Barns Restoration & Preservation Program                                 
 http://www.fs.fed.us/spf/coop/programs/loa/flep.shtml
 The purpose of NYS Barns Restoration & Preservation Program is to  
 protect the scenic landscape through the restoration and preservation  
 of barns and related agricultural buildings.  Eligibility criteria include  
 active agricultural status, the necessity for emergency repairs, visibility  
 from main roads, and a unique structure.  Funding is up to $25,000 per  
 applicant; applicant provides 20% matching cash, labor, or services. 

 Soil and Water Conservation Assistance Administration
 http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/swca
 This program is managed through the NRCS and the US Dept. of  
 Agriculture to “conserve and improve natural resources of soil, water,  
 and related natural resources, including grazing land, wetlands, and  
 wildlife habitat.”  The maximum total payment per participant shall not  
 exceed $50,000. 

Conserving Open Space and Wildlife 
Funding opportunities are also available to promote the principles of land 
conservation.  Unlike many agricultural programs, these opportunities 
strongly promote public access through trails, historic preservation, and better 
management practices. 

 New York State Conservation Partnership Program (NYSCPP)  
 http://www.lta.org/resources/04ny_grants.htm
 The NYSCPP provides grants to New York land trusts to assist with the  
 costs of acquiring conservation easements and fee lands, providing  
 public access to properties, staffing and organizational development

 NY State Open Space Land Acquisition.                                                
 http://nysparks.state.ny.us
 The land must offer one of the following: “access, resource   
 management, facilitation of public use and enjoyment, and   
 administration of public land.”   The criteria include land used, or to be  
 used, for trails and greenways that link to larger parks.  A greenway  
 system that links to existing state parks could meet these criteria.   

 Transportation Equity Act of the 21st Century - TEA-21  
 http://nysparks.state.ny.us/
 The Transportation Enhancement Program reflects    
 transportation-related projects for the provision of facilities for bicycles  
 and pedestrians, including safety and education activities, and the  
 promotion of bicycle and pedestrian trails.  The Recreational Trails  
 Program is one component of the TEA-21.

 The Recreational Trails Program (RTP)     
  http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/rectrails/
 The RTP provides $50 million annually to the states, local governments,  
 nonprofits, corporations and individuals to develop and maintain 
 recreational trails and trail-related facilities for non-motorized and  
 motorized recreational trail uses.  They provide funding for easements  
 and outright acquisition. 
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 Pittman-Robertson Program 
 http://fa.r9.fws.gov/wr/fawr.html
 This program provides $3.6 million to New York State to protect   
 wildlife habitat, sportsmen education and wildlife management.

 Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP)
 http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/whip/
 WHIP is a cost-share program managed through the NRCS   
 (Natural Resources Conservation Service) to create and protect high 
 quality wildlife habitats of local significance.  The program supplies 
 technical and financial support to landowners for the establishment of  
 upland, wetland, riparian and aquatic habitat areas on their property.   
 Landowners are not required to provide public access to their property  
 to be eligible.  Funding is provided for short term or 5-10 year periods,  
 with additional funding for a 15-year contract.

Non-Governmental Programs
Other grants and funding sources are available from a variety of 
nongovernmental sources.  For example, Sweet Water Trust provides funding 
to non-profit organizations for conservation easements.  Norcross Wildlife 
Foundation awards no interest loans of up to $250,000 for a term of one year.  
The National Fish and Wildlife Foundation’s conservation grants program 
awards matching grants from $10,000-$150,000 to foster the conservation 
of fish, wildlife, plants, and their habitats. , ,   Finally, the American Hiking 
Society provides grants for $500-$10,000 per project for the purchase of land 
and easements, and funding to maintain trails or land that can be utilized as 
trails.    

Lancaster Farmland Trust
  - Lancaster, Pennsylvania:  A Case Study

The Lancaster Farmland Trust (LFT) is a non-profit farmland preservation 
program for Lancaster County, PA.    The LFT is foremost geared toward the 
protection and preservation of farmland.  This specific goal is evident in their 
Mission and Vision statements:

Mission: Lancaster Farmland trust is a private, non-profit organization working 
to preserve the rich and productive farmland of Lancaster County, to support 
good stewardship of the land, and to encourage a thriving agricultural economy, 
recognizing that our farm heritage enriches the lives of all citizens.

Vision: We see our county’s rich and productive farmland preserved for future 
generations, its agricultural community vibrant, and the business of agriculture 
thriving in Lancaster County.

To achieve their mission and vision, the LFT recently created a new strategic 
plan, which seeks to double the number of farms and acres currently protected.  
The Trust will look to build partnerships with the county and other agencies and 
programs.  The LFT also wishes to strengthen their organizational structure, by 
creating stronger leadership through their Board of Trustees, by increasing their 
staff to better manage their holdings, and by maximizing volunteer contributions.  
In addition, they hope to increase awareness about the LFT, increase financial 
support for the organization through increased community outreach, and enlarge 
their membership.  

In general, the majority of the LFT’s holdings come from donations and purchases 
made possible by grants.  Fortunately, many of the farmers the LFT works with 
are willing to accept a significantly lower easement offer on their land; they pay 
an average of $500/acre, whereas appraisal values range from $1,300/acre to 
$9,000/acre.   Otherwise, the majority of funding for acquisition comes through 
private grants and donations, with a few matching grants.   

To garner interest in land donations and/or conservation easements, the LFT 
holds informational sessions and tours on existing, protected farms.  These tours 
introduce potential donors to the benefits and the federal income tax deductions 
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that come from working with a land trust.  The LFT also hosts fundraising dinners 
and participates in community events. 

The LFT is a good example of how grants can be effectively utilized for land 
conservation.  Although their market easement values are high, their acquisition 
program is a potential model for other trusts specifically geared toward farming 
and agriculture.  Grants and private donations are potentially the best sources 
of revenue for outright purchase of land rights or for matching funds programs 
between the trust and a foundation.  

Case Study: Applying the Methods to Three Test Parcels

To determine the effectiveness of the criteria, spatial analysis and cost estimation, 
we tested three sample parcels in Otsego County.  Parcel 1 is located along 
State Highway 28 in Hartwick; Parcel 2 is located along Local Highway 33 in 
Middlefield; and Parcel Three is located in Middlefield, to the east of Otsego 
Lake.  Parcels 1 and 3 are agricultural parcels, while Parcel 2 is residential (see 
Map 22 for location of parcels).

The criteria system uses a series of questions to sort out properties that do not 
have optimal conservation value for the land trust.  It also uses a weighted point 
system to rate parcels based on their proximity to protected land; location; size; 
agricultural value; environmental conservation value; scenic conservation value; 
and public benefit.  Under the weighted criteria analysis, the highest a parcel can 
score is 330 points. (See Tables 1, 2 and 3) Our analysis indicated that Parcel 3 
– with a score of 245 – was the parcel with the highest conservation value.  Parcel 
2 came in second with a score of 100, while Parcel 1 scored only 90 points.  It is 
important to note, however, that Parcel 1 would not normally have made it to the 
scoring stage: the preliminary filter questions would have eliminated it due to its 
proximity to development pressure.

The cost estimation method uses data from the spatial analysis – including 
scenic value, water frontage, adjacency to land with high conservation potential, 
LESA scores, and species richness – to determine the value of easements.  Under 
the cost estimation analysis, land trusts can determine the conservation cost 
of a property by multiplying the value of the land per acre times the value of 

comparable easements. (See Table 4)  This method found that Parcel 1 had the 
lowest conservation costs, closely followed by Parcel 2.  Parcel 3 had the highest 
conservation costs by far, with a projected range of roughly $57,000 to $165,000.  
The discrepancy in conservation costs between Parcels 1 and 2 and Parcel 3 is 
largely due to the fact that Parcel 3 contains over 200 acres, while the other two 
have roughly 50. 

Given the results of these evaluations, Parcel 3 appears to be the parcel with the 
greatest conservation value.  However, this value comes at a great price.  In the 
face of financial constraints, we would recommend that the land trust acquire 
Parcel 2, as it appears to offer significant conservation value for a reasonable 
price.  

In conclusion, there are no foolproof ways to evaluate the conservation value of 
properties, as each system is based upon certain assumptions or values.  However, 
the testing of three sample parcels illustrates that the criteria and cost estimation 
techniques can be valuable guides for land trusts as they strive to maximize the 
conservation and financial value of their acquisitions. 

Table 9. Criteria Applied to Parcel 1
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Table 10. Criteria Applied to Parcel 2

Table 11. Criteria Applied to Parcel 3

Conclusion

Financial feasibility is by necessity one of the primary considerations for land 
trusts. Outright acquisition of land is often too expensive, so land trusts depend 
on donated or purchased easements as well as alternate funding sources.  This 
section has endeavored to present a brief overview of many of the financial issues 
facing OLT in implementing this conservation plan. With the cost estimation of 
between $900,000 and $2.6 million for acquiring easements on the 3,000+ acres of 
high priority land highlighed by the suitabity map, OLT has a new understanding 
of the scale of funding required to implement this conservation plan. There are 
a variety of conservation tools and funding opportunites that will assist OLT in 
completing the conversation of its next 3,000 acres of land. OLT is not alone 
in setting amibitious conservation goals. The last decade has seen a significant 
increase in the number of land trusts. OLT as a relatively new land trust  can 
learn valuable lessons from peer land trusts about raising funds to achieve the 
implementation of their strategic conservation plan.
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DEMOGRAPHICS SECTION

•    The enumeration of commutes does not refer to the frequency of travel, 
     rather it is only a quantification of origination and destination for employees.

•   Percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole number.

•   All monetary values are reported in real dollars.

•   Not all of the data used in creation of this report is 100% count data. For  
    example STF3 for 1990 and SF3 for 2000 data are sample data where only 
    a portion of the populace is counted, which is then generalized for the entire 
    population. 

NATURAL RESOURCES SECTION

Toxic Releases
The Environmental Protection Agency produces a list of polluters in the 
Otsego County has had no toxic releases since 2002.  In fact, in 2002 Otsego 
County ranked in the top 10% of all counties in the U.S. in terms of least total 
environmental releases.  Currently the largest problem is migrating air pollution 
from three polluting facilities in Chenango County. These facilities - Amphenol 
Corporation, Elmers Products Inc., and Aes Jennison L.L.C - are located several 
miles outside the municipal boundaries.   The worst polluters are:

•   Amphenol Corporation- Released 8,635 pounds of trichloroethylene, a 
    known carcinogen. 

•   Elmers Products Incorporated - Released 41,250 pounds of Vinyl Acetate, 
    one of the most toxic substances to both humans and the ecosystem. 

•   Aes Jennison L.L.C. – Released 183,600 pounds hydrochloric acid. Exposure 
    to hydrochloric acid can cause circulatory collapse, which may lead to death. 
    This toxin made ranked in the top 10% of Environmental Defense’s most 
    hazardous compounds list.  

Land Cover and Species Richness
The Appalachian Plateau supports many diverse land covers, which in turn, 
support predictable assemblages of terrestrial life.  The New York State GAP 
Project (2001) represents a large-scale attempt to predict vertebrate distributions 
across the state based primarily on land cover obtained from Landsat-5 TM 
satellite imagery.  In this analysis, NY GAP data was first used to determine the 
distribution and proportion of land cover types in Otsego County.  Land cover 
was then clipped to Otsego County state and land trust protected land parcels to 
derive the percentage of each land cover type in protected lands.  Finally, species 
richness was calculated for each land cover type using species-habitat matrices 
provided in the NY GAP Analysis Project Final Report. 
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Protected Conservation and Recreation Lands
All GIS data sources cited were provided by the Otsego Land Trust.  Parcel 
information from 2003 (assumed from the filename “Otsego_parcels03”) was the 
main source of data for analysis of current land holdings.  The categories “GEN_
USE” and “DESCRIPT_1” were used as the primary sort categories.  It was 
determined that a “DESCRIPT_1” category that included a government-related 
reference indicated that the land was protected under governmental restrictions.  
The query string to select parcels that fit under this category was:

“DESCRIPT_1” = ‘COUNTY-OWNED REFORESTED LAND’ OR “DESCRIPT_
1” = ‘CITY/TOWN/VILLAGE PULBIC PARKS’ OR “DESCRIPT_1” = ‘PUBLIC 
PARKS’ OR “DESCRIPT_1” = ‘WILD/FORESTED/CONSERVATION LND’ 
OR “DESCRIPT_1” = ‘STATE OWNED FOREST LANDS’ OR “DESCRIPT_1” 
= ‘STATE OWNED LAND ADIRONDACKS’ OR “DESCRIPT_1” = ‘STATE-
OWNED LAND’ OR “DESCRIPT_1” = ‘STATE-OWNED PUBLIC PARKS’ 
OR “DESCRIPT_1” = ‘STATE-OWNED REFORESTED LAND’

Land owned by the Clark Family (Map 14) and Leatherstocking Railway 
(specifically, the Leatherstocking Railway Historical Society), as well as land 
associated with the Lindsey and Glimmerglass historical districts and New York 
State Historical Association was not counted as ‘conserved’ land in our report.  
Although it is understood that these lands are protected by their current owners, we 
decided to consider only government-protected or Otsego Land Trust- protected 
land in our analysis.  

SPATIAL ANALYSIS SECTION

Abutting Protected Parcels

State protected lands were sorted into two categories: lands over 500 acres and 
lands under 500 acres.   Since there was no field for area in the GIS attribute 
table, a new field was created.  Next, the “Select by Attribute” function was used 
to select the desired parcels.  The data was then exported, creating two shapefiles, 
one for state lands greater than 500 acres and one for lands less than 500 acres.  
After adding the OLT parcels and tax parcels to the map, the “Select by Location” 
function was used to highlight tax parcels that were abutting all acres of state lands 
over 500 acres or OLT parcels. These parcels were then exported as a separate 
shapefile to represent all parcels that received a score of three.

The polygon coverage for scores of two and one were created in a similar 
method.  All protected lands – including state protected lands that are less than 
500 acres, as well as county and protected private lands – were joined to form one 
layer.  Next, another field was created to calculate the area of the polygon, and 
the “Select by Attribute” function was used to highlight state-owned lands that 
were between 400 and 100 acres, as well as county and privately protected lands 
that were over 100 acres.  This selection was exported to create a new shapefile.  
Using the “Select by Location” function, all parcels abutting the polygons were 
highlighted; this data was exported as the shapefile for parcels with a score of 
two.  The same technique was used to create a shapefile for parcels abutting 
protected parcels of less than 100 acres. These parcels received a score of one.

Environmental Conservation Value:

Protection of Water Quality
These parcels were selected using the “Select by Location” function.  There are 
only two possible scores: if the parcel is abutting any lake, stream, or wetland then 
it receives a score of one, while all others receive no score.  The scores described 
above were used for both the natural vegetation parcels and the agricultural 
parcels.  



66
December 2004

Technical Appendix
Urban-Rural Coverage
The US Census data was used to form this coverage.  US Census SF-3 tables 
were retrieved for the county sub-divisions and urban areas identified by the 2000 
U.S. Census.  Using the municipal boundaries shapefile from the Otsego Land 
Trust, and the “Select by Attribute” function, the census data was used to create a 
new shapefile of the urban areas.

Parcel Size
The Otsego County tax parcel data was used as a foundation for this coverage.  
Based on the criteria that were set by the Land Protection Criteria group (e.g., 0-
50, 50-100, 100-200, etc.), parcels were selected by the sizes listed in the attribute 
table. A shapefile was created for each parcel size category. These shapefiles were 
later used to identify parcel sizes of natural vegetation and agricultural lands.  

Viewshed Analysis
The Massachusetts Landscape Inventory of 1982, conducted by the Department 
of Environmental Management, was the principal methodology guidebook for 
the scenic inventory.  In addition, the U.S. Forest Service’s Landscape Aesthetics 
– A Handbook for Scenery Management was consulted.  Both the Massachusetts 
Scenic Inventory and the US Forest Service aim to categorize scenic resources 
into two types: “Distinctive” and “Noteworthy” views.  Student teams created 
definitions and criteria for determining if a viewpoint has a distinctive or a 
noteworthy view.  To qualify as a scenic viewshed, a parcel had to have at least a 
noteworthy ranking.  

A noteworthy viewpoint exhibits the following characteristics:

1.  Features a visual combination of several land uses, including, but not limited         
     to, agricultural lands, wild-lands, and bodies of water. 
2.  Features significant views, which may be wide-angle or long-distance, to or 
     from the site.
3.  Viewpoints are easily accessible by vehicle.
4.  Views include varying topography or change in elevation, such as hills or 
     valleys.
5.  Views include elements of the cultural or rural character of Otsego County, 
     including but not limited to historic farm houses, barns, or geology.

A distinctive viewpoint exhibits all of the characteristics of a noteworthy 
viewpoint.  Moreover, it is a view that is unique to Otsego County. 

Viewpoints for the scenic inventory were selected by two independent teams of 
students from the Department of City and Regional Planning at Cornell University 
during a one-day drive through Otsego County.  Over 700 miles of roadways 
were covered by the two student teams.  As a result, more than thirty viewpoints 
were identified and placed in a GIS format for further use.  After a review by the 
staff of the Otsego Land Trust, an additional viewshed survey was conducted for 
the Butternut region of southwest Otsego County.  The three survey routes were 
recreated in GIS, and fixed points were created on the major lakes to reflect their 
importance as viewsheds.  Finally, fixed points were created for Route 20, which 
has recently been classified as a Scenic Highway.

Each individual viewpoint, whether identified as “Distinctive” or “Noteworthy” 
was then analyzed. The viewshed analysis of each point is an analysis of the 
visual sensitivity from this vantage point. This analysis was run using the Digital 
Elevation Model (DEM) of the county and the “Spatial Analyst” tool in ArcGIS. 
It created viewsheds for each point by reviewing all topographical locations 
and determining whether they are visible from the selected viewpoint. This tool 
assumes that a viewer at each location is capable of looking in all directions (360 
degrees) as well as up and down 90 degrees from the horizon.  For the limitation 
of computer memory, only one point was chosen each time. 

After analysis of each viewpoint, the viewsheds created were overlaid upon each 
other and ranked points based upon the number of times each location was visible. 
Thus, a site that was “seen” by two different viewpoints would have a rank of 
two. The combination of all the viewsheds developed reveals a hierarchy of sites 
that may be valuable for protection solely due to their scenic characteristics.   As 
a final step, the viewshed raster was converted into polygon coverages.  These 
polygons were designed to show the area of visibility from the specified point.

As a final note, the viewshed analysis comes with a number of caveats.  First, it 
does not account for existing structures, trees, or other entities that might obstruct 
the projected viewsheds.  Second, as with all GIS analysis, the viewshed analysis 
is only as reliable as the data that is used.
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Land Use
The base layer for the spatial analysis was the Otsego County tax parcels 
shapefile.  In this file, each parcel was associated with a polygon and a table 
record containing a summary of its attributes. These attributes included area, 
perimeter, address of the owner, acreage and tax status.  The field GEN_USE 
describes the typical land use of a parcel.  Parcels in the same land use attribute 
were exported collectively as a layer.  Each layer was then converted into raster 
data.  For example, to obtain parcels with residential land use, we chose “Select 
by Attributes” in the selection menu, entered “GEN_USE” = “residential”, then 
used the Export Data tool to export all the selected features as a layer.  This 
polygon file was then transferred into raster using the Spatial Analysis ö  Convert 
ö  Features to Raster command.

GIS Data Assumptions

LESA scores: LESA Classified
Scores for all agricultural parcels in Otsego County were provided by the Otsego 
County LESA analysis and were based upon a spreadsheet with parcel identification 
numbers.  Through ArcGIS, this spreadsheet was joined by parcel number to the 
tax parcel coverages, linking geographic and tabular data.  With these score now

assigned to their specific parcels, GIS was used to rank the scores into several 
classifications, based upon the Land Protection Criteria developed by another 
group. Scores from 71 to 88 points were ranked highest, while scores from 58-70 
were ranked second highest.  All other parcels were determined to be of lesser 
agricultural value.  This classification system does not attempt to marginalize these 
other parcels, but seeks to emphasize the most attractive farmland in Otsego County. 

Land-use: Non-agricultural Land
Due to lack of data concerning land use in the county, several techniques were 
reviewed for identifying wild or natural lands.  Unfortunately, due to the limits 
of the current datasets, a GIS coverage that describes natural lands was not 
developed.  Otsego County urban areas are not well-defined on available GIS 
coverages. Urban land-uses typically have only included Oneonta and a few other 
communities in the southwestern portion of the county.  Cooperstown, Richfield 
Springs, and other smaller communities continue to appear as natural lands on 
the broad land-use coverage, which would limit its effectiveness.  Thus, a simpler 
coverage of “Non-agricultural” lands was developed by subtracting all LESA 
parcels from all tax parcels in Otsego County.  We assumed that LESA rankings 
were applied to any and all agricultural parcels in the county.


