CHAPTER 4: EXISTING LAND USE AND TRENDS

SUMMARY

Land uses documented in 1971, 1981 and 1995 were compared to assess the changes over
time. Because of the differences in scale and in land use categories, detailed comparisons
could not be made; but generalizations could be drawn once the land use types were
combined into broader classifications. In general on a watershed-wide basis, agricultural
land has been on a steady decline, forests and developed areas have increased, and the area
of idle land has been on the increase. With development projected to increase, it is important
to know if the municipalities are ready for these changes. A survey of municipalities with
land use laws in effect was reviewed. It is suggested that future educational efforts be
focussed on communities with minimal local land use control which are experiencing a
transition to idle acreage ready for development.

BACKGROUND

How people use the landscape directly affects water quality. Since maintaining high water
quality in Seneca Lake is a major purpose of watershed planning, it is important to study
changes in land use. This chapter explores land uses in the watershed and assesses these
changes in terms of water quality impacts.

As noted previously, New York has a long history of addressing water pollution through the
inventory and control of point sources. With the finite number of point sources under strict
regulation by the state, water contamination from diffuse sources is now the primary concern
for water quality managers. However, because of the increased number of sources, the goal
of cleaning up or preventing contamination is much more difficult now. Instead of a fairly
short list of people fully aware that their outfall could be responsible for pollution, there are
reams of addresses of landowners who are more than likely unaware that their activities on
their property could affect Seneca Lake. The approach is no longer simply a top down
regulatory directive to facilities owners, but must involve communication with landowners
to secure their cooperation. Thus, it is imperative that communities and residents understand
the impact of their actions, which may change the landscape to prevent and control water
quality problems.

This is not the whole story. This chapter also explores past land use patterns and potential
changes which may influence the rate of contamination as well as reviews the status of land
use laws which control construction activity, land use type, stormwater runoff, erosion
control, landscaping, the protection of floodplains and wetlands and other features of the
landscape.

LAND USE CHANGE
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Early discussions of land uses in the Seneca Lake watershed are descriptive and informative®,
but did not document acreages of land uses until the Land Use and Natural Resources
(LUNR) inventory was undertaken in 1969 across the state through the interpretation of
satellite imagery. This consistent database was created at a USGS quad scale (1:24,000)
and was the basis for extensive land use planning in the early 70's. The next statewide land
use survey was conducted by the USGS in 1981; however, because the scale was much larger
(1:250,000) and because it used different land use categories, it is not directly comparable
to LUNR, but was useful in regional planning applications. Thus, the need for the recent
aerial photos taken in 1994 and in 1995 and digitized by the Genesee-Finger Lakes Regional
Planning Council (GFL) as part of this project. The scale, (1:7920) is more accurate and
provides excellent data for not only an analysis of the current land use mix, but also for
comparison with the earlier LUNR inventory.

Tables 4.1 through 4.3 summarize the volumes of land use statistics compiled from these
three sources over the past twenty-six years. Categories were grouped as noted so that
comparisons could be made. (Comparisons between sub-watersheds could not be made
because of the original scale at which the maps were drawn. Table 4.5 includes a
comparison of acres by sub-watershed between 1981 and 1995, but the differences are
inconsistent so that an ““across the board” adjustment cannot be made.)

Table 4.4 generally substantiates what farmland protection boards, real estate agents, local
planning boards, environmental groups, tourism agencies and the general media have been
saying: that the region has been losing farmland, that the hillsides are becoming more
forested, that pasture and grazing lands have become idle and that development is moving
from the downtowns into the countryside. A series of maps (see Figures 4.2 through 4.34)
at the conczlusion of this chapter shows the patterns of land use by sub-watershed in 1981 and
in 1994-5.

Table 4.1 1971 Land Use from “Land Use Data for the Finger Lakes...,” originally
computed in square kilometers.

Table 4.1 1971 Land Use from “Land Use Data for the Finger Lakes....,” Originally
Computed in Square Kilometers.

! NYS Department of Health Water Pollution Control Board, AFinger Lakes
Drainage Basin Recommended Classifications....... New York State,@ 1956.

The computerized land use information is also available on a CD, which
accompanies this report.
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1971 AREA % Major  Groupings
LAND USE
Acres Acres %
active ag. 123,923 42.5% 123,923 42.5% Agriculture
forest 117,745 40.4% 117,745 40.4% Forest
inactive ag. 40,896 14.0% 40,896 14.0% Idle
residential 9,168 3.1% 9,168 3.1% Development
TOTAL 291,732 100.0% 291,732 100.0%

Table 4.2 1981 LAND USE from USGS satellite image at 1:250,000 scale

LAND USE| AREA % Major Groupings
Acres Acres %
cropland|155,710| 51.9%
other ag| 249 0.1%
orchards/vines| 3,460 | 1.2% | 159,419 53.2% Agriculture
deciduous| 184 0.1%
evergreen| 4,151 | 1.4%
mixed forest|{111,222]| 37.1% | 115,557 38.5% Forest
shrub/brush| 3,696 | 1.2%
lakes| 388 0.1%
reservoirs 40 0.0%
forest wetland| 494 0.2%
other wetland| 870 0.3%
transitional| 950 0.3% 6,438 2.1% Idle
residential| 7,588 | 2.5%
commercial| 7,776 | 2.6%
industrial] 435 0.1%
transport/com| 524 0.2%
mines/quarries| 379 0.1%
mixed urban| 801 0.3%
other urban| 960 0.3% 18,463 6.2% Development
TOTAL|299,877|100.0%| 299,877 100.0%

Table 4.3 1994 LAND USE from aerial photos digitized by GFL at a 1:7920 scale
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LAND USE| AREA % Major Groupings
Acres Acres %
other dairy| 60,927 20.8%
cash grain| 13,284 4.5%
tri cropping| 2,609 0.9%
other rocrop 9,494 3.2%
other forage| 14,475 4.9%
pasture 6,709 2.3%
barnyards 62 0.0%
orchd/vineyd 6,847 2.3% 114,407 39.1% Agriculture
forest| 120,970 | 41.3% 120,970 41.3% Forest
ponds/marsh 1,799 0.6%
idle rur Ind| 29,699 10.1%
grassy areas 1,611 0.6% 33,109 11.3% Idle
rural homes 6,963 2.4%
constr/mines 168 0.1%
unknown 146 0.0%
lo den resid 4,922 1.7%
hi den resid 3,081 1.1%
industrial 7,344 2.5%
commercial 1,557 0.5% 24,181 8.3% Development
TOTAL| 292,668 | 100.0% | 292,668 100.0%

NOTE: Acreage totals do not match figures used in Chapter 7A. Agriculture because of

rounding and conversions in/out of hectares.
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Table 4.4 Land Use Comparisons between 1971, 1981, and 1994

LAND USE 1971 1980 1995
Agriculture  42.5% 53.2% 39.1%
Forest 40.4% 38.5% 41.3%
Idle 14.0% 2.1% 11.3%
Developme 3.1% 6.2% 8.3%
nt
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0%  100.0%

FUTURE LAND USES AND IMPLICATIONS FOR WATER QUALITY

Without intentional changes in the way that people use land and without intentional changes
in government policies toward land uses, these trends are likely to continue. The watershed
is likely to lose farmland, gain forests, and see the conversion of idle land to forest or
development.

Agricultural changes.

Referring to the tables above, 1971 to 1995 data indicate an overall decrease in agriculture
in the watershed. It should be noted, however, that certain areas have experienced increases
in acreage and intensity. Several programs such as Agricultural Environmental Management
planning, the adoption of county farmland protection plans, and private efforts to acquire
farmland protection easements could be marshaled to slow the loss of farmland while
preventing farm related water pollution.

Forest increases.

This direction in land use change can be seen as a good one from a water quality perspective
since undisturbed forests contribute the least erosion, sedimentation or nutrients to their
receiving waters. However, the expansion and maturation of forests has lead to increased
logging in the region with its associated localized sedimentation and high runoff problems.
A secondary effect is that the cheap, logged land is now available for housing speculation
at a minimum cost to the new owner. Logging registration laws and the use of good forest
management practices can prevent water problems associated with logging. Sound land use
and subdivision laws can address speculative housing proposals.

Idle lands are available for other uses.

Old pastures can grow into excellent wildlife habitat as the initial stages of a new forest, but
idle land may also be prime for development. Of the land use categories, idle land is the
category very likely to be converted to development and, thus, warrants special attention.
Table 4.5 shows land use categories by sub-watershed. The percentage of idle land per sub-
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watershed varies dramatically. Table 4.6 lists the sub-watersheds in order of most to least
idle land and the related map shows their locations. The question raised as a result of this
information is: Are local communities prepared to deal with the conversion of this idle land
to more intensive uses?

Development is on the increase

Of the land use categories, development has made the most dramatic change over the years.
Lot sizes and house footprints have been steadily on the increase since World War 11.2
Second homes on the rise with the baby boomers reaching their peak earnings and
entering retirement. More and more business being run from the home via the Internet
freeing a business owner to live where he/she pleases. Given these trends, the Finger Lakes
is likely to continue to see large lot development competing for the remaining best views

of the lake and the countryside. This expansion into rural areas brings potential conflict with
farmers (i.e. decreasing agriculture), potential conflict with wildlife, an impact of the visual
quality of the landscape and a potential conflict with long time residentsrural way of
life. These impacts are in addition to the physical impacts on water quality because of
runoff from the new construction, long term use of lawn care products and demand for
deicing salts, alteration of drainage patterns, loss of wetlands, and the like. Active purchase
of development easements by the Finger Lakes Land Trust and other open space preservation
groups and adoption of land use laws by local communities can direct development to
appropriate locations and control water quality impacts without adversely curtailing the
development market.

STATUS OF LAND USE LAWS IN THE WATERSHED
In 1992, the Seneca Lake Pure Waters Association made a clear case for protecting the Lake
through land use laws:

In order to protect the lake, we must be sensitive to conditions in three areas: 1.) the
littoral zone along the shore, 2.) the areas along the shore which drain directly into
the lake, and 3.) the areas along streams which flow into the lake.

The littoral zone is a unique are in which the waters are shallow enough that large
amounts of sunlight reach the bottom. Ideally, this area supports a large amount of

Presentation by Dr. Robert Burchell, The Fiscal Consequences of Land Use
Decisions, Montour Falls, October 7, 1999.
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both plant and animal life at the bottom of the food chain. Seneca Lake, with its steep
shores and great depth, has an unusually low proportion of its total water volume in
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its littoral zone. This littoral zone needs protection against pollutants, against
structures which shade the sunlight, and against activities which disturb the plant and
animal life. It is the area of the lake which people use most, and regulations need to
be a compromise between human use and environmental protection.

The areas which drain into the lake present problems, both with the quality and
quantity of water that is sent to the lake. A major threat to Seneca Lake is silt — silt
that discolors the water, silt that covers spawning beds, and silt that provides a
rotting bed for weeds and other plant growth. Ever increasing areas of hard-surfaced
roofs and blacktop send ever increasing amounts of water into the streams that feed
the lake; straightened ditches and culverts send it at ever increasing speeds. The
result is more and more silt.

Other threats come from leaching landfills, junkyards and septic disposal systems.
Future developments, if not carefully controlled, bring with them additional
problems.

The proposed minimum regulations are aimed at providing protection in the areas
which are key to the lake. The littoral zone will be protected against pollution,
flooding, shade and excessive activity. Development in the direct drainage area will
be limited, and protection against pollution and erosion will be provided for the entire
watershed.

The following is a summary of the Seneca Lake Pure Water Association’s “Suggested
Minimum Municipal Ordinances:”

SUMMARY OF SENECA LAKE PURE WATERS ASSOCIATION’S
SUGGESTED MINIMUM MUNICIPAL ORDINANCES

A. APPLY TO LAKESHORE AREA/YEAR ROUND TRIBUTARIES

1. LAND USE
a. No structure built or expanded within 50” of the lake (measured horizontally from
mean high water line), except storage buildings not exceeding 100 square feet.
b. No structure built or expanded below the 100 year flood plain.

o

No boathouse or storage building used for residential purposes.

d. No mobile home or travel trailer used for residence unless connected to approved
sanitary waste system.

e. Minimum lot width 100°.

f. Minimum side yards 10°.

g. Maximum lot coverage 20%.

h. Maximum building height 35’ or 2 %2 stories whichever is less.
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Lakefront lots single family residence only.

No excavation or fill within 50” of lake (except permitted docks or seawalls.

No more than 3 docks/lifts/slips per single lot.

More than 3 docks/lifts/slips constitutes a marina and requires a special permit.
Shared ownership or common usage limited to 3 families per first 100’, one family
unit permitted to share for each additional 10* of shoreline/docks/lifts slips
restrictions apply.

B. APPLIES TO ENTIRE MUNICIPALITY

a.
b.
C.

d.

«

No construction or structural alterations without a building permit.

No building permit until existing or proposed sewage system is approved.

All construction and site work must comply with NYS DEC guidelines for
stormwater and erosion control (SEE BELOW).

No junkyards, landfills or areas for collection or storage of used or waste materials
without a permit.

Junkyard vehicles must have fluids drained.

Junkyard vehicles must have batteries removed.

Junkyards must have sealed impervious pad for worksite.

C. SANITARY CODE

a.
b.
C.
d.

e.

All buildings have provisions for disposal and treatment of liquid waste.

New buildings must have sewage systems that meet code.

Altered buildings must have properly operating systems.

All residential and commercial structures must have sewage systems inspected and
shown to be operating properly at time of sale or transfer, or within five years
(whichever comes first).

Septic tanks must be in compliance with the code at that time.

D. STORMWATER AND EROSION CONTROL

®oo0 o

NYS DEC Stormwater and Erosion Control Guidelines must be enacted.
Regulations apply to any excavation within 100’ of watercourse.

Regulations apply to slopes over 8%.

Regulations apply to any are in excess of 20,000 square feet.

Agriculture exempt if under an approved Natural Resources Conservation Service
plan.

Table 4.7 and 4.8 look at communities which have enacted land use laws which contain
elements of the “Suggested Minimum Municipal Ordinances” as proposed by SLPWA. It
IS instructive to compare the earlier map of idle land (Figure 4.1) with the list of
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communities with good land use laws in place. This comparison should help guide SLAP-5
efforts to communities ill prepared to meet the challenges posed by the oncoming trends in
land use change. Educational efforts could be focussed on these communities with
increasing transitional land and minimal local land use control.

Table 4.7 Towns Compared to SLPWA Minimums

Towns Compared to SLPWA Minimums

Fayette
Veteran
Torrey
Montour
Seneca Falls
X Catharine
X Benton
X Geneva
Starkey
Milo
Romulus
Waterloo

X Dix

* Qvid

* Lodi

* Hector

* Reading

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percentage

X Information Not Audited * No Zoning
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Table 4.8 Villages Compared to SLPWA Minimums

SLPWA Minimums
W atkins Glen
Montour Falls

Seneca Falls
X Odessa
Dundee
Dresden

W aterloo
Penn Yan

* Lodi

* Ovid

* Burdett

* Millport

Villages Compared to SLPWA Minimums

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90
Percent

X Information NotAudittd * No Zoning
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