Minutes of the EMC General Meeting

May 12, 2004

Present:
Kenny Christianson, John Dennis, Karen Edelstein, Herb Engman, Joyce Gerbasi, Mandy Kittelberger, Dan Lamb, Stephen Nicholson, Steve Uzmann

Absent:
Dick Booth (Legislature Liaison), Meira Hertzberg, Neha Khanna, Bill Kolberg, Ashley Miller, Christian Nielsen, Danny Pearlstein, Bob Roe, Cindy Seliger, Carolyn Shapiro, Larry Sharpsteen, Barney Unsworth, Dave Woodard, Roger Yonkin 

Associates:
Peter Harriott, Dooley Kiefer, Tania Schusler

Staff:
Heather Filiberto (TC Planning Dept.), Kathy Wilsea (TC Planning Dept.)

Guests:
John Duxbury, Jarrett McLaughlin, Michael Miles, Ken Schlather, Jeni Wightman

Call to Order – The meeting was called to order by Steve Nicholson at approximately 7:04 p.m.   
Land Use and Climate Change – John Duxbury and Jeni Wightman were present to provide information about a Cornell University project on land-based approaches to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions regionally.  The short-term goal is to return to 1990 levels of greenhouse gas emissions by 2010.  The mid-range goal is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 10% by 2020.  The long-term goal is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 75 to 85%.  The project at Cornell University aims to identify the location and productivity of land for corn, soybeans, and grass/willow, especially idle or fallow land.  They will also use grass/willow for pellets or cogeneration with firewood.  John noted grass can be grown in marginal land.  Although there is much room for improvement of our forest lands, most of them are privately owned.  The project will quantify land-based GHG mitigation potential in Tompkins County, and identify mechanisms and barriers.  By their estimation, energy substitution to use of grass pellets for heat in Tompkins County could supply heat for 33% of the households.  Of the items on their chart for production of heat, corn grain is currently the cheapest, followed by wood, fuel oil, natural gas, and then electricity as the most expensive.  John remarked that the goal is to grow fuel locally, but costs are being examined.  Jeni explained that grasses are more flexible, as the land could turn back to agriculture quickly.  John said soybeans are a versatile crop, but demanding of the environment because they don’t return many nutrients to the soil.  Herb Engman suggested they also study societal environmental costs of increasing land production, especially in terms of sediment and phosphorus in Cayuga Lake.  Jeni said grass production is an effort to use existing infrastructure – farmers and their current equipment.  

Karen Edelstein asked if reaping equipment is capable of cutting invasive species.  John thought that was probable, but he wasn’t sure.  Karen asked when was the last time we had GHG emissions that matched the project’s long-term goal.  Jeni speculated it was around 1950.  Steve Nicholson asked about the cost of heating with coal, as coal was not on the chart.  Peter Harriott said it currently is half the cost of natural gas.  There was discussion on including emissions, particulate matter and carbon neutral fuels in comparisons.  Jeni said the grass is a reasonable practice for rural areas, although it wouldn’t be used in urban areas.  John said getting farmers to switch from crops that require fertilization is unrealistic, as they need feed for their animals.  The need is for conversion of idle farmland to usefulness.  He thinks ethanol from corn is a poor choice, as the energy yield is poor and GHG is high.  Better conversions come from burning grasses, wood, and corn grain.  

John Dennis said much of the abandoned and idle farmland has poor drainage or steep slopes, and he asked if they will be examined for different approaches.  John Duxbury said that will be part of the models.  Jeni said they are not advocating one path.  

Tania Schusler and Ken Schlather of Cooperative Extension gave an update on pooling local efforts to reduce GHG emissions.  Tania said CCE wants to document changes and proposals, as well as examine factors of public choice.  She passed out a questionnaire and sought input.  A working group will be assembled, and she is hiring an intern for this summer.  She hoped EMC members would provide information on the chart she provided, which was a matrix with “Examine Conservation Measures” and “Alternatives” at the top, and “Government” and “Community Local Issues” on the side.  She wants to learn about advocates and reasons for choices, contribution to the local economy, and barriers/incentives.  Some ideas connect with what Sustainable Tompkins has been doing.  Tania wants more information on the Local Action Plan and the Curb Your Car Coalition.  Perhaps the intern will attend EMC Energy Committee meetings and Sustainable Tompkins meeting.

Steve Nicholson pointed out that the Dryden High School will have a celebration of their solar panel dedication on June 11.

UNA and Open Space Preservation in Dryden – Jarrett McLaughlin was present to discuss a project he has volunteered for in the Town of Dryden.  This is an environmental planning project with a goal of protection of UNAs.  He is compiling case studies on protection of the environment.  The 58 UNAs in Dryden cover 17% of the Town.  38 of the UNAs have DEC wetlands.  Jarrett noted that DEC has issued 10 building permits in DEC wetlands in the last 15 years.  He is checking to see if any permits have been issued by the U S Army Corps of Engineers in properties in the National Wetlands Inventory.  Other protections include ownership by NYS Forests, Cornell University Plantation, Finger Lakes Land Trust, and other CU properties.  He has developed a template for gathering information on case studies, which includes how the strategy developed, how it might work in Dryden, potential pitfalls, and benefits to the public.  Jarrett wants to focus on landowners’ rights.  There is a large public interest in open space preservation, but it unclear how to balance it with landowners’ rights.      

Jarrett said in 1994 Karen Fox worked with EMC to examine planning mechanisms to protect UNAs.  Possibilities include land use planning, buffer zones or clustering, low intensity development, and municipal regulatory actions throught the SEQR process or designation of CEAs.  The Finger Lakes Land Trust is publishing a report at the end of this month on their study of three towns and how they work with land trusts, and he expects that to be informative and useful.  

Comments from EMC members included getting legal recognition for UNAs, revising the SEQR Type 1 List to make it more restrictive, make qualifying UNAs into CEAs (not all will qualify), revisiting a ranking system, making sure people are aware of UNAs and DEC wetlands on their property, getting cost estimates for surveying for CEAs, raising public awareness of wetlands, contacting the Town of Ithaca about their wetlands designation program, looking into Purchase of Development Rights programs, looking for information regionally and in the County Comprehensive Plan on stream buffers, realizing that ownership by Cornell University might not mean the property is protected, looking on-line for the Department of State’s new local oversight planning guide, checking out Strategies and Resources for Rural Communities from the NorthEast-MidWest Institute, and borrowing resources from the Tompkins County Planning Department library.  John Dennis noted some municipalities require owners who are selling properties that had agriculture assessments to developers to pay taxes for the previous five years.  He wondered if such a program could be instituted to stop Cornell from selling untaxed land for top dollar.  Steve Nicholson pointed out that the NYS DPR program gave 16 grants this year for a total of $12 million, and the presence of a UNA on the property in Lansing increased the interest of the review committee when they selected it for a grant.  Heather said George Frantz conducted a PDR study for the County.  Herb said the Town of Ithaca sets aside money annually for their PDR program.  Heather pointed out there was an article recently on establishing a mortgage tax set-aside for open space programs (article in News folder).  She pointed out that if Dryden sets aside open space, they also need to create higher density areas.  Dooley noted CEAs can be built into zoning.

Municipal Reports – Karen Edelstein raised the issue of how draft minutes are distributed, as there should be a correction to Larry Sharpsteen’s report last month from the Town of Lansing.  Steve Nicholson said it can be a future agenda item.  Village of Freeville:  Mandy Kittelberger said the Trustees are studying well water quality and quantity in the village.  Mandy has begun interacting with the DEC in order to answer some of their questions.  The Trustees are interested in developing a water resources inventory.  Residents are also concerned that water quality in the creeks is deteriorating.  There is concern in Freeville about the wildlife in the creek areas being disrupted by recreation.  Village of Lansing:  John Dennis said he will prepare a full report for next month.  Main issues remain traffic and the planned route for the sewage pipe.  He would prefer a proactive approach to land conservation in the Village.

Chair's Report – Steve reported that he attended the summit on 4/29 for Sustainable Tompkins.  They had storyboards for 15 projects, and those present voted for which should continue.  Some projects were combined, and they ended up with seven work groups.  EMC members are invited to participate in the next meeting on 5/21 at 3 PM at Cooperative Extension.  NYS Association of EMCs will have their annual update with DEC and the Department of State on June 7th & 8th.  This replaces their annual conference this year.  Scholarships are available, and lunch will be provided.  Heather said there is training money in the EMC budget, but it needs pre-approval.  Members who are interested in attending the NYSAEMC update should contact Heather.
Coordinator’s Report – Heather said the EMC resolution passed in April went to the Legislature’s PDEQ committee last week..  The committee did not act on it yet.  They seek cost estimates of sustainable energy over current power rates.  They were pleased and thought this was taking the right direction on a leadership issue.  Possibly the term “policy” will be changed to “goal”.  There is a letter in the blue Chair’s folder about the CAC of Suffolk County seeking support, and she asked EMC members from communities with CACs to consider responding.  The EMC budget request will have program expenses and some specific projects.  She asked committee chairs to let her know about specific projects, and if they want an intern for the summer, and the Executive Committee will review requests.  Heather is currently working on the EMC Annual Report.  She thanked Cooperative Extension for sharing an intern who will work on the Environmental Directory updates.  

In review of two items from last year, burn barrel restrictions are again stalled in the NYS senate.  The expanded bottle bill is stalled in both committees.  She said EMC still has time to voice support.  An unresolved issue is unclaimed deposits and if/how these millions of dollars can be dedicated to the environment.  TCPD will hold training on 5/19 and 6/3 on the Natural Resources Inventory on the internet.  Steve Uzmann said he was unable to use it, and Heather said a presentation might be a future agenda item.  

Phase 2 County building audits are in process from the Local Action Plan.  Johnson Controls made a presentation to the Legislature’s Facilities & Infrastructure Committee, with recommendations and suggestions for additional measures, including a timeline.  This is being presented as cumulative reduction, and the Local Action Plan used a per item annual carbon-equivalent measure.  Heather has asked Johnson Controls for conversion so comparisons can be made.  Johnson Controls estimates $134,000 annual energy savings.
County Legislature Liaison Report – Dick Booth was not present.

Privilege of the Floor – Michael Miles said he used to be a member of the Village of Freeville Planning Board.  He had no specific concerns to discuss.   

Approval of April 14, 2004 Minutes –  This action was postponed due to lack of a quorum.

Member Items – Dooley Kiefer said DEC is using chemicals to treat wetlands in Waneta Lake in Schuyler & Steuben counties, and she wondered if EMC should comment.  She will provide information to Steve Nicholson.  Karen reported that Cayuga Lake Watershed Network sponsored a cleanup of Salt Point that was very successful.  Debris included sofas and tires.  Steve Uzmann said he attended a lawn party on Stewart Avenue that included cleanup time for Redbud Woods.  Ithaca Mayor Carolyn Peterson attended.  He added that on 5/13 the International Space Station will be visible in the evening sky and will eclipse Jupiter.  Heather pointed out there is information in the Mail folder from the American Littoral Society.  Members might want to sponsor a cleanup on 9/18 to coordinate with their 2004 International Coastal Cleanup day.   

Adjournment– Steve Nicholson adjourned the meeting at approximately 9:20 p.m.
Respectfully submitted,

Kathy Wilsea, Secretary

Tompkins County Planning Department

Approved by Council on June 9, 2004
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