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Description of Focus Area

The Fens Focus Area spans the Town of Dryden and
Groton, lies adjacent to the Village of Freeville, and
includes portions of the hamlet of McLean. This
Focus Area encompasses a wide range of landscapes,
including forests, activeagricultural lands, and many
wetlands, swamps and fens. The Fall Creek and
Beaver Creek stream corridors connect and define the
area. Ecologically, itishighly significant, asisapparent
from the number of national and local designations
within the area.

Major Benefits

TheFensFocusAreaincludes aparticularly significant
ecosystem and complex of wetlands, bogs, and
swamps that provides high quality water and critical
habitat for many rareand diverse plant and animal
species. Itisnationally recognized for its unique
geological formations, important wetlandsand fens,
significant deciduous forests and numerous ponds.
Key support for these habitats comes from the abun-
dant groundwater and surface water that flow through-
out thearea. Thesewaters also support avariety of
fish speciesfor fishing enthusiasts. Thearea also
contains agriculturally productivesoils and many active
farming operations, aswell as a series of wetlands
complexesthat may also play animportant rolein
mitigating floodwater entering Fall Creek during major
storm events.  Secondary, but important, provided by
landswithin this Focus Areainclude ginseng, gold-
enseal, and maple syrup production and limited hunt-

ing.

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

Thehiological diversity and richness of this FocusArea
isexceptional, andis significant locally, regionally, and
nationally, as indicated by the number of preserves and
special designationsthearea hasreceived. Anamazing
diversity of wetland habitats are scattered along the
wetlands and creek corridorsin this Focus Area, from
fens to bogs to wooded swamps, the area provides
habitat for a high concentration of unique and notable
rare plants and natural communitiest. Theareais
identified by the New York Natural Heritage Program
as having rare plants, animals, and significant ecosys-
tems, and the Focus Area includes twenty-one Unique
Natural Areas, as designated by the Tompkins County
Environmental Management Council, that support high-
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quality examples of plant communities. Species of
interest to visitors include the pitcher plant, which lives
in a nutrient-poor environment and traps insects to
obtain nitrogen; freshwater clams and snails; and birds
such as copper’s hawk, scarlet tanagers, osprey, and
great blue heron.

Of particular noteis McLean Bogs, which has been
identified by the U.S. Secretary of the Interior as a
National Natural Landmark dueto itsimportant glacial
landform and significant deciduous forest, lakes and
ponds. The Nature Conservancy’s 310-acre O.D. Von
Engen Preserveat Malloryville also was established to
protect the abundance and variety of wetlands habitats
within the Preserve, unique geological formations called
eskers, and an unusual variety of plant and animal
diversity found within the Preserve. The Finger Lakes
Land Trust also hasits 10 acre Thurber Preservein
this area, which isknown for its exceptionally lush and
diverse understory of spring wildflowers, ferns, and
native yew, and just across the County linefromthis
FocusArealies the 380 acre Lime Hollow Center for
Environment and Culture, which shares many of the
same landscape characteristics as the Fens Focus Area.
The New York State Draft Open Space Plan calls for
expanding these protection efforts.

The O.D Von Engeln Preserve at Malloryville was
established to protect the abundance and variety of
wetlands.
Patches of agricultural grassland habitat scattered
throughout the Focus Area provide habitat for several
grassland bird species and the Least Shrew, a species
with limited protected habitat in Tompkins County. In
the eastern reaches of the Focus Area forested areas
provideimportant bird habitat including habitat for the
L ouisianaWaterthrush.
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Fishing

This FocusAreaincludes many popular fishing spots,
and public access to the stream and parking facilities
arereadily available particularly along the secondary
roads in this Focus Area. The patchwork of fens,
wetlands, bogs, and swamps located in this Focus Area
help maintain the level of water quality necessary to
support robust native and non-nativefish populations
that include brown trout, brook trout, and rainbow
trout. Thesefish, and other aguatic species, are fed
and enriched by the fens, wetlands, and swamps,
which providecritical organicinputsto thestream’s
ecosystem. The abundance of fish is complimented by
numerous points of public access, offering exceptional
fishing opportunities for anglersin Tompkins County.
Whileregular stocking of sport fish inthis FocusArea
enhances these fishing opportunities, non-nativefish
also competewith nativefish populations, suggesting a
need to balance the benefits against the potential
impactson biodiversity.

Water Quality

Maintaining high quality surfaceand groundwater
suppliesinthisFocusAreais essential becauselandsin
thisarea directly impact thedrinking water supply for
Corndl University and the habitat of many unique and
rarewater-loving plant species. Groundwater isthe
source of nutrients for many of the fens and swampsin
this Focus Area, providing a stellar example of the
many locations of groundwater and surface water
interaction in Tompkins County.

Wetlands in this Focus Area constitute one of the
highest functioning, largest, and most notable wetlands
complexes in the County. These wetlands provide
essential habitat, water filtration, and flood storage,
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though development encroaching on riparian areas and
designated floodplains, particularly between Freeville
and McLean, interferes with these capabilities.

Sustainable Agriculture

Farmingis animportant part of thelandscape and
economy inthis FocusArea. The FocusAreaiswholly
located within an Agricultural Resources FocusArea, as
identified in the Tompkins County Comprehensive
Plan; substantially located withinAgricultural District
#1; and includes many active farms and some of
Tompkins County’s highest quality agricultural soils.
Although planning effortsfor sustainableagriculture
will be explored as part of theAgricultural Resources
Focus Areas Project, when that project is undertaken
by County Planning inthe future, it is identified here
becauseit is certainly a key benefit provided by the
natural resourcesand soilsinthisArea.

! New York Natural Heritage Program, New York State Depart-
ment of Environmental Conservation, May 2005. Biodiversity
Databases, Element Occurrence Record Digital Data Set. Albany,

New York.

Farming is an important part of the landscape and
economy in this Focus Area.

Protection and Management Issues

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

N Although specific habitat size requirementsvary by
habitat type and from species to species, contiguous
open space of at least 135 acresis generally needed
to support diversity and abundancein plant and
animal communities, and to enhance species
survival by providing habitat for larger populations
of animals and allowing for species movement and
migration. Many species; however, are more

sensitiveto habitat size and generally requirea
much larger contiguous area of at least 6,000 acres
for suitable habitat. Though rdativey small and
isolated, enhancing connections between already
protected lands, such as the Finger Lakes Land
Trust preserve and Natural National Landmark,
would establish alarger and more contiguous area
of habitat that is also better suitedto species
propagation and migration.
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N Wildlifecorridors promote genetic diversity among

species and help counter the negative effects of
habitat fragmentation by connecting otherwise
isolated patches of suitable habitat.

The introduction of non-native species, pesticides,
herbicides, and fertilizer caninhibit growth of native
plantscritical tobiodiversity.

Beaversphysically alter habitats by cutting down
trees, building dams, digging canals and building
lodges. This activity affects the distribution of many
other plant and animal species. In some situations
beavers are desirable, whereas in other circum-
stances their presence may be detrimental to habitat
management goals. Asaresult, areasinhabited by
beaver may require active beaver management. The
nature of the management depends on the particular
conditions and resource priorities of the site.

Thereis not enough protected or actively managed
grassland habitat in the County. Patches of at least
150 acresin size (or smaller patcheslocated in close
proximity) are necessary to support viable popula-
tions of grassland communities. In the southern
portion of this FocusArea, habitat patches of 150
acres or more are needed to provide ample bird
habitat. Modified land management practices can
also enhancetheavailability of high-quality habitat.

Wetlands and ponds are sometimes filled or de-
graded, which has a negative impact on the ability
of those systems to support wetland and pond
species. Largewetlands (>5 acres) providecritical
habitat, and smaller wetlands serve as “ stepping
stones’ to provide habitat connections. Wetlands
and pond areasthat areisolated and small in size
cannot support certain wetland and pond species of
greatest conservation need. Many wetland bird
communities depend on their local habitat, as well
as thewetlands within atwo-mile radius.

Fensare particularly vulnerable to theimpacts from
invasive species and use of herbicides, pesticides,
and fertilizers within the fens and on adjacent lands.

Some pond species, such as snapping turtles, are
vulnerable to high mortality on roads during the
nesting season.

Speciesthat livein and around stream corridors and
floodplains require clean water to thrive. Poorly
managed riparian areas, andriparian areesthet are
cleared for development, negatively impact water
quality and reducethe viability of thesehabitat arees.

characterigtics.

When streambanks
quality and the health of aquatic species are compro-
mised.

N Stream relocation and management can limit natural

flooding and channel meandering, which provide
vital aguatic habitats.

Illegal collection of seeds, plants, and animals can
have a negativeimpact on plant and animal popula-
tionsthat arecritical to biodiversity inthisregion.

Species found near frequently used trails are
sensitive to disturbance by peoplegoing off-trail.
Maintaining trails not only provides for a better
educational or recreational experience, but also
encourages peopleto stay ontrails, thereby limiting
the impact of recreational use on sensitive areas.
Because of the sensitivity of the speciesin this
FocusArea, thisis particularly important for the
trails inthe designated preserves of this FocusArea.

Overgrazing by whitetail deer caninhibit native
plant growth, forest diversity, and regeneration.

When streambank and upland areas erode and
become bare, water quality and the health of
aguatic species are compromised (by increasesin
sediment and other pollutants that don’t get filtered
out by vegetation, and higher water temperatures
resulting from lack of shade from trees and other
tall vegetation). Although specific buffer needs
vary from site to site based on topography, vegeta-
tion, soils, and land uses, in general a 100-foot
vegetated buffer is the minimum needed to provide
thefiltration necessary for nutrient and pollutant
removal and to prevent excessive temperature
fluctuations. A wider buffer width may be required
for bank stabilization, improved habitat conditions,
or additional water filtration, depending onlocal site

erode and become bare, water

ey e
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When the amount of surface water runoff increases
as aresult of development, streams may become
wider and shallower causing increasesin water
temperature and reductionsin the suitability of
streamsfor fish propagation and survival.

Use of pesticides and herbicides in areas adjacent
to key aquatic habitat can introduce these pollutants
into thewater and negatively affect habitat for
nativeagquatic species.

Introduced sport fish species can compete against
nativefish populations and limit the survival rate of
immature nativefish.

The quality of fens variesfrom site to Siteand a
more detailed assessment of the area would help
establish protection and management priorities for
thisarea.

Fishing
N Although roads and bridge crossings provide points

of entry to the stream, parking facilities associated
with these sites could be expanded and enhanced
with additional signage.

Pollutants in the waters, such as sediment, pesti-
cides and herbicides, and inputs from atmospheric
deposition, can negativey impact fish populations
and raise health concerns for fish consumption.
Given the abundant opportunities for fishing inthis
FocusArea, addressing water quality concernsis
critical.

When streambanks become eroded, vegetation can
no longer filter out sediment and other pollutants,
and water temperatures rise because there are no
longer trees and tall grasses along the shore to
provide shade These effects negatively impact
water quality and compromise the health of aquatic
species. Although specific buffer needs vary from
siteto site based on topography, vegetation, soils,
and land uses, in general a 100-foot vegetated
buffer is the minimum needed to provide the
filtration necessary for nutrient and pollutant
removal and to prevent excessive temperature
fluctuations. A wider buffer width may be required
for bank stabilization or additional water filtration,
depending onlocal sitecharacteristics.

Fallen trees in creeks can also provide important
habitat for fish, and should not be removed unless
thereisthe potential for causing significant flooding
or damageto infrastructure.

N When land is developed and stormwater is not
managed on-site to allow for controlled release, the
stormwater runs quickly off theland at increased
speeds, in greater volumes, and with more sediment
and pollution than before development. Increased
stormwater runoff can also cause streams to widen
to accommodate the additional runoff during storm
events. During low flow events, water flowing
through these widened stream channels dows and
deposits sediment making the stream shallower.
These wider, shallower streams may, in turn,
increase the frequency of flooding.

N When the amount of surface water runoff increases
as aresult of development, streams may become
wider and shallower causing increasesin water
temperature and reductionsin the suitability of
streamsfor fish propagation and survival.

N Wetlands absorb, store, and gradually release water
over time. When it rains, wetlands absorb this
water, and then gradually releaseit into nearby
streams. In thisway, wetlands play an important
rolein maintaining stream flow during dry periods.

Water Quality

N Pollutants in the waters (such as sediment, pesti-
cides and herbicides, fecal contamination and other
inputs) can negativey impact human health and
increase the costs of treating drinking water. Veg-
etated buffers along permanent and intermittently
flowing watercourses, wetlands, and associated
floodplains hep filter pollutants from water, and are
critical for sustaining water quality. Although
specific buffer needs vary from site to site based on
topography, vegetation, soils, and land uses, in
general a 100-foot vegetated buffer is the minimum
needed to provide nutrient and pollutant removal. A
wider buffer width may be required for bank
stabilization or additional water filtration, depending
onlocal sitecharacterigtics.

N Excavation of gravd from streams, and other in-
stream management activities, can cause erosion and
change the natural course of the stream.

N When areas are devel oped, precipitation and runoff
flowing across devel oped areas accumul ate pol | ut-
ants, such as sediment and oil and gas products.

N Aswater runs off the landscape and into streams
below, it accumulates pollutants (such as sediment,
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bacteria, pesticides, and herbicides) that can negatively
impact water quality. Stegp slopes and shallow soils
in some portions of this Focus Area reduce the
ability of thelandscape to absorb rainwater, and
therefore increase the potential for runoff. Land
management practices designed to minimize the
amount of pollutants entering runoff are particularly
critical inthese areas.

N Water flowing through roadside ditches eventually
enters a stream and or alake. Proper management
of roads and roadside ditchesisimportant in limiting
the amount of pollution and sediment that enters
streams and |lakes and the spread of invasive

Species.

N Many of the key water resources in this Focus Area
are affected by activities that occur in the upper
portions of the watershed. As aresult, water
resource management efforts must address issues
that extend beyond the boundaries of the Focus
Area.

Sustainable Agriculture

N Planning for sustainable agriculturewill largely be
doneas part of theAgricultural Resources Focus
Areas Project, and protection and management
issueswill beidentified at that time.

Priority Actions for The Fens

The Natural Features FocusArea Project has identified 35 priority action itemsto beinitiated over the next five years.
The action items have been established to bolster and coordinate the region’s many existing conservation efforts. They
are not intended to replace or replicate those efforts. The action items reflect the broad range of unique uses in the
identified FocusAreas. Bdow isalist of actions that are particularly rdevant to The Fens FocusArea. For a com-
pletelist of actions and designation of principal agenciesthat will lead implementation efforts please see the Implemen-
tation of Priority Actions section of the complete county-wide plan.

Fishing

€& Acquireand build additional parking areasfor
fishing access, as opportunitiesarise. Construct
parking at least 100 feet from stream and use
pervious paving materialswhere possibleto limit
theimpact of new parking areas on water quality.
Public access should be limited to less sensitive
areas, particularly inthis FocusArea.

(]

Establish accessiblefishing locationsat publicly
owned parks and creeks where fishing opportuni-
tiesarealready located, as opportunities arise.

Water Quality

€& Encouragesemi-pervious paving, bioretention, and
infiltration practices.

€& Provide education about and access to hydrologi-
cally sensitive areadata through the Natural
Resources Inventory (NRI) on-lineinteractive
mapping tool.

(]

Educate highway departments about theimpacts of
roadside ditching on water quality and water
guantity, and provide highway departments with
information about appropriate best management
practicesto address thisissue.

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

€& Work with municipalitiesto protect wetlands and
vernal pools smaller than 12.4 acresin size and not
regulated by the NY S Department of Environmen-
tal Conservation.

€& Map small wetlands and vernal pools using data on
hydrologically sensitive aress.
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Fishing

€& Acquireand build additional parking areas for
fishing access, as opportunitiesarise. Construct
parking at least 100 feet from stream and use
pervious paving materialswhere possibleto limit
theimpact of new parking areas on water quality.
Public access should be limited to less sensitive
aress, particularly inthisFocusArea.

(]

Establish accessiblefishing locationsat publicly
owned parks and creeks where fishing opportuni-
tiesarealready located, as opportunities arise.

Water Quality

€& Encourage semi-pervious paving, bioretention, and
infiltration practices.

€ Provide education about and access to hydrologi-
cally sensitive areadata through the Natural
Resources Inventory (NRI) on-lineinteractive

mapping tool.

Educate highway departments about theimpacts of
roadside ditching on water quality and water
guantity aswell as on the spread of invasive
species, and provide highway departments with
information about appropriate best management
practicesto address thisissue.

(]

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

€& Work with municipalitiesto protect wetlands and
vernal pools smaller than 12.4 acresin size and not
regulated by the NY S Department of Environmen-
tal Conservation.

€& Map small wetlands and vernal pools using data on
hydrologically sensitive aress.

Invasive Species and Native Plants

€& |Inventory and identify high priority areas for the
control of invasive species.

€& Establish acoordinated approach for distributing
invasive species information to landowners
throughout identified high priority areas.

(]

Deveop and digtributeal list of popular landscaping
plants and appropriate native species substitutions.

(]

Conduct a comprehensive “ natural lawns and
gardens’ campaign to limit the use of pesticides,
herbicides, and fertilizer, and increase the use of
native plantsin landscaping.

THE Fens

Rural Landowner Outreach and Education

€& Enhanceexisting rural landowner education efforts
with an emphasis on invasive species, wetlands
management, grassland habitat, and targeted
outreach to new rural landowners.

(]

Identify and coordinate the dissemination of
information about grants availableto private
landowners for habitat management and enhance-
ment.

Technical Assistance for Municipalities

€& Providetechnical assistanceto municipalities
working on projects that implement the recommen-
dations of the plan.

(]

Providetraining and information to municipalities
on thefull-range of conservation tools available,
the Plan and the Natural Resources Inventory,
flood plain management strategies, and vernal pool
and small wetland habitat conservation.

Coordination

& Conveneagroup of partners (Tompkins County
Conservation Partners) involved inlocal conserva-
tion effortstwicea year. Meetingswill facilitate
regular information sharing aswell as coordinated
educational efforts such as periodic field trips for
municipal officials to key sites inthe FocusAress.

Land Protection in Priority Areas

€& Protect priority protection areas through partner-
shipswith area agencies and municipalities by
purchasing land and acquiring conservation ease-
ments.

Educate landowners about tax incentives available
for conservation efforts through various formats
including town/village news etters with special
emphasis on landowners within the open space
system.

(]

€& Devdop or identify amode conservation zoning
ordinance for usein key portions of the Focus
Aress.

(]

Engage key land protection stakeholders to assess
thefinancial resources availablefor land conserva-
tion and work to establish additional funding as
needed.
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