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To identify and describe areas in the County with outstanding 
environmental quality
To promote the conservation and/or preservation of UNAs for the 
benefit of future generations
To help people make informed choices about development in, or 
near, these areas.

The EMC shall “foster unified action…propose priorities and 
promote coordination…in the development and management of 
our [County] natural resources

Purpose of 
Tompkins County Unique Natural Areas Inventory



A Unique Natural 
Area designation….

Is advisory, not regulatory

Does not allow the public to 

come on private property 

without landowner permission

Does not provide legal 

protection for an area

Can be referenced in 

municipal planning and zoning



1973 Started with 26 Natural Areas as required by the NYS enabling 
legislation in 1972

1976 Craig Tufts’ CU Master’s Thesis

“A Preliminary Inventory of Some Unique Natural Areas in Tompkins County, 
New York” identified 96 sites.

1990 Robert Wesley hired, 181 sites included in Update.

2000 Large binder published and given to all municipalities and libraries in 
Tompkins County with 192 sites. Comprehensive outreach to owners of all 
parcels included in UNAs. Inventory wins “Project of the year” at NYSAEMC 
Conference. 

2024 Last boundary revisions completed. Now includes 14.7% of all land in 
Tompkins County, about 43,800 acres. Currently 195 sites.

Unique Natural Area Inventory historical timeline



UNAs include one or more of the following 
characteristics 

• Designated area or preserve  

• State- or County-designated 
wetland  

• Contains diverse flora or 
fauna  

• Rare or scarce plant or 
animals  

• Historical botanical or 
zoological importance  

• Geological importance  

• Important teaching site 
(e.g. meadow with a diverse 
array of common plants all 
in one place)  



• Old growth woods  

• Important birding site  

• Quality of plant or 
animal community  

• Recreational value  

• Scenic vista  

• Wilderness  

• Archeological or 
paleontological site  

• Cultural or historical 
importance  

• Urban greenspace 



Early UNA boundary delineation methods

• Field assessments

• Expert knowledge

• Historical records

• Second- and third-
generation 
photocopies of low-
resolution aerial 
imagery from 1990 
and earlier

• Hand-delineated 
with marker and 
then transferred 
manually to GIS

• Limited GIS data



Cayuga Lake Watershed Network Wetlands



2024

Click here to 

open map

https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/7a57bfd01c5d4dbb99d5880ca671cf25/




• Quality of example of plant community
• Geologic significance
• Birding site
• Diverse flora
• Rare or scarce ecological community types
• Wetlands
• Scenic/ aesthetic value
• Recreational value
• Cultural and potential archeological site
• Important teaching site
• Local significance

Reasons for adding Nut Ridge (“Bell Station”/now 
“Cayuga Shores Wildlife Management Area”) to the UNA



Guidelines for boundary reviews updates

• Snap to property lines if justified

• Inclusion of National Wetland Inventory

• Lidar mapping of wetlands provided by Nick Hollingshead

• Conform to edge of vegetation

• Inclusion of newly protected lands (e.g. nature preserves)

• Changes in landcover since last field visit or aerial photo 





UNA 169:

Piper Road

Sundew Fen













Field visits



Each year a few site visits have been done as part of the UNA 

update process.

Those sites chosen for visits typically are:

• Ones that have not been visited before, or

• Newly designated UNAs, or

• Sites that are threatened by development or seen some other 

recent change of status.

Visits are timed to be most likely to be able to find rare species or 

rare plant communities.

Locally rare or scarce species and ecological community types are 

noted, as are changes since previous visits (if there were).

Our process



QUESTIONS?

For additional information after this meeting, please 

contact the Tompkins County Planning and Sustainability 

Department

607-274-5560

Or email Planner Darby Kiley dkiley@tompkins-co.org


