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WHY PREPARE A WATERSHED
MANAGEMENT PLAN?

The purpose of the Black River
Watershed Management Plan is to
examine the existing physical and
regulatory conditions of the natural and
built environments within the Black River
watershed, identify those factors
negatively impacting water quality, and
recommend strategies that focus on the
protection and improvement of water
quality in the watershed.

Preparation of the Black River Watershed
Management Plan began in 2007 and
was coordinated by the Lewis County
Soil & Water Conservation District and
overseen by a Project Advisory
Committee, which included numerous
agencies and stakeholders from each of
the Black River counties. Additionally, a
variety of forums and outreach
mechanisms were used to engage
interested persons in the development
and preparation of the Black River
Watershed Management Plan. Funding
was provided from two Environmental
Protection Fund Local Waterfront
Revitalization Program grants to the
Town of Greig and matching funds from
the Black River Advisory Committee
Fund and NYS Senator Griffo. A National
Fish & Wildlife Foundation grant was
also secured by the Tug Hill
Commission.

THE BLACK RIVER WATERSHED

The Black River drains approximately 1.2 million acres of the western slopes of the
Adirondack Mountains and the eastern edge of the Tug Hill Plateau before emptying
into Lake Ontario near Watertown. The Adirondack portion of the watershed is
drained, for the most part, by two large watercourses — the Beaver River and the Moose
River — and several smaller tributaries such as the Independence River, Otter Creek,
and Woodhull Creek. The Tug Hill region of the Black River watershed, however, is
characterized predominantly by numerous small tributaries flowing over steep slopes.
As a whole, there are approximately 4,000 miles of rivers and streams within the
watershed, as well as more than 500 lakes and ponds covering approximately 35,000
acres within 19 distinct subwatersheds. This heavily forested region exhibits a variety

of ecological conditions related to differences in climate, topography, dominant

vegetation, land cover, soil, geology, and hydrology.
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Communities in the
Watershed

Traversed by this 1.2 million acre watershed are portions of five counties —

Hamilton County, Herkimer County, Jefferson County, Lewis County, and

Oneida County — and their associated municipalities. In all, one city, 37 towns,

and 18 villages are wholly or partially located within the Black River watershed

In addition to the 61 units of government within the watershed, the study area
also falls within the purview of four regional planning bodies — the Adirondack
Park Agency, the Black River RC&D, the Herkimer-Oneida Counties

Comprehensive Planning Program (also known as the Regional Planning Board),
and the Tug Hill Commission. These organizations have undertaken a wide

range of local municipal projects and larger regional-based initiatives in the

watershed, including Main Street plans, Black River Scenic Byway, Blueway

Trail Plan, infrastructure improvements, invasive species monitoring and

eradication, recreation planning, and education and outreach.
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Watershed Quick Facts:

Characteristics of the

e Lands owned by the NYSDEC

Black River Watershed account for almost 40

percent of the watershed

e The watershed receives, on

average, more than 48

HISTORY

inches of precipitation each
Today, a majority of the Black River watershed’s population is concentrated within the year, with some areas
Black River valley and along the mouth of the Black River, where it drains into Lake receiving as much as 56
Ontario. In the earliest days of settlement within the region, development occurred along inches
the river valley as this was the primary transportation corridor along the Black River Canal e More than 30 protected

system, connecting the river and the communities along it with the Erie Canal to the south species are known to reside

» , within the watershed
and Watertown to the north. In addition to commerce and transport, the Black River also

provided a fertile floodplain with prime agricultural lands.

POPULATION __ ' - _ _ i

Long-term population trends in the watershed

(&

point towards an ongoing depopulation of the
region, with the total population of the five

watershed counties expected to decrease by

almost seven percent from 2000 to 2020. Although Jefferson County is expected to gain in

. - : . . Also completed as part of this
total population from 2000 to 2020, it is projected that the County will actually begin to ’ P P '

watershed initiative were a

depopulate beginning in 2015 and continuing into 2020. The sparsely populated Hamilton groundwater assessment and

County, located entirely within the Adirondack Park, is expected to lose almost 15 percent s OciBeconbmic

of its population from 2000 to 2020. characterization and

assessment, both of which

LAND USE can be found at

www.tughill.org

Land use refers, in general terms, to how the land is used and is primarily defined

at the parcel level. More than 53,000 parcels comprise the Black River
Agriculture
watershed, with the average parcel size close to 23 acres. The most predominant
uses, in terms of total acreage, are those parcels classified | Residential
as Wild, Conservation, Forest, & Parks, covering 722,347
W Vacant

acres of the watershed. Residential uses are the second

B Commercial &
Industrial

most predominant use, encompassing 185,490 acres.

Agricultural lands make up the third largest category of
* o W Other Uses
uses, with more than 172,000 acres located within the

Black River watershed. 0.8% = Wild,

. Conservation,
2.0% Forest, & Parks

Land uses in the Black River

Black River Watershed Management Plan watershed
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TOPOGRAPHY
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The Black River watershed comprises a o
- 2

wide range of topographies, from
generally flat and rolling hills to steep

Independence :

slopes and rocky outcroppings.

HERKIMER €O W

Elevations range from 246 feet mean sea
level (msl) at the river’s mouth, to 3,771

feet msl in the Adirondack Mountains.

Topography can impact the land uses

that are specific to a particular locality or
region. Lower elevations are often characterized by broad,

flat plains traversed by meandering rivers and streams that
deposit highly fertile soils during episodic flood events. The

result is that these are often the most suitable areas for agriculture.
Additionally, the higher elevations of the Black River watershed
comprise a considerable percentage of steep slopes, making urban-style
development much more difficult than at the lower elevations. The result of these
factors is that the subwatersheds located at lower elevations are much more

intensively developed than those at the higher elevations, which has serious

implications for water quality.

LAND COVER

Land cover considers what is covering the
ground in a particular area and is not
constrained by parcel boundaries. Both
land use and land cover are primary drivers
affecting water quality, exerting
considerable influence on the chemical,
physical, and biological characteristics of
waterbodies.

The single largest land cover type in the
Black River watershed is forest, covering almost 700,000 acres
(57 percent). Wetland and agricultural areas are the next largest
cover types, comprising approximately 212,320 acres (17
percent) and 142,335 acres (12 percent), respectively. Areas
classified as urban account for only 2 percent, or 20,806 acres,
of land in the Black River watershed.

Black River Watershed Management Plan
Executive Summary




Water Quality
in the

Watershed

While most of the basin is characterized by waters of good to excellent quality, the Black Wetlands purify and slow the flow

of water off the land, controlling

River watershed still has problems with water quality. Based on the New York State flood water and pollutants

Priority Waterbodies List for 2006 (PWL), more than 2,500 miles (67.3 percent) of
streams within the Black River watershed have been assessed for impairments. Of these
more than 2,500 miles, approximately 10 percent are considered impaired (well

documented water quality problems), while an additional 20 percent are listed as having Let us have a splendid

minor impacts (less severe water quality impacts). legacy for our children.

.. let us turn to them

According to the PWL, the most prevalent of the water quality problems stem from and say 'this you inherit

atmospheric deposition and acid precipitation (i.e., acid rain), accounting for more than and guard it well, for it
90 percent of lake impairments and nearly 30 percent of stream impairments within the is far more precious
watershed. The most frequently cited sources of water quality impairments elsewhere in than money . . . and

the basin by the PWL include agriculture and failing septic systems. Nonpoint source once it is destroyed,

pollution (e.g., pollution in runoff) from nature's beauty cannot
agricultural operations primarily consists of be repurchased at any
sediments, nutrients, and pesticides. Point price.”

source (e.g., single identifiable localized source
of pollution) pollution from agricultural — Ansel Adams
operations primarily comes from animal waste
emanating from confined animal feeding

operations (CAFOs).

Additional water quality problems listed in the
PWL include inadequate or nonexistent
municipal wastewater treatment facilities,
municipal stormwater sewer systems, combined
sewer overflows (CSOs), sanitary sewer overflows
(SSOs), and silviculture (i.e., tree farms). In the

nast, soil erosion from various forestry operations

nas also contributed to water quality impairment.

Black River Watershed Management Plan
Executive Summary



Important

First, what is Stewardship?

Stewardship, as it relates to watershed
management and water quality, is a
principle that advocates for the

cooperative planning and

management of natural resources by

individuals, communities, organizations, agencies, and other interested parties to

improve water quality and ensure the long-term sustainability of the watershed.

Why is watershed stewardship important?

Not only does stewardship protect and preserve the multiple environmental functions
provided by the watershed’s natural resources, it also preserves the beauty of the
watershed, from its lowland valleys to its forested highlands. As watershed stewardship is
cooperative by its very nature, it ensures a comprehensive approach that identifies and
integrates goals from its various participants (improving water quality, sustainable working
forests). By preserving and protecting your watershed resources, we ensure they can be

enjoyed by future generations.

How do | become a watershed steward?

Whether you reside in the watershed or just visit, use
your land for timber production, pursue active
recreation, participate in the construction industry,
manage a resource agency, are a municipal official, or
farm in the watershed, you are all stewards of the
Black River watershed. Without you, ensuring its

long-term sustainability will not be possible. The

following pages provide the various roles and
stewardship activities that members in each of these
groups can undertake to become active watershed
stewards and make appositive contribution to

watershed health

Black River Watershed Management Plan
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Municipal Officials —

Your Decisions Matter

As the New York State Constitution provides for home
rule, the primary authority for guiding community

planning and development is vested in cities, towns

and villages. This provides local municipalities with the power to define how their

community grows, or doesn’t grow.

Watershed management is more complicated as political boundaries do not coincide with
watershed boundaries. This increases the complexity of implementing recommendations
and strategies to improve water quality. The central role of local government leadership
in watershed protection cannot be overstated. Without the necessary leadership, water

quality in the Black River watershed may decline.

To improve water quality in the watershed, municipal officials should implement the

following recommendations:

Sign on to a Memorandum of Understanding and Provide Representation on an

Intermunicipal Coordinating Organization

The Intermunicipal Coordinating Organization (ICO) would consist of representatives
(preferably elected officials) from each of the municipalities located within the Black River
watershed, as well as members from the County Soil & Water Conservation Districts. The
purpose would be to maintain and enhance the high water quality through education,
research, restoration and, if necessary, regulation. The ICO would be responsible for
directing limited resources to the most high priority projects and would also work to
identify funding sources and opportunities. The ICO could also act as an informational

clearinghouse for watershed information.

Coordinate and cooperate with other municipal officials, regional planning

organizations, and relevant agencies to implement water quality recommendations

Efforts designed to improve water quality in the basin will require the cooperation
between its many stakeholders. Improving basin water quality will not be possible
without such collaboration. Much of this coordination will occur through the framework

of the WAC as it implements the watershed management plan recommendations.

Black River Watershed Management Plan
Executive Summary

Farm tour in Lewis County with
NYS Senator Joseph Griffo and

other local officials

PRIMARY
RECOMMENDATIONS

Sign on to a Memorandum of
Understanding and Provide
Representation on an
Intermunicipal Coordinating
Organization

Coordinate and cooperate
with other municipal officials,
regional planning
organizations, and other
agencies to implement water
quality recommendations

Incorporate effective water
quality practices into your
local regulatory structure

ldentify approaches for
watershed management to
ensure that no one
community is bearing the
burden for improving water
quality in the watershed

Adopt improved maintenance
practices for County and
Town highway departments
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