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Origins of the 
Tug Hill Commission

• Temporary State Commission on Tug Hill, 1972

• Assemblyman Crawford and Dr. Richard Mark were the 
architects

• Then Senator Barclay introduced the legislation in the senate

• Established to follow natural boundaries and called for a study 
of the area “which shall include, but not be limited to, the 
conservation and development of the natural resources of the 
region, notably the flora, fauna, scenic beauty and 
environmental purity, the strengthening of cultural resources 
social organization, economy and general well-being of the 
rural communities.”



• A non-regulatory state agency with a mission “to enable 
local governments, private organizations, and 
individuals to shape the future of the Tug Hill region, 
and to demonstrate and communicate ways that this 
can be done by other rural areas.”

• In 1998, Article 37 of Executive Law reaffirmed the 
commission, became an executive agency, 
administratively tied to the NYS Department of State

• No regulatory authority; grassroots, locally driven

• Governed by a board of 9 unpaid volunteers who must be 
residents of the region

• Staff of 15 serving a region of 41 towns containing 18 
villages, plus, with a combined population of ~100,000 
people, 50 people per square mile

• Provide day-to-day assistance to local governments, and 
in turn leverage conservation and sustainable 
development that benefits the region and state

Today’s Tug Hill Commission

Carl Heilman II



Tug Hill region of New York covers 
2,100 square miles between Lake 
Ontario and the Adirondack 
Mountains.
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The Tug Hill Model - Councils of 
Governments



So, what is a 
Council of 
Governments 
(COG)?

• Cooperative of municipalities formed based 
on a common factor such as regional 
planning goals, watersheds, natural features 
or identity 

• Independent units of government which 
operate based on Inter-Municipal 
Agreements (IMAs) allowed under General 
Municipal Law Article 5G

• Have bylaws, policies and procedures which 
further define operation including objectives, 
goals, membership, officers, finances etc.



So, what is a 
Council of 
Governments 
(COG)?

• Funded by municipal dues and supported by 
Tug Hill Commission staffing

• Have a designated fiscal officer/municipality 
who handles financial matters at the approval 
of the COG membership

• COGs are valued as: 

• Representative of their member municipalities and 
citizens in their communities; 

• Responsive to the needs of their communities and the 
people they serve; 

• Responsible for their self-governance and in 
establishing policies and priorities for their work; and, 

• Regional in recognizing that they have commonality 
with all communities in the Tug Hill region and strive to 
acknowledge the ties that bind them. 



Cooperative 
Planning Boards

1974

Cooperative Tug Hill 
Planning Board, 9 towns

1976

Salmon Rivers 
Cooperative Planning 
Board

1977

North Shore and 
Jefferson County 
Snowbelt Cooperative 
Planning Board



Council Communities 
Served

Cooperative Tug Hill 
Council

17 Towns
5 Villages

North Shore Council of 
Governments

2 Towns
2 Villages

Northern Oneida County 
Council of Governments

12 Towns 
5 Villages

River Area Council of 
Governments

6 Towns 
6 Villages

Salmon Rivers Council of 
Governments

5 Towns
2 Villages



So, what is a 
Circuit Rider?

• An advisor who provides technical assistance 
with general advice on policies and programs

• A consultant who can conduct research, 
prepare proposals, prepare grants, find answers

• A facilitator to help local officials assess their 
needs and offer advice and assistance specific 
to problems

• The link between local officials, municipalities 
and the Tug Hill Commission's office staff – the 
"feet on the ground"  

• Each Council of Governments (COG) has a 
Circuit Rider assigned to them



Foundations of the 
Circuit Rider Program
• CIRCUIT RIDERS:  1977 – First Circuit 

Rider hired
• PLANNING:  1976 – First Tug Hill 

Resource Management Plan 
produced

• TRAINING:  1980 – First Local 
Government Conference, 125 
attendees

• Cooperative Planning Boards 
become Councils of Government



Today’s Tug Hill 
Commission 
Circuit Rider 
Facts

• Attend town & village meetings to share information 
and gather requests for technical and planning 
assistance (the four Tug Hill Circuit Riders cover 
over 1,000 meetings per year!)

• Provide opportunities for intermunicipal 
communication and cooperation

• Listening for:

• Recurrent themes/concerns
• Need for assistance with 

process/procedures
• Need for assistance with training
• Funding sources for projects
• Opportunities for collaboration/service 

sharing



Origins of the 
Cooperative Tug Hill Council

• Formed in 1974 as the Cooperative Tug Hill Planning Board

• Originally, nine towns in four counties

• Focus on comprehensive planning

• Response to development threats such as Horizon 
Corporation, and creation of the Temporary State 
Commission on Tug Hill

• Fear of another situation like the Adirondacks – “It’s zone or 
be zoned.”

• 1988 name and structure changed to Cooperative Tug Hill 
Council

• Program expanded to also include training, community 
development, grant writing, etc.



Tug Hill Resource Management Plan
• Recognized shared natural resources – 

watersheds, forests

• Originally approved in 1976

• Common interests overcame jurisdictional 
boundaries

• Towns best to decide their future

• Working together created strength in numbers

• Implementation costs less with joint action

• Set regional goals and blueprint for individual 
codes

• Last updated in 2017



Planning Accord for Tug Hill
• Work began in 1990 in response to a landfill 

proposal by a government agency

• Designed to alert governmental agencies of a 
comprehensive plan and to preserve special 
areas as designated by the local government in a 
local reserve plan

• Consultation requirement

• Led to passage of Tug Hill Reserve Act by State 
Legislature (Chapter 486 of the Laws of 1992)

• The act recognized the region as having natural 
resources of statewide and national significance 
and allowed for the protection of areas by local 
reserve plan by a Tug Hill Council of Government



Salmon Rivers 
Council of Governments 

• Formed in 1976 as the Salmon Rivers Cooperative Planning 
Board and later restructured as a council of governments

• Over the years has contained 5 towns and 3 villages, lost 
one village to dissolution and one town to a different COG. 
Recently added a town and a village

• Currently 5 towns and 2 villages located in Oswego County 
along the Salmon River corridor

• Traditionally has had a special interest in Salmon River 
issues such as water quality, water level management, 
waterfront access, fishery issues and economic 
development potential related to be riverfront communities

• Home of the Salmon River, Salmon River Reservoir and 
Salmon River Falls, a NYS Fish Hatchery and the Happy 
Valley WMA 



North Shore 
Council of Governments 

• Formed in 1977 as the North Shore Cooperative Planning 
Board and later restructured as a council of governments

• Over the years has consisted of 4 towns and 2 villages. One 
town moved to a different COG and one withdrew

• Currently 2 towns and 2 villages located in Oswego County 
along the north shore of Oneida Lake

• Traditionally has had a special interest in Oneida Lake issues 
such as water quality, water level management, waterfront 
access and economic development potential for lake front 
communities 



North Shore Council of Governments 
Shared Projects

In preparation for a large proposed 
chip factory in the area:

• Economic Resiliency and Recovery 
Plan

• NYS Rt. 49 traffic study 
• Potential regional wastewater 

project



Northern Oneida county 
Council of Governments 

• Formed in 1981 as a council of governments for the 
smaller and more rural communities in northern Oneida 
County

• Currently consists of 12 towns and 5 villages and over the 
years has lost 3 villages to dissolutions

• Located in the southeast side of the Tug Hill Plateau and 
is the most populous of the Tug Hill COGs

• Provide a collaborative voice on critical issues and help 
the communities protect what they value through a home 
rule approach



Northern Oneida County Council of governments 
shared projects

• Have purchased GPS units 
and provide staff to help 
member municipalities 
locate and map their 
infrastructure

• Have also completed multi-
municipality archives grants, 
digitizing vital records



River Area 
Council of Governments 

• The youngest of the Tug Hill COGs formed in 2000 in 
response to economic concerns associated with the 
closing of two major industries in the original towns and 
villages

• Originally 2 towns and 2 villages in Jefferson County
• Currently 6 towns and 6 villages located along the Black 

River corridor in Jefferson and Lewis Counties
• Mission is to identify opportunities for cooperation that 

will enhance quality of life and improve service delivery 
within their municipalities



River Area Council of 
Governments shared 

projects
• Annual economic visioning sessions

• LED streetlight conversion and Smart City 
Technology project

• COG hosted municipal websites

• Promotional video highlighting the communities 

• Online community resources maps



Providing Necessary Services in Rural Areas
Cooperation within and between Councils of Government 

Member Municipalities

• Zoning  
• Cooperative Zoning Boards of Appeal – currently 3 operating in the region, with administrative 

assistance provided by circuit riders
• Fire and Emergency Medical Services

• Shared ambulance corps
• Shared fire protection districts

• Highway Departments
• Shared highway labor through shared service agreements – road maintenance, trucking, as 

well as shared purchasing of materials and equipment through intermunicipal agreement
• Road maintenance agreements on border roads 

• Other shared municipal officers
• Combined town clerk/tax collectors
• Assessors
• Dog control officers
• Code enforcements officers
• Zoning enforcement officers



Providing Necessary Services in Rural Areas
Cooperation within and between Councils of Government 

Member Municipalities

• Planning
• Shared town/village planning boards
• Multi-municipality comprehensive plans
• Shared solar overlay and prime ag land zones and 

definitions
• Justice courts

• Two court consolidations under Uniform Justice Court Act 
106b (one combined court-one judge) involving five towns

• Two legislation changes to residency requirements 
allowing shared justice from neighboring towns within the 
county



tughill.org



Thank You!
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