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As Adirondack Reserve Grows, 
Asking How Wild It Should 
Stay 
By LISA W. FODERARO 
MINERVA, N.Y. — A 250-foot waterfall, one of the tallest in the Northeast, 
tumbles over giant slabs of marble. A chain of 13 crystalline lakes and ponds 
teems with bass and lake trout. A 10-mile stretch of the Hudson River gorge 
winds through dense stands of hemlock, white pine and red maple. 

These natural features make up the more than 21,000 acres of the Adirondacks 
that were recently purchased by New York State from the Nature Conservancy, 
a nonprofit organization. By October, the land will be entirely opened to the 
public for the first time in more than a century. It is now part of the forest 
preserve, allowing visitors to experience a resplendent landscape in the heart of 
the six-million-acre state park. 

But while environmentalists, town officials, paddlers, boaters, hikers and 
snowmobilers have embraced the pristine wilderness, they now find themselves 
in a tug of war over how the land should be enjoyed. Should it be reserved for 
quiet recreation like canoeing, rafting and hiking? Or should it also be open to 
cars, motorboats and Jet Skis? It is a debate that has long torn at the 
Adirondacks, and it revolves around an invisible entity: noise. 

“It is a spectacular resource,” said Joseph Martens, commissioner of the 
state’s Department of Environmental Conservation, of the new forest preserve 
lands. “The challenge is to find a way to make that resource accessible to a wide 
variety of people — meaning the elderly, disabled and families — but that 
doesn’t damage the resource itself. It’s a balancing act. You have to respect both 
objectives.” 
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The question comes down to whether the Adirondack Park Agency, which 
governs land use in the park, should designate the land as “wilderness,” which 
prohibits the use of motorized vehicles, or “wild forest,” which allows them. 

The Nature Conservancy has remained neutral, but several other environmental 
groups, including Protect the Adirondacks, the Adirondack Council and 
the Adirondack Mountain Club, are pressing for a wilderness designation. The 
land was part of a much larger acquisition in 2007 by the Nature Conservancy, 
which purchased 161,000 acres from a local timber company. The $110 million 
deal, which included 90 mountain peaks and 300 lakes and ponds, was hailed as 
a milestone in the history of Adirondack Park, a remote patchwork of private 
and public lands in upstate New York. 

After meeting with local officials and residents, the Nature 
Conservancy decided to preserve 92,000 acres as active timberland through 
sustainable logging, a move that used the state purchase of development rights 
to save both jobs and the land’s open character. 

The group also won a commitment from the state to buy 65,000 acres in 
installments over five years and add them to the forest preserve, which is off-
limits to development and logging. 

This first section to be bought by the state is broken up into a few parcels. The 
debate centers mainly on the largest of them, a 17,320-acre area known as the 
Essex chain of lakes tract, a network of lakes and ponds in Essex County, as 
well as a 925-acre stretch of land along the Indian River. 

There are several different proposals for those two parcels, allowing varying 
levels of motorized access. (Another 2,780 acres that includes the waterfall, 
called OK Slip Falls, would be classified as wilderness under each alternative.) 

In a study of the 200 largest lakes in the Adirondacks, Protect the Adirondacks 
determined that only a dozen were off-limits to motorboats and float planes. 
Half of those were difficult to access, requiring long hikes through woods. The 
group is lobbying for Alternative 1a., which it calls “wilderness with access,” 
allowing visitors of all abilities to park their cars within a short hike of the 
Essex lakes chain. 
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“We have great mountains that are wilderness, and incredible stretches of forest 
that are wild,” said Peter Bauer, executive director of Protect the Adirondacks. 
“But we don’t have that many big lakes where people can get a wilderness 
experience that is timeless.” 

But for other residents and elected officials whose towns encompass the 
recently acquired land, motorized access is seen as critical to revitalizing the 
Adirondacks’ beleaguered economy. “Making those connections is essential to 
building economic opportunity,” said Sue Montgomery Corey, supervisor of the 
town of Minerva, which includes part of both the Essex chain of lakes tract and 
Indian River tract. 

“We would like to be able to snowmobile, ride or hike to the other 
communities,” Ms. Corey said at a public hearing held by the Adirondack Park 
Agency. “Hiking in three miles carrying a canoe from an access point will not 
work for most seniors or most young families.” 

The agency received nearly 4,000 written comments that leaned four to one in 
favor of “wilderness” protection, while spoken testimony tilted slightly in favor 
of “wild forest.” Later this year, the agency will submit a recommendation to 
Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo. In the meantime, the state’s Department of 
Environmental Conservation has weighed in with its own preference: 
Alternative 4b., “wild forest” but with a “special management area” that would 
provide flexibility to limit motor use. 

In a phone interview, Mr. Martens said that the special management area could, 
for instance, give the state leeway to restrict motorboats to those with quiet 
electric engines and allow more motorized access during the less busy “shoulder 
seasons” of spring and fall. 

For the Nature Conservancy, however, the significance of adding tens of 
thousands of acres to the forest preserve transcends the battle over noise versus 
silence, paddles versus propellers. 

“It’s a point that gets forgotten in the classification debate,” said Michelle 
Brown, a conservation scientist for the group’s Adirondack chapter. “This land 
will never be developed or harvested for timber. It’s forever wild.” 
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The Reporter Had a Life Jacket, but the Governor Knew 
How to Ply a Paddle 
By THOMAS KAPLAN 

Nathaniel Brooks for The New 
York TimesThomas Kaplan, a Times reporter, at the front of a canoe on Sunday as Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo assessed his 
paddling skills. 

NORTH HUDSON, N.Y. — Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo positioned himself in the stern of a canoe on 

Sunday while I clung to dry land a few feet away, befuddled by the straps on my life jacket. “We’re 

going to make an outdoorsman out of him,” Mr. Cuomo declared. 

I had been headed back to the lodge that served as Cuomo base camp when the governor 

approached. It was Hour 3 of Mr. Cuomo’s field trip with members of his cabinet and the news media 

to the Boreas Ponds. I had already been on a walk — calling it a hike would be an exaggeration — 

with Joseph J. Lhota, the chairman of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, and the governor 

had been fishing, on an expedition where reporters’ access was limited. (“Don’t call it the ship of 

state,” he exhorted about his vessel.) But now the governor was eager to get back to the water. 

“Do you canoe?” he asked me. 
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I do not. But, taking a lesson from the 21 months I have spent observing Mr. Cuomo field questions, I 

answered a slightly different question. “I’ve kayaked,” I said. (It quickly became apparent that, if I 

did not accept the governor’s invitation, a reporter from The Wall Street Journal was ready to jump 

into the gubernatorial canoe.) 

“Come on, Kaplan,” Mr. Cuomo instructed. 

I got in the boat. 

“This is what you do with an uncooperative reporter: a one-way canoe trip,” Mr. Cuomo announced 

to the journalists on land. (Perhaps his staff members knew something when they asked the 

reporters going on the trip to sign waivers of liability in case of accidents involving canoes — as well 

as cars, vans, motorboats, kayaks, rafts and bicycles.) 

Mr. Cuomo, clad in a “Team Cuomo” Windbreaker (but not a life jacket — a choice the governor 

defended at a news conference Monday), sat in the back. He suggested that my primary 

responsibility was to ensure I did not fall out of the boat. He did not seek to correct my poor paddling 

form — which, in my own defense, was affected by my attempt to hold on to my tape recorder. 

We quickly encountered other canoeists, including Mr. Cuomo’s environmental conservation 

commissioner, Joseph Martens, who yelled out to the governor: “Who’s the guy at the front of the 

boat? He looks like he’s undercover.” 

“State Police,” Mr. Cuomo joked. “I never go anywhere without them.” 

As we paddled – or, more accurately, Mr. Cuomo paddled, and I attempted a movement that 

approximated paddling – the governor said he was very pleased with his outing as a means to talk up 

tourism, to call attention to the state’s purchase of 69,000 acres for conservation in the Adirondacks, 

and to bond with his aides and commissioners. 

A flotilla materialized nearby, some boats piloted by unlikely pairings of Cuomo aides and political 

reporters. (Mr. Cuomo’s spokesman, Josh Vlasto,was described as an “unruly” canoe-mate by his 

canoeing companion, Reid Pillifant, of Capital New York, who said Mr. Vlasto “splashed at least one 

reporter and repeatedly shook our canoe as if to capsize it.”) 

During our 15-minute voyage, Mr. Cuomo demonstrated his political chops by canoeing while 

simultaneously taking questions from reporters. As he paddled, he offered an assessment of the 

scenery (“magnificent”), rebuffed a request from a pair of reporters to race (“No, we’re just here 
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observing the beauty”) and joked about his history with boating (“I’m from a big canoeing family in 

Queens.”) 

Soon, it started to rain. “When the sun goes down, and it starts to rain, it gets cold fast,” Mr. Cuomo 

warned me. It took a few minutes to reach the shore, and the governor continued to talk about the 

weather. “Gotta love it,” he said. “Nothing like cold rain in the Adirondacks.” 
 



To Sell Agenda, Cuomo Puts Team 
on the Road 

 

Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times 

Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, left, with staff members and reporters in the Adirondacks on Sunday. The trip was intended in part 

to promote the area as a tourist destination. 

By THOMAS KAPLAN 
Published: September 23, 2012 

•  

NORTH HUDSON, N.Y. — Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, dressed in khaki cargo pants and a navy 

windbreaker that said “Team Cuomo/We Deliver,” paddled expertly from the rear seat of a 

canoe on Sunday afternoon. He had just gone fishing, catching an eight-inch brook trout, 

and now it was time for another adventure. 

From in the middle of one of the Boreas Ponds, the High Peaks of the Adirondacks offered 

an impressive backdrop. On shore, some of his aides and state commissioners, who had 

arrived with him by bus from the capital, were hiking amid the fall foliage; others piloted 

their own canoes nearby. 
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Mr. Cuomo, who invited a reporter to canoe with him, shouted to his aides as they passed — 

complimenting one for his paddling stroke, teasing another about fishing skills — and he 

marveled at the scenery. 

“You couldn’t really paint this picture,” he said. “Mother Nature has a better brush.” 

The excursion was the most recent example of a theme that has emerged over the first 21 

months of the Cuomo administration: Mr. Cuomo, who was housing secretary under 

President Bill Clinton, has adapted practices he learned from the White House, periodically 

dispatching top officials around the state for activities he hopes will capture the attention of 

the news media and call attention to his administration’s priorities. 

The event on Sunday was intended to promote the Adirondacks as a tourist destination and 

highlight the 69,000 acres the state is acquiring for preservation. Previous activities have 

included storm cleanup in communities damaged by Tropical Storm Irene and volunteer 

work at parks. 

Cabinet officials are often little known outside Albany, but Mr. Cuomo, a Democrat, said he 

had chosen to deploy them for nontraditional activities because he saw that as a way to 

encourage the state’s sprawling government to work together. 

“The best government is a government that works on a horizontal axis, and that approaches 

a problem as one,” the governor said, adding, “To spend four, five hours together in a bus 

today — it sounds horrendous. It actually is horrendous. But on another level, you chat with 

people, you get to see people in a different vein.” 

In one indication of how seriously he takes the effort, in Albany, Mr. Cuomo has created a 

director of cabinet affairs position, which he said he drew from his Clinton days. “That 

would be the person who would call you up and say, ‘We need you to go to Omaha tonight,’ ” 

Mr. Cuomo explained at a cabinet meeting earlier this year. To laughter, he said, “I loved 

that person.” 

Many of the cabinet members’ trips around the state involve giving speeches, explaining and 

promoting elements of the Cuomo agenda — his budget proposal, for example. Mr. Cuomo’s 

administration includes many onetime elected officials, including former mayors of 

Rochester, Schenectady and Syracuse, whose geographic expertise make them ideal 

emissaries. The visits tend to attract positive local news coverage, especially in smaller 

communities upstate. 
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“In New York City, you walk around, you’re not a big shot,” Cesar A. Perales, New York’s 

secretary of state, said. “But you walk around in a place like Waterloo in Seneca County and 

people are so glad to see you.” 

Mr. Perales’s tasks have included serving Thanksgiving dinner at a senior center in Troy and 

wading through flooded food pantries in Westchester County. “I knew not to wear a good 

suit,” he said. 

For the positive publicity, the biggest cost to the Cuomo administration is time. “I’m not 

being Pollyannaish — all of this is more work, and it is on top of what we need to do as 

commissioners for our agencies,” said Rose H. Harvey, the parks commissioner. But she 

credited Mr. Cuomo’s approach with “setting the example that government is more than 

process and bureaucracies and forms.” 

Ms. Harvey recalled being assigned to pulling up a linoleum floor in a flooded farmhouse in 

Schoharie County. Robert L. Megna, the budget director, described shoveling mud out of a 

flooded basement in the Catskills after Tropical Storm Irene and, last spring, sweeping a 

parking lot at a state park in the capital region. 

“I’m a pretty good sweeper, I’ve found,” Mr. Megna said. He noted that his task was 

unusual:“Usually, I’m sitting in front of a computer, not in a guy’s basement helping carry 

mud up the steps, or sweeping the street, or collecting garbage.” 

For the trip to North Hudson, reporters were asked to sign waivers that covered hazards not 

present at the Capitol — like snakes, rockslides and the possibility of hypothermia. 

Mr. Cuomo’s aides and cabinet members had breakfast at the Executive Mansion before 

getting on a bus borrowed from the State University at Albany. Then they transferred to 

vans and were brought to a lodge overlooking the Boreas Ponds, one of the jewels of the new 

land acquisition. 

Cabinet members were offered the chance to go on hikes of varying lengths, or to take 

canoes — an option that was quite popular with administration officials, until a cold drizzle 

forced Mr. Cuomo and others to paddle quickly to shore. 

At one point, four Cuomo aides played horseshoes, while Joseph J. Lhota, whom the 

governor picked to be chairman of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, helped guide 

a group of visitors toward a dam in the Boreas River. Mr. Lhota carried a satellite telephone 



in case of a transit emergency, and as he walked down a narrow dirt road surrounded by a 

thicket of trees, he joked, “I’m looking for where to put the subway.” 
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Swath of the Adirondacks Gains Protection 
By MIREYA NAVARRO 

The Nature ConservancyThe 
Essex Chain of lakes, which is part of the purchase, is expected to attract anglers, boaters and campers once it becomes 
public land. 

 

As anticipated, the state of New York has bought a huge chunk of the Adirondacks and plans to open 

the land to the public for recreational use. 

The state has acquired 69,000 acres for $49.8 million, a sum to be paid out over five years under a 

contract with the Nature Conservancy. The stage was set for the deal in 2007, when the Nature 

Conservancy bought  161,000 acres from Finch Paper to keep development away from land that state 

officials say includes important recreational and environmental assets. 
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The newly purchased property includes 180 miles of rivers and streams; 175 lakes and ponds; 465 

miles of undeveloped shoreline along rivers, streams, lakes and ponds; six mountains taller than 

2,000 feet, and countless smaller hills. 

Most of the land lies within the central lake and tourist region of theAdirondack Park in the towns of 

Newcomb, Indian Lake, North Hudson and Minerva. 

 

“Today’s agreement will make the Adirondack Park one of the most sought-after destinations for 

paddlers, hikers, hunters, sportspeople and snowmobilers,” Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo said in a 

statement announcing the sales agreement with the Nature Conservancy. “Opening these lands to 

public use and enjoyment for the first time in 150 years will provide extraordinary new outdoor 

recreational opportunities, increase the number of visitors to the North Country and generate 

additional tourism revenue,” he said. 

The state must now classify the lands and develop recreational plans to allow public access while 

protecting natural resources, officials said. Public hearings on land uses will be held before final 

approval. 
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A Governor’s Gift to Nature 
Gov. Andrew Cuomo has joined the honor role of governors and conservation 
groups that have stepped forward at critical moments to protect large parts of 
the Adirondacks from commercial development. On Sunday, Mr. Cuomo 
announced that the State of New York had bought 69,000 acres of timberland 
from the Nature Conservancy, including stretches of the upper Hudson River 
watershed. The purchase is the largest single addition in more than a century to 
the state’s “forever wild” forest preserve and will be open to hunting, fishing 
and recreational use but not to homebuilding and logging. 

The $49.8 million deal caps a series of transactions stretching back to the 1990s 
that have protected hundreds of thousands of acres made vulnerable to 
residential development when timber companies decided to sell their land or 
move their operations elsewhere. 

In 2005, for instance, Gov. George Pataki helped broker a deal under which the 
state purchased conservation easements (development rights it never intended to 
use) on more than 100,000 acres belonging to a big timber company called 
Domtar. In 2007, when another timber company, Finch, Pruyn, decided to 
sell, the Nature Conservancy bought 161,000 acres outright. The state purchased 
development rights to 90,000 of those acres in 2010. The latest acquisition 
guarantees protection for the remainder. 

Mr. Cuomo deserves credit for this deal. But his job in the Adirondacks is far 
from over. The rules and regulations of the Adirondacks Parks Agency, which 
essentially acts as the zoning board for the park, badly need updating, and he 
needs to find replacements for five of the agency commissioners whose terms 
are expiring. 

The trick in the Adirondacks has always been to balance the economic needs of 
local communities with the obligation to preserve one of America’s great 
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natural landscapes for present and future generations. As previous governors 
have learned, this tension never goes away. 
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New York State Buys Conservation Rights for 89,000 Acres of 
Forest 

By JUSTIN GILLIS 

Fred R. Conrad/The 
New York Times  
In 2007, the Nature 
Conservancy bought 
161,000 acres of 
forest in the 
Adirondacks from the 
Finch, Pruyn paper 
company for $110 
million. 

 

 

 

 

 

The state of New York paid $30 million on Friday to secure extensive 
conservation rights on 89,000 acres of forest in the Adirondacks, another big 
step toward protecting lands once owned by the Finch paper company. 

In exchange for the payment, the state got a legal document known as a 
conservation easement from the Nature Conservancy, the environmental 
group that in the past several years brokered a complex deal to save a huge 
bloc of Finch lands from development. 

The latest transaction will result in improved public access to thousands of 
acres of forest, the Nature Conservancy said. It includes provisions for a better 
network of snowmobile trails in the region, important to the winter tourist 
economies of several small towns. The plan, approved by 27 towns on or near 
the former Finch lands, relieves some villages of having to make annual lease 
payments for snowmobile trails. 

“It’s a very exciting day for us, and I think a really strategic investment by the 
state of New York in the Adirondack economy, and really, the tourism 



economy of the state,” said Michael T. Carr, executive director of the 
Adirondack chapter of the Nature Conservancy.  

In coordination with the state, the Nature Conservancy paid $110 million in 
2007 to buy 161,000 acres of forest from the paper manufacturer Finch, 
Pruyn, with the intention of preventing the property from being carved up into 
lots and sold off for development. 

The environmental group sold 92,000 acres to a Danish pension fund, with 
the understanding that selective logging, under strict environmental 
standards, would be allowed in some areas. The Nature Conservancy retained 
a conservation easement on 89,000 of those acres, specifying protection of 
various sorts, and it is these rights that it has now sold to the state. 

“This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the state, the Nature 
Conservancy and local governments to work together to achieve a remarkable 
combination of economic and environmental benefits for the region and the 
state,” Stuart F. Gruskin, executive deputy of New York’s Department of 
Environmental Conservation, said in a statement. “The conservation easement 
acquired today is a terrific investment from any perspective — it supports 
sustainable forestry and economic development in the North Country, protects 
critically important land, and creates new eco-tourism and recreational 
opportunities.” 

Of the original purchase of 161,000 acres, the Nature Conservancy retains 
about 65,000 acres of the most environmentally sensitive lands, and New 
York state is expected to buy that property in stages over the coming years, as 
funds permit, making it state forest land. 

Mr. Carr said the conservation easement contains an innovative provision 
meant to allow biologists of the future greater flexibility in coping with climate 
change. With species expected to migrate north and to migrate higher up 
mountain slopes in a warming world, the conservation easement requires 
biological monitoring and a re-examination of management plans for the 
property, allowing for course corrections to be made if plants or animals 
require greater protection. 

• Copyright 2011 The New York Times Company 
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