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Open space conservation planning has been a topic of discussion in 

Bethlehem for over a decade, and has been a focus of numerous committees, 

meetings, focus groups and written reports.  A consistent recommendation 

found in these efforts, from the 2005 Comprehensive Plan to the 2014 Open 

Space Program Resolution, has been the development of conservation criteria 

to evaluate conservation opportunities when they arise.  As a result, in 

February 2017 the town hired M.J. Engineering and Land Surveying, P.C. (MJ) 

to assist the town planning department in the development of conservation 

criteria and ultimately, this open space plan. This open space plan document 

describes how the town first developed four open space conservation values 

maps; then a list of 25 conservation criteria; and finally, a GIS-based conservation analysis tool to inform ongoing current 

and future open space conservation tools in town.  With the assistance of the Conservation Easement Review Board the 

following was prepared: 

Implementation of the conservation values maps, conservation criteria, and conservation analysis tool will occur through 
ongoing use by the Town Board, Planning Board, Planning Department staff, and the Conservation Easement Review 
Board.  The conservation criteria and analysis tool will prepare and guide the town in responding to landowner-initiated 
ƛƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ 
Further, it will inform the use of limited financial resources and direct future funds to the conservation of open space 
land that will have the most beneficial impact town-wide.  Having this open space plan in place will also support town 
applications for state, regional and federal grant funding for conservation implementation.   
 

Implementation can be achieved through current conservation tools as follows: 
1. Conservation Easement Exemption program: If a landowner applies to the ǘƻǿƴΩǎ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘion Easement 

Exemption program, the Conservation Criteria and the Conservation Analysis Tool will inform the Conservation 

Easement Review Board about the conservation benefits of the land.  The CEE program invites interested/willing 

landowners with 5 acres or more of open space to apply for tax exemptions in exchange for placing a 

conservation easement on their land for a certain period of time (from 15 years to perpetuity).  

Executive Summary 

1. An updated, town-wide open space inventory and database, as illustrated in four Open Space 

Conservation Values Maps:  

a. Community Character 

b. Recreation and Greenways  

c. Forests, Fields and Wildlife Ecosystems  

d. Natural Water systems: Streams, Wetlands and the Hudson River   

2. A list of data-driven Conservation Criteria (25) with which to evaluate open space land for its 

conservation values. 

3. An effective, flexible, data-based method - the GIS Conservation Analysis Tool - to evaluate, numerically 

score, and prioritize the conservation of open space land.  

 

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/8791
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/8791
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2. Conservation within the development process: The Conservation Criteria and the Conservation Analysis Tool 

can inform, where appropriate, the support of Conservation Subdivision or Planned Development District 

projects within the tƻǿƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ administered by the Planning Board. These design 

options that include density incentives can help to conserve priority open space areas, while clustering 

development in less sensitive areas on the development site. 

3. Partnerships with local land trusts (MHLC, Scenic Hudson, or 

other): If a landowner is interested in conservation, but the 

situation is more suitably handled through a land trust, or a 

partnership with a land trust, the town can foster that 

collaboration. Additionally, if a Conservation Easement, 

Conservation Subdivision or Planned Development District results 

in the conservation of land that is most effectively owned and/or 

managed by a land trust, the town can work with the land trust to 

facilitate that result.    

Potential future implementation tools that would need funding, and could include the 

development of a dedicated open space fund: 
1. Conservation through purchase development rights (PDR): If a private landowner expresses interest in selling 

their development rights to the town, the Conservation Criteria and Conservation Analysis Tool will inform the 

conservation benefits of the land.  In this case, the land remains under private ownership and thus, ongoing 

stewardship and maintenance costs are incurred by the landowner.   

2. Conservation through purchase of land: If a private landowner expresses an interest in selling their land to the 

town for conservation, the Conservation Criteria and the Conservation Analysis Tool will inform the open space 

benefits of the land. If the town purchases land, there may need to be a land management and stewardship plan 

in place, and potentially funding to support that ongoing stewardship, whether the land is maintained directly by 

the town, or if there is an agreement with a land trust for ongoing stewardship.   

This current open space planning process included public engagement and the gathering of public comments at several 

ǎǘŀƎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ ŀǘ CƛǾŜ wƛǾŜǊǎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ /ŜƴǘŜǊΣ ŀ ά{ŎŜƴƛŎ .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳ 

tƘƻǘƻ {ǳǊǾŜȅέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ƻŦ άǎŎŜƴƛŎ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎέ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴΤ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

for discussions with town staff on three summer Saturdays at the Delmar Farmers Market; maps, displays and 

opportunity for comment at the public library during the months of July and November 2017; several public 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǿƴ .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǳǇŘŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ Open Space Planning webpage; a Town Board 

member and ecologist-led kayak eco-tour on the Hudson River; and a dedicated email for comments at 

OpenSpace@townofbethlehem.org. The public engagement efforts highlighted the understanding that voluntary 

participation by interested landowners is key if the Town is to have success in open space conservation.  The 

conservation criteria and analysis tool has been developed to be flexible and revisited as time goes on.  By regularly 

using the conservation planning tools in the appropriate situations, the town can maximize conservation at several levels 

that ultimately will aim to strike a sustainable balance of both developed and open space land, maintaining the 

ecological integrity and community character enjoyed by all of us.    During implementation of this open space plan, 

ongoing public engagement efforts are recommended to inform the public about conservation achievements and the 

various conservation tools and options that are available through the town. Going forward, if the town desires to 

purchase land or development rights it will need to raise funding.  In order to do this, residents will need to decide how 

to effectively and fairly collect these funds to be used solely for the purchase of open space.  These monies will need to 

be kept in a fund in advance of conservation opportunities so that when priority conservation land becomes available for 

sale, the town is ready to act in a timely manner. 

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/documentcenter/view/2039
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/documentcenter/view/2039
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/783/Open-Space-Planning
mailto:OpenSpace@townofbethlehem.org
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Bethlehem is a unique place where people want to live and where businesses 

continue to thrive.  .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳΩǎ Comprehensive Plan vision for the town in the 

year 2020 reflects on Bethlehem as a community of attractive residential 

neighborhoods, vibrant hamlets, successful mixed-use commercial centers, 

modern industrial facilities, and productive rural lands.  A balance between 

development and open space conservation is critical for the continued 

achievement of this vision.  Over the years, the town has lost a good deal of its 

open space to the development of housing, industry, commerce and other land 

uses, many of which support and add value to the community.  Developed areas 

in town are important because they provide places for people to live and work, 

they provide nearby businesses and restaurants offering opportunities for local 

shopping and socializing. Developed land can also help to balance the tax base 

for town residents.   

At the same time, important open spaces that are kept in a natural, 

undeveloped state are also essential to conserve in town, not only because they 

serve as valuable recreational and scenic resources, and link us to our culture 

and history, but open spaces also ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ ǘƘŀǘ protect water and air quality, as well as wildlife 

habitat, biodiversity and public health. The full composite of these town features, both developed and undeveloped, 

ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ƻǳǊ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ōƻǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜΦ  The risks of NOT 

conserving open spaces provides a picture of what Bethlehem could look like if we made no effort to conserve land. 

Losing key open spaces could potentially lead to increased traffic congestion, loss of our natural systems and habitat, 

increased cost of community services and infrastructure maintenance, the increase of potential human-wildlife conflicts 

as animals will have less space to live, and a loss of farmland, community character and scenic beauty.  Open space 

planning does not aim to stop or curtail development activity, or to limit or curtail the rights of private landowners.  The 

town must find creative economic and other incentives to make it financially desirable to conserve open space in its 

undeveloped state.  

Benefits of Conserving Open Spaces 

¶ Natural Systems Services: clean water, clean air, 

temperature cooling, farming, forestry, flood reduction, 

Ŏƻǎǘ ǎŀǾƛƴƎǎ όƭŜǎǎ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊŜŘ άŦƛȄŜǎέύΦ 

¶ Climate change resilience. 

¶ Wildlife habitat, biodiversity, and decreased 

wildlife/human conflict. 

¶ Community cost savings: open land costs town less than 

development, helps to balance the tax base. 

¶ Quality of life and public health: water quality, air quality, 

local food, recreation, greenways, trails. 

¶ Community character: forests, farmland, diversity in 

landscape, connection to history, recreation opportunities, 

scenic beauty. 

Risks of Not Conserving Open Spaces 

¶ Loss of community character and scenic beauty provided by 

forests, fields, wetlands.  

¶ Further reduction of local agricultural lands and working 

landscapes.  

¶ Climate change vulnerability. 

¶ Less places for wildlife to live and travel; increase in human-

wildlife conflicts. 

¶ Residential development, particularly single family homes, is a 

net loss to town taxpayers because more is spent on services 

than collected in taxes.  

¶ Missed opportunities for mitigating traffic increases, potential 

traffic congestion, and infrastructure construction and 

maintenance needs (water, sewer, stormwater, etc.). 

 

I. The Purpose of Open Space Planning ς finding the balance between 

development and conservation open space land 

 

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/2047
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So how does the town both manage growth while also conserving valuable open spaces that are important to the 

town when these seem like opposing goals?   

¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳΩǎ ƳƛȄ ƻŦ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

and important open spaces is being prepared with a plan and an 

implementation program that include: an open space inventory, a list 

of data-driven conservation criteria, and a method to evaluate and 

prioritize conservation opportunities that arise within the town.  To be 

successful the Town needs a set of flexible conservation 

implementation tools that include financial incentives for landowners 

and developers, so that when conservation opportunities arise, the 

town can be ready to respond efficiently and effectively.  By regularly 

using these thoughtful conservation planning tools in the appropriate 

situations, the town can maximize conservation at several levels that 

ultimately will aim to strike a sustainable balance of both developed and open space land, maintaining the ecological 

integrity and community character enjoyed by all of us.     

Several past focus groups and surveys, as well as recent public comments, show that as a community, residents 
ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŜ .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳΩǎ ƻǇen space and natural resources. While many residents agree that the 
existence of our open spaces makes Bethlehem a special place now, they are also mindful of the development pressures 
that inevitably face a desirable community like Bethlehem.  Growth trends in the past several decades show consistent 
and ongoing development, and that is predicted to continue as more people want to live and work in Bethlehem (see 
CPAC presentation on Demographic and Development Trends Overview showing trends from 1990-2011).  
 
This document sets forth a plan for the implementation of open space conservation utilizing conservation criteria. This 
ǘƻƻƭ ƛǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳΩǎ open space program.  Additionally, the document outlines a variety of incentive-
based conservation tools (current and future), that can be used either town-wide or on a case-by-case basis, to help 
ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ future growth with thoughtful, data-driven and well-planned conservation going forward.  
 
Overcoming challenges of conserving open space in Bethlehem: Private landowners with large acreage of open space 

are often burdened with maintenance costs (fencing, brush hogging, etc.), and issues with illegal 

trespassing and dumping, sometimes making it difficult to keep land in open space. Farmers 

face challenges with an aging population, few young people interested in farming, and the lack 

of a local agricultural economy and farm services.  The current competitive regional and local 

real estate market can present a challenge 

to these landowners who often feel 

pressure to sell to developers (it is their 

right to do so, but it is a challenge if that is 

not their desire).  Running parallel to 

maintaining land in an open space state, the town is a desirable 

place to live and is faced with the challenges of attracting the right 

blend of commercial development to locate in town to balance a 

heavily residential tax base.  All of these factors combined create 

obstacles for open space conservation. This open space plan does 

not solve all of these challenges, but provides the next steps and 

tools to continue to address them.   

άThe purpose of open space 

planning is to ensure that future 

consumption of land for 

development is balanced with the 

conservation of land for its open 

ǎǇŀŎŜ ǾŀƭǳŜΦέ  

Citizens Advisory Committee on Conservation, 2009, 

Recommendations on Open Space Needs and 

Opportunities.  

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/1420
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/1420
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¶ Working with interested and willing private open space landowners: The town and its residents appreciate and 
respect the landowners in Bethlehem who currently maintain large - anywhere from five to hundreds of acres - 
tracts of open space land. These families have often been living here and stewarding this valued open space in 
the community for decades, and often for generations. If open space landowners wish to keep their land in open 
space, but due to financial difficulties are having trouble doing so, the town would like to work with them to 
conserve their land. The whole community benefits from this partnership. Keeping in mind that most of the 
open space land in Bethlehem is in private ownership, and that private landowner rights are paramount, 
potential opportunities for conservation will need to be initiated by interested landowners.  Conservation 
opportunities will occur only when landowners desire for the town to help them conserve their land, and where 
there is mutual benefit for the landowner and the town (currently through a Conservation Easement Exemption, 
and potentially in the future through Purchase of Development Rights or land purchase).  
 

¶ Working with the agricultural community: Combined 

with the open space stewardship and management 

challenges mentioned above, farmers in our community 

face additional issues based on the fact that their land, 

and its production, is part or all of their livelihood.  Large 

tracts of land in Bethlehem historically were used for 

farming. The farming economy has changed over the 

decades, making it difficult for farmers to keep land open 

and in the agricultural business.  Interviews of 11 

Bethlehem farmers summarized in the 2009 Agriculture 

and Farmland Protection Plan help us to understand the 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŀƎƛƴƎ ŦŀǊƳ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

opinion about future of farming potential in town.  These interviews 

indicate a generally pessimistic outlook on local future farming potential 

and soils data in the report show a local lack of good soils for farming 

(food crop). However, interested landowners with financial incentives 

could find innovative ways to keep Bethlehem land in production (food, fiber, livestock, flowers, forestry, agro-

tourism, etc.).  If town residents continue to express an interest in supporting local farmers and local production 

of food and other farm products, the town could establish resources to facilitate the connection of landowners 

and farmers/producers when these opportunities exist, and bolster the necessary nearby farm support services, 

to keep local land in farming.  See Attachment 11 for some regional projects and ideas illustrating how the town 

could assist in the rejuvenation of agricultural economy and help to keep agricultural open space conserved and 

viable.  

 

¶ Working with developers:  When land is sold or slated for 
development, in many cases there is   still opportunity for open 
space conservation.  The town can incentivize conservation 
subdivision (CS) site designs or planned development districts 
(PDD) that will provide mutual benefit for conservation and 
for the developer (as key natural areas are conserved and 
development is concentrated, sometimes with increased 
density, on less sensitive areas).   
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Open space conservation planning has been a topic of discussion in Bethlehem for over a decade, and has been a focus 

of numerous committees, meetings, surveys, focus groups and written reports.  This Open Space Conservation 

Implementation Plan draws directly from the recommendations of these past efforts, and provides the logical next step 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ planning and program implementation efforts.  A brief history of these open space planning 

efforts in town is summarized below.   

 

In August 2005, the Town of Bethlehem adopted its first-ever Comprehensive Plan. The adoption culminated an 

eighteen month public process and conversation about the future of the community. One recommendation of the 2005 

Comprehensive Plan was for the Town Board to consider the creation of a Farmland and Open Space Protection 

Program. Another recommendation of the Comprehensive Plan was to establish a Citizens Advisory Committee on 

Conservation (CACC), which was established by the Town Board in 2006 to explore conservation projects, and 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άhǇŜƴ {ǇŀŎŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ tǊƻƎǊŀƳs ς 

CǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻƻƭǎ wŜǇƻǊǘέ, which presents an overview of open space funding methods, programs, and sources 

applicable to the Town, and will continue to provide useful information to the town in the near future as it considers 

future land purchase or purchase of development rights funding. ¢ƘŜ /!//Ωǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ 

(and gave an example of) a conservation criteria list to help evaluate and prioritize conservation lands, which is a 

direct product of this Open Space Conservation Implementation Plan.  
 
Shortly thereafter, in 2007, the Comprehensive Plan Oversight 

Committee (CPOC) was formed to help guide the Town Board in 

the implementation of the Comprehensive Plan. That same year, 

the CPOC recommended the Town Board initiate the farmland and 

open space planning process. In early 2008, the Town Board 

authorized the development of a Farmland and Open Space 

Protection Program. The effort resulted in two products in the 

ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ƻŦ нллфΥ ŀ άRecommendations on Open Space Needs and 

Opportunities ReportέΣ ŀƴŘ an άAgricultural and Farmland 

Protection Planέ. The Open Space Report and the Agricultural and 

Farmland Protection Plan were conducted in tandem and there was 

An Open Space Plan should include: 
¶ Maps that depict open space types and 

categories, 

¶ A method of prioritization and resource 

valuation criteria and data, 

¶ A delineation of conservation priorities. 

 

From /!//Ωǎ (2009) Recommendations on Open Space 

Needs and Opportunities Report. 

 

II. Background of Open Space Planning ς past efforts and recommendations 

 

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/2047
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/3811
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/3811
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/3829
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/3829
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/3805
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/3805
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/3772
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/3772
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opportunity for concurrent public dialogue on both efforts during several public meetings.  The Open Space Report 

contained several goals and recommendations that are served by this Open Space Plan.   

The Report states that a future open space plan should include maps that include depictions of open space types and 

categories, a method of prioritization and resource valuation criteria and data, and a delineation of conservation 

priorities. The Report also provided an example of a conservation criteria list for prioritization of open space lands, 

which was reviewed for the development of the Conservation Criteria List in this Plan.  The Agricultural and Farmland 

Protection Plan set forth several goals and recommendations that should be included in ongoing conservation planning 

ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΥ άǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ  ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ complement 

agriculture, and provide voluntary incentives (term conservation easement exemptions and purchase of development 

ǊƛƎƘǘǎ όt5wύ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎύ ŦƻǊ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέΦ   

In 2012, the Comprehensive Plan Assessment Committee (CPAC) 

was created to ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻƴ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

/ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ tƭŀƴΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ  The CPAC final report 

to the Town Board recommended that the town develop criteria 

for land protection and acquisition to be used by the Town Board 

for purchasing or accepting land for open space preservation, 

establish funding sources to purchase land, and establish an 

outreach program to facilitate discussions with landowners. 

Following the recommendation to increase public education about 

the planning process and open space conservation options, like 

Conservation Subdivision design, the town created the /ƛǘƛȊŜƴΩǎ 

Guide to Land Use, Planning and Development.   

Additionally, following the CPAC recommendation to explore a term and permanent conservation easement program to 

incentivize voluntary landowner open space conservation, in 2014, the Town Board established a Conservation 

Easement Exemption (CEE) program through local law. This program is one of only five of its kind in the state. The CEE 

provides a financial incentive, through percentage tax exemptions, to landowners with open space of five acres or more 

who wish to conserve their land through a conservation easement held with the town.  The five citizen member 

Conservation Easement Review Board (CERB) was then established to administer and provide guidance for the CEE 

program. ¢ƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ /99 ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƴŜǿΣ ƛǎ one tool that can provide interested landowners the 

incentive they may need to forego development on their land.  The CERB has also been providing guidance throughout 

the current town-wide open space planning process and has been instrumental in preparing the components of this 

Open Space Conservation Implementation Plan. Also in 2014, the 

Town Board passed an Open Space Program resolution that called for 

the following elements: develop objective criteria for evaluating lands, 

incorporate new conservation tools into planning, set up a Capital 

Reserve Fund as a designated fund for open space purchasing 

opportunities (e.g. land acquisition or development rights), select 

mechanisms for preserving (and maintaining) open space ς which could 

include municipal ownership and maintenance, conservation 

easements, purchase and transfer of development rights.  The 

resolution also called for an increase in public education and outreach. 

To Further Open Space Conservation, the 

Town should: 

¶ Develop criteria for land protection and 

acquisition to be used by the Town Board for 

purchasing or accepting land for open space 

preservation,  

¶ Establish funding sources to purchase land, and  

¶ Establish an outreach program to facilitate 

discussions with landowners. 

CǊƻƳ /t!/Ωǎ όнлмоύ wŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǿƴ .ƻŀǊŘΦ  

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/Archive.aspx?AMID=54
http://ny-bethlehem.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/3147/
http://ny-bethlehem.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/3147/
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/8791
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/8791
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/4403
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After over a decade of collaborations, discussions, reports, and presentations regarding how to move forward on open 

space conservation, and after taking some significant steps toward implementing certain recommendations (such as 

creating the Conservation Easement Exemption program for voluntary landowner conservation), the town, along with 

public input, is taking the next important step in the implementation process. Taking direction from the above 

recommendations, and in consultation with the ǘƻǿƴΩǎ Conservation Easement Review Board this open space plan 

establishes a method of evaluating and prioritizing open space land by developing conservation evaluation criteria.   

As result, the town now has: 

 

This current open space planning process included public engagement and the gathering of public comment at several 

stages, including a public workshop in October at Five Rivers Environmental Education Center, which drew 

ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ тл ǇŜƻǇƭŜΤ ŀ ά{ŎŜƴƛŎ .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳ tƘƻǘƻ {ǳǊǾŜȅέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ photos of scenic 

open and natural spaces in town; opportunities for discussions with town staff on three summer Saturdays at the 

Delmar Farmers Market; maps, displays and opportunity for comment at the public 

library during the months of July and November 2017; several public presentations to 

the Town Board ŀƴŘ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǳǇŘŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ hǇŜƴ {ǇŀŎŜ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǿŜōǇŀƎŜ; a 

Town Board member and ecologist-led kayak eco-tour on the Hudson River; and a 

dedicated email for comments at 

OpenSpace@townofbethlehem.org.  

For the full public participation 

activities list, see Attachment 9.  

(Because ongoing public engagement, 

education and involvement will be a 

cornerstone of the open space 

conservation program, more on this 

topic can be found in the section 

below: Ongoing public engagement.)  

 

1. An updated, town-wide open space inventory and database, 

as illustrated in four Open Space Conservation Values Maps.  

 

2. A list of data-driven Conservation Criteria with which to 

evaluate open space land for its conservation values. 

 

3. An effective, flexible, data-based method - the GIS 

Conservation Analysis Tool - to evaluate, numerically score, 

and prioritize the conservation of open space land.  

 

III. The Process of Open Space Planning ς open space inventory, 

conservation criteria, and conservation analysis tool 

 

mailto:OpenSpace@townofbethlehem.org
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Step #1: Open Space Conservation Values Maps ς an inventory of town-wide 

natural and cultural resources 

The first step in identifying and prioritizing open space lands in town was to conduct an open space inventory that 

included natural and cultural resources in Bethlehem.  This was done to a large extent for the 2009 Recommendations 

on Open Space Needs and Opportunities Report and the Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan, but the data and 

maps in these reports needed to be updated, and also categorized, so that the many overlapping pieces of information 

could be geographically overlaid and displayed in a meaningful way. See the aforementioned reports for additional 

background on areas (acreage) related to natural and cultural resources (wetlands, forests, public/private recreation 

areas, etc.). Based on past reports, surveys and focus group summaries, categories for several open space values (or 

benefits to the community) were identified.  Using data collected from over 20 public data sources (including town, state 

and federal), and inputting more than 70 data sets into a GIS mapping system, the town input data representative of 

these values to create four Open Space Conservation Values maps: Community Character; Recreation and Greenways; 

Forests, Fields and Wildlife Ecosystems; and Natural Water systems: Streams, Wetlands and the Hudson River.  It 

should be noted that most of the data utilized was developed based on remote assessment, and field verification may 

be conducted as needed. These maps will be used on an ongoing basis, in conjunction with the Conservation Criteria and 

the Conservation Analysis Tool, to help inform conservation decisions.  Reviewing these maps, and the relationships they 

show, is a useful step in considering any land in town for conservation purposes. The many open space values and 

benefits illustrated within these four maps are summarized below.  

Community Character Open Space Conservation 

Values Map (click on heading for online map): This 

map illustrates the interrelationship of the many 

aspects that make up άcommunity characterέ as it 

relates to open space in Bethlehem. The map 

includes historic buildings and the Slingerlands and 

the Onesquethaw historic districts; cultural places, 

ƻǊ άǇƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέ όƻƭŘŜǊ homes with 

architectural interest, barns, scenic views, etc.) as 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ .ƛŎȅŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ tŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ 

Committee ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ; active 

agricultural landscapes found throughout the town; 

as well as local farm markets, schools, scenic roads, 

parks, preserves and conserved areas.  This map highlights 

known places that coƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ƻǊ άǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

ǇƭŀŎŜέΣ and how these special places relate to each other within the overall town 

landscape. Often when residents are asked about why they care about conserving open 

space in town, it relates back to this more subjective notion of community character that is 

uniquely Bethlehem and is the composite of mixed land uses juxtaposed and linked such 

that one can shop, work, hike, bike, fish, boat, visit small hamlets and view rolling farms, 

ŜƴƧƻȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀȄƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘǎΣ ŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΦ  Community 

character is often what draws people to live, work and play in town, and often what keeps 

people here; in turn, community character creates a high quality of life and valued 

community interconnectedness.  Scenic views, as perceived by community members, are also an important component 

ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΦ {ŜŜ !ǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ р ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ нлмт ά{ŎŜƴƛŎ .ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳ tƘƻǘƻ {ǳǊǾŜȅέ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

used to inform certain open space conservation opportunities.  

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/10844
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/10844
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Recreation and Greenways Open Space Conservation 

Values Map (click on heading for online map): This map 

illustrates the interrelationship between recreation areas 

(preserves with trails, bike paths, the YMCA, soccer fields, 

etc.) and how people and wildlife move across the 

landscape of the town.  Furthermore, the map shows how 

open spaces and connected pathways and greenways can 

facilitate that movement. For humans, these pathways 

include roads, trails, bike paths and walkable areas, 

including the Albany County Rail Trail and the roads 

included in ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ .ƛŎȅŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ tŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ tǊƛƻǊƛty Network (which 

includes both designated and planned future routes).  These linear 

pathways can enhance opportunities for recreation and healthy 

lifestyles.  For wildlife, the map shows larger forest patches of five acres 

or more, as well as streams and waterbodies that serve as natural 

greenways for animals to move between habitat patches and to find 

water, shelter, nesting and other habitat needs.  This map also includes 

several utility corridors that run through town, as they are observed as incidental wildlife 

corridors that help animals travel between habitats. Showing open space areas in relation 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ άƘǳōǎέ όŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ 

schools, parks, hamlets and business centers); and for wildlife to travel through and between habitat patches 

(woodlands, wetlands, streams, etc.), this map helps us see how the values of recreation and greenways can be 

connected ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ.   

 

Forests, Fields and Wildlife Ecosystems Open Space 

Conservation Values Map (click on heading for online 

map):  This map illustrates the interrelationships 

between terrestrial, or land-based, ecosystems, 

including forests, fields and their associated wildlife 

habitats (aquatic systems are also on the map to show 

the key connections between land and water ecosystems 

and habitats). Large areas of forest cover (five acres or 

more in size) in Bethlehem contribute to air and water 

quality, flood control, and wildlife biodiversity, as well as 

scenic beauty. The occurrence of large forest ecosystems 

can allow for greater diversity and balance in wildlife 

populations, and provide travel corridors between wildlife 

patches.  Forests also contribute to public health (air quality, 

temperature cooling, reduction of human/wildlife conflicts, climate change 

resilience, etc.) and disease management (through increased potential 

natural predation of tick-carrying species, mosquitos, etc.). This map also 

shows open fields, pastures, and shrublands, which may provide habitat for numerous declining grassland and shrubland 

bird species and other wildlife depending on agricultural practices. Additionally, this map shows where state and 

nationally significant habitat areas may exist that support rare and declining wildlife species important to local 

biodiversity. Rare, or declining in number, animals found in town include the NY-Threatened bald eagle, migratory fish 

that complete their life cycles between the sea and BethlehemΩǎ ŦǊŜǎƘ ǿŀǘŜǊ όb¸-Endangered shortnose sturgeon, 

http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/10845
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/10845
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/10842
http://www.townofbethlehem.org/DocumentCenter/View/10842

