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A MESSAGE FROM OUR EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR
On March 18, 2020, staff at the Onondaga County SWCD (District) office had less than 24 hours to
prepare for working remotely for an unknown length of time due to COVID-19. They did it and they
did it well, all with the support of the Board of Directors.
Everybody learned something new in the process about themselves, their families, technology, and
the great support teams that the District has established. All were put to the test. This may be one of
the most difficult experiences this generation will ever face.
Despite the challenges and uncertainty, everybody pulled together to make an incredible year of conservation happen. 59 agricultural projects were implemented. $1,707,728 was put on the ground to
help keep soil and nutrients on the land and to protect water quality. The grant funding that comes
through this office also helped to keep cash flowing for 101 businesses during the pandemic.
This difficult time in history has reminded us how important are our local resources and food production systems. With the disruption of supply chains came a very blunt disconnection between food
producers and consumers. Across the United States, producers were unable to harvest crops and saw
them rotting on their fields while millions of gallons of milk were unable to be transported and distributed and had to be dumped down the drain. All the while, consumers not only faced bare shelves,
shortages, and rationing in stores, but they also faced income uncertainty and leaned more heavily on
food banks.
But out of difficulty and challenge often comes determination and adaptation. Farmers and others
rose to the occasion and continued to keep us fed three times a day, every day. Milk drives were organized to distribute free milk to those in need. Supply chains were adapted to deliver food to food
banks instead of restaurants that were closed. Schools ensured that any child who needed a lunch
would still get a lunch. Consumers also remembered their local farmer and “got back to their roots”.
They started to purchase many staples for their home directly from the farm. Even locally grown
Christmas trees found their way back into the homes of many Americans.
We have been shown, through this experience, something that we have always known to be true. Our
local resources and our local food production systems are vital to our survival and our prosperity. We
at the District are grateful for the opportunity to do this work and to serve this community in this capacity. Our conservation projects keep our food systems sustainable and help ensure food security
and clean drinking water for future generations.
As Steve Nemec, the late Review Committee member and one of the founding fathers of the
Skaneateles Lake Watershed Agriculture Program (SLWAP) always said, “Carry on the good fight!”
Mark E. Burger
Executive Director

”Promoting excellence in the wise use of our rural and urban natural resources.”
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2020 YEAR IN REVIEW

In 2020 the District staff applied for 15 grants. The sources
were the Environmental Protection Fund (EPF) and the
Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI). Thirteen of the applications were made to the EPF requesting $1.83
Million to implement 114 BMP’s on 31 farms. Due to
COVID-19, the District has not heard back from Albany on which applications were funded. The GLRI
informed the District that they will receive $50,000
to assess and treat Hemlock Wooly Adelgid in the
Otisco and Skaneateles Lake watersheds starting in
2021.

AEM SUMMARY 2020
TIERED STRUCTURE - #

COMPLETED

Tier 1 - Sign-up/Enrollments

5

Tier 2 - Questionnaire/survey of
water quality concerns on the farm

6

Tier 3A - Simple conservation plan

3

Tier 3B - Detailed conservation plan

0

Tier 4 - Implementation of plan

25

Tier 5A - Revision to tier 2

0

Tier 5B - Revision to tier 3A
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TYPES/# OF FARMS ASSISTED

*Due to COVID, funding sources have not released which grant
applications will receive funding.
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Beef

5

Dairy

9

Dairy Heifers

1

Horses

3

Cash Grains

6

Vegetables

2

Sheep/goats

0

Maple

0

Alpacas

0

Christmas trees

0

Acres of grazing

252

District BMP Summary
Best Management
Practice

Landowners
Assisted

Goals/Objectives of
Projects

Total
Cost

Units
Implemented
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Provides for permanent exclusion of livestock from a waterbody to protect water quality

$51,990

660 sqft
309 LF

1

Interception, collection & safe
treatment of runoff water
from a barnyard

$75,980

1 Barnyard

1

Managing the amount,
source, placement & timing of
plant nutrient & soil amendment applications

$690

31 Soil samples
5 Manure samples

7

Allows livestock to feed &
water themselves while
spreading their own organic
manure nutrients – reduces
agriculture’s carbon footprint

$93,522

11

Fall cover crops on corn silage
ground to keep the nutrients
in the soil and the soil on the
land

$269,984

6,488 acres

9

Agricultural waste tires are
collected and recycled to be
used as shredded aggregate
for landfill leachate system

$34,449

140 Tons
9,642 Tires

Waste Storage and
Transfer System

3

A system designed for the collection, transfer, and/or storage of agricultural livestock
and recognizable process
waste

$986,425

9.7 Million gallons

Engineering

1

Cost share provided to OEI
for project cost overrun

$2,921

1 Design

TOTAL

36

Access Control
System

Livestock Heavy
Use Area Runoff
Management

Nutrient
Management—
Cultural

Prescribed
Rotational Grazing
System

Soil Conservation
System – Cultural

Tire Recycling

$1,515,961

5

13,770 LF Fence
7,343 LF Waterline
3,020 LF Clearing

IN MEMORIAM
The District and SLWAP lost some great conservationists in 2020.
• Shela M. Elieff started her career with the District in 1968 as Assistant Secretary. Over the
next 11 years, she served in the capacity of Secretary, Treasurer, and Secretary/Treasurer.
•

Dr. Phil Craul served on the Board of Directors from 1987 to 1992. He was also a professor
at the SUNY College of Environmental Science & Forestry.

•

In memory of Erwin Rice, retired USDA NRCS, who mapped over 1 million acres of soils in
NYS and co-produced the Soil Survey of Onondaga County (1977).

•

Steve Nemec was one of seven “Founding Father’s” of the City of Syracuse’s Watershed Agricultural Program. He started on the Watershed Agricultural Program Review Committee
and served until his passing in 2021.

Steve Nemec

Steve Nemec on his tractor at Grand View

Distinguished Service

May the conservation efforts that these great folks helped to implement during their careers
continue to make the environment better for the next generation! “Carry on the Good Fight!”

AWARDS AND RECOGNITIONS
OUTSTANDING DAIRY FARM SUSTAINABILITY

Twin Birch Dairy

Twin Birch Dairy in Skaneateles, N.Y., was named a winner in the
“Outstanding Dairy Farm Sustainability” category during the annual U.S.
Dairy Sustainability Award’s hosted by the Innovation Center for U.S.
Dairy. The awards recognize dairy farms, businesses and partnerships
whose practices improve the well-being of people, animals and the planet.
Winners in the Outstanding Dairy Farm Sustainability category are leaders in socially responsible, economically viable, and environmentally
sound dairy production and exemplify a longstanding commitment to continuous improvement. Twin Birch is the second farm in the Skaneateles
Lake Watershed to win this award, and third in NYS. McMahon’s EZ
Acres Dairy Farm in the Skaneateles Lake Watershed won in 2018 and
Noblehurst Dairy Farm won in 2016 (Livingston County, NY.)

Link to news story featuring Twin Birch’s award:
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/central-ny/news/2020/06/18/skaneateles-farm-earnsrecognition-for-green-effort
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AWARDS AND RECOGNITIONS
WILLARD F. CRONEY DISTINGUISHED
SERVICE AWARD AND RETIREMENT
On March 12, 2020, Douglas P. Fisher received the 2020 Willard F.
Croney Distinguished Service Award for demonstrating a lifetime of
outstanding excellence in the promotion of Soil and Water Conservation Districts!
Mr. Fisher has been with the District for a total of 31 years. Doug
started out with the District as a Field Technician in 1974. In 1980,
he left the District to go back to farming full time. He rejoined the
District in January 1996 as a Resource Conservation Specialist with
the Skaneateles Lake Watershed Agricultural Program. In 1999 he
was promoted to a Program Manager position to oversee the Otisco
and Onondaga Lake Agricultural Environmental Management
Doug Fisher accepting his award,
(AEM) programs.
photo courtesy of the CDEA
During his tenure Doug also developed a hydroseeding program.
Now in its 15th year, over 600 acres of bare earth on municipal and road ditch cleaning projects
have been revegetated in Onondaga County and the Skaneateles Lake watershed using the
District’s services.
A project that Doug was particularly proud of was the pioneering efforts in 2004 to stabilize
Nine Mile Creek as it flows through the Town and Village of Marcellus. “This project was a perfect example of multi-agency cooperation to do the right thing and get the job done”.
He has also helped to lead the District into the Stormwater arena over the last six years. Today
the District inspects 400+ stormwater outfalls per year for Onondaga County and all the municipalities within the County subject to the Federal Stormwater Regulations. He also participated in the local Envirothon and provided technical assistance to local landowners.
He is a Life-Member of the South Onondaga Volunteer Fire
Department, joining in 1972. He has served for 47 consecutive years and held almost every office.
Out of all his accomplishments, the ~2,000 acres of strip
cropping on the steep slopes of the Otisco Lake Watershed
stands out as one of the most impressive. Doug was able to
work with the farmers to get them to voluntarily implement
this highly successful conservation practice that reduces the
potential for soil, nutrients and pathogens to erode into Onondaga County’s drinking water supply - Otisco Lake.
Strip cropping in the Otisco Lake
Watershed

Congratulations on your productive career and enjoy your
retirement!
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AWARDS AND RECOGNITIONS
CONSERVATION FARM OF THE YEAR

The Abbott family accepting their award

Abbott Farms in Baldwinsville, NY, has been awarded
the 2020 Conservation Farm of the Year. As a fifthgeneration family farm, the Abbott’s have been recognized for their innovative and proactive approach to conservation, stewardship, and community involvement.
Over the years, the farm has had to adapt to changing
times; at times operating as a dairy farm, then transitioning to crop farming, and currently a diverse mixture
of a farm market and bakery, cidery/winery, community
supported agriculture, event center, and a “u-pick” operation. Reaching out into the community, the farm donates food to food banks and other charitable organizations, and even participates in local government.

The farm has been a participant in the state’s Agricultural Environmental Management (AEM)
program since 2005 receiving technical assistance on practices such as a rotational grazing system for beef cattle, a pesticide mixing facility, and a petroleum secondary containment project,
to name a few. On their own, they have taken a comprehensive approach to pest management
on their crops, reduced water usage by installing a drip irrigation system on the berries and implemented recycling and composting practices where appropriate. CONGRATULATIONS!

MUNICIPAL PARTNER OF THE YEAR
The Town of Elbridge received the 2020 Municipal Partner of the Year
nomination from the District. On August 31, 2020 a summer storm dislodged a large mat of water chestnut in South Bay on Cross Lake. The
mat blew across the lake and lodged in the area where chestnuts were removed the week prior. The Town collected about 810,000 pounds of material. Local residents helped to
push the mat onto the shore. The
District staged a trailer on-site
and another ~3,000 pounds of material was removed from the water
by hand with volunteers. The District is grateful for all the support
Mat of water chestnuts
from local residents and Vern
after storm
Richardson (Supervisor) and Jim
White (Highway Superintendent) for their support! Additionally, a local farm is recognized and appreciated for
recycling some of the chestnuts on an agricultural field!
CONGRATULATIONS!
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District employees and Board member (left)
present Town employees (right) with award

2020 YEAR IN REVIEW
ASH TREE MANAGEMENT UPDATE
In response to the presence of Emerald Ash Borer (EAB), Onondaga
County has partnered with the District to implement the Onondaga
County Ash Tree Management Strategy. In 2020, the District removed
841 ash trees from County rights-of-ways, parks, and other properties.
These cut locations included the Town of Fabius, Jamesville Beach
Park, Pratt’s Falls Park, Hillbrook Detention Center, and Onondaga
Lake Park. To date, a total of 16,302 ash trees have been removed
that were a risk to public safety.
High-function and high-value ash trees throughout the County are
treated with systemic insecticides for Onondaga County and the Town
Before cycle with a total of 655After
of DeWitt. Trees are on a 2-3 year treatment
trees treated in total. 189 County trees and 44 Town of DeWitt trees
were treated in 2020.
The District replants non-ash, non-host trees in County parks to replace ash trees removed due to EAB. With assistance from state and
Tulip tree planted at
federal grants, the District has planted 2,455 trees to date under the
Onondaga Lake Park
County’s ash tree program. This year trees were planted by District
staff and Onondaga Earth Corps at Oneida Shores, Jamesville Beach,
and Pratt’s Falls County Parks utilizing grant funds from the USFS’s Great Lakes Restoration Initiative and County funding.
The District also fielded 11 technical assistance requests relating to EAB.
Item

2020 Total Trees

Total $

Removals

841

$ 363,810.00

Planting

146

$ 27,648.44

Injections

189

$ 15,270.00

Grant Funds
$14,562.26 grant funds

ANNUAL TREE AND SHRUB SALE
Even COVID-19 could not stop the 2020 District tree & shrub sale!
On April 21, District staff worked out of Board Chairman Craig Dennis’ machinery shop to “socially distanced” pack orders. The program provided customers with a total of 2,020 tree & shrub
seedlings, 142 wildlife packs, and 17 wildlife (bird) houses. To
maintain safe distancing requirements, staff members delivered to
door steps each of the 107 customer’s orders. Thank you for your support of this great opportunity to “Green Up Onondaga County”!
9

Bareroot tree seedlings

2020 YEAR IN REVIEW
STORMWATER MANAGEMENT
Throughout the past year, the Rosamond Gifford Zoo has
begun constructing a new animal health center, while the
Syracuse Metropolitan Wastewater Treatment Plant makes
significant improvements to their facility. The District has
inspected these sites for Onondaga County to ensure that
these construction sites implement the most effective erosion and sediment control techniques.
The stability of each site is our primary focus while soil disturbance remains active. Rainwater and snowmelt throughout disturbed areas can result in sediment-laden runoff that
Well-established silt fence put in place at
may enter storm sewers and road ditches, creating major
issues if not controlled properly. All efforts contribute to the Rosamond Gifford Zoo
reduction of eroded soil, harmful bacteria, debris, and various pollutants from entering our streams, rivers, lakes, and
wetlands.
The District is also responsible for inspecting stormwater
outfalls. Rainwater, present in developed areas, runs directly into storm drains, sanitary sewers, and road ditches with
the potential of flooding or the transport of harmful pollutants. Monitoring the exit points in which stormwater within developed areas enters a larger surface waterbody is an
important task at Soil & Water. We were able to exceed the
required number of inspections at a total of 487 outfalls for Stormwater outfall located and inspected
within the Town of Marcellus
the year 2020.

TANKS TO FARMS

District staff member, Alex
Fisher, with water tanks

During the start of the pandemic,
some farms had to dump milk due
to the interruption of supply
chains. To help these farms keep
the milk out of water courses, a
local vendor donated tanks to
farms. The farms used the tanks
to haul milk to big fields to beneficially reuse the nutrients in the
milk and to enhance soil health as
part of their Agricultural Environ
mental Management Farm Plan.
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THANK YOU!

2020 YEAR IN REVIEW
LEGISLATIVE DAYS IN ALBANY
Members of the District Board of Directors, the Skaneateles Watershed Program Review Committee, and staff traveled to Albany to meet
with local and state representatives. Every year, Soil & Water Conservation Districts across the state commit a full day to thank officials for
their support to Districts and to discuss current issues surrounding
conservation efforts in each of their counties.
Inside the State Senate chambers, Albany, NY

AGRICULTURAL SPILL RESPONSE
The District was notified of four spills in 2020.
Three spills were agricultural related. In all instances, the spills were small and the farms had
the cleanup well under control and District services
were not needed.

Left: District staff attend manure spill training
Right: Our spill trailer, ready for deployment

The fourth spill was related to a truck accident and
cleanup of fluids in a drinking water supply watershed. The District developed an emergency erosion
& sediment control plan and provided supplies to
implement the Erosion and Sediment Control plan
as a tropical storm was approaching the area within hours with forecasted heavy rains.

COVER CROPS: THE GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE
OF AGRICULTURE
7,525 acres of cover crops were planted countywide in
2020.
Categorized as “cover crops,” a farm plants late-season seeds
in order to put roots in the ground that will hold soil in place
through the winter after the harvest. Cover crops increase biomass on and under the surface of soil and substantially reduce
the chances of erosion and sediment runoff when snow melts
after the frigid upstate New York winter season.
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Example of cover crops

2020 YEAR IN REVIEW
WATER CHESTNUT PROJECT
2020 was the fifth annual Water Chestnut Pull associated with
OCSCWD. A record breaking 40,120 pounds of water chestnut
were removed from the Seneca River and Cross Lake. Having
the same crew return this year allowed for more efficient progress over the previous years.
There have been spots where there were large patches in years
past, and now this year showing very minimal plant growth.
2020 was also the first year of hand pulling with the brand new
16 ft Jon Boat. Utilizing the boat instead of canoes allowed for
more of the waterways to be picked and a more efficient way to
pick, load and unload. Each day our crew picked an average of
40 to 50 recycling bins of water chestnut, each bin was averaged at about 30 pounds, thus picking anywhere from 1,000 to
2,000 pounds of chestnut on any given day.

2020 water chestnut crew: Elizabeth
Kelsey-Gossard (left), Megan Vandewarker (top right), and Sarah Trick
(bottom right)

Community members coordinated a week-long community pull on their waterway channels. Volunteers and OCSWCD crew members worked with volunteers for four days and removed a total
of 10,170 pounds from the waterways. A local farm provided an ag field directly across from
Seneca Estates for the recycling of multiple truckloads of chestnut. Soil samples were taken prior to application and will also be taken in 2021 to quantify the nutrient benefits from composting these plants, which are high in nitrogen and phosphorus.
For the first time ever, an aquatic harvester was dispatched to Cross Lake. CNY Aquatic Harvesting worked tirelessly to harvest the chestnuts from the waterways. The two-man crew
worked to remove about 356,000 pounds of water chestnut. Being able to work with these extraordinary individuals helped make every day at work that much better.
One week after efforts on Cross Lake had come to an end, an intense summer storm hit
(Monday August 31st, 2020). A large mat of chestnuts had broken off from a large patch in
South Bay. The clump floated across Cross Lake, lodging along the previously cleaned shoreline.
A local municipality was able to facilitate a cleanup along Stevens Road. The town was able to
collect 27, 10-wheel truck loads equating to 810,000lbs. The district was also able to provide a
trailer to aid in the cleanup of ~3,000lbs of chestnuts. We had continued our connection with a
local farm and recycled about 3,000 pounds of collected plants onto an upland ag field. Many
“Thanks” to all parties involved!

Water chestnuts ready to be pulled

Chestnuts to be composted with woodchips on private property.
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Mat of chestnuts from storm

2020 YEAR IN REVIEW
HYDROSEEDING IN THE WATERSHEDS
Hydroseeding by Municipality
In 2020, a total of 59 miles of
bare earth in road ditches
were revegetated through our
hydroseeding program. Other
sites seeded included roadside
ditches, parks, and farms
where best management practices had been installed.

The hydroseeder and truck

Municipality

Cost

Miles of
Road Ditch

Acres

Camillus

$934.09

0.42

0.34

Cicero

$512.83

0.23

0.28

$2,125.25

0.97

1.16

$80.81

0.04

0.04

Elbridge

$8,175.20

3.72

1.46

Fabius

$7,696.62

3.50

2.77

Geddes

$1,280.30

0.58

0.00

LaFayette

$4,259.29

1.94

2.32

Lysander

$10,683.18

4.86

5.34

Manlius

$6,108.08

2.78

0.27

Marcellus

$9,544.44

4.34

5.21

Onondaga

$5,200.51

2.36

1.46

Otisco

$6,068.28

2.76

3.05

Pompey

$21,566.82

9.80

11.76

Skaneateles

$13,377.88

6.08

6.26

Spafford

$18,720.25

8.51

10.21

Van Buren

$13,820.66

6.28

7.34

$130,154.49

59.17

59.27

Clay

DeWitt

TOTALS

Hydroseeding by Watershed
Watershed
Lower Seneca River

Acres

Miles of
Road Ditch

$27,337.45

12.43

11.47

Oswego River

$5,341.59

2.43

2.67

Oneida Lake

$30,398.18

13.82

13.51

$7,696.62

3.5

2.77

Onondaga Lake

$25,157.27

11.44

11.23

Otisco Lake

$15,428.41

7.01

8.16

Skaneateles Lake

$13,377.88

6.08

6.26

$2,985.43

1.34

1.67

$130,154.49

59.17

59.27

Tioughnioga River

Oneida River Basin
A freshly hydroseeded slope

Cost

TOTALS
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SKANEATELES LAKE WATERSHED
2020 YEAR IN REVIEW
SHOTWELL BROOK STORMWATER ATTENUATION
The Shotwell Brook stormwater attenuation project was completed in September, 2020! The project involved the installation of a
1.05 acre wetland in abandoned agricultural land to create a wetland with an extensive floodplain allowing for greater storage of
stormwater. The project also included cross vane and rock grade
control structures installed at the upstream end of the floodplain
swale. These features direct stormwater flow into the new
During construction of the wetland
floodplain allowing the water to redistribute and increase deposition of sediment. This project will help to reduce the flood
volume downstream and ultimately reduce sedimentation into
Skaneateles lake. Ultimately, the project will help to protect
drinking water quality for the City of Syracuse and the municipalities that use water from the conduit. Special “Thank
You” to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service for design and guidance on this project!
After construction, photo courtesy of contractor

AGRICULTURAL TIRE RECYCLING
The 2020 Onondaga County SWCD tire recycling program collected and removed from the environment a
total of 18,392 tires. Proper disposal of large ag tires,
such as tractor tires, is an ongoing challenge for farms
due in part to their size and lack of facilities that will
accept them. Tires accumulate on farms and become
breeding spots for mosquitos as well as fire hazards.
The District worked with farms to collect these tires
and haul them away to one of two DEC approved facilities where they were shredded and repurposed.
Loading up waste ag tires for recycling

“It is our vision to live in a society in which future generations will have natural
resources necessary to sustain and enrich their quality of life.”
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SLWAP BMP SUMMARY
Best
Management
Practice
Nutrient
Management
System – Cultural

Landowners
Assisted

Collection & analysis of soil
samples to determine if
additional nutrients are required
to grow crops

Total
Cost

Units
Implemented

$5,070

108 samples

2

Reimbursement for nutrient
management recommendations
on cropland

$7,228

1,323 acres

7

Fall cover crops on corn silage
ground; keep nutrients in the soil
and soil on the land

$33,926

1,037 acres

Erosion Control
Systems—
Structural

4

WASCOB, diversion, critical area seeding, stormwater attenuation basin

Tire Recycling

6

Agricultural waste tires are
collected and recycled to be used
as shredded aggregate for
landfill leachate system

$28,831

127 Tons
8,750 Tires

Engineering

2

Engineering cost share

$6,499

1 Design
1 Compaction test

TOTAL

23

Nutrient
Management
System – Cultural

Soil Conservation
System – Cultural

2

Goals/Objectives of Projects

$110,213

1 WASCOB
1 Basin
960 LF diversion
2 acres

$191,767

AG EQUIPMENT RENTAL
The ag equipment rental program continued to make no-till
technology available to farms in the watershed and around
Onondaga County. In 2020, 12 farms participated and a total
of 537 acres of crops were planted due to this program. The 12
-foot ESCH no-till drill is available to rent at $11/acre on a
first come first served basis to qualified farmers with a 100 hp
tractor with 2 pairs of hydraulic hose connections. A certificate of liability insurance is also required. The swing drawbar opens the drill to a full 12 feet working width in the field
and then swings 90 degrees to allow easy transport on the
roadways.
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Our 12’ drill available for rent!
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The Onondaga County Soil & Water Conservation District was chartered on March 6, 1944 as one of 58 special
purpose Districts in New York State, one in each county including the five boroughs of New York City. Each District is governed by a Board of Directors who set program policy to be implemented by the District staff.
All programs and services are offered on a nondiscriminatory basis without regard to race, color, national origin,
gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or familial status.
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