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The Unique Natural Areas (UNAs) of Tompkins County

are sites with outstanding environmental qualities deserving

of special attention for preservation and protection. The 192

designated Unique Natural Areas are found in gorges, woods,

swamps, fens, cliffs, and along streams. They are located

throughout the county and range in size from less than an

acre to more than 4,000 acres.

Greenways provide connecting links between large tracts

of existing protected open space. They are intended to meet

the needs of wildlife (both plants and animals) for habitat

dispersal, breeding, and migration. The 90 square miles of

greenways, identified by the Tompkins County Greenway

Coalition in 1995, form the basic components of a biological

corridor system.

The National Audubon Society, with the support of the

American Bird Conservancy, initiated the New York

Important Bird Areas (IBAs) program in the Spring of 1996.

They identified areas based on the concentration of birds,

the presence of endangered, threatened or special concern

bird species, the type of habitat, and the use of the site for

avian research. Four of the 127 identified Important Bird

Areas in New York State are located in Tompkins County.

Tompkins County has nearly 200 miles of hiking and

multi-use trails. This includes the Finger Lakes Trail, park

trails, trails in state forests, Cornell trails, and trails on

nature preserves. In addition, the 1995 Greenways Plan 

identifies a number of corridors in Tompkins County with

potential for future trail development. The future trail 

corridors were identified based on the location of abandoned

railroad beds, the location of population centers, and the

potential for connecting existing trails and natural areas.

Existing Protected Open Space  

Protected open space includes natural areas such as state

lands, Finger Lakes Land Trust preserves and conservation

easements, Nature Conservancy preserves, and county 

reforestry lands, as well as other types of open space such as

municipal parks, county airport clear zones, and cemeteries.

Many natural resources – such as wetlands, greenways, birds

areas, and areas of unique plant and animal species – are

located in these protected areas. In addition, many of these

are open to the public and provide important recreation

opportunities. 

Lands already protected by ownership provide an impor-

tant framework for future protection efforts. Building on

these areas will help create a “critical mass” of interconnect-

ed open space that will promote habitat connections, sustain

agriculture, protect water quality, and ensure the health of

wildlife populations for generations to come.

Lands already protected by ownership
provide an important framework 

for future protection efforts.

Owner Acres

New York State 27,808

Cornell University 6,820

Finger Lakes Land Trust 2,609

City of Ithaca 1,160

Tompkins County 654

The Nature Conservancy 393

Private/other 75

Other local municipalities 30

TOTAL 39,548

PROTECTED NATURAL AREAS

NATURAL FEATURES FOCUS AREAS 

Natural Features Focus Areas  

Good land stewardship, and the strong connection between

landowners and their lands, provides a foundation for 

long-term preservation of the natural resources we value.

Individual efforts, however, cannot fully address the need 

for community-wide open space preservation. Successfully

preserving open space and its various functions requires a

coordinated effort that spans across property lines and

municipal boundaries.  Identifying areas in the county to

focus our efforts will help achieve this goal.

Tompkins County has been proactive in identifying and

mapping many of the natural resources in the county. 

Based on the location and concentration of those resources,

such as Unique Natural Areas, wetlands, stream corridors,

public drinking water resources, important bird areas, and

hiking and multi-use trails and trail corridors, the County

Planning Department has identified 14 distinct and signifi-

cant natural features “Focus Areas,” ranging in size from 

400 to 40,000 acres. 

Sources: Tompkins County Planning Department




