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Studies to determine the extent of our aquifers and define

their recharge areas are critical to the protection of these

resources and should be continued.

Threats to Water Quality and Quantity  

Many of the threats to water quality in Tompkins County

come from more dispersed, “non-point” sources. Since 1969,

low-density development in the county has increased by

10,000 acres and the amount of impervious surfaces has

increased by nearly 1000 acres. These changes, accompanied

by intensification of land use, have led to increased erosion

and sedimentation, loss of wetlands and riparian areas,

greater amounts of stormwater runoff and pollutants carried

by the runoff, as well as an increase in flooding. Other

impacts of increased rates of stormwater runoff include

accelerated channel erosion and alteration of streambed

composition, which can dramatically degrade aquatic habi-

tats. A New York State Department of Environmental

Conservation water quality study highlights these changes

and found that from 1992 to 2002, water quality throughout

New York State declined, attributable in large part to changes

in land use and the intensity of land use. 

In Tompkins County, the impacts of land use change on

water resources culminate in Cayuga Lake, where it takes

approximately 10 years for one drop of water to travel the

length of the lake from south to north. The shallow 

southern end of Cayuga Lake is inherently more vulnerable

to pollution than other, deeper portions and suffers from 

a number of water quality problems including elevated

sediment and phosphorous levels, algae blooms, odors, and

elevated levels of coliform bacteria. Low levels of agricultural

chemicals have also been detected in the lake. 

The loss of wetlands that once acted as sediment traps,

as well as streambed and streambank erosion, contribute to

sedimentation in the southern end of Cayuga Lake. Though

sedimentation is often related to changes in land use, 

construction, and land management practices, it can also

result from natural geological processes. A watershed assess-

ment of the Six Mile Creek watershed, revealed that much

erosion and sedimentation in that watershed could be 

directly attributed to natural processes. 

Stormwater Runoff and Flooding  

Increased stormwater runoff has a significant impact on

floodplain management. As land area is converted to more

urbanized uses, the amount of impervious surface associated

with that land use generally increases, causing a reduction in

groundwater replenishment and increased non-point source

pollution and flooding. This increases both the frequency

and magnitude of flood events. Flooding and stormwater

runoff concerns are exacerbated in many parts of Tompkins

County because of the steep slopes and glacially-dominated

soils that do a poor job of absorbing runoff during heavy

rains or snowmelt. Major storm events occur relatively 

frequently, and the capacity of our many streams can be

quickly overwhelmed.

Population centers that are clustered in valleys and along

the shores of creeks are particularly vulnerable to repetitive

flooding. Many of Tompkins County’s manufactured homes

are located in designated floodplains, increasing the vulnera-

bility of these residents to flood events. 

Prime Agricultural Soils  

The United States Department of Agriculture Natural

Resources Conservation Service classifies soils according to

their suitability for agricultural use. According to this classifi-

cation, Prime agricultural soils are limited in Tompkins

County.

Higher quality soils with greater potential to support 

agricultural activity and productivity in the county are con-

centrated in Ulysses, northwestern Enfield, and northern

Lansing. Smaller pockets are located throughout the County.

The county’s best agricultural soils account for less than 25

percent of the land area in the county, highlighting the need

to develop measures that effectively protect important agri-

cultural resources and local farms.

The best agricultural soils account 
for less than 25 percent 

of the county’s land area.

From 1992 to 2002, water quality
throughout New York State declined.
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