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Orange County Land Trust Proposes Stewardship Agreement with National Wildlife Refuge to Create Buffer Zone and Keep Land Open for Farming

Middletown, NY (OCLT): Karin Roux, Orange County Land Trust's Director of Stewardship and Conservation, has been speaking with federal officials and local farmers to help find solutions to the proposed expansion of the Wallkill Wildlife Refuge into Warwick’s black dirt farming region. In particular, Karin worked with Congressman John Hall’s office on proposing an alternative to the Fish and Wildlife Service’s (FWS) intended acquisition of a 150+ acre property adjoining the refuge and actively farmed.  The current landowner, Hobby World Development, Inc. of New Jersey, wants to sell the property to Tennessee Gas Company, who would then turn it over to the National Wildlife Refuge as a required offset for construction on a gas line that Tennessee Gas Company plans to do on the refuge in New Jersey refuge. 

Rather than Fish and Wildlife Service owning the property and fulfilling their intent to convert the entire parcel to managed grasslands, the Orange County Land Trust proposed holding fee ownership on the property, establishing a 200-foot vegetated buffer along the Wallkill River and making the remaining acreage available for farming.  
"This is a piece of property on which wildlife habitat and active agriculture as land uses do not have to be mutually exclusive” said Karin Roux.  “In addition to augmenting wildlife habitat, the managed riparian buffer would enhance water quality of the Wallkill River and potentially mitigate the impact of small-scale flood events. Keeping the remainder in agricultural use would directly impact capacity for local food production." 
Congressman Hall sent a letter last week to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service requesting that the agency stop the sale because of concerns the local black dirt farmers have about the future use of the land and its impact on the farming community.  In the letter, Congressman Hall stated that because of frequent flooding that impacts the farming community “now is not the time to expand the Refuge further into the agricultural community.”
The Orange County Land Trust is a nonprofit organization dedicated to the protection of Orange County’s natural areas and working farmland.  The Land Trust works with landowners, farmers and local, state and national leaders to ensure that our land and water resources are protected and sustained for future generations.  For more information, visit www.oclt.org.
Photo Caption: Lands in Warwick’s Black Dirt Region which are adjacent to the Wallkill National Wildlife Refuge and currently in agricultural use.
