
Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 2016                                                                                                                      1

Town of Montezuma
Comprehensive Plan

September 2016





Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 2016                                                                                                                      3

Table of Contents

Introduction............................................................................................................................................. 5
Public Participation............................................................................................................................ 6
Plan Structure..................................................................................................................................... 7
Adopting and Implementing the Comprehensive Plan....................................................................... 7
History of Planning and Land Use in the U.S.................................................................................... 9
Prior Local and Regional Planning Initiatives................................................................................. 10
Federal and State Planning Initiatives...............................................................................................11

Chapter 1:  Goals and Recommendations.......................................................................................... 13
Community Vision Statement.......................................................................................................... 15
Agriculture and Farmland Protection............................................................................................... 16
Land Use, Planning, and Subdivision Regulation Supportive of the Community’s Vision............. 16
Environmental Stewardship and Water Quality Protection.............................................................. 19
Improved Public Utilities and Services............................................................................................ 19
Community Revitalization and Historic Preservation...................................................................... 20

Chapter 2:  Community Inventory and Analysis............................................................................... 22
Location............................................................................................................................................ 22
History of the Community................................................................................................................ 24
Hamlets and Historic Settlements.................................................................................................... 31
Historic and Cultural Resources ...................................................................................................... 31
Demographic Profile......................................................................................................................... 45

Population.................................................................................................................................. 45
Housing...................................................................................................................................... 48
Business/Economic Base .......................................................................................................... 50

Municipal Infrastructure and Services............................................................................................. 54
Land Use and Zoning....................................................................................................................... 61
Natural Resources and Environment ............................................................................................... 65

Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge ...................................................................................... 65
Northern Montezuma Wildlife Management Area.................................................................... 67
Seneca River.............................................................................................................................. 72
Agricultural Lands..................................................................................................................... 72
BioEnergy ................................................................................................................................. 79
Solar Energy............................................................................................................................... 80
Wind Energy.............................................................................................................................. 85
Hydropower............................................................................................................................... 85

Public Parks, Recreation and Protected Areas.................................................................................. 86

Chapter 3:  Regional Influences........................................................................................................... 92
The Finger Lakes Region................................................................................................................. 92
The Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor............................................................................... 93
The Cayuga Lake Scenic Byway...................................................................................................... 95
The Montezuma Wetlands Complex................................................................................................ 95



                                                      Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 20164

GIS DATA Disclaimer
The original sources of each dataset is identified on the maps. Due to the different sources and scales of projection, key features such as roads, 
parcel boundaries and streams may not overlap accurately when comparing several data layers on the same map. Acreage calculations for various 
parameters in this report were generated through the use of ArcGIS and are an approximation of the actual size. For more precise measurements, 
contact the Cayuga County Planning Department.

List of Maps

Suitability Analysis Map...................................................................................................................... 17

Regional Location: Colleges and Universities Map .......................................................................... 23

Historical and Community Resources Map....................................................................................... 25

School District Map ............................................................................................................................. 57

Land Use Map....................................................................................................................................... 60

Existing Zoning Map ........................................................................................................................... 63

Slope Map ............................................................................................................................................. 64

Wetlands and Floodplains Map .......................................................................................................... 68

New York State Ash Distribution map ............................................................................................... 71

Farmland Classification of Soils Map................................................................................................. 73

Cayuga County Consolidated Agricultural District Map ................................................................ 78

Energy Facilities Map .......................................................................................................................... 82

Public Lands Map ................................................................................................................................ 84

Appendix A: Principals of Smart Growth.......................................................................................... 96

Appendix B: Conservation Subdivisions............................................................................................ 97

Appendix C: Issues of Community Concern.................................................................................... 103

Appendix D: Community Comments of Draft Plan.........................................................................115

Appendix E: National Register Listings............................................................................................116



Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 2016                                                                                                                      5

Introduction

The Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan was initiated, generated, and supported by the Montezuma 
community in a collaborative process intended to guide town officials and the community in making deci-
sions that affect the future of the town. The comprehensive plan provides a basis for guiding future growth, 
development and community preservation. The plan also acts as a historical document that identifies present 
land use and infrastructure, as well as the physical, cultural, and demographic characteristics of the town.

A grant award from NYSERDA for Comprehensive Planning and/or Land Use regulatory updates was 
made available to participating municipal partners in the “Vision CNY - Regional Partnership For Compre-
hensive Planning,” a project of the Central New York Regional Planning and Development Board (CNY 
RPDB) in collaboration with five Central New York Counties. The Town of Montezuma provided a letter 
of support in August of 2013 for the grant proposal submitted by CNY RPDB and as a result became an 
eligible municipality for funding to develop and implement planning components and regulatory updates in 
support of future land uses and development that support climate resiliency and smart growth practices for 
environmental, economic and cultural sustainability. 

With the award of the grant, the town became eligible for funding assistance in Comprehensive Plan and 
consulting services through the CNY RPDB. In August of 2014, the project was introduced to the town. The 

Rural Landscape, Montezuma 

“You don’t stumble upon your heritage. It’s there, just waiting to be explored and shared.” 
-Robbie Robertson, Canadian singer-songwriter
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CNY RPDB met with town representatives who established a working committee to pursue the develop-
ment and implementation of planning components to guide smart land use practices and sustainable devel-
opment locally, including economic and environmental resiliency. Potential sustainable planning policies, 
regulatory tools, and strategies eligible for funding assistance through the project included:

• Municipal Comprehensive Plans
• Comprehensive Plan Updates
• Separate Components of Comprehensive Plans (such as “Greenprint Plans” identifying local conser-
vation land priorities)
• New Smart Growth Zoning, and
• Sustainable Land Use Updates to Local Ordinances.

The Town of Montezuma determined that a new Comprehensive Plan would best serve the town’s needs, 
laying the foundation for land use regulatory updates, and established a local committee comprised of Plan-
ning Board members to consult with CNY RPDB staff monthly in the development of the Plan. 

In September 2014, the Comprehensive Planning Committee (CPC) held its first meeting and began to iden-
tify the formal process it would follow to develop the plan.  The CPC used the Technical Guidance Manual 
for Sustainable Neighborhoods, published in 2013 by the U.S. Green Building Council and the Pace Uni-
versity Land Use Law Center, as the primary guidance resource to guide discussions and the format of this 
Comprehensive Plan.  The manual provides criteria based on the Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) for Neighborhood Development rating system.

Through in-depth study, analysis, and community participation, the Comprehensive Plan provides a sound 
basis for guiding future growth, development, and community preservation. Community input from surveys 
and the CPC played an important role in the development of the Comprehensive Plan by directly informing 
a series of clearly defined goals and recommended actions for the town to pursue. Any future land use or 
zoning regulations must be consistent with the findings and recommendations of the Comprehensive Plan. 

Members of the Comprehensive Plan Committee:

Joe Verdi, Chair 		  Marian Ellinwood		  Cheryl Longyear
Barb Culotti			   Carol Fordyce			   John Malenick, Supervisor
Donald Ellinwood		  John Fordyce			 

Public Participation

The Comprehensive Planning Committee formulated a survey which was mailed to 420 town residences 
and property owners and was available for public review at two public locations. The intent of the survey 
was to seek out opinions on present day Montezuma and what the public sees for the Town of Montezuma 
in the future. 82 completed surveys were returned, a 21% response rate. Analysis of the results of the writ-
ten survey and community inventory formed the basis for this comprehensive plan. All CPC meetings were 
open to the public. 
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Plan Structure

The contents of this plan include an introduction and three chapters. Chapter 1: Goals and Recommenda-
tions lays out the specific goals and recommendations for the town by topic area; Chapter 2: Community 
Inventory and Analysis explains the historic and current state of the town and what it has to offer; and Chap-
ter 3: Regional Influences is intended to give background information on existing conditions in the town 
and region. Five Appendices in the back of the Plan contain information on Principals of Smart Growth, 
Conservation Subdivisions, Issues of Community Concern, the Community Survey, and National Register 
Listings.

Adopting and Implementing the Comprehensive Plan

Legislative Authority
In the State of New York, village and town governments are granted authority to adopt a comprehensive 
plan pursuant to Village Law §7-722 or Town Law §272-a. The comprehensive plan, a set of policy and 
analytic documents and maps, strategies and tools for the guidance of community well-being, land use, 
and development, is also intended to provide the foundation for local zoning laws. Once adopted, all land 
use policy decisions in the town must be in accordance with the comprehensive plan. The review of future 
projects no longer occurs on an independent project-by-project basis, but rather in consideration of the 
comprehensive plan and the community vision. This Plan provides guidance as to where and how future 
development should occur in the town. In addition, all other governmental agencies must consider this plan 
when directing or funding capital projects that occur within the town. 

Adopting the Comprehensive Plan
The purpose of adopting a comprehensive plan is the protection of the health, safety, and general welfare of 
the citizens of the community and their environment. Once adopted, review of future projects occurs in con-
sideration of the community vision and the Comprehensive Plan. In addition, all other governmental agen-
cies must consider this plan when directing or funding capital projects that occur within the town. Adoption 
of a comprehensive plan is a discretionary decision and is considered a Type I action pursuant to Article 8 
of the Environmental Conservation Law and Title 6 of the New York Code of Rules and Regulations Part 
617.4(b)(1).This means that the plan must meet the provisions of the New York State Environmental Qual-
ity Review Act (SEQRA) prior to final adoption by Town Board. 

In accordance with New York State General Municipal Law 239, the Governing Board must refer the adop-
tion or amendment of the proposed comprehensive plan to the County Planning Board’s 239 Land Use 
Committee for review for potential inter-municipal impacts of the proposed plan. The Governing Board 
may adopt a Comprehensive Plan (or an amendment to a Comprehensive Plan) by resolution.

Review and Maintenance of the Plan
Because communities are continually changing and adjusting to new conditions, this comprehensive plan 
is a work in progress, and can be thought of as a document that provides guiding principles for the future 
development and growth decisions. This comprehensive plan should be reviewed regularly to ensure its 
continued relevance with the existing conditions, goals and objectives of the Town of Montezuma. Follow-
ing the adoption of the Plan, the Town Board should conduct an in-depth review of the plan every five years 
and make changes as needed. This in-depth review should assess the status of the plan’s recommendations 
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and implementation actions, such as land use regulation revisions, capital improvement programming, ex-
pansion of recreational opportunities, tourism, economic development, and progress on other work identi-
fied in the Goals & Recommendations (Chapter 1) of the plan. As policy-making changes and the physical 
characteristics of the community change, the comprehensive plan should also change. The plan should be 
a “living document”.

Circumstances that may warrant revising the plan include:
•  A finding of significant change within the community or substantial unforeseen circumstances or impacts;
•  A finding of significant public benefit associated with the proposed revision or a need to maintain and     
   protect public investments and resources; or
•  The need to maintain compliance with new laws, regulations, court actions, or other mandates

Implementing the Montezuma Comprehensive Plan
All of the work that the community has done thus far in preparing the Comprehensive Plan can be lost 
without a solid framework for implementation based on available funding resources and realistic expecta-
tions. Some recommendations in this plan may be implemented over a longer period of time, others will be 
a concentrated, short-term effort, but all elements of the Plan should be considered in terms of budgets and 
time frame.  

A Comprehensive Plan is a valuable resource a community can use to win significant grant funding from 
a wide variety of sources. Forming partnerships with various public agencies at the local, county, state and 
federal levels is advisable as these agencies can often assist communities in their funding and implemen-
tation efforts. Special committees may be established by the Town Board to address specific focus areas 
identified in the Plan. These committees should include members of the community most familiar with the 
Comprehensive Plan and its guiding principles. Examples of such committees are a Farmland Preservation 
Committee, An Historic Preservation Committee, or a Energy and Technology Committee.

Community efforts can often be strengthened and community benefits broadened by cooperative planning 
and promotional strategies among neighboring communities. Through cooperative efforts with other agen-
cies and inter-municipal relationships with neighboring municipalities, planning can have positive impacts 
on the community, as well as on the region as a whole. 

Suggestions for priority implementation actions noted in this Comprehensive Plan include the following:

Short-term recommendations:  
•  Create a Map of Potential Conservation Lands as a first step in facilitating conservation subdivision de-
sign
•  Investigate options for expanding high-speed internet throughout the town
•  Work with the state to connect the Erie Canalway Trail from Port Byron to Lyons passing through the 
Town of Montezuma

Long-term recommendations:
•  Update zoning to incorporate conservation subdivision principles
•  Encourage light industrial development at the Archer Daniels Midland site
•  Work to build a stronger sense of place in the community
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History of Planning and Land Use in the U.S.

Towns across America, as a result of an evolving story of settlement, bare unique physical and cultural 
characteristics reflected in their villages and along their roadsides. Rural towns like Montezuma contribute 
to and are affected by regional centers of social, cultural, and economic activity. Rural life offers residents, 
employees, and visitors a wealth of opportunities and experiences to enjoy every day. Rural character and 
identity rests upon both tangible and intangible elements such as sights, sounds, scents and experiences that 
combine to provide the Montezuma community with a familiar sense of place, and for many, a profound 
sense of meaning. 

A Comprehensive Plan provides a framework within which these unique characteristics and elements of a 
place can be drawn upon to create or preserve an environment supportive of a community’s vision for itself. 
Through careful analysis, including direct community involvement in the process, rural planning addresses 
problems and takes advantage of opportunities to create unique, viable and pleasant rural places. This first 
Comprehensive Plan for the Town of Montezuma strives to do just that for a community already rich in 
citizen commitment and possibilities. 

As European settlers emigrated to the United States, they adopted English common law under which land 
they owned, their “property,” meant a place in which they held a bundle of rights including:

1) the right to control and use the property;
2) the right to benefits from the property;
3) the right to transfer or sell the property; and
4) the right to exclude others from the property.

However, those rights were not absolute; they were, as they still are, subject to the rights of society often 
as codified in law. In the early history of the United States, society placed few limitations on the use of 
land as it seemed an endless resource, especially with a limited population base. From Jefferson’s Corps 
of Discovery to the Homestead Act to massive federal irrigation, road building, and energy producing 
projects, the challenge was not limiting use of land but rather getting it settled, cultivated, and developed. 
However, as the population increased and people began to congregate in cities, the need arose for local 
governmental control to put some limits on the movement of industry and commerce into residential areas 
and to prevent residents from becoming nuisances to each other. These limitations generally took the form 
of zoning ordinances regulating incompatible uses, building heights, setbacks, and lot sizes. However, as 
the density of populations grew and spread, some began to recognize a need for planning, and noting the 
changing times, Theodore Roosevelt reminded his constituents in the summer of 1910: “Every man holds 
his property subject to the general right of the community to regulate its use to whatever degree the public 
welfare may require it.”

Concern for the public welfare reached a peak in the 1960s and 70s as members of Congress observed that 
the balance between economic growth and development on the one hand, and protection of natural resourc-
es on the other, had tipped too far in the direction of growth and development. Congress moved to expand 
legal limitations that would address the issue of dwindling natural resources and environmental degrada-
tion. As a result, federal laws such as The National Environmental Policy Act, The Wilderness Act, The 
National Forest Management Act, The Endangered Species Act, etc., were enacted that have had significant 
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impacts on land use. Many states also passed their own laws and adopted policies that complemented the 
new federal laws.

In New York, the enactment of Article IX of the State Constitution, the Municipal Home Rule Law, the 
Statute of Local Governments, and the State Environmental Quality Review Act have provided municipali-
ties the power to enact local laws that compliment several of the federal laws mentioned above. The scope 
of this power and the procedures for implementing it are set out in the Municipal Home Rule Law, adopted 
in 1963. Section 10 of the Municipal Home Rule Law contains the constitutional grants of power to local 
governments and adds thereto the powers to collect local taxes authorized by the Legislature, to provide for 
the protection and enhancement of the physical and visual environment, the apportionment of local legisla-
tive bodies, and assessments for local improvements, as well as the powers granted to local governments in 
the Statute of Local Governments.

The Municipal Home Rule Law also includes a Bill of Rights for Local Governments and provision for a 
unique Statute of Local Governments, under which home rule powers may be given to quasi-constitutional 
protection against change (Section 2(b)(1)). Among the rights and powers enumerated under the Bill of 
Rights for Local Governments are the right to have a legislative body elected by the people; to adopt local 
laws; to have local officers elected or appointed by the local residents or officers; the power to agree (as 
authorized by the Legislature) with the federal government, a State, or other government, to provide coop-
erative governmental services and facilities. Also included are the power of eminent domain; the power to 
make a fair return on the value or property used in the operation of certain utility services, and the right to 
use the profits therefore for refunds or any other lawful purpose; and the power to apportion costs of gov-
ernmental services of function upon portions of local areas as authorized by the Legislature.

Prior Local and Regional Planning Initiatives

Various community-based planning initiatives have contributed to the development of the Montezuma 
Comprehensive Plan.  Guidelines for future growth and development in the Town of Montezuma came from 
the Town of Montezuma Zoning Ordinance, adopted in 1991. The Zoning Law of the Town of Montezuma 
includes Articles regarding Planned Development Districts, Use Regulations, Dimensional Requirements, 
Parking and Loading, and Signs in addition to general and administrative legislation for the town.

The EDR Heritage Park Plan developed in 2014 provides a vision for the future of the park and the many 
historic and natural resources found within.  The Montezuma Heritage Park is one of the town’s most sig-
nificant cultural resources and contains historic structures such as the Richmond Aqueduct, Clifford House, 
and remains of the original Erie, Enlarged, and Cayuga-Seneca Canals. The Park Plan offers suggestions 
for protecting these historic resources and encouraging public use and exploration, including improving and 
creating walking trails and infrastructure for greater public accessibility.

The archeological surveys for the Montezuma Heritage Park and Giardina Park were prepared by EDR in 
early 2015.  The Archeological Survey for Montezuma Heritage Park identified sixteen prehistoric and his-
toric archeological sites in the park, while the Archeological Survey for Giardina Park found that the park 
location “has the potential to include historic-period archeological remains...associated with the Enlarged 
Erie Canal boat basin as well as associated commercial structures that formerly stood in the area located 
northwest of the boat basin,” including aboveground stone remnants that are evident in the northwest sec-
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tion of the park.  Both studies provide recommendations for minimizing impacts to noted archeological 
resources.

The 2013 Cayuga County Multi-Jurisdictional All-Hazard Mitigation Plan was developed by Cayuga 
County in response to the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000.  The goal of the Hazard Mitigation Plan is to im-
prove planning for, response to, and recovery from disasters.  All jurisdictions within Cayuga County with 
the exception of the Town of Cato participated in the planning process and have their own section dedicated 
to disaster preparedness within the county’s plan. The Town of Montezuma’s section discusses historic 
instances of disasters in the town and a plan for reducing long-term impacts of these disasters, including 
flooding, ground failure, severe storms, severe winter storms, and transportation hazards.

The New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets awarded Cayuga County an Agriculture and 
Farmland Protection Planning Grant in 2012 to update the original County Agriculture and Farmland Pro-
tection Plan, adopted in 1996. The Cayuga County Agriculture and Farmland Protection Board (AFPB) 
established a steering committee made up of the AFPB, additional farmers, agriculture-related business rep-
resentatives, and agricultural service providers to complete the plan update.  An extensive public outreach 
campaign and opportunities for public input were crucial to the planning process.  The Cayuga Countywide 
Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan was adopted by the Cayuga County Legislature in August of 
2014.  The 2014 Plan includes information about the strengths, opportunities, needs, and challenges that 
the agricultural industry faces in Cayuga County, and puts forward the overall vision of creating sustainable 
farms and agriculture-related businesses throughout the county.

Federal and State Planning Initiatives

As a part of the development of this Comprehensive Plan, relevant federal and state planning initiatives 
were reviewed. The Draft New York State Open Space Conservation Plan (2014), once finalized, will serve 
as the blueprint for the State’s land conservation efforts, which between 1998 and 2011 have conserved 
nearly a million acres of land with an investment of $2.42 billion in land conservation and natural resource 
protection.1 The Draft Plan is an update of the 2009 Plan and is required by law to be revised every three 
years. The fundamental purpose of the 2014 Draft Plan is the same as the 2009 Plan- to urge increased pro-
tection of New York’s natural, scenic, recreational, historic and cultural resources.  The updated Draft Plan 
addresses open space and conservation actions with four critical priorities: promoting outdoor recreation; 
addressing climate change; ensuring clean water, air and land for a healthy public and vibrant economy; and 
protecting, using and conserving our natural resources and cultural heritage.  

Issues in the New York State Open Space Conservation Plan of particular importance to the Town of Mon-
tezuma include the rich agricultural lands in the western Finger Lakes Region, the Montezuma Marsh area, 
and the Erie Canal Corridor. The Plan makes note of the Erie Canal Greenway as part of a long-term effort 
to create an interconnecting greenway system across New York that will strengthen local and regional ties 
and protect and enhance natural and cultural resources.  The Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor is 
considered a significant historic, cultural, recreational, educational, and scenic resource to be preserved for 
future generations. The Montezuma Marsh area is also mentioned in the Open Space Conservation Plan as 
a Major Resource Area, a registered National Natural Landmark, and New York’s first Audubon Society-
designated Important Bird Area.  Strategies noted in the Plan for preserving this wetland complex include: 
1	 http://www.conservationalmanac.org/secure/almanac/highlights_pdfs/New%20York.pdf

http://www.conservationalmanac.org/secure/almanac/highlights_pdfs/New
20York.pdf
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fee acquisition by DEC and the USFWS; purchase of conservation easements by government and not-for-
profit partners; and execution of Cooperative Management Agreements among partners and landowners.

The New York Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) is prepared periodically by 
the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation (OPRHP) to provide statewide 
policy direction and to fulfill the agency’s recreation and preservation mandate. The updated SCORP refers 
to the Finger Lakes as a major water recreational resource. The document serves as a status report and for 
overall guidance in recreation resource preservation, planning, and development from 2014 through 2019. 
The document is also used to guide the allocation of state and federal funds for recreation and open space 
projects as well as for the allocation of municipal and not-for-profit funds to local areas and facilities with 
the greatest needs.

Every five years, the NYS Division for Historic Preservation, which includes the State Historic Preserva-
tion Office, prepares a statewide preservation plan which notes preservation progress, needs, and opportuni-
ties throughout the entire state. The 2009-2013 NYS Historic Preservation Plan sets seven goals for historic 
preservation, including: catalyze New York’s state and local economies using historic preservation, heritage 
development, and tourism; expand incentives, technical assistance programs and policies to stimulate reha-
bilitation and reuse in older and historic residential and commercial areas and to encourage the preservation 
and interpretation of archeological sites; integrate historic preservation into smart growth policies, local and 
regional planning, and decision-making to enhance economic competitiveness, community sustainability, 
and quality of life; strengthen collaboration and partnerships among preservation and related organizations; 
expand and strengthen education, outreach, and capacity building efforts; integrate historic and cultural 
resource preservation into New York’s sustainability and green building efforts; and increase awareness, 
identification, interpretation, preservation, protection, and stewardship of both prehistoric and historic sites 
and artifacts located on private and state-owned lands.  

The 2015-2020 NYS Historic Preservation Plan sets similar goals, including: expanding preservation ef-
forts across the state by strengthening the practice of preservation, enhancing collaboration to advance 
preservation, training New Yorkers in preservation trades, skills and crafts, and showcasing preservation 
contributions; promoting preservation at the local and regional level by integrating preservation into local 
and regional decision making and building support for preservation among local officials and developers; 
and cultivating pride of place by expanding and diversifying participation in preservation, engaging New 
Yorkers in historic sites and museums, and capitalizing on heritage tourism opportunities.  These state-wide 
goals were kept in mind while creating this Comprehensive Plan and drafting the goals and recommenda-
tions for the Town of Montezuma.
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Chapter 1:  Goals and Recommendations

During October and November 2015, 82 residents completed a Town of Montezuma Community Survey. 
The replies will help to guide future growth and development in the town and have been incorporated into 
the goals and recommendations identified in this Comprehensive Plan. The survey was distributed in mid-
October with a November 9 due date. The survey was designed, printed, and analyzed by the Central New 
York Regional Planning and Development Board (CNY RPDB). Members of the Comprehensive Planning 
Committee took a leading role in distributing the survey via mail. Surveys were also available at the Town 
Hall, and an article was submitted to the local newspaper to advertise the survey. 

There are approximately 1,139 people residing in Montezuma, with 463 occupied households. 420 surveys 
were mailed out with 25 returned to the Town Hall. 82 surveys were eventually returned representing about 
a 21% return rate. 70% of respondents were over the age of 55; 22% were between the ages of 36 and 55; 
and 8% were between 21 and 35. Because 70% of respondents were over 55 but only about 32% of the 
total population in Montezuma is over 55, the survey results do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the 
younger populations in the town. 

65% of respondents had lived in Montezuma 21 years or longer and it is clear from the survey that most 
have chosen to live in Montezuma primarily because of the rural character, family connections, convenient 
location, the healthy environment, and the cost of living. 

The survey respondents noted that maintaining a healthy environment with a safe community and clean, 
safe drinking water were most important. Respondents were generally pleased with the ambulance service, 
fire protection, police services, and emergency medical services. Only 8% responded that childcare services 

Deer amidst crops, Montezuma
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were ‘good’ or adequate,’ although the majority (72%) had no opinion, which may be an indication of the 
age of the majority of respondents. Residents were generally happy with the proximity to jobs, health and 
social services, and the quality of the school district. 26.9% thought that Seneca River water quality is poor. 
Many thought there could also be some improvement regarding the affordability, availability, and quality 
of rental properties, as well as a greater focus on single family and senior citizen housing options. Most 
respondents did not want cluster housing or multi-unit housing (apartments, town homes), although this 
could also be reflective of an older response population who might be less familiar with newer sustainable 
planning techniques and the benefits of these types of housing.

Phone service for cellular and land lines received good ratings. 35.1% indicated that the internet service was 
‘poor,’ and 29.9% responded ‘no opinion’- likely residents without Internet access. 

Respondents thought that town services were generally good or adequate. 25% of respondents noted that 
they have municipal water and most were happy with the quality of their drinking water. 49% of respon-
dents noted that they have well water, with 41% of that group noting that drinking water quality was poor. 
There were multiple comments that municipal water should be expanded due to the poor quality of well 
water available. 28% responded that road maintenance was poor, with Fuller Road the most often sited road 
as in need of maintenance and also noted a few times as in need of better snow removal. 

74.7% of respondents are concerned with speeding through the town, especially on Route 90, Fuller Road, 
McDonald Road, and E&W Loop Roads. 63.7% also indicated they were concerned about pesticide appli-
cation in the town, with 21% of those respondents concerned about residential applications, 25% concerned 
about agricultural applications, and 54% concerned about both. 

Respondents felt that Montezuma leaders should work to preserve views and natural areas, develop local 
laws to protect the environment and natural resources, and provide tax incentives for the preservation of un-
developed natural areas and open space. Many respondents thought that Montezuma should encourage new 
policies to help reduce agriculture-related neighbor conflicts, to encourage farmland protection through 
long term land agreements, to limit the conversion of farmland for non-agricultural uses, to maintain the 
town’s rural character, to encourage niche-farming and agri-tourism, to increase erosion management prac-
tices on agricultural land, and to offer tax incentives to keep land in production. 

Most farmers (55%) do not yet know what they will do with their farm upon retirement. 28% hope to pass 
their land on to children or other family members, and 11% wish to sell it to another farmer. 

Most respondents are interested in economic development and felt that Montezuma leaders should encour-
age at home businesses, manufacturing, retail businesses, professional services, and restaurants. While most 
(50.7%) were supportive of commercial wind turbine development, 23.4% of respondents were not in favor 
of commercial wind turbine development. Multiple people responded that there is a need for an at home hair 
salon/barber shop or day-care and that manufacturing opportunities should be focused at the ADM facility. 
Many people would like to see a grocery, convenience store, and/or gas station in town, specifically along 
Loop Road, Route 31, Route 90, or at the marina. Respondents thought Montezuma should invest resources 
in developing a community center, farmers and artisan markets, and Seneca River public access.

The majority of respondents felt that land use regulations should be developed to address degradation of 
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environmentally sensitive areas, design standards for commercial development, future subdivision of larger 
parcels, land use that lowers surrounding land values, land use that adversely impacts the environment, and 
mobile home placement and site requirements. The majority were also supportive of regulations for the 
upkeep of occupied structures, upkeep of vacant parcels and dilapidated buildings, and rental housing in-
spections and landlord registrations. Many (39%) expressed support for regulations for minimum lot sizes, 
with the majority noting that minimum lot size requirements should remain the same.

There was strong support for publishing a community events calendar and/or a town newsletter, and plac-
ing community events in the local newspaper. Most expressed support for improved communications with 
neighboring municipalities and to conduct an inventory of historical sites. Most (46.2%) did not think the 
town should purchase an electronic message board to display local news and events. Most respondents nor-
mally receive information about the town through word of mouth, with a significant amount of people also 
receiving information from the local newspapers, most notably the Auburn Citizen. 

Respondents provided the following list of buildings that they wanted to protect for their historic value:
Montezuma Hotel/Clifford House (16 respondents), Mentz Church (12 respondents), the Canal, Stop 69, 
Montezuma Heritage Park, Churches, Marina, and the VFW.

Most people felt that encouraging attendance at town-related meetings would be the biggest challenge for 
the Town of Montezuma in the future, followed by maintaining tax levels in relation to services provided 
and improving utility infrastructure (electric, phone, Internet, natural gas). Interestingly, the overwhelming 
majority of respondents (70%) do not attend Town Board meetings at any point during the year.  

Community Vision Statement

“The Town of Montezuma strives to preserve its rural character, cultural and historic assets, and ag-
ricultural and natural resources while encouraging economic growth and an expansion of services 

to meet the needs of the community.”

The community survey and the community inventory and analysis have formed the basis for the following 
goals and recommendations. These goals and recommendations are referenced in Appendix D – Issues of 
Community Concern/Community Survey.

The Suitability Analysis Map for the Town of Montezuma (page 17) highlights important aspects of land 
parcels that should be considered when determining their suitability for future development, including: size 
of parcels, amount of land with 15% or greater slopes, amount of wetlands on parcels, land in an agricul-
tural district, amount of land in the 100 year flood zone, and land in scenic viewsheds. The map provides a 
visual reference to potential future development areas or conditions that call for special attention in future 
planning and development decisions. 

The Suitability Analysis Map includes a suggestion for a potential future sewage treatment plant site and 
associated sewage lines.  This site was chosen because it is located on state land, is on a waterfront parcel 
and can therefore discharge to the Seneca River, is outside of the 100 year flood zone and steep slope areas, 
and can be sited in the midst of trees so as to remain visually unobtrusive.  The suggested sewage lines fol-
low the main roads in the hamlet, where the most dense development is located, and extend down Fuller 
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Road in order to service future potential development sites, as indicated in pink shading on the Suitability 
Analysis Map.  Future housing developments, including senior citizen housing options, and/or commercial 
development would be well suited along this potential sewer system through the hamlet in any of the noted 
potential development parcels.

Goals and Recommendations 

Agriculture and Farmland Protection

1.	 Preserve the rural-agrarian character of the town
a.	 Facilitate the protection of farmland balanced with managed community growth and preservation of 
open space through farmland protection and agricultural easements.
b.	 Facilitate a collaborative relationship with educational institutions and community-oriented organi-
zations in support of local agriculture and the farming community (ex. Sponsor an annual “Agricultural 
Day” to educate the general public about the importance of agriculture, local foods, etc.)
c.	 Encourage farmland preservation by working in collaboration with related NYS, County and other 
agencies and programs.

2.	 Support the future viability of local agricultural practices
a.	 Develop a more diverse and complementary agriculture-related business base in the town and en-
courage the establishment of a local food eatery, restaurant, or market.  This could also reduce travel 
time for town residents, as they currently have to drive out of town to buy groceries or to go out to eat.  
Local establishments would also provide additional employment opportunities in the town.

Land Use, Planning, and Subdivision Regulation Supportive of the Community’s Vision

3.	 Protect the existing open space and scenic views of farmland and the river in the Town of Montezuma
a.	 Review and rework existing town land use regulations to support low-impact development patterns 
and land uses that conserve resources, complement the rural character of the residential setting, and 
encourage farms to remain in farm production while effectively planning for “Smart Growth” (see Ap-
pendix A).
b.	 Work with local or regional planning agencies to develop effective land use tools such as Overlay 
Districts, Conservation Subdivision Process with flexible zoning, Easements, Purchase of Develop-
ment Rights (PDR) or Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) programs to protect identified by the 
community as important to conserve, including rural character, farmland, highly visible open space 
lands, scenic views, historic areas, and wildlife buffer areas. 
c.	 Allow for reasonable land area for neighborhoods of single-family dwellings at a medium to low 
density on a range of lot sizes using conservation-sensitive design (see Appendix B).  
d.	 Encourage preservation of large and continuous areas of absorbent vegetated open space and mini-
mal overall land disturbance by allowing flexibility in site planning for development based on a town-
wide inventory and mapping of potential conservation lands.
e.	 Protect life and property from flooding issues by protecting wetland areas and their ability to miti-
gate flooding in the town, and by limiting development in flood prone areas.
f.	 Set a maximum impervious area for all development.
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Suitability Analysis Map
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4.	 Protect the natural resources of significance in the Montezuma community
a.	 Educate residents about the flood protection value of wetland areas.
b.	 Encourage protection of wetland areas through the use of conservation easements or other protective 
measures.
c.	 Adopt a local wetlands protection ordinance.
d.	 Support wetland protection initiatives by public agencies and private organizations.
e.	 Conserve imperiled species and ecological communities and protect and restore native plants and 
wildlife habitat.
f.	 Consider land use regulatory buffers to significant habitat and prevent development from disturbing 
these areas.
g.	 Educate community members about the dangers of invasive species in the area and work to contain 
the spread of invasives.
h.	 Encourage conservation of land by private owners and farmers.
i.	 Implement long-term management plans for new or existing wetlands and water bodies and their 
buffers.
j.	 Work toward generating visitation to the town’s conserved areas for low impact active recreation 
such as kayaking, birding, and photography.
k.	 Use established environmental protection guidelines to regulate and limit building in areas with 
steep slopes (15% or more) reducing soil erosion, storm water run-off, and sedimentation of water re-
sources.  
l.	 Develop a town-wide map of potential conservation lands and adopt it as a guide to steering devel-
opment away from floodplains, wetlands, and habitat for imperiled species and ecological communi-
ties.  Where this is not possible, implement conservation plans to protect habitat.

5.	 Maximize the potential of the town’s history and historic resources to become sources of economic 
and cultural benefit to the community

a.	 Encourage and facilitate tourism based on historic resources.
b.	 Work with the state to connect the Erie Canalway Trail from Lyons to Port Byron through the Town 
of Montezuma and encourage tourism through the historic and natural resource-rich area.
c.	 Maintain and encourage partnerships with the Audubon Society, Montezuma Wildlife Refuge, and 
the Montezuma Wetland Complex to preserve and highlight both natural resources and man-made cul-
tural and historic resources in the region.

6.	 Plan for and seek opportunities to increase the availability of affordable housing in the town
a.	 Encourage development of smaller housing units geared toward the elderly, with handicapped ac-
cessibility, no stairs to basements, and wheel chair ramps.
b.	 Encourage development of affordable single-family homes and duplexes for families of all ages.

7.	 Encourage efficient, well-planned development that supports the community’s vision
a.	 Encourage light industrial development at the Archer Daniels Midland site.
b.	 Encourage commercial and industrial development opportunities along the Route 90 corridor and 
along the Route 31 corridor east of the Thruway, including agriculture-related businesses such as a local 
food eatery, restaurant, market/convenience store or bakery, or other businesses.  
c.	 Update zoning code to allow mixed-use areas in the Hamlet.
d.	 Public sewer service location should be carefully considered, as it will inevitably affect the location 
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of future development.  Locate sewer line in optimal location for commercial development.
e.	 Coordinate future expansion of municipal water service in desirable areas for residential develop-
ment.
f.	 Identify desirable growth areas within or adjacent to existing Hamlet.
g.	 Explore opportunities or incentives that encourage rehabilitation of vacant or under-used structures 
to meet housing demands.
h.	 Prevent the accumulation over time of inefficient land use patterns such as narrow and deep “spa-
ghetti” lots along roadways in the town by updating zoning regulations. Consider creating a minimum 
lot width to depth ratio in the Agricultural Residential zone.

Environmental Stewardship and Water Quality Protection

8.	 Support water quality preservation through good stewardship of the Seneca River and nearby water-
sheds

a.	 Reduce agricultural run-off from entering waterbodies by encouraging small- and medium-scale 
farming operations instead of large-scale operations.
b.	 Monitor and report issues dealing with CAFO regulations and encourage best management practices 
on farms for reducing agricultural run-off.
c.	 Work with NYS DEC and Cayuga County Soil and Water Conservation District to ensure that sensi-
tive areas are protected from agricultural run-off.
d.	 Maintain and reference (prior to development decisions) a current map of all natural resources in-
cluding stream corridors, water bodies, undeveloped shoreline, beaches, wetlands, watershed areas, 
vegetation communities, woodlands, steep slopes, meadows, specimen trees, wildlife habitats, soils, 
geology, and aquifer contribution areas (“Map of Potential Conservation Lands”).
e.	 Review and amend riverfront local laws to ensure water quality protections.
f.	 Encourage sustainable land use practices through the implementation of Incentive or Overlay Zon-
ing. For example, consider creating a Riparian Zone that identifies and protects buffers along stream 
and river corridors.
g.	 Buffer wetlands and water bodies from uses and conditions that contribute to environmental dam-
age.

Improved Public Utilities and Services

9.	 Improve communications infrastructure
a.	 Survey and assess where the need is greatest for high speed fiber optic internet options in Mont-
ezuma and encourage new internet providers to provide service in town. Consider fixed Wi-Fi service 
for areas that do not currently have internet service.

10.	Explore potential benefits and impacts of renewable energy resource development
a.	 Assess the viability of various renewable energy forms throughout the town, including solar, wind, 
geothermal, and biomass.
b.	 Work towards the renewable energy goals written in the town’s Climate Action Plan.
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11.	Maintain or improve the present quality of town roads and services
a.	 Create a single waste district for the town with one hauler providing service to all residents by 
contracting out for a single hauler for the town and include in tax bill. This will encourage residents to 
utilize the single waste hauler to reduce emissions and road maintenance requirements. 
b.	 Encourage the state and county to repave dilapidated roads, especially Fuller Road.  Investigate vari-
ous funding opportunities to properly fix and pave town roads.
c.	 Investigate options for future public sewer districts (refer to discussion on page 54 and Suitability 
Analysis map on page 17)
d.	 Provide access to public drinking water in areas that are most affected by well-water issues by 
implementing new water line already planned, creating an inventory of wells in the community noting 
which have collapsed or have high sulfur or iron concentrations, and investigating future options for 
public water districts.

12.	Maintain or improve the quality of transportation and circulation through the town
a.	 Reduce congestion associated with roadside stands by requiring on- and off-street parking for farm 
stand operations and enforcing existing zoning regulation: Section 504 P-1: “A farm stand shall be no 
larger than 200 square feet, located no nearer the edge of the street than fifty feet.” 
b.	 Create opportunities for off-street parking, especially at the Clifford House, the VFW, and the Ma-
rina. Create opportunities for on-street parking along Route 90, especially during the annual garage 
sale.
c.	 Become a walking and bicycling friendly town by implementing sidewalks in the Hamlet to connect 
community to Montezuma Heritage Park and/or the Seneca River, implementing bicycling facilities 
along Route 90 and Route 31 to provide alternative transportation options throughout the town to resi-
dents and visitors, and implementing bicycle lanes, paths, or signage to indicate designated bicycling 
areas.
d.	 Discuss opportunities for reducing speed throughout the town, especially on narrow, winding roads 
to improve safety.  The community survey showed that residents are most concerned about speeding on 
Route 90, Fuller Road, E and W Loop Roads, and McDonald Road.
e.	 Adopt design and construction standards for private roads to ensure better access for emergency 
service vehicles.
f.	 Encourage the State and County to update State and County bridges and culverts, such as the bridge 
on E Loop Road that crosses Salt Creek and the two large culverts on West Loop Road.

13.	Support volunteer recruitment for fire and ambulance services
a.	 Encourage younger residents to enroll as a volunteer fire fighter or EMT.

Community Revitalization and Historic Preservation

14.	Encourage revitalization of the community
a.	 Support the rehabilitation of existing housing to provide options for all residents, including seniors, 
in a range of incomes and needs by applying for grants and working with Cayuga County to implement 
a housing rehabilitation program.
b.	 Revise zoning to allow mixed use in high priority revitalization areas, such as the Hamlet.
c.	 Prioritize structures for targeted revitalization efforts such as NY Main Street grant funding.
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15.	Expand efforts to support the preservation of the historic heritage of the town
a.	 Develop a plan to secure federal and/or state funding to support local historic preservation and reha-
bilitation efforts, especially for Montezuma Heritage Park.
b.	 Evaluate the potential for the development of a town history museum in an existing historic struc-
ture.
c.	 Prevent demolition of historic buildings and alterations to the community’s cultural landscape by 
working with the NYS office of historic preservation and owners.
d.	 Encourage upkeep and protection of historic resources, such as the Richmond Aqueduct (which 
has been degrading into the river) and the Historic Mentz Church (which needs updates to its building 
foundation).
e.	 Acquire the Clifford House, if fiscally possible, to prevent its deterioration, and prioritize stabiliza-
tion and rehabilitation of the building and historic area.  
f.	 Apply to NYS Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation to become a Certified Local 
Government (CLG), and then seek designation as a “Preserve America Community” to be eligible for  
possible future federal preservation grant funding through the “Preserve America Grants Program.”
g.	 Encourage upkeep of historic resources by landowners, Finger Lakes Land Trust, and town.
h.	 Establish a town-wide map listing of historically valued structures.

16.	Build a stronger sense of place in the community
a.	 Encourage attendance at town meetings by advertising upcoming events/meetings online, at the 
Town Hall, and/or in the local newspaper.
b.	 Encourage organization of an annual “Montezuma Community Day” event to bring together the 
community, such as the annual 5K that has been organized in the past.
c.	 Continue to support the Friends of the Montezuma Heritage Park, including their tours of historic 
resources and maintaining/building trails, and encourage new volunteers to support the group.
d.	 Encourage participation in the annual Canal Clean Sweep.
e.	 Use storytelling or other means to engage the community and encourage community members to 
assist in both planning and participating in town events. 
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Chapter 2:  Community Inventory and Analysis

Location

The Town of Montezuma is located in western Cayuga County in the heart of the Finger Lakes Region 
of Central New York. The town is bounded on the north and west by the Seneca River, on the south by 
Aurelius, and on the east by Mentz and Throop. Cayuga County is comprised of a hilly southern plateau, 
a relatively flat central plain region, and drumlins in the north, where the Town of Montezuma is located. 
Cayuga means “People of the Great Swamp” in the Iroquois language of the Cayuga people native to the 
region. Primarily a rural, agricultural community, Montezuma is located northwest of the City of Auburn 
at the great bend in the Seneca River. The region features deep north-south valleys.2 The gently rolling 
farmland in Montezuma varies in elevation between about 380 and 670 feet. In places, the landscape of the 
town offers spectacular views of surrounding farmland. Cayuga Lake offers a prime water supply source to 
populations in the region. 

The Town of Montezuma is within easy commuting distance of several state and private Colleges and 
Universities, including: Cayuga County Community College, Cornell University, Hobart and William 
Smith Colleges, Ithaca College, Le Moyne College, Onondaga Community College, Rochester Institute of 
Technology (RIT), SUNY College of Environmental Science & Forestry (ESF), SUNY - Cortland, SUNY 
Health Science Center, SUNY - Oswego, Syracuse University, Tompkins-Cortland Community College, 
University of Rochester, and Wells College.

The quality of life in Montezuma is enhanced by the availability of low-cost and architecturally intact 

2		  http://www.nysm.nysed.gov/services/largemarkers/inventoryfour.html

W Loop Road, Montezuma 

http://www.nysm.nysed.gov/services/largemarkers/inventoryfour.html
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historical housing, good schools, nearby cultural attractions, parks and recreational opportunities, and low 
crime rates. Outdoor recreation opportunities abound in central Cayuga County with opportunities for hik-
ing, biking, cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, snowshoeing and enjoying the outdoors. In the Town of 
Montezuma, direct access to the Seneca River offers opportunities for water activities including boating, 
sailing, canoeing, kayaking, swimming, and sport fishing.

History of the Community

Cultural History
Prior to European colonization, lands in the Finger Lakes Region of Central New York were home to the 
Haudenosaunee (ho-den-o-shaw-nee) People of the Six Nations of the Iroquois. The Cayugas, one of the six 
nations, were known as the “People of the Great Swamp.” The Haudenosaunee raised crops and livestock in 
clearings, wetlands, and forested ar-
eas they maintained near regionally 
nomadic settlements. 

During the Revolutionary War, both 
New York State and the Continen-
tal government offered land as a 
bounty for enlistment in the military 
forces. In 1779, George Washington 
launched an effort to clear the Iroquois 
people from their ancestral homes 
across New York State, and that year 
the Sullivan-Clinton Campaign em-
ployed over 5,000 troops, roughly 
one third of the Revolutionary Army 
in that effort. By Sullivan’s official 
report, the 1779 Campaign burned 40 
Haudenosaunee towns and their agri-
cultural fields including those of the 
settlement at Cayuga Castle to the 
south of the Town of Montezuma.3  
 
On March 20, 1781, in an attempt to 
raise two military regiments, New 
York State passed legislation promis-
ing bounties of unappropriated land 
equal to five times the grant of the 
federal government (500 acres) to 
an enlisting private fulfilling a three 
year enlistment. By July 1782, an 
area in central New York known as 
the Military Tract was set aside for 
3		  Source: (http://sullivanclinton.com/texts)

“Map of the Expedition of the army under General John Sullivan against the Indians of 
Western New York, in the Seneca and Cayuga lake regions, June 18th to Sept. 15, 1779. 
Manuscript.” (Source: http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com)

http://sullivanclinton.com/texts
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
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Historical and Community Resources Map
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“Land of the Cayugas” map created in 1964 showing locations of some Haudenoshaunee villages, sites and orchards in the vicinity 
of the Town of Montezuma prior to the 1779 Sullivan Campaign. (Source:  http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com)

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
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this purpose. The Military Tract, located in the Finger Lakes area, contained 28 Townships, including two 
Native American reservations for the Cayugas and the Onondagas. In both 1795 and 1807, as the new 
American colonial government continued to pursue a westward push, the State of New York purchased the 
lands of the region from the Iroquois, although the state land purchases were never ratified by the U.S. Con-
gress.4  Each of the subsections or townships within the Military Tract was comprised of 60,000 acres, and 

4		  Source: (Iroquois, Engelbrecht, William, 2003)

Map of the Military Tract of Central New York, 1793 (Source: http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~nycayuga/maps/1793/dewitt.jpg)

http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~nycayuga/maps/1793/dewitt.jpg
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Town of Montezuma Map 1875. (Source: http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com)

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
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the townships were named for classical heroes as they were surveyed, mapped and numbered 1 through 26. 
The townships as originally surveyed were too large and geographically challenging to administer and were 
gradually divided into smaller towns. Maps of the early 1800s indicate a large reservation of land labeled Ca-
yuga Reservation around the north end of Cayuga Lake, located within what would become the southwestern 
corner of the Town of Montezuma.  

The Town of Montezuma was formed April 8th, 1859 out of Mentz.5 Mentz was formed on March 30, 1802 
out of two of the earliest townships in the Military Tract, Aurelius and Brutus. Aurelius, originally township 
8, also contained what later became the City of Auburn, and Brutus, originally township 4, also contained 
parts of what later became the Towns of Cato and Conquest.6  

The History of Cayuga County 1789 – 1879 by Elliot G. Storke notes the moderately uneven surface of the 
Town of Montezuma, with hills in the north (drumlins) and steep highlands in the south.  Storke calls atten-
tion to the productive soil in the town at the turn of the nineteenth century, including “exhaustless deposits 
of alluvium” which were hoped to allow the lands to be some of the “most valuable and productive regions 
of the globe.”7  Storke also makes note of the “Montezuma Marshes,” which contained shell marl that could 
be used as an excellent fertilizer, and immense quantities of flag which were shipped to eastern markets to 
be used to make chairs and other goods.  These conditions would inevitably lead to the growth of a wealth 
of farming and fishing enterprises in Montezuma.  

Storke also notes the abundance of salt springs in Montezuma.  The salt springs were discovered by the Na-
tive Americans who dug small holes in the ground to obtain the brine.  Subsequent wells were dug deeper 
by white settlers who obtained brine in sufficient quantity for the manufacture of salt.  Between 16,000 
and 20,000 bushels of salt were made from the Montezuma springs in 1823.  However, by the end of the 
nineteenth century, salt manufacturing in Montezuma was abandoned due to the “superior strength of the 
Onondaga brines.”8

The New York Central Railroad was a rail line that travelled from the mid nineteenth century to the late 
twentieth century.  The New York Central system included extensive routes in New York, Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, and Massachusetts, plus Ontario and Quebec, and it can be traced back to 
the Mohawk & Hudson Railroad and the merging of railroads across New York State in the 1850s and 60s.9  
The New York Central Railroad passed through the north of the Town of Montezuma, but there was no sta-
tion within the town.  Montezuma was, however, a historically important stop along the Erie Canal.  In July 
1820, boats started running three times a week between Utica and Montezuma, and in 1821, the boats ran 
between Montezuma and Schenectady.10

During and following the Civil War years, at around the time of the introduction of the railroads across 
Cayuga County, nearby Auburn and Seneca Falls became centers for social reform movements including 
abolitionism, the underground railroad, education, and women’s rights. Auburn became home to Harriet 
Tubman after the Civil War, where she started a home for elderly African-Americans, known today as the 
Harriet Tubman Home.  Seneca Falls was the location of the first Convention on Women’s Rights organized 
by Jane Hunt, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Mary Ann M’Clintock, and others, and therefore became known as 
5		  Source:  1789 History of Cayuga County, New York, by Elliot G. Storke, Syracuse, NY
6		  Source: Town of Montezuma, townofmontezuma.org/timeline
7		  Source:  1789 History of Cayuga County, New York, by Elliot G. Storke, Syracuse, NY
8		  Source:  1789 History of Cayuga County, New York, by Elliot G. Storke, Syracuse, NY
9		  Source: New York Central System Historical Society, Inc. http://nycshs.blogspot.com/2008/05/nyc-railroad-history.html
10		 Source:  1789 History of Cayuga County, New York, by Elliot G. Storke, Syracuse, NY

townofmontezuma.org/timeline
http://nycshs.blogspot.com/2008/05/nyc-railroad-history.html
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Above is a lithograph by J.S. Skinner of the 1850 
Agricultural Fair at Auburn, NY showing a variety 
of livestock, visitors and buildings in an enclosed 
fairgrounds, looking like an early predecessor of 
the New York State Fair. (Source:  http://freep-
ages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com).

At right a “Comparitive View of the Agricultural 
Condition of the County of Cayuga in 1850  and 
1845” (Source:  http://freepages.genealogy.roots-
web.ancestry.com).

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
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the birthplace of the Women’s Rights Movement.11  A predominant contingent of the Society of Friends, or 
Quaker faith, settled in the Finger Lakes region during the late 18th century and was catalyst to an unusually 
dedicated and effective community effort toward equal rights reforms in the young nation, including equal 
access to education and women’s rights.

Hamlets and Historic Settlements

As the Montezuma population grew thanks to its close proximity to the Erie Canal and New York State rail-
roads, so too did the need for local products and services. A community settlement and commercial centers 
of activity developed at the Hamlet of Montezuma, also known as the Village of Montezuma. 

Hamlet 
According to Elliot Storke, the first settlers were Dr. Peter Clarke, Comfort Tyler, and Abram Morgan in 
1798, who were attracted to the area by the salt springs.12 The Hamlet of Montezuma was incorporated as 
the Village of Montezuma in 1866 with a population of 550, but later abandoned the status as a village.13  
The hamlet surrounds New York Route 90 and High Street, nestled between the New York Thruway to 
the south and Crane Brook to the north.  This area is adjacent to the Seneca River at the historic junction 
of the Erie and Cayuga-Seneca Canals.  At the end of the nineteenth century, the village contained four 
churches, a district school, a dry goods store, a hardware store, a drug store, four grocery stores, two ho-
tels, and a grist-mill.14  The current Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) building was also a former business 
along the Erie Canal.  Prior to housing the VFW, May and Leslie Jones operated a Red and White grocery 
store out of the building for about forty years, until the late 1960s.  Today, the Hamlet of Montezuma 
consists of a cluster of several residences, Montezuma Heritage Park, the Town Hall building, the Town 
Highway Garage, the Fire Department, and a US Post Office. 

Prior to the Erie Canal being built, settlement occurred in Montezuma primarily near the marina along 
Montezuma Turnpike. This area is often referred to as the “old village.” The center of town changed with 
the development of the Erie Canal, focusing development in the present-day hamlet.  One can see clearly 
from the 1875 Village Map the important role the former route of the Erie Canal had in the development of 
the settlement.  Although many historic buildings and remnant structures remain at the core of the hamlet 
today, the working waterway is no longer at its heart. State Route 90 runs north and south through the ham-
let, beginning at the intersection with State Route 31 and traveling south down the eastern shore of Cayuga 
Lake all the way to Kings Ferry, where it then turns and travels east to Homer. State Route 31 runs east and 
west through the hamlet and travels across New York State, from Vernon in the east to Niagara Falls in the 
west.  Historically, Route 90 was an important stagecoach route off of the Erie Canal.

Historic and Cultural Resources 

The Rural-Agrarian Landscape
As described by O. D. Von Engeln in his 1988 book The Finger Lakes Region, Its Origin and Environment, 
the Town of Montezuma is located in a region that is “scenically unique.” Von Engeln’s description of the 

11		 Source: http://senecafalls.com/history.php
12		 Source:  1789 History of Cayuga County, New York, by Elliot G. Storke, Syracuse, NY
13		 Source: Town of Montezuma, townofmontezuma.org/timeline
14		 Source:  1789 History of Cayuga County, New York, by Elliot G. Storke, Syracuse, NY

http://senecafalls.com/history.php
townofmontezuma.org/timeline
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Montezuma village map, 1875. (Source: http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com)

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
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Montezuma town map, 1904. (Source: http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com)

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com
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geographical environment of the Finger Lakes Region with “its general expression wide farm acres and 
level upland pastures [amid] long, narrow, roughly parallel lakes...with high, almost cliff-steep shores [and] 
narrow, deep gorges” is an accurate description of the landscape surrounding the Town of Montezuma. 
Located at the great bend in the Seneca River, the Town of Montezuma is located in the heart of the Erie 
Canalway National Heritage Corridor, just north of the tip of Cayuga Lake. There are scenic vistas of his-
toric resources, farmland, and the rural landscape throughout the town, with especially breathtaking views 
along West Loop Road and NYS Route 90.

Montezuma Heritage Park
There are many historic resources in the Town of Montezuma, although the most significant collection of 
these are located within the Montezuma Heritage Park, bounded by the Hamlet of Montezuma, the Erie 
Canal, the Richmond Aqueduct, the Route 31 Bridge, Route 31, Chapman Road, and High Street. The 
Montezuma Heritage Park is a historically and architecturally significant collection of resources and sites 
that vividly tells the story of the town’s history as part of the Erie and Cayuga-Seneca Canal corridors.  The 
Montezuma Heritage Park is listed on the National Register of Historic Places as part of the 70-acre Seneca 
River Crossing Canals Historic District and includes: the remains of three early canals; the original Clin-
ton’s Ditch, including Lock 62; the Cayuga-Seneca Canal, including Lock 11; the Clifford House; the re-
mains of a cross-over bridge between Cayuga-Seneca and Enlarged Erie Canals; the Montezuma Fibre Mill 
(manufactured paper from flag harvested from cattails); the reservoir on a drumlin used for the paper mill 

The remains of the Richmond Aqueduct (Source: Jean Mackay, Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor)
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Helmer’s Marsh, Montezuma - 130 acres of public conservation land located at the turn from E Loop Road to W Loop Road

Historic Mentz Church and Cemetery, Montezuma
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The Clifford House - previously known as the Exchange Hotel along the historic Erie Canal waterway. Building is now 
currently vacant and up for sale by a private owner.

Cayuga-Seneca Lock 11 (Source: http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/2012/05/clean-sweep-volunteers-prepare-park-for.html)

http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/2012/05/clean-sweep-volunteers-prepare-park-for.html
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processing plant; the remains of the Enlarged Erie Canal dry dock; the remains of 7 arches of the Richmond 
Aqueduct on the Seneca River; a historic mural of the former Exchange Hotel; and the Cayuga-Seneca and 
Enlarged Erie Canal junction.

Montezuma’s modern development began in 1820 when it became a western terminal for the early Erie 
Canal. At this time, salt production was also a moderately successful industry in Montezuma due to shal-
low subsurface, high-strength brines.  By 1849, the Erie Canal path was relocated to higher ground in 
Montezuma via the building of the Richmond Aqueduct.  In 1965, the town was awarded funding through 
the Outdoor Recreation Development Bond Act and the Land and Water Conservation Act to acquire 136 
acres of land that contains rich natural and historic canal resources, later named the Montezuma Heritage 
Park.  This historic corridor brings cultural and natural resources together to represent New York’s present 
day Canal System.

The Clifford House, or Montezuma Hotel, located on Route 90 in the Montezuma Heritage Park, is one of 
the only remaining canal era buildings in Montezuma.  The property is currently vacant and up for sale by a 
private owner.  Rehabilitating this building could benefit the Town of Montezuma significantly by preserv-
ing an important historic and cultural resource and providing economic development opportunities.

Historic Mentz Church
Nestled at a crossroads in the rural countryside of the Town of Montezuma stands the Historic Mentz 
Church built by the first settlers of the area. The gable-roofed one-room church was erected prior to its 
incorporation as the First Methodist Episcopal Church in 1825. It was purchased from the Weston family 
on a lot where a cemetery was located with the earliest burial in 1813. Built by area farmers with timber 
from their land, it represents a unique example of early nineteenth century architecture in Cayuga County. 
Virtually intact to its date of construction, the church retains a remarkably high degree of integrity in design, 
material, craftsmanship and feeling of the early settlers of this area.

This small, humble landmark was one of the first in Cayuga County to be served by roving clergy from the 
Baptist, Methodist and Protestant faiths until it became incorporated on May 10, 1825 as the First Methodist 
Episcopal Church of the Town of Mentz. Here worship was an integral part of early life in the small com-
munity, and the church helped to serve the needs of area families for 130 years.

Before the church was built, first services were held in the barn of John Gilmore and area homes. The first 
authentic record of the church’s history was known as a “society.” It joined in circuit with Montezuma and 
the Village of Port Byron and became known the “mother” church.

Later, it became part of a three-point charge with the Montezuma and Fosterville Methodist churches. After 
World War II, many families moved to larger cities and only a half-dozen families remained until it closed 
in 1954. Although closed, it was never forgotten, and through the efforts of the Mentz Fidelas Club and Les-
ter O’Hara, the church was preserved to stand the test of time. In 2003, the Town of Montezuma acquired 
the church and committed to preserving it by appointing a preservation committee to oversee restoration 
work and make recommendations for the use of the church.  It is still owned by the Town of Montezuma  
today and is the home of the Montezuma Historical Society.

In 2004, the church received the honor of being named to the State and National Register of Historic Places. 
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A preservation committee met monthly to plan events to be used for the enrichment of the community 
through cultural, social and local church activities. Beginning in early Spring of 2005, restoration began 
with many hours of work donated to remove wallpaper, paint, restore the original front doors, clean, replace 
windows, and to restore the electricity. On Sunday, May 15, 2005, almost one-hundred eighty years to the 
day of its incorporation, the community honored and celebrated it’s re-opening and listing as a historic 
place. 

Cemeteries
Three main early historic cemeteries exist in Montezuma: the Mentz Church cemetery, Prospect Hill Cem-
etery, and Old Montezuma Cemetery.  There are also four small former family plot cemeteries located in 
rural farmland areas in Montezuma, including: Buckingham Cemetery, Maiden Lane Road, Fairchild, and 
MacArthur burials.

Mentz Church Cemetery: The Mentz Church Cemetery has over 200 graves with the earliest burial in 1813. 
It surrounds the Mentz Church, which was later built on the corner of McDonald and Mentz Church Roads. 
Many of the early immigrating families that first settled in the area of Mentz Corners are buried here. 

Prospect Hill Cemetery: Just southeast of the Hamlet of Montezuma, this cemetery is located high on a hill 
on McDonald Road. The cemetery was established by the Clark family with several family members buried 
here, including Peter Clark, one of the early pioneer founders of the town. His home was built on another 

Mentz Church Cemetery rehabilitation
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large drumlin overlooking the marshes in the hamlet near where today’s water tower is located. Other noted 
citizens of Montezuma buried in this cemetery are Royal Torrey, Clifford Jones and Charles Higgins — im-
portant political figures in Montezuma’s history.

Old Montezuma Cemetery: Located along a hillside on Route 90 in the hamlet of Montezuma, this early 
cemetery has burials beginning in 1810 when the Hamlet of Montezuma was first settled. It contains ap-
proximately 185 graves with the last known burial in 1933.

Captain Richard Damewood, born in 1759, is buried in the cemetery. He enlisted in the military in 1781 and 
served in New York’s Regiment at the siege of Yorktown during the Revolutionary War. After the War of 

Top: Prospect Hill Cemetery

Right: Old Montezuma Cemetery

Bottom: Fairchild Cemetery
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Historic roadside markers in the Town of Montezuma

1812, he became engaged in boating on the Erie Canal, eventually settling in Montezuma. Over the years, 
Captain Damewood’s grave site became obscured and forgotten, located on an outer hedgerow covered by 
brush in the cemetery. During a cemetery cleanup project, it was discovered that his cemetery marker had 
become embedded into the trunk of a tree. In 2007, the town received a new military stone provided by the 
Sons of the American Revolution National Graves’ Committee to replace Captain Damewood’s gravestone. 
Joanne Damewood Butler, descendent of Richard’s son, Henry, was present to help install the new stone at 
the grave site.

Historic Roadside Markers
Historic roadside markers play an important role in local historic preservation by educating the public and 
fostering historic tourism.  Nine historic roadside markers are located throughout Montezuma, including 
five New York State markers and four markers donated by the William G. Pomeroy Foundation.  Markers 
include:
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Historic roadside markers in the Town of Montezuma

NYS Markers					     William G. Pomeroy Foundation Markers
Old Erie Canal, Route 90			   Early Aqueduct, Chapman Road
Salt Springs, Route 90				    Cayuga-Seneca Canal/Exchange Hotel, High Street
Comfort Tyler, Route 31			   Mentz Church & Cemetery, McDonald Road
Squagonna, Route 31				    Early Cemetery, Route 90
Montezuma, Route 90				    Seneca Canal Crossing Canals Historic District

New York State Canal System
The Erie Canal, Cayuga-Seneca Canal, and Barge Canal systems all pass through the northern portion of the 
Town of Montezuma.  Because of its rich historic and cultural resources, Montezuma has been designated 
as a Point of Interest along the Erie Canal Heritage Corridor.

Under the direction of Governor DeWitt Clinton, the Erie Canal was first completed in 1825 and was built 
to connect the Hudson River to Lake Erie.  Although Governor Clinton’s idea was at first met with harsh 
criticism, calling the idea “Clinton’s Ditch” or “Clinton’s Folly,” the Erie Canal allowed for goods and raw 
materials to be transported cheaply from western to eastern New York.  The Erie Canal is credited for spur-
ring the first great westward migration of American settlers and today known as one of the most important 
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projects in the development and success of New York.  The New York State Barge Canal is currently listed 
on the National Register for Historic Places and has been nominated as a National Historic Landmark.

Crossing the Seneca River at the canal’s original junction in Montezuma was very difficult, so the State 
decided to relocate the canal to higher ground and build an aqueduct to carry boats across the shallow river.  
The Richmond Aqueduct is the second largest on the Erie Canal, originally at 11 feet high and 22 feet wide 
with 31 stone arches. It was completed in 1857 and allowed for easier and quicker crossing of the Seneca 
River.

The first portion of the Cayuga-Seneca Canal was completed in 1821 and connected Seneca Lake to the 
Seneca River Outlet at Cayuga Lake; however, once the Erie Canal was finished, locals craved a route link-
ing Seneca Lake to the newly-built Erie Canal, and this portion of the Cayuga-Seneca Canal was built and 
officially opened in 1828.  The full Cayuga-Seneca Canal begins at the junction of the Erie Canal and Mon-
tezuma and connects the Erie Canal to Cayuga and Seneca Lakes.

Because the idea of building the Erie Canal came with such skepticism, the canal was built very narrow 
and shallow, as no one anticipated the heavy boat traffic it accommodated at its peak.  As railroads began to 
operate widely in the second half of the 19th century, the Erie Canal underwent an upgrade to try to remain 
influential and relevant.  The Barge Canal Act was passed in 1903, which called for the creation of a more 
substantial barge canal, an enlarged version of the Erie Canal.  The Barge Canal Act also called for improve-
ments of the Oswego Canal and Champlain Canal routes, and together with the Cayuga-Seneca Canal and 
Erie Canal, the four canal routes were referred to as the New York State Barge Canal, or what is known today 
as the New York State Canal System.

Historic photograph of Lock 11 on the Cayuga-Seneca Canal
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Historic Photo of the Erie Canal in the area of the current Byron Lapp Memorial Trailhead (Source: Town of Montezuma 
Heritage Park, Park Plan, EDR)

Historic photograph of the Richmond Aqueduct (Source: http://www.eriecanal.org/texts/Whitford/1906/Chap24.html)

http://www.eriecanal.org/texts/Whitford/1906/Chap24.html
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Historic Photo of the Erie Canal Basin in Montezuma

Current Photo of the Erie Canal Basin in Montezuma (Source: Town of Montezuma Heritage Park, Park Plan, EDR)
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Demographic Profile

Population
Cayuga County’s total population for 2010 was 80,026. The largest proportion of this population resides 
within the center of the county and includes the City of Auburn with a population of 27,687, surrounded by 
the five towns of Sennett, Throop, Owasco, Fleming and Aurelius. Other than the City of Auburn, there are 
twenty-three incorporated towns in Cayuga County, ranging in population from Brutus with 4,464 residents 
in 2010, to Sempronius with 895 residents.

The total number of households in the county is approximately 36,489, with 12,639 of those in Auburn. The 
county offers a diversity of housing choices, and the county is well known for its wealth of 19th century 
architecture.

The population of the Town of Montezuma has remained relatively steady since 1960, ranging from a low 
of 743 persons in 1960 to a high of 1,431 persons in 2000.  Since 2000, the population in Montezuma has 
fallen to 1,277 persons. Population trends in other municipalities in Cayuga County have been similar, al-
though some have significantly increased since 1960, such as in the towns of Brutus and Moravia.

In 2010, 46% of Montezuma residents were 45 years of age or older, and 30% were under 24 years old. The 
Town of Montezuma has a lower percentage of college educated population than the U.S. average, but a 
lower percentage of families and individuals below poverty than the U.S. averages.
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*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)

(Source: U.S. Census Bureau)
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Housing
In the Town of Montezuma, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that there were 531 total housing units in 
2010 down from 547 total units in 2000. Owner occupied housing represented 85% of that total in 2010. 47 
residences, or 8.9% of total housing units, were reportedly vacant in 2010. 34% of the vacant homes were 
reported to be used primarily for seasonal/recreational purposes, which can be mostly attributed to snow-
birds who live in Montezuma for half of the year and in Florida for the other half of the year.

Housing vacancy rates in the CNY region since 1980 have trended higher. Although Madison County 
vacancy rates have slightly decreased overall, they still remain high at 12.6%. Between 1970 and 1980, 
Cayuga County vacancy rates increased significantly, from 8.1% to 15.9%. One explanation for the sharp 
increase in housing vacancy rates in Cayuga County between 1970 and 1980 is that housing stock increased 
by 17.5%, from 26,348 to 30,955 homes, while population in the county only grew 3.2%. Housing vacancy 
rates have most likely remained high because county population has decreased by 2.8% since its peak in 
1990, but housing stock has grown 9.6% during the same time period. Since then, housing vacancy rates 
throughout Cayuga County have remained some of the highest in the five county CNY region, at about 
13.8% in 2010. This suggests a trend of development that is not sustainable, and growth should be redi-
rected towards existing housing and rehab programs rather than continued new development.

The median cost of housing in Montezuma as reported by the 2010-2014 American Community Survey 
(ACS) is $89,300, and median gross monthly rent in the town is $728. Most homes in Montezuma were 
built prior to 1939 or after 1990 and the majority are single-unit homes (63.4%) or mobile homes (35.1%).  
Some of the older housing stock has been updated to be more energy efficient and modern, although most 
older homes have not and are not up to current standards. Affordable housing options, including mobile 
homes, apartments, house rentals, and rent-to-own properties are available in the town, although commu-
nity members feel rental housing affordability, availability, and quality could be improved. Transportation 
costs are more of a concern for town residents than housing costs, since it is necessary to drive out of town 
to run most errands or to get to most places of employment.  This represents an opportunity for economic 

(Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census)
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*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)

*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)
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development in the town, as residents would likely shop at businesses closer to home if they became avail-
able. Smaller housing options geared toward the elderly are also needed in the town, including options that 
are handicapped-accessible, with no stairs to basements, and wheelchair ramps.

Multifamily homes currently represent less than 2% of the housing stock in the town.  In the future, as the 
new casino in Tyre is finished, additional multifamily housing may be needed as casino workers seek af-
fordable places to live nearby.  Multifamily homes with rental options are more desirable and practical in 
Montezuma than large-scale apartment buildings, as they would be able to meet the demand in the town 
while fitting in with the character of the community, and they do not necessarily require expansion of public 
water or sewer systems. This new demand for housing could also be an opportunity to rehabilitate vacant  
or substandard housing rather than developing new housing subdivisions.

Business/Economic Base 
Situated in central New York State between Syracuse and Rochester, Cayuga County’s principal sources 
of employment are health services, manufacturing, and retail/wholesale, with about 15% of the popula-
tion employed in each of these industries. Agriculture is also vital to the Central New York economy, 
with Cayuga County producing some of the state’s finest livestock, dairy products and cash crops. Ca-
yuga County is the second largest producer of agricultural commodities in New York State, producing 
goods with a market value of $293.4 million and providing nearly 2,900 jobs in 2012. The products of 
agriculture in Cayuga County are led by field crops and dairy, representing 77% of total agricultural sales. 
Based on the 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS), per capita income for Cayuga County was 
$25,070, up from $18,003 in 2000.             

Montezuma resident occupations were reported in the 2010-2014 ACS as largely manufacturing (17%), 
followed by health services (14%), retail/wholesale (12%), education services (9%), and public administra-

*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)
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*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)

*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)
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tion (7%). Average time spent traveling to work is 26.9 minutes, and 4.3% of people work from home. The 
Archer, Daniels, Midland (ADM) facility (previously Clinton Corn Processing and Empire State Sugar) 
that once employed around 200 local workers now only employs a handful.  The ADM site is a 375-acre flat 
industrial property with convenient access to rail, canal, and thruway systems, making it a practical loca-
tion for transport-oriented businesses to locate.  At present, the ADM site takes in grain, stores it, and sells 
it to local farmers. There are currently four buildings on the property, including the main office shop and 
three warehouses that store grain.  The Archer Daniels Midland (ADM) facility in the Town of Montezuma 
has convenient access to rail facilities at the northeast end of the property and is also located close to the 
thruway.  The property also has dockage on Seneca River at the northwest end of the property, although it 
is not currently being utilized. This site provides significant opportunities to industries that rely on multiple 
modes of transportation as part of their business models, and could be marketed to attract such business. An 
inventory of this site will be helpful to determine future best uses and to drive development and employ-
ment opportunities in the area. 

Despite the reduction in employees at the ADM facility, the 2010-2014 ACS shows a decrease in unem-
ployment rates in the Town of Montezuma, dropping to 4.3% from 6.2% in 2000. This is likely because the 
majority of workers at the ADM facility lived outside of the Town of Montezuma, and the workers were 
able to find jobs elsewhere.  Population in the town also dropped from 1,431 in 2000 to 1,182 in 2014 as 
youth from Montezuma moved outside of the town. Median family income for Montezuma residents also 
rose from $44,808 in 2000 to $59,886 during the same time period, which is approximately 92% of the 
national average.

In the Town of Montezuma, with its highly productive soils and abundant water resources, the business of 
agriculture has also remained strong in recent years, with just over 3% of the population engaged in agri-

*Note: 2014 year reflects results of the ACS 2010-2014 5-year estimate (Source: American Community Survey)
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culture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining activities.

In addition to the many agricultural operations in the Town of Montezuma, there are a number of small busi-
nesses serving local markets, and a few that supply regional products and services. Local products include 
farm-grown produce, hay, and beef. There are construction, agriculture, camping, plumbing, and hunting 
services. The many historic and natural resources that Montezuma has to offer are significant and should be 
capitalized on for economic development in the town. Historic resources, such as the Montezuma Heritage 
Park, Mentz Church, Richmond Aqueduct, and Clifford House, illustrate Montezuma’s rich history as part 
of the Erie and Cayuga-Seneca Canal corridors and can act as tourist destinations, especially for those pass-
ing through the town on the Erie Canalway Trail. Hunting, fishing, and the beautiful rural landscape of the 
town and scenic views of the Seneca River are assets the town can capitalize on by targeting development 
of complementary infrastructure and services to attract visitors. Although local campgrounds provide visi-

Archer Daniels Midland Property (Source: Google Maps, April 22, 2016)
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tors the opportunity for longer stays in Montezuma, there may be additional commercial and professional 
services opportunities related to Montezuma’s historic and natural resources.
Some of the businesses currently operating in Montezuma include: 

Archer, Daniels, Midland (ADM)	                                             Helmer Roofing
AVerdi Storage Containers 	                                               Montezuma Anchorage Paddle Camp, LLC
Bennett’s Trailer Park	                                             Nice N Easy
Cook Forage	                                             NYS Thruway Rest Area
Cooks Construction and Restoration                                           O’Connor Pallet
Equity Angus	                                             Saroodis Agri-Services
Hejamada Campgrounds	                                             Smith Enterprises
	                                             Wellington Plumbing

Municipal Infrastructure and Services

The Town of Montezuma has one voting district. Montezuma Town government consists of an elected 
Town Supervisor, Town Clerk, and Highway Superintendant serving two year terms, and an elected Town 
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Board with five members (including the Town Supervisor) serving terms of four years. The Town Board 
appoints the Planning Board, Code Enforcement Officer, and Zoning Board of Appeals. The town also 
holds positions for a Town Justice, Tax Assessor, Town Historian, Recycling Manager, Tax Collector, Water 
Clerk, and Animal Control Officer. 

Montezuma operates one water district that serves about 475 people.  Water from Owasco Lake is treated 
by the City of Auburn which sells treated water to the Cayuga County Water Authority which then sells the 
water to the Town of Montezuma.  Accessibility of drinkable water presents a big concern in the Town of 
Montezuma, as public water is not currently available throughout the whole town, and there are issues of 
high sulfur and iron concentrations in well water and wells continue to collapse.  A plan for a new water line 
exists for the town, which will be important for providing drinkable water resources to those in the town 
who currently face these issues. An inventory of collapsed and inadequate wells would be an important first 
step in assessing locations for any additional future municipal water expansion in the town.

The Town of Montezuma does not operate a public sewer line.  The town expects that in the near future the 
DEC will mandate a sewer line based on Cayuga County health inspections in the area.  Placement of this 
sewer line should be carefully considered, as it will inevitably affect the location of future development. 
The Suitability Analysis Map for the Town of Montezuma (page 17) includes a suggestion for a potential 
future sewage treatment plant site and associated sewage lines.  The Suitability Analysis map highlights 
important aspects of land parcels that should be considered when determining their suitability for future 
development, including: size of parcels, amount of land with 15% or greater slopes, amount of wetlands on 
parcels, land in an agricultural district, amount of land in the 100 year flood zone, and land in scenic view-
sheds. The map provides a visual reference to potential future development areas or conditions that call for 
special attention in future planning and development decisions. 

This suggested sewage treatment plant site north of Route 31 was chosen because it is located on state land, 
is on a waterfront parcel and can 
therefore discharge to the Seneca 
River, is outside of the 100 year 
flood zone and steep slope areas, 
and can be sited in the midst of 
trees so as to remain visually un-
obtrusive.  The suggested sewage 
lines follow the main roads in the 
hamlet, where the most dense de-
velopment is located, and extend 
down Fuller Road in order to ser-
vice future potential development 
sites, as indicated in pink shading 
on the Suitability Analysis Map. 

The Town Highway Department 
provides plowing and repairing of 
town roads, while the county and 
state provide plowing and repair-      Boat launch at the marina



                                                      Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 201656

ing of their respective roads.  Sidewalks 
and bicycle lanes or pathways are not 
a part of the current transportation in-
frastructure in Montezuma. The Town 
of Montezuma also has an agreement 
with Cayuga County that allows them 
compensation to plow some county 
roads.  While the town is responsible 
for repairing its roads, the town cannot 
afford to properly fix most roads and 
instead updates roads using the oil and 
chip method.  Currently, many town, 
county, and state roads in Montezuma 
are in disrepair.

There are issues with speeding through-
out town, as there is little monitoring of 

speed.  Specifically, the town is working to lower the speed limit on Fuller Road where there is an especially 
precarious intersection with NYS Route 90. Narrow roads throughout town make speeding especially dan-
gerous, as wide farm equipment requires the majority of the road to travel.  

Off-street parking opportunities are lacking in various locations through the town, including at the Clifford 
House, the VFW, and the marina (to be developed on the Seneca River at Route 31). On-street parking is 
also lacking during the Route 90 annual garage sale.  

Water transport is possible via the marina boat launch off of Route 31 and at the ADM site, although neither 
site is used for the transport of goods.  The ADM site does not currently use their wharf for any transport, 
and the marina boat launch is only functional for smaller boats.  While not currently utilized to its full po-
tential, the Seneca River provides important opportunities for water transport of goods and people to and  
from Montezuma.  Traveling north from Montezuma, the Seneca River gradually turns east, connecting 
with Cross Lake, Onondaga Lake, and eventually Oneida Lake.  Traveling south along the border of the 
Town of Montezuma, the Seneca River provides a connection to Cayuga Lake and the adjacent communi-
ties, as well as the Cayuga-Seneca Canal, which travels from the north end of Cayuga Lake west to Seneca 
Falls, Waterloo, and eventually Seneca Lake.  Local air transport is provided by the Weedsport or Seneca 
Falls airports.  

The bridge on High Bridge Road in the neighboring Town of Mentz has recently been closed, which has 
caused traffic to be rerouted, increasing response times for emergency services in the Town of Montezuma.  
The County bridge on East Loop Road crossing Salt Creek is also in need of repair, along with the two 
large culverts on West Loop Road. These kinds of infrastructure issues can be of critical importance to the 
Montezuma community.

Healthcare and emergency services in Montezuma are not always easily accessible.  The closest hospital, 
doctor’s office, and pharmacy are all located in Auburn and/or Port Byron, requiring residents to travel 
about 4-7 miles to reach these services.  EMT services are also lacking in the town, with two EMTs cur-

Aerial photo of ADM Facility taken on June 10, 2010. This image shows build-
ings constructed during Empire Sugar and Clinton Corn ownership. (Source: Bill 
Hecht)
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School District Map 
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Top: A. A. Gates Elementary School, Port Byron

Middle: Dana L. West Jr.-Sr. High School, Port Byron

Bottom: Cayuga Mennonite School, Montezuma
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rently registered in the town but only one active.  There are two new EMTs that are expected to start work 
very soon.  Road construction standards are needed to prevent this from reoccurring in the town.

Montezuma does not have its own police department. The town is served primarily by County Sheriffs and 
State Police.  Because there are no local police services, calls can take only a few minutes to up to over an 
hour to receive service.

The Montezuma Fire Department is an all-volunteer fire department, operating from a single station on 
High Street and providing fire suppression, rescue, and EMT first-Response services to all of the Town of 
Montezuma. The Fire Department often doesn’t have enough trained personnel to go out on calls, but must 
do so anyway.  The older population seems to be the main reason for this issue, as working-aged residents 
are busy during the day, and retired residents do not have the physical stamina demanded of a volunteer fire 
fighter.

The Montezuma Fire Department participates in a mutual aid system, cooperating with neighboring depart-
ments in providing apparatus and manpower for working fires and other large incidents both inside and 
outside of the town.

Emergency response within the Town of Montezuma is provided by the Montezuma Fire Department, 
whose personnel operate at a Basic Life Support Level, and ambulance services are provided most often by 
Rural Metro Medical Services, based in Auburn, which provides Advanced Life Support Services if needed.  
Port Byron and Savannah also offer emergency response services to the Town of Montezuma if necessary.

The Montezuma Volunteer Fire Department is dispatched by the Cayuga County 911 Center.  Because 
the Town of Montezuma does not have municipal water throughout the town, fires that occur within areas 
without municipal water service must draft water from static sources and the use of tanker trucks to bring 
water to the scene of an emergency.

Residents currently contract out individually for solid waste haulers, but the town is considering creating 
a single waste district for the town with one hauler providing service to all residents.  This would reduce 
vehicle trips and provide environmental benefits while reducing the need for road maintenance, as often 
multiple haulers service the same roads on the same days. Every other Saturday from 9:00am - noon, the 
town provides the opportunity for residents to bring recyclables to the Highway Garage facility for the town 
to dispose of.  The town also provides a spring clean up, where residents can bring items to the Highway 
Garage for disposal.  A small percentage of primarily elderly residents are offered pick-up services at this 
time, but the town may want to consider this type of pick-up for all residents since the cost is covered by 
all tax payers.

The Port Byron Central School District serves the Town of Montezuma in public education and includes 
A.A. Gates Elementary, serving approximately 500 UPK-sixth grade students, and Dana L. West Jr.-Sr. 
High School, serving approximately 500 students in grades 7-12.  The two schools are connected and sit on 
the same campus in the Village of Port Byron, about 5 miles east of Montezuma. There is one Mennonite 
School in the town, the Cayuga Mennonite School, located on Baldwin Road.  The school has 36 students 
and 4 teachers and serves Mennonite children in grades 1-8.  
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The Port Byron Library in the Village of 
Port Byron is the primary library serving 
the Town of Montezuma. The Port By-
ron Library is part of the Finger Lakes 
Library System, which received its Char-
ter from the Regents of the University of 
the State of New York in 1958 to serve 
the public libraries in Cayuga, Cortland, 
Seneca, Tioga, and Tompkins Counties. 
The library contains close to 13,000 vol-
umes and circulates over 17,000 items 
each year.  The Auburn Library is also 
close by, but there are some restrictions 
to the items that non-city residents can 
check out.

The libraries and Port Byron School also 
provide access to public internet, although internet sites at the school are often blocked due to content.  
Internet access throughout Montezuma is not reliable. Broadband exists in some areas of the town and is 
provided through Telephone and Data Systems (TDS), but the service is less than ideal with limited speed 
and capacity.  School children, businesses, and  residents could benefit greatly from increased availability 
of high speed fiber optic internet and alternative options for internet providers.  Electric and natural gas 
services are provided by NYSEG.

Land Use and Zoning

The Town of Montezuma has 6 zoning districts: Agricultural Residential; Open Space, Recreational Dis-
trict; Hamlet District; Industrial District; Planned Development District; and Commercial District.  Mont-
ezuma also has a zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations, but no site plan review requirements except 
for what is asked for as a submission within the zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations.  

Subdivision regulations require submittal of both a conceptual drawing and a preliminary plan that shows 
existing features of the land and proposed street and lot layout within and adjacent to a subdivision.  These 
preliminary plans are not approvable but are a required step in plan submittals necessary during the review 
process.  The Subdivider must then submit a formal application for which the Planning Board will hold a 
public hearing and approve, modify and approve, or disapprove the final plat. 

Zoning regulations dictate that when a Planned Development District (PDD) is proposed, applicants may 
present a rough sketch and written descriptive form to get initial opinions from the Town Planning Board, 
although this step is optional.  A plan, drawn to scale, and written report must then be submitted to the Town 
Board as part of the application for establishment of a PDD. The Town Board will then refer the applica-
tion to the Town Planning Board, which will refer the application to the Cayuga County Planning Board for 
formal review.  The Cayuga County Planning Board and Town Planning Board then offer recommendations 
to the Town Board about the application.  The Town Board then evaluates the application and holds a public 

Port Byron Library
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(Source: NYS Office of Real Property Services, 2014)

hearing, after which time the Board will grant or deny the PDD zoning.  

Zoning code also requires plans detailing size, type, and location of buildings and structures to be submitted 
to the Zoning Board of Appeals for participatory outdoor recreational facilities.  Applicants for industrial 
uses must submit plans detailing area dimensions, location, number and location of structures, specifica-
tions of the water supply, sewage and refuse disposal facilities and approval of said facilities by the Cayuga 
County Health Department. 

Subdivision and zoning regulations require site plans and review for matters of subdivision, industrial uses, 
PDDs, and outdoor recreational uses only.  This means that developers of parcels that are not going to be 
subdivided or are not planned for industrial or recreational uses or PDDs can continue their projects without 
site plan review.  While it is good that some kinds of development must undergo a form of site plan review, 
it is best practice to require site plan review and approval for all development projects so that the town can 
ensure that no types of development move forward unchecked. The existing zoning map for the town, found 
in the 1974 Zoning Ordinance and shown on the next page, is also virtually unreadable and needs to be 
updated.

47% of land in Montezuma is used for agricultural purposes, while 19% is used for residential purposes, 
17% is vacant, and 11% is forested/conservation land.15  23.5% of land parcels and 30.3% of total assessed 
value of land in the town falls within the FEMA floodplain.  This is a significant issue for development, 
health, and safety in the community. The town has a history of significant flooding impacts in its north and 

15		 Information obtained from the New York State Office of Real Property Services, 2014



Existing Zoning Map 

Existing Zoning Map for the Town of Montezuma - created as part of the 1974 Zoning Ordinance, this map is virtually unreadable.
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west sections due to its location along the Seneca River and extensive wetland areas.  The southern portion 
of the town is impacted less by flooding and contains rolling hills, with peaks and valleys crossing agricul-
tural, residential, and commercial lands.

Current zoning regulations require a minimum road frontage of 150 feet in the Agricultural Residential 
zone which, in combination with deep parcels and few roads, has caused the formation of “spaghetti lots” 
throughout the town as farmers sell land that has been subdivided into large, deep lots with the minimum 
road frontage.  The town’s zoning code could be amended to prevent this issue by requiring a width to depth 
ratio of new subdivisions, and planning for access roads in development areas.

There is a general lack of pressure to develop residential properties in the town, as current property own-
ers would have to give up some of their land for new development to occur, and municipal water services 
would have to be expanded even further than currently planned. Large land areas that might be suitable 
for residential development are often purchased for farming, and there generally hasn’t been a lot of major 
subdivision or residential development in recent years, with mostly a lot here and there getting developed 
over time.  Increasing residential development could benefit the town tax base, but large scale residential 
development isn’t expected in the town due to the lack of developable land (land not on drumlins or in 
wetland areas), a lack of municipal water infrastructure and the cost of expanding that infrastructure, and 
the general desire for farmers to keep their land in farming.  However, if landowners do decide to sell par-
cels of land to be subdivided for residential development, and/or if the municipal water line is expanded 
further, the town would like to discourage the formation of spaghetti lots.  Zoning maps and code should be 
re-evaluated to address this issue.

There is also currently a lack of pressure to develop commercial areas in the town. Commercial use areas in 
the town have not been identified through zoning that anticipate new commercial development opportuni-
ties. Town residents and visitors currently have to travel outside of Montezuma to purchase their everyday 
goods, as there are no markets or deli/convenience stores within the town.  Laundromat and car wash facili-
ties are also non-existent in the town, as the town would need a public sewer line for these industries to be 
feasible.  The Nice N Easy off of Route 90 in the southwestern corner of the town currently operates on well 
water but would like to see public water infrastructure extended to their site as well.  The town does not cur-
rently have zoning regulations that allow for mixed-uses, which could encourage compact and sustainable 
development of residential, commercial, and professional services, especially if located in close proximity 
to the Hamlet.

Some small businesses have cropped up in predominantly residential areas in the town. Although there 
have not been any major issues between small businesses and surrounding residential neighbors, some 
businesses can create noise and liability risks, such as when visitors sometimes wander from Hejamada 
Campground and RV Park onto private residential property.

Natural Resources and Environment 

Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge 
The natural setting of the Town of Montezuma is remarkable in that it includes part of a National Natural 
Landmark, Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge. Located in the middle of one of the most active flight 
lanes in the Atlantic Flyway, Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge was established in 1938 as a refuge and 
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breeding ground for migratory birds and other wildlife.  It provides resting, feeding, and nesting habitat for 
waterfowl and other migratory birds on its 9,809 acres. 242 species of birds, 43 species of mammals, 15 
species of reptiles, and 16 species of amphibians can be found on the refuge for at least part of the year.16

16		 http://www.fws.gov/refuge/Montezuma/wildlife_and_habitat/index.html

Wetland resources in the Town of Montezuma

http://www.fws.gov/refuge/Montezuma/wildlife_and_habitat/index.html
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Northern Montezuma Wildlife Management Area
The Northern Montezuma Wildlife Management Area also falls partially within the Town of Montezuma 
and consists of 3,600 acres divided into three units; Howland Island (3,100 acres); Bluff Point Unit (388 
acres); and the Way-Cay Unit (114 acres).  The area has been managed primarily for the natural production 
of waterfowl since 1962.  More than 220 birds may be seen in the area throughout the year, as well as 46 
mammal species, such as deer, raccoon, fox, squirrels, skunk, rabbits and opossums.17

The Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge and the Northern Montezuma Wildlife Management Area pro-
vide significant low-impact recreational opportunities for visitors, especially when coupled with the man-
made historical and cultural resources found in the Town of Montezuma. A system of trails with wayfinding 
signage could facilitate stronger connections between the Hamlet of Montezuma and the Wildlife Refuge 
across the river.

The Town of Montezuma features vast areas of open agricultural fields and rich soils through which small 
streams course on their way to outlets on the Seneca River. Due to its location amid the eastern Finger 
Lakes, the Town of Montezuma has a somewhat extended growing season even though it receives heavy 
amounts of snow in winter that are typical of Central New York State. The unusual topography of this 
region results in a great diversity of landscapes and ecological types within relatively small geographical 
areas like the Town of Montezuma. The northern portion of the town is characterized by flat wetlands, while 
the southern portion of the town has steep rolling hills and drumlins left by glacial retreat in the town’s 
geological history.  Planning should consider the shape and relief of the landscape to determine appropri-
ate future uses and development of land in order to prevent negative impacts to natural and cultural assets 
valued by the community.

17		 http://www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/68699.html

Wildlife, Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge

http://www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/68699.html
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Wetlands and Floodplains Map 
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Farmland and vegetation on the slopes to the east of the Seneca River serve as important buffers by filter-
ing out and minimizing sediment and nutrient runoff into the river. Roadway pollutants and nutrient and 
chemical run-off from agricultural practices in combination with unchecked erosion, poorly planned land 
clearing, and insufficient vegetated buffers (like mown lawn) have the potential to severely impact the qual-
ity of water resources. There are currently no special requirements in the town for the preservation of these 
important vegetated buffer lands adjacent to the town’s streams and along the river, but it is recommended 
that the town re-evaluate zoning code to address this concern.

Much of the northern half of the Town of Montezuma is covered by federally and state recognized wet-
lands.  Wetlands also are significantly present along the town’s border with the Seneca River and sprin-
kled throughout the southern portion of the town. Most of the wetlands in Montezuma fall on forested or 
conservation land, but a significant amount also falls on agricultural and other privately-owned lands.  A 
significant wetland area on Purser/W. Loop Roads has been purchased by the Finger Lakes Land Trust for 
continued protection of habitat and wildlife.

Ducks Unlimited, the NYS DEC, the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and other conservation organizations 
continue to purchase land in the town from farmers and private landowners that is located on floodplains 
and wetlands for conservation purposes.  While the town wishes to conserve lands with significant re-
sources, this issue is also a cause for concern in the town, as official conservation lands are no longer on the 
tax roll. Conservation by private owners and farmers, especially on wetland and floodplain lands, should 
be encouraged.

Invasive species and development threaten native species in the Town of Montezuma.  Based on the New 
York State Emerald Ash Borer (EAB) Management Response Plan, Montezuma contains a confirmed case 
of EAB and has a severe risk of future EAB attacks.  Hickory wasps, Black Swallow-Wart, Elephant Ear, 
wild grape vines, wild roses, garlic mustard weed, yellow flag iris, and poison ivy all represent invasive 
species in Montezuma that threaten the livelihood of native species and human populations in the area.  

Emerald Ash Borer (Source: Cornell Cooperative Extension)
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New York State EAB risk areas (Source: NYS DEC)

Montezuma EAB risk area (Source: NYS DEC)
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New York State EAB risk areas (Source: NYS DEC)

Montezuma EAB risk area (Source: NYS DEC)

New York State Ash Distribution map (Source: NYS DEC)

New York State Ash Distribution 
map 
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Montezuma residents are especially concerned with the wellbeing of bald eagles, otters, minx, trillium, 
milkweed, and cattails in the area.

Seneca River
The Seneca River flows eastward from its beginning at the north end of Seneca Lake to Three-Rivers in 
Onondaga County where it joins with the Oneida and Oswego Rivers and empties into Lake Ontario.  The 
New York State Canal System, connecting 524 miles of inland navigable waterway from the Hudson River 
to the Great Lakes, Finger Lakes, and Lake Champlain, the Erie Canal, and the Cauyga-Seneca Canal sys-
tems are all part of the Seneca River and pass through the Town of Montezuma.

The Seneca River also presents excellent opportunities for fishing, with walleye, tiger musky, northern pike, 
largemouth and smallmouth bass as the main gamefish found in the river.  Black crappie, yellow perch, 
bluegill, white perch, brown bullhead, catfish, carp and sheephead are also found in the river.  Because of 
its abundance of fish, the Seneca River has become a popular location for bass and carp tournament anglers.

Agricultural Lands
High quality agricultural soils continue to be an important natural resource in the Town of Montezuma. 

Seneca River in Town of Montezuma (Source: http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html)

http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html
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Farmland Classification of Soils Map
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Diverse and sustainable practices in farming open land contribute to high aesthetic values associated with 
scenic farmland views from surrounding lands, and in addition provide an important source of food and for-
age for migrating birds and pollinator species. The working farms that continue the practice of agriculture 
in Montezuma today continue to give the community its much valued rural-agrarian character. While only 
about 3.2% of the population is involved in agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining operations, 
47% of Montezuma’s land is used for agricultural purposes.  

Because of its high quality soils, the Town of Montezuma continues to attract agricultural businesses. Men-
nonite families with a strong tradition in farming began settling in the Town of Montezuma in the 1990s. 
This trend has increased across Cayuga County in recent years as farmers of retirement age sell their land. 

Approximately 5,260 acres in the town are classified as agricultural land use. Montezuma’s highly produc-
tive fine loamy soils are underlaid with limestone and shale. Vast tracts of productive land and open space 
characterize the town and are interspersed with a scattering of wetlands and forested areas.  The majority 
of farmed lands in Montezuma produce corn, soybeans, hay, and vegetables, and the livestock operations  
include dairy and beef cattle and sheep. Sparsely populated rural residential clusters and occasional views 
of the Seneca River seem accessories to a predominately agricultural landscape throughout the town. In ad-
dition to supporting a wealth of agricultural products to local and national markets, the many fields cleared 
for farming in Montezuma afford spectacular views of the surrounding countryside for which the Finger 
Lakes Region is famous.  According to the community survey, most farmers do not know yet what they 
will do with their farms upon retirement, and many are interested in receiving information on conservation 
options that will protect their land from future development.

In recent decades, global economies of scale have led to the consolidation of many smaller farms into much 

Cattle at pasture, Montezuma
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larger operations. In the Town of Montezuma as elsewhere in Cayuga County, dairy farming operations 
have grown in scale and local crop production percentages have favored feed crops for dairy cows. Many 
farming operations in Montezuma have been taken over by the Mennonite Community in recent years, 
who have increased the size of farming operations but continue to use highly environmentally conscious 
agricultural practices.

Technological changes in agricultural practices in recent decades have included biological engineering, 
chemical inputs, and considerable advances in farm machinery, including greatly increased scale. Many 
Montezuma residents are concerned about the application of pesticides, both on farmland and in residential 
areas.  Specifically on farmland, residents have shown concern regarding air-spraying of pesticides, as the 
chemicals are less targeted and can affect nearby residences. 

Since 1993, the use of bovine somatotropin (BST), a synthetic hormone that may increase milk production, 
has been common in dairy production, and in 1996, Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) were intro-
duced across the U.S. in agricultural production of corn, soybeans, cotton, and milk. These trends under-
score the dilemma farmers face over production and pricing requirements that are increasingly challenging 
to meet, even as there has been concern over the potential long-term IMPACTS of genetic modification of 

Farmland, Montezuma
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(Source:  U.S. Census of Agriculture)
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crops, as well as chemical additives and hormones in food supplies. With increasing demand from consum-
ers for hormone and chemical-free products, organic farming has been on the rise across New York State 
in recent years.  

Other things to consider in light of resource conservation, global food security and sustainability include 
that 70% of grain grown in the U.S. is fed to animals in feedlots and 23% of the Earth’s available fresh 
water is used to produce grain fed to livestock.  On one acre of land, seven times more plant protein can 
be produced than meat protein.  Because of the fossil fuels used to produce and transport livestock as well 
as greenhouse gases produced by livestock themselves, livestock production also accounts for anywhere 
between 14.5% and 51% of global greenhouse gas emissions.  Beef production creates the most greenhouse 
gas emissions at about 30 pounds of CO2e per pound of beef, compared to broccoli, for example, which 
creates 2.2 pounds of CO2e per pound.18

Concerns have been raised in the community about the associated impacts of large-scale farming in the 
town, including the impacts of manure spreading and the associated nutrient-rich runoff to the Seneca River 
and Cayuga Lake. In 2008, the Cayuga County Soil and Water Conservation District launched an Agricul-
tural Environmental Management (AEM) program to assist county farmers in improving their environ-
mental stewardship as well as their economic viability. The vision of the AEM program is to have a strong, 
progressive and sustainable farming sector in Cayuga County through a voluntary method of assessment, 
planning, implementation and education addressing natural resource concerns related to agriculture.  Con-
centrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFO) regulations will help to reduce effects of agricultural runoff 
in the Owasco Lake watershed by requiring all concentrated animal operations to apply for a State Pollut-
ant Discharge Elimination System (SPDES) permit and to develop Comprehensive Nutrient Management 
18		 http://onegreenplanet.org/

Farmland, Montezuma

http://onegreenplanet.org
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Plans (CNMP) to mitigate farmstead runoff.  The CNMP must explain measures that the farming operation 
will take to prevent pollutants from all areas of the facility from entering waterbodies, including pollution 
from manure, litter, process wastewater, food processing waste, digestate and fertilizer.  The CNMP must 
explain the individual(s) at a facility that is in charge of implementing the plan in conjunction with an AEM 
certified planner.  Environmental Best Management Practices (BMPs) used faithfully in farm management 
that strive to protect Montezuma’s natural resources can assure that farming continues as good land stew-
ardship. 

Due to the productivity of agricultural land in the town, roadside farm stands continue to crop up in resi-
dential areas.  Concerns have been raised by the community about congestion associated with these farm 
stands, and zoning regulations in the town require that farm stands be located “no nearer the edge of the 
street than fifty feet.”  

As evidenced by U.S. Census data, the number of farms in Cayuga County has dropped dramatically in 
recent decades, down over 70%, from 2,934 farms in 1950 to 873 farms in 1992. The number of farms in 
Cayuga County grew about 7% between 1992 and 2007 to a reported 936 farms, but the number of farms 
in the county has since decreased almost 5% to 891 farms according to the 2012 agricultural census. Land 
in farming in Cayuga County, as in other central New York counties, also trended downward steadily and 
significantly (33%) between 1950 and 2000, and has continued to decrease close to 11% between 2000 and 
2012 according to the U.S. Census.

The majority of the Town of Montezuma is located within Cayuga County Consolidated Agricultural Dis-
trict No. 5, created in 2013 out of six previous agricultural districts in the county. 82% of total county land 
area falls within the consolidated district, with 64% of that land as active viable agricultural land. The 
purpose of agricultural districting is to encourage the continued use of farmland for agricultural produc-
tion. Based on a combination of landowner incentives and protections, districting is designed to forestall 
the conversion of farmland to non-agricultural uses. Included in the benefits to farmers are preferential real 
property tax treatment (agricultural assessment and special benefit assessment), and protections against 
overly restrictive local laws, government funded acquisition or construction projects, and private nuisance 
suits involving agricultural practices. The Agricultural Districts Law protects farmers against local laws 
which unreasonably restrict farm operations located within an agricultural district, and was established to 
protect and promote a farmer’s opportunity to operate a successful business. 

Under the Agricultural Districts Law, farmers are provided:
•  Limitations on eminent domain, other public projects, or private citizen construction projects
•  Protection from unreasonably restrictive “anti-farming” local laws
•  Right to Farm Law protection from nuisance lawsuits 
•  Exemption of the land’s non-agricultural value from local real property taxes through an agricultural 
assessment.

Portions of Montezuma that do not fall within the Cayuga County Consolidated Agricultural District in-
clude the Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge and other Federal, State, and Town-owned lands.

BioEnergy 
Sustainable agricultural practice such as biomass production offers potential for economic growth in agri-
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culture in Montezuma as well as for environmental benefits provided by this kind of land cover, including 
water quality protection and habitat support. Emerging technologies in the use of biomass as a feedstock 
for biofuels, bioproducts, and bioenergy will likely lead to economic advantages in the development of 
biomass resources over many other agricultural products. Because bioenergy and bioproducts from bio-
mass offer higher net energy ratios in the generation of end products, a growing market for their use is 
opening up. Biomass, although not currently a significant component of Montezuma’s land cover, can be 
produced and harvested on a sustainable basis as short-rotation woody crops (SRWC) such as shrub willow 
or switchgrass. Biomass crops can easily be grown in ways that reduce total carbon in the atmosphere by 
capturing the carbon in the soil, and they can be raised in areas of lower quality soils or areas that would 
otherwise require drainage. Untilled soil with perennial grasses, woody crops, or no-till annual crops not 
only captures carbon from the atmosphere that is held in the roots, leaves, and stalks left on the soil, it also 
prevents soil erosion and minimizes stormwater runoff and sedimentation of water resources, an especially 
important environmental benefit for agriculture in the Finger Lakes Region. Another benefit with the grow-
ing economic viability of biomass production is the preservation of Montezuma’s beautiful rural-agrarian 
landscapes.

Solar Energy
While Central New York may not have the abundant solar resources of Southern California or the south-
western states, it is important to recognize that photovoltaic (PV) systems can perform well in relatively 
cloudy and cold climates. In fact, cold temperatures can actually increase the electrical output of PV mod-
ules. While cloudy regions will require larger, more expensive solar arrays than sunny regions, the size and 
cost of other components such as inverters will stay the same. Because a system’s PV panels represent only 
about 30 percent of a system’s total installed costs, a system installed in an area with one-half the sunlight 
of another area does not cost twice as much. Even in Syracuse, which averages only about 3.65 kWh per 
square meter per day of solar radiation capacity for the year, PV systems can be cost-effective under certain 
conditions.

There are state (NYSERDA) incentives and state and federal tax credits in place currently to encourage 
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National Solar Radiation Map (Source:  National Renewable Energy Lab [NREL])

Roof-mounted and ground-mounted solar electric array (Source:  National Renewable Energy Lab [NREL])



                                                      Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 201682

Energy Facilities Map 
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both municipal and private solar energy investment. An emerging tool that municipalities can use to help 
spur investment in PV systems is the property tax assessment model, pioneered by the Berkeley FIRST (Fi-
nancing Initiative for Renewable and Solar Technology) program, and known as PACE (Property Assessed 
Clean Energy) financing. PACE financing allows property owners to borrow money to pay for renewable 
energy systems, energy efficiency improvements, water conservation, and/or seismic retrofits and spread 
the cost of the upgrade over a period of time through an annual special tax on their property tax bill. The 
primary innovation of this program is that since both the solar system and the tax obligation remain with the 
property, if the property is transferred or sold, the new owners will pay the remaining tax obligation. Since 
there is little or no up-front cost for the property owner, it eliminates the primary risk that has discouraged 
investment in PV systems, i.e., that the property owner may move before they recoup their investment in 
reduced energy costs. 

NYSERDA, New York Power Authority (NYPA) and City University of New York (CUNY) developed a 
NYS Unified Solar Permit that helps to reduce costs for solar projects by streamlining municipal permitting 
processes and supports the growth of clean energy jobs across the state. The unified solar permit is part of 
Governor Cuomo’s NY-Sun initiative to create a more flexible power grid, lower NY’s carbon footprint, and 
promote clean energy.  Adoption of a standardized residential/small business solar permit is a key element 
to help New York municipalities remove barriers to local economic development in the growing solar in-
dustry. The standardized permit cuts costs by creating a uniform permitting process in municipalities across 
the state. Installers in New York State have had to work with different permits and permitting processes 
in each of the State’s 1,550 municipalities, which increases the complexity of permitting and has caused 
project delays and added costs.  The Town of Montezuma has adopted the unified solar permit to reduce soft 
costs associated with solar installations.

A. A. Gates Elementary School in Port Byron with solar PV system
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The town is currently participating in the Central New York Regional Planning and Development Board’s 
municipal procurement program for solar PV energy and may install solar PV on town property as part of 
the program.  The town also assisted in the 2015 Solarize CNY program, a bulk solar purchasing program 
for residents and small businesses.  Solarize CNY provided opportunities for below-market solar options for 
Cayuga, Cortland, Madison, Onondaga, and Oswego Counties.  The town adopted a Climate Action Plan 
in December of 2015 which set targets of reducing municipal emissions by 50% and community emissions 
by 10% by the year 2025, primarily by using renewable energies and through energy efficiency projects.

Wind Energy
Wind energy is a renewable resource that is less abundant in Montezuma than ideal, but may be viable in 
certain locations. Community-based wind energy projects are typically developed by local farmers, ranch-
ers, and investors, or local governments or educational institutions rather than national or local professional 
developers, and have historically been smaller in size than corporate-owned projects. Publicly-owned com-
munity-based projects have often been used to provide “on-site” or “behind-the-meter” lower-cost energy 
for local governments or community institutions. Unlike community-based wind energy projects, which 
typically use megawatt-scale turbines to produce electricity for export to the grid, on-site generation typi-
cally uses smaller turbines to power a facility directly, offsetting the need to purchase more expensive retail 
electricity. 

Hydropower
Being positioned along the Seneca River could provide opportunities for hydropower if conditions are right.  
The town should consider investigating whether hydropower is a viable opportunity in Montezuma.

Variations of on-site small wind energy 
(Source: American Wind Energy Association)



                                                      Town of Montezuma Comprehensive Plan - September 201686

Public Parks, Recreation and Protected Areas

There are three public park areas in the Town of Montezuma, including Giardina Park, Willow Grove Park, 
and Montezuma Heritage Park.  All of these park areas are owned by the Town of Montezuma.

Giardina Park
Located adjacent to the Town Hall at 8102 Dock Street, Giardina Park is the former historic site of a 600’ 
by 600’ boat basin used for the Enlarged Erie Canal between 1849-1917.  The parkland was acquired in 
the 1990s by the town from the New York State Thruway Authority under the office of former Town Su-
pervisor, John Giardina.  The park is located in the same 16-acre parcel as the Town Hall and contains a 
basketball court, running/walking track, youth playground equipment, baseball field, and pavilion.

Willow Grove Park/Dale M. Owens Memorial Field
Located on West Loop Road near the small community known as Stop 69, Willow Grove Park contains a 
walking track and the Dale M. Owens memorial baseball field.  The 3.8-acre park is located near the site 
of the former Rochester, Syracuse and Eastern Rapid Railroad (RS&E trolley) line, which ran from down-
town Rochester to Auburn and Syracuse from 1907-1930.  The baseball field was named after a baseball 
coach who died in a tragic car accident.

Montezuma Heritage Park
The largest and most significant public park in the Town of Montezuma is the Montezuma Heritage Park.  

Giardina Park
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Willow Grove Park/Dale M. Owens Ball Field

Little League team at Willow Grove Park/Dale M. Owens Ball Field, 1953
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The town acquired the over 140 acres of land in the 1960s to preserve and protect many significant natural 
and historic resource sites located along the Seneca River/Erie Canal that tell the story of New York State’s 
Canal System from 1820 to today.  There are a series of trails located throughout the park for visitors to 
view the area’s rich history.  The remains of the Richmond Aqueduct, a series of stone arches, a remnant of 
a historic elevated canal that crossed the Seneca River, can be visited along the original towpath trail, and 
other historic sites, such as the Clifford House, paper mill, Cayuga-Seneca Lock 11, Clinton’s Ditch and 
Lock 62, and the enlarged Erie Canal dry dock, can be viewed in the park as well. In 2014, EDR created a 
Park Plan to ensure protection of historic resources and encourage public uses of the Montezuma Heritage 
Park.  This plan can help to guide preservation efforts of the important historic and cultural resources at the 
park.  

Montezuma Heritage Park
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Concepts from the 2014 EDR Montezuma Heritage Park Plan
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Concepts from the 2014 EDR Montezuma Heritage Park Plan
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High Street Trailhead, Montezuma Heritage Park (Source: http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.
html)

Paper Mill remains, Montezuma Heritage Park (Source: http://mont-
ezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html)

http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html
http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html
http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html
http://montezumaheritagepark.blogspot.com/p/components-of-park.html
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Chapter 3:  Regional Influences

The Finger Lakes Region
The Town of Montezuma is located in the Finger Lakes Region of Central New York State. The Finger 
Lakes Region, approximately midway between New York City and Niagara Falls, encompasses 14 counties 
with 11 lakes ranging in size from 11 to 40 miles in length with more than 650 miles of shoreline. Located 
in the area formed by the cities of Rochester, Syracuse, Binghamton, and the Corning/Elmira area, the re-
gion is bordered by Pennsylvania to the south and Lake Ontario to the north. Lakes in the region include 
Canandaigua, Cayuga, Owasco, Keuka, Seneca, Skaneateles, Canadice, Conesus, Hemlock, Honeoye and 
Otisco. The names of these lakes reflect the region’s rich Native American heritage. The region draws 
visitors from all over the world to experience Finger Lakes Region Wines, stunning rural scenery, historic 
villages, beautiful waterfalls, and recreational opportunities that abound throughout the area during all four 
seasons of the year. 

Many major cities lie within 500 miles of the Town of Montezuma, including Syracuse (34 miles), Roch-
ester (58 miles), Albany (173 miles), Toronto (216 miles), New York City (262 miles), Philadelphia (269 
miles), Baltimore (312 miles), Boston (340 miles), and Pittsburgh (331 miles). Immediate support indus-
tries in Cayuga County include trucking, warehousing and an array of small manufacturing facilities. For 
employment, entertainment, and other needs, the Town of Montezuma has easy access to the cities of Au-
burn (11 miles), Syracuse (34 miles), Cortland (48 miles) and Ithaca (49 miles). The City of Ithaca, Ithaca 
College and Cornell University are approximately 45-50 miles from Montezuma; about an hour’s drive. 

The Finger Lakes Region
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Montezuma is approximately a 40 minute drive from the City of Syracuse and one hour from the City of 
Rochester. Montezuma is also located approximately 11 miles from the correctional facility at Auburn, NY, 
and 32 miles from the Cayuga Correctional Facility in Moravia.  

The Finger Lakes region provides important water resources for recreation and wildlife habitat and are a 
source of public drinking water to the 1.5 million residents in the surrounding communities. Cayuga County 
contains portions of Cayuga Lake, Owasco Lake, and Skaneateles Lake, each of which provide drinking 
water to nearby communities. Owasco Lake is the primary source of water for Cayuga County residents, 
with 70% of the county relying on the lake as a drinking source. Cayuga Lake provides drinking water to 
many nearby communities as well, including the City of Ithaca, while Skaneateles Lake provides drinking 
water to the City of Syracuse and other close-by towns and villages.

The nearest railroad to the Town of Montezuma is Rochester Subdivision, operated by CSX Transportation. 
The railway runs from the State Fairgrounds in Syracuse west to Buffalo on the former New York Central 
Railroad main line, passing through Montezuma on the way. There are no airport facilities in the Town of 
Montezuma. The Finger Lakes Regional Airport, a small regional airport, is located about 15 miles away 
in Seneca Falls; the Skaneateles Aerodrome, another small regional airport, is located about 22 miles away 
in Skaneateles; and the Ithaca/Tompkins Regional Airport is located about 46 miles away, just northeast of 
Ithaca, New York. Hancock International Airport is located 35 miles away in Syracuse, New York.

The Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor
Cayuga County is traversed by the Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor, a 524 mile-long scenic navi-

Finger Lakes Winery (Source: Grapevine Country Tours)
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gable waterway constructed in 1825 connecting the Great Lakes of New York State with the Atlantic Ocean 
at New York City via the St. Lawrence Seaway and the Hudson River. The heart of the federally designated 
National Heritage Corridor passes through the Town of Montezuma, which has been designated as a Point 
of Interest, as the original Erie Canal location, Seneca River, and Cayuga-Seneca Canals pass through 
the town. This National Heritage Corridor is celebrated for its rich history, including the birthplace of the 
women’s rights movement, transportation, early settlement and industry, historic architecture, wine country, 
and world-class cultural and recreational attractions. Cultural events and festivals along the historic corri-
dor are taking root as well as a multiple-use trail currently in development that will stretch 360 miles when 
completed, becoming the longest such trail in the nation. Currently, there are over 280 miles of completed 
trail that are open to the public.  As the Canalway Trail continues development, it will become a significant 
recreational and economic asset promoted and open to hikers, joggers, bicyclists, cross country skiers, and 
visitors to the region, connecting and benefiting hamlets, villages and cities across New York State.

The Cayuga Lake Scenic Byway
The Cayuga Lake Scenic Byway along Route 20 falls within the southwest corner of the Town of Mon-
tezuma and continues to encircle Cayuga Lake. With gorges at its southern end, vineyards on its gentle 
slopes, and marshes at its northern end, the Cayuga Lake Scenic Byway features diverse landscapes and 
spectacular views. A tour of 87 miles around Cayuga Lake leads through charming, historic villages, past 
scenic waterfalls, parks, and farmland, with opportunities for bird watching and sightseeing along the way.

The Montezuma Wetlands Complex
The Montezuma Wetlands Complex, located within and to the west of the Town of Montezuma, represents 
more than 50,000 acres of wetlands that are being restored by a group of Federal and State partners, conser-
vation organizations, and private landowners.  The US Fish and Wildlife Service manages the Montezuma 
National Wildlife Refuge and the Visitors Center, the NYS DEC manages the Northern Montezuma Wild-
life Management Area, and the Audubon Society manages the Montezuma Audubon Center, the Nature 
Conservancy, and Ducks Unlimited.  The Montezuma Wetlands Complex provides extremely important 
habitat for birds and other wildlife.  The Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge provides vital habitat for 
migratory birds and other wildlife, as it is located in the middle of one of the most active flight lanes in the 
Atlantic Flyway.  It provides resting, feeding, and nesting habitat for waterfowl and other migratory birds 
on its 9,809 acres, including breeding habitat for bald eagles. The Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge 
provides hiking opportunities, including the Esker Brook Nature Trails located off of Route 89 on Tyre 
Road, the Seneca Trail located at the Visitor Center, and the Oxbow Trail located off the Wildlife Drive.  
The Montezuma Wildlife Management Area is another popular hiking location near the town.  

Bald Eagle (Source: US Fish and Wildlife Service)
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Appendix A: Principals of Smart Growth
__________________________________________

“Smart growth is development that serves the economy, community, and the environment. It provides a 
framework for communities to make informed decisions about how and where they grow. Smart growth 
makes it possible for communities to grow in ways that support economic development and jobs; cre-
ate strong neighborhoods with a range of housing, commercial, and transportation options; and achieve 
healthy communities that provide families with a clean environment. In so doing, smart growth provides a 
solution to the concerns facing many communities about the impacts of the highly dispersed development 
patterns characteristic of the past 50 years. Though supportive of growth, communities are questioning the 
economic costs of abandoning infrastructure in the city and rebuilding it farther out. They are questioning 
the necessity of spending increasing time in cars locked in traffic and traveling miles to the nearest store. 
They are questioning the practice of abandoning brownfields in older communities while developing open 
space and prime agricultural land and thereby damaging our environment at the suburban fringe. As these 
quality-of-life issues become increasingly important for American communities, local and state policymak-
ers, planners, developers, and others are turning to smart growth as one solution to these challenges.” 

In the early 1990s, numerous national private sector, public sector and nongovernmental partner organiza-
tions also recognized the problems facing communities, and in 1996, they came together to form the Smart 
Growth Network, a broad coalition of 32 organizations that support smart growth. As a first step, the net-
work examined the breadth of characteristics of successful communities, and from that process developed 
ten guiding principles for smart growth. They illustrate the characteristics associated with healthy, vibrant, 
and diverse communities that offer their residents choices of how and where to live, and were a first step in 
articulating the goals of smart growth. The ten principals of Smart Growth are:

1	 MIX  LAND USES 
2	 TAKE ADVANTAGE OF COMPACT DESIGN
3	 CREATE A RANGE OF HOUSING OPPORTUNITIES AND CHOICES 
4	 CREATE WALKABLE COMMUNITIES 
5	 FOSTER DISTINCTIVE, ATTRACTIVE COMMUNITIES WITH A STRONG SENSE OF PLACE 
6	 PRESERVE OPEN SPACE, FARMLAND, NATURAL BEAUTY, AND CRITICAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
AREAS
7	 STRENGTHEN AND DIRECT DEVELOPMENT TOWARD EXISTING COMMUNITIES
8	 PROVIDE A VARIETY OF TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS
9	 MAKE DEVELOPMENT DECISIONS PREDICTABLE, FAIR, AND COST EFFECTIVE 
10	 ENCOURAGE COMMUNITY AND STAKEHOLDER COLLABORATION IN DEVELOPMENT DECI-
SIONS 

More detailed  information is available on Smart Growth, along with technical assistance and options for 
forming policy direction at the local level to implement smart growth from the Smart Growth Network in 
Getting to Smart Growth, at http://www.smartgrowth.org, and from New York State’s Smart Growth Task 
Force at http://smartgrowthny.org/hPlanning/index.asp?i=pln.

http://www.smartgrowth.org
http://smartgrowthny.org/hPlanning/index.asp?i=pln.
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Appendix B: Conservation Subdivisions
__________________________________________

Small rural-agricultural towns like Montezuma will inevitably face development pressures as a conse-
quence of regional population growth and the attraction of scenic farmlands and waterfront land for resi-
dential housing, especially as the casino in the neighboring Town of Tyre grows and attracts development. 
Rural residential development, in its conventional form of two acre lots subdivided out of large agricultural 
parcels and commercial strip malls along rural roadways, multiplies quickly to produce sprawling suburban 
developments that consume large areas of open space and drastically alter a town’s rural-agrarian character. 
The existing rural character of the Town of Montezuma was the single most common reason chosen by 
survey respondents for living in Montezuma, and is therefore an important quality to protect.

There are effective land use tools for residential and other kinds of development that foster protection of 
the open space that is a key component of Montezuma’s rural character. One of the most effective methods 
used takes place in the process of the subdivision of land. It is called Conservation Subdivision Regulation. 
This method of regulating the subdivision of land is intended to preserve or protect natural, scenic, historic, 
or cultural features of value to a community while allowing flexibility in the overall development design 
and layout of major subdivisions (4 or more lots), and while not reducing the number of lots that can be 
developed. 

Planning and development studies in recent years have demonstrated clear economic and environmental 
benefits of using Conservation Subdivision Design methods versus conventional subdivision methods. One 
example, “The Belle Hall Study,” evaluated the economic and environmental costs of two different residen-
tial subdivision plans and concluded that a conservation-oriented design that maintained half of the tract as 
green space, yet had the same number of developed lots, has substantially less environmental impact and 
cost half as much to build.

Conservation design can make the difference in our perception and acceptance of density in developments 
and can also offer great added benefit to a community in terms of municipal cost, community amenities, 
environmental protection, and farmland conservation.

Specifications set for lot sizes in a single residential subdivision may not seem significant; however, con-
ventional large lot size requirements of two to five acres implemented in communities across a county or 
region can have a staggering cumulative impact consuming open space, scenic views, and the viability of 
agriculture. Smart planning strategies (and land use regulation that conserves open space) result in far less 
land being consumed by development. These strategies also ensure that much less of the municipal budget 
is spent on infrastructure and community services than with conventional development patterns.

Conventional subdivision regulations currently in use in the Town of Montezuma may not support the 
community’s desire to protect the rural-agrarian character of the town. Implementing a Conservation Sub-
division Design approval process with a conservation site analysis prior to site plan layout would be very 
beneficial. This would include identifying the location of any significant natural or cultural resources on 
a sketch plan, followed by a dialogue between the property owner (or developer) and the planning board 
about the conservation value of the lands proposed for development. The conservation method of subdivi-
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sion of land is intended to allow an opportunity to preserve or protect natural, scenic, historic, or cultural 
features of value to the community while also allowing flexibility and an opportunity for developers to initi-
ate creative solutions to protecting important community resources (i.e. steep slopes, scenic views, prime 
agricultural soils, trail corridors, stream corridors, wetlands, woodlands, historic sites, stone walls, etc.). A 
first step in facilitating conservation subdivision design is to inventory and map the above listed resources 
on a town-wide “Map of Potential Conservation Lands.”  

One regulatory method to consider to prevent an accumulation of narrow, deep roadside parcels through 
repeated minor subdivision of land over time is Road Access Control, which limits the proliferation of 
driveways along roads as well as associated safety issues. Using this practice, development takes place 
inward from existing roadways, centered around new local roadways. This can be done by limiting the 
number of new curb cuts on any tract to one for minor subdivisions, and two for major subdivisions in any 
ten-year period. Two frontage lots can be allowed as long as they are at least 50 feet apart and served by a 
common driveway between them accessing 2-4 homes. After the fourth home, a subdivision street would 
be required (the common driveway would be built like a town road in terms of sub-base and base, but need 
not be asphalted until the fifth house is built, at which time it would become a town road). 

Using this practice, parcels can be subdivided into the same number and size of lots that could be created 
using standard subdivision while also preserving the much-valued rural landscape of the Montezuma com-
munity. Concept 1 illustrates how landscapes develop lot-by-lot over time when using standard subdivision 
compared to conservation subdivision that re-orients development to take better advantage of parcel depth 
and to preserve rural character. There is no loss in the number of units that can be developed, they are just 
better located in the landscape, preserving resources and resulting in safer more livable neighborhoods over 
time.
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Appendix C: Issues of Community Concern
__________________________________________

Agriculture and Farmland Protection
(See Goals 1 and 2)

In the Town of Montezuma, with its highly productive soils and abundant water resources, the business of 
agriculture has remained strong in recent years. Preserving the rural-agrarian character of the town is ex-
tremely important to town residents, as was highlighted in the community survey. However, just over 3% 
of the population are currently engaged in agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining activities.  
Complementary agriculture-related businesses in Montezuma such as a local food market or restaurant 
within the town would capitalize on local food production and benefit Montezuma by providing local cus-
tomers for farmers, creating local jobs, and resources that visitors could take advantage of while spending 
time in the town.

Land Use, Planning, and Subdivision Regulation Supportive of the Community’s Vision
(See Goals 3-7)

Much of the northern half of the Town of Montezuma is comprised of federally and state recognized wet-
lands.  Wetlands are also significantly present along the town’s border with the Seneca River and throughout 
the southern portion of the town. Most of the wetlands in Montezuma are on forested or conservation land, 
but a significant amount are also on agricultural and other privately-owned lands.  The wetlands located on 
privately-owned lands are not necessarily protected from development, and while there is currently very 
little pressure to develop on these lands (no public water or sewer in major wetland areas), this could be-
come an issue in the future, especially if new sewer and water are introduced (reference Suitability Analysis 
map).  23.5% of land parcels in the town falls within the 100-year FEMA floodplain, and the town has a 
history of significant flooding impacts in its north and west sections due to its location along the Seneca 
River and extensive wetlands. The Seneca River experiences seasonal flooding and has caused significant 
property damage over the years, along with erosion of riverbanks.  Flooding also occurs seasonally along 
Crane Brook, which experiences erosion issues after heavy rainfall events and causes a loss of property and 
cropland as the streambanks deteriorate. 

Conservation organizations such as Ducks Unlimited, the NYS DEC, the US Fish and Wildlife Service con-
tinue to purchase land in the town from farmers and private landowners that is located on floodplains and 
wetlands for conservation purposes. While the town wishes to conserve lands with significant resources, 
this issue is also a cause for concern, as these lands are no longer on the tax roll.  Encouraging conservation 
of land that can remain on the tax roll will benefit the community as well as wildlife populations.

There is a lack of pressure for residential and commercial development in Montezuma, and indeed there 
is a very limited supply of lands suitable to development due to the presence of environmental conditions 
including wetlands, flood zones, steep slopes, and valued agricultural lands (see Suitability Analysis map). 
The town should consider encouraging light industrial development at the Archer Daniels Midland site, 
should the property, or portions of the property, come up for sale or rent.  The Route 90 corridor and the 
Route 31 corridor east of the Thruway are also possible locations for commercial development, especially 
development related to agriculture.  The town is in need of a local food eatery, restaurant, market or deli/
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convenience store, bakery and other small businesses close to the Hamlet, as residents and visitors currently 
have to travel outside of Montezuma to purchase their everyday goods. The town should consider revising 
zoning regulations to allow for mixed-use zones in close proximity to the Hamlet. This would encourage 
compact and sustainable development of both residential and commercial facilities in the town. In addi-
tion, current zoning regulations require a minimum road frontage of 150 feet in the Agricultural Residential 
zone which has caused the formation of spaghetti lots throughout the town as farmers sell land that has 
been subdivided into large, deep lots with the minimum road frontage. Road frontage requirements in the 
Agricultural Residential zone should be reconsidered to take width to depth ratios into account to reduce 
these issues. This, in combination with careful planning for subdivisions with new roads that can access the 
depths of subdivided lands, would help to consolidate development and preserve open space and farmland.

Heritage tourism related to historic resources could help to spur economic development in the area by 
bringing customers to local businesses.  This kind of compatible economic development effort would help 
to encourage preservation of historic resources as well.  The town is working with neighboring towns, vil-
lages, counties and the state to create an official connection for the Erie Canalway Trail from Lyons to Port 
Byron through the Town of Montezuma. A spur trail is being discussed off of the Canalway Trail into Mon-
tezuma Heritage Park and the 5 miles of existing trails within.  The likely route of the Erie Canalway Trail 
between Port Byron and Lyons through Montezuma would be an on-route link along Route 31, however 
concepts 2A and 2B show two other possible Erie Canalway Trail linkages, one that follows along Towpath 
Road and continues along an off-road trail back to Route 31, and one that follows from Port Byron along the 
old trolley bed (now a utility corridor), connecting to Trumble Road and back to Route 31.  Regardless of 
which route is taken from Port Byron to Montezuma, it is important to connect the Erie Canalway Trail to 
Montezuma Heritage Park so that visitors can take advantage of the historic resources it has to offer (shown 
in the EDR visual following Concept 2B19).  Concept 2A shows a few options for this connection, including 
along an existing utility corridor parallel to the Thruway and through the Hamlet, or traveling on-road down 
Route 90 through the Hamlet and connecting with the Heritage Park.  Travelers can then visit the Richmond 
Aqueduct and connect back to Route 31 via the existing Drumlin Trail through Montezuma Heritage Park.  

A new, low-impact recreational trail on state and federal lands along the river to the Montezuma National 
Wildlife Refuge entrance from the Montezuma Heritage Park, as shown in Concept 3, would add over two 
miles of riverfront natural heritage enjoyment and link directly to the entrance of the Montezuma National 
Wildlife Refuge while also offering the option to travel alongside a portion of the historic Cayuga-Seneca 
Canal.  As shown in Concept 3, a few trail linkages and loops could also be made from Wildlife Drive in 
the Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge back to the proposed trail across the Seneca River, including at a 
new river crossing area, or by traveling along Wildlife Drive to Route 89 in Tyre and eventually connecting 
back with Route 31 and traveling back to Montezuma.  It is important to note that the Montezuma National 
Wildlife Refuge does not currently allow bicycling within its limits; however, it is something that is un-
der consideration for the summer months.  The suggested trails in Concepts 2A, 2B, and 3 would connect 
historic and natural resources in Montezuma to neighboring towns, increasing opportunities for heritage 
tourism and providing economic development opportunities in Montezuma.

Affordable housing options, including mobile homes, apartments, house rentals, and rent-to-own proper-
ties are currently available in the town, although the community survey revealed that most Montezuma 
residents think there could be an improvement in the quality, availability, and affordability of rental op-
19		 Note: the EDR visualization labels the marina as “former marina.” This marina is now active again and being built up to accommodate tour-
ists.
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tions. Smaller housing options geared toward the elderly are needed in the town, including options that are 
handicapped-accessible, with no stairs to basements, and wheelchair ramps. Transportation costs are often 
more of a concern for town residents than housing costs, since it is necessary to drive out of town to run 
most errands or to get to most places of employment. This represents an economic opportunity in the com-
munity, as residents would likely shop at local businesses should they become available.

Environmental Stewardship and Water Quality Protection
(See Goal 8)

Concerns have been raised in the community about the impacts of large-scale farming in the town, includ-
ing the impacts of manure spreading and pesticide use and the associated nutrient-rich runoff to the Seneca 
River.  It may be possible to work with Cornell Cooperative Extension or the Cayuga County Soil and Water 
Conservation District to monitor agricultural runoff and determine optimum measures to control pollut-
ants and sedimentation. Preserving/encouraging buffers around wetlands and waterbodies can be addressed 
through overlay zoning districts with special protections.

Invasive species, such as the Emerald Ash Borer (EAB), threaten native species in the Town of Montezuma.    
EAB is extremely aggressive and kills both stressed and healthy ash trees. Most trees that are infested die 
within 2-3 years. Because EAB is native to Asia, there are no natural EAB predators in North America, 
and EAB has killed millions of ash trees since it was first discovered in Michigan in 2002.  Since ash trees 
provide increased property values, storm water mitigation, and decreased energy demands, ash trees are 
commonly found both in natural areas and urban forests, with about 1 in every 10 trees in NYS hardwood 
forests an ash tree. As ash trees are infected and die off, the benefits provided by the trees will be lost.  

Development similarly threatens native species in Montezuma. Where possible, development should be 
focused away from habitat for imperiled species and ecological communities, or conservation plans should 
be implemented to protect important habitat.  Regulatory buffers and community education could also help 
to conserve habitat and prevent the spread of invasive species.  

Improved Public Utilities and Services
(See Goals 9-12)

Residents currently contract out individually for solid waste haulers, often causing multiple haulers to be 
servicing the same roads on the same days.  Implementing a town-wide waste hauler will reduce vehicle 
trips in the town, therefore reducing greenhouse gas emissions and reducing road maintenance needs.  

Internet access throughout Montezuma is also not reliable. Broadband exists in the town and is provided 
through TDS, but the service is less than ideal.  Residents who purchase the extra fast internet option do not 
often see benefits of their decision.  Some residents, such as those living in Bennett Mobile Home Court, 
are not able to be serviced by TDS or Verizon, despite the Verizon database claiming DSL availability.  
School children, businesses, and residents could benefit greatly from the availability of high speed fiber 
optic internet.

While the town is responsible for repairing town roads, the town cannot afford the cost to repair asphalted 
roads and instead updates roads using the oil and chip method.  Many roads in Montezuma are therefore 
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in disrepair, including non-town roads.  There are issues with speeding throughout town, as there is little 
monitoring of speed.  Narrow roads throughout town make speeding especially precarious, as wide farm 
equipment requires the majority of the road to travel.  Parking opportunities are lacking in various locations 
through the town, including at the Clifford House, the VFW, and the marina, to be developed at the river-
front.  Due to the productivity of agricultural land in the town, roadside farm stands continue to crop up in 
residential areas and concerns have been raised by the community about traffic congestion associated with 
roadside farm stands.  On-street parking is needed near these farm stands as well as along Route 90 during 
the annual garage sale.  As Montezuma begins to attract visitation through development of the Heritage 
Park, etc., opportunities for on and off street parking should be investigated.

Sidewalks and bicycle lanes or pathways are not a part of the current transportation infrastructure in Mon-
tezuma.  Sidewalks in the Hamlet connecting the community to the Montezuma Heritage Park and/or the 
Seneca River would be beneficial to both community members and visitors to the community.  Bicycle 
lanes or paths would be beneficial along Route 90 and Route 31 to provide alternative transportation options 
and recreational trail connections throughout the town to residents and visitors. 

The Town of Montezuma does not operate a public sewer line.  The town expects that in the near future the 
DEC will mandate a sewer line based on Cayuga County health inspections in the area.  Placement of this 
sewer line should be carefully considered, as it will inevitably affect the location of future development.  
Laundromat and car wash facilities are non-existent in the town, but could be feasible industries if the town 
implements a public sewer line.  Accessibility of drinkable water also presents a big concern in the Town of 
Montezuma, as public water is not currently available throughout the town. There are issues of high sulfur 
and iron concentrations in well-water and wells continue to collapse.  A plan for a new water line exists for 
the town, which will be important for providing potable water resources to those in the town that currently 
face these issues. 

Community Revitalization and Historic Preservation
(See Goals 13-15)

25.1% of homes in Montezuma were built prior to 1939.  Some of the older housing has been updated, but 
most have not and will need to be updated and rehabilitated.  Most of the older housing units do not meet 
today’s codes. There are also aging mobile homes, built in the 1970s, that need to be updated as well.  These 
updates may be costly and many homeowners may require assistance in affording these renovations.
Montezuma has significant cultural and historic resources as well that the community members have been 
interested in protecting and revitalizing over the last 50 years, especially in relation to the Heritage Park 
and the historic resources within.  However, many historic resources in the town are threatened by decay 
and lack of upkeep.  When the Erie Canal was rerouted to the Seneca River, many of the early buildings 
that contained businesses were burned or torn down, including the Methodist Church on Route 90.  It is 
important for the town to preserve the historic resources that remain.  The town should consider purchas-
ing the Clifford House, for example, to prevent potential demolition and/or redevelopment of this historic 
resource now that the building is vacant and for sale.  The Richmond Aqueduct and Historic Mentz Church 
are also threatened by degradation, which has been the fate of many historic resources in Montezuma al-
ready, including Meil’s Dry Dock and the Paper Mill.  These resources are particularly important to the 
town because they can be used to draw in tourists and generate economic activity, especially considering 
Montezuma’s position along the Erie Canalway Trail.
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Appendix D: Community Comments of Draft Plan
________________ 

A summary of the June 21, 2016 public meeting for the Draft Comprehensive Plan and comments received 
are explained below.

Summary:
Town Supervisor, John Malenick opened the Public Meeting at 6:00 PM to review the Draft Comprehensive 
Plan that was recently completed for the Town. He introduced Amanda Mazzoni, from the Central New 
York Regional Planning and Development Board (CNY RPDB). 

Present: Supervisor John Malenick, Town Councilman: Lee Brew, Joel Glimpse, Thomas Hitchcock, Jr., 
and Thomas Fitzsimmons; Planning Board and Comprehensive Planning Committee members: Joseph Ver-
di, Barbara Colutti, John Fordyce, Carol Fordyce and Cheryl Longyear; Town Clerk June Smith, Deputy 
Clerk Robert White, Zoning Officer J. Patrick Doyle; Water Operator Stan Longyear along with several 
residents. All attendees signed a register of attendance.

Amanda explained that she had been working with a Comprehensive Planning Committee formed in Au-
gust of 2014 consisting of Montezuma Town Planning Board members and residents who have been meet-
ing monthly over 1-1/2 years to create the draft plan.  A grant award from NYSERTA through a  “Vision 
CNY” project made funding assistance possible to participating municipal partners in the Central New York 
region for technical assistance to be provided by CNY RPDB. 

Public participation was allowed for through open meetings and a survey formulated by the committee that 
was mailed to all residents to gather opinions on present day Montezuma and what the public sees for the 
Town of Montezuma in the future. 82 completed surveys were returned, with a 21% response rate. Analysis 
of the results of the written survey and community inventory formed the basis for the drafted Comprehen-
sive Plan. The completed draft was available for public review on the Town’s website and several hard 
copies were available to read at the Town Hall from June 1 to 21, 2016.  

Amanda read the Vision statement that was created based on the findings of the survey:
“The Town of Montezuma strives to preserve its rural character, cultural and historic assets, and agricultural 
and natural resources while encouraging economic growth and an expansion of services to meet the needs 
of the community.”

The community survey and community inventory and analysis formed the basis for sixteen goals included 
with the Draft Plan, each with several components and recommendations which Amanda reviewed during 
her powerpoint presentation. The meeting was then opened up for public comment and questions. 

Comments:
Kathleen Decker, resident and member of the Heritage Park Design Committee, asked about the potential 
sewage treatment site mentioned in the plan. John Malenick responded that the need for planning for future 
sewage treatment was because many of the current septic systems no longer meet State Health Department 
standards, and eventually the Town will be required to create a sewer treatment system.  He explained that 
a potential site could be set up that would not have adverse effects for the public. 
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Town Councilman Tom Fitzsimmons asked what the next step for adopting the Comprehensive Plan, and 
how long it could take before being presented to the Town Board for vote. Amanda explained the commit-
tee would review any potential changes following the public meeting. The Planning Board needs to submit 
documentation for SEQRA review and then send the final draft document along with the SEQRA results to 
Cayuga County Planning with a GLM 239 submittal form for review and comment. If there are any com-
ments or suggestions that need addressing after the Cayuga County review, the committee will consider 
them and make any needed final changes to the plan. The Plan then can be adopted through resolution by 
the Town Board.  It’s estimated the process could take a couple of months, and the County usually responds 
within 30 days. It was also explained that the plan will be used as a basis for needed revisions to the present 
out of date zoning and subdivision laws. 

Town resident Joan Alcock explained she tried to read the Plan online, but it downloaded distorted; Amanda 
commented that unfortunately, some computer readers are not always compatible and hard copies had 
been provided to read at the Town Hall, as noted in the press release, flyer, and Town website. Planning 
Board member, Cheryl Longyear, commented that she appreciated the support and assistance given by both 
Amanda Mazzoni and Jeanie Gleisner for guiding the Committee through the process. She stated that the 
Plan was an opportunity to focus on future direction and issues that time doesn’t allow to be addressed dur-
ing regular Town Board business meetings. It has been a pleasure to work with both Amanda and Jeanie. 
Planning Board Chair Joseph Verdi commented the Plan would give future Planning Board members direc-
tion for Town planning and development. 

Councilman Fitzsimmons also asked about some of the maps. He would like to see larger versions in order 
to read some of the coding better. Amanda said that it would be possible to reproduce, if she knew which 
ones he wanted. Unfortunately, some of the copies such as the Town’s Zoning map was a poor copy to be 
able to reproduce. 



Appendix E: National Register Listings
________________ 

			   Mentz Church
			   Mentz Church Road, Cayuga County, New York

			   Seneca River Crossing Canals Historic District
			   Montezuma and Tyre, Cayuga and Seneca Counties, New York

			   New York Barge Canal
			   NYS Barge Canal, Waterford to Tonawanda, Whitehall, Oswego & Waterloo        
	




































































