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This Summary Report provides an 
introduction to the Onondaga County 
Sustainable Development Plan.  More detailed 
infromation can be found on the website at 
future.ongov.net

A Message from the County Executive

Welcome to the Onondaga County Sustainable Development Plan.

Onondaga County is committed to promoting land development patterns that are 
environmentally, economically, and socially sustainable.  We will continue to partner with all 
levels of government, businesses, community organizations, and citizens to implement the 
necessary actions identified in the Plan.

We have a responsibility to make decisions today that will enhance the ability of future 
generations to enjoy a high quality of life in our county.

This Summary Report presents an overview of the Sustainable Development Plan.  To 
explore the full Plan, I encourage you to visit the Sustainable Development Plan website at 
future.ongov.net.  This “living” plan will continually evolve to incorporate new ideas and 
planning resources and will offer opportunities to participate in implementing our shared 
vision.

Thank you to everyone who contributed to this plan to guide our community’s path for a 
sustainable future.

Sincerely,

Joanie Mahoney
County Executive

http://future.ongov.net
http://future.ongov.net


A hundred years after we are 
gone and forgotten, those who 
never heard of us will be living 
with the results of our actions.
— Oliver Wendell Holmes

3
PROJECT TIMELINE - The Sustainable 

Development Plan officially kicked off 
in May 2011 and a draft Plan for public 

review was released in June 2012.  draft
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The

Planning 
Process/

One of the overarching goals of the 

Sustainable Development Plan is to 

create a plan and process that is relevant, 

relatable and readable.  To ensure that 

the Sustainable Development Plan meets 

these criteria, it is necessary to develop a 

process and product that can be sustained 

over time and react to changing conditions, 

technologies and practices.  The result 

is a living plan that can evolve as  the 

project shifts from plan development to 

implementation.  

Plan Components
The Sustainable Development Plan is built 
on an extensive process of obtaining public 
input, testing ideas, and researching new 
ways to work collectively toward achieving 
regional goals and environmental, social 
and economic sustainability.  This Plan 
compliments and continues to explore the 
principles identified in previous planning 
efforts, including the the 2010 Development 
Guide and The Settlement Plan.

This effort began by gathering ideas and 
input from the community and establishing 
a shared vision for the future of Onondaga 
County, and culminates in a series of 
actions for collective implementation 
and advancement of our shared vision.  
Over the course of the project, the team 
analyzed demographic and development 
trend data, undertook a unique scenario 
modeling exercise, and reported on nine 
Elements of Sustainable Development to 
provide information on the interrelationships 
between individual actions and community 
sustainability.

As the project moves into a new phase of 
implementation and outreach, the website 
(future.ongov.net) will be continuously 
enriched with new information, mapping 
resources, detailed plans, project spotlights 
and best practices to serve as a community 
resource well into the future.

future.ongov.net

http://future.ongov.net
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The website is intended to be a ready source 
of information on the plan, the vision, the 
choices, the elements, and the actions 
necessary – by all of us as one region – to 
achieve our shared vision for a sustainable 
Onondaga County.

The Living Plan

With today’s busy schedules, one 
of the most effective ways to ensure 
transparency of process and active 
involvement is through the use of an 
effective website, one of the most 
important sources for information in 
today’s society. A website can also 
be an effective conduit for keeping 
the plan active and in the public 
realm.  For this reason, the primary 
component of the Sustainable 
Development Plan is a living, evolving 
website.  

The website is designed to be a 
clearinghouse for all project related 
information and components, to be 
educational and allow for ongoing 
involvement, and to keep the planning 
process active and vibrant.  Unlike 
more traditional paper-based plans, 
the website has grown and changed 
to reflect the project’s current 
progress in the planning process, 
with information and announcements 
continually added and updated.

As the Sustainable Development Plan 
moves into the implementation phase, 
the website will continue to grow 
in ways that allow new ideas to be 
shared, progress to be tracked and 
milestones to be celebrated.

future.ongov.net
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Onondaga County

At a  
Glance/
Onondaga County’s 35 municipalities 

are home to more than 450,000 

people living in a variety of settings – from 

historic urban areas and villages, to rural 

communities with a deep agricultural 

heritage.

Overview
Onondaga County offers varied 
topography, scenic viewsheds, a 
wealth of state, county, and local 
parks, an abundance of fresh water, 
and beautiful farm and forest lands, all 
of which contribute to a high quality 
of life.  These features benefit current 
residents and serve to attract future 
residents and businesses.  Given 
the quality of natural and cultural 
assets in the County, it is important to 

understand how development trends will 
affect these assets for future generations.

Population
Residents of Onondaga County comprise 
just under 60 percent of the population in 
the five-county Central New York region.  
This region includes Cayuga, Cortland, 
Madison, Onondaga and Oswego Counties.  

Evaluating demographic trends in 
Onondaga County is an important 
component to understanding the County’s 
pattern of land use.  Population growth 
and locational shifts all influence the 
development of housing, commercial and 
industrial land uses, roads and related 
infrastructure.

Between 1940 and 1970, the County’s 
population grew by more than 60 percent 
as a result of the post-World War II 
economic boom.  Since 1970, Onondaga 
County’s population has remained relatively 

Nestled in the center of New York State, 
Onondaga County benefits from nearly two 
centuries of transportation investments in 
Central New York – from the establishment of 
the Erie Canal, to the construction of major 
railroad corridors, to the development of the 
Interstate Highway System and the evolution 
of Interstate 81.  Today, the City of Syracuse is 
within six hours of more than 72 million people 
in the United States and Canada.

5 future.ongov.net draft
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This map depicts urbanized land in 
Onondaga County in 1970 (orange) 
and 2010 (red).  During this time 
period, the amount of urbanized lands 
have increased dramatically, while the 
population has remained relatively stable.

Since 1950, single-
family residential parcel 
sizes have tripled, while 
average household size 
has decreased by 30 
percent.

Not only does Syracuse serve as the 
core of Onondaga County, but of the 
entire Central New York region.

6

stable.  However, while stable, Onondaga 
County experienced a rather dramatic 
redistribution of population –   the 
proportion of the total population living 
in County towns has increased from 30 
percent to 70 percent over the past 80 
years, while the proportion of County 
residents living in the City of Syracuse has 
dropped from 70 percent to 30 percent 
over that same time period.

Associated with this redistribution is a 
dramatic increase in the urbanization 
of farmland and open space, vehicle 
miles traveled (VMT), greenhouse gas 
emissions and costs related to expanding 
infrastructure such as roads and sewers. 
As an example, information provided in 
the 2011 Long Range Transportation 
Plan indicated that between 2000 and 
2007 the amount of VMT in the Syracuse 
Metropolitan Planning Area increased by 
12 percent, resulting in County residents 
driving almost 7.5 miles a day more than 
their statewide counterparts.•

Land Development Patterns

Since World War II, a dramatic 
redistribution of population occurred in 
Onondaga County, with more people 
now living in communities located 
outside of the City of Syracuse.  Since 
1970, the amount of urbanized land 
in the County has increased by 92 
percent, with an increase of 50 square 
miles during the 1990s alone. This 
gradual suburbanization of once rural 
communities occurred without significant 
change in the County’s total population. 

To understand this trend, changes in 
single-family residential parcel sizes in 
the County over the past six decades 
were examined.  Since the 1950s, 
the average parcel size for single-
family residences has almost tripled.  
Combined with decreasing household 
sizes over the same time period, it 
becomes evident that more residential 
land is consumed per person now than 
in the past – from 0.1 acre per person in 
the 1950s to 0.5 acre per person in the 
2000s.

draft
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Public        
Outreach/

A central goal of the Sustainable 

Development Plan process is to 

engage as many citizens, stakeholders and 

local governments as possible, as their 

involvement is critical to its success. The 

Syracuse-Onondaga County Planning 

Agency (SOCPA) led a variety of outreach 

efforts to help inform this planning effort, 

including a community survey, public open 

houses and workshops, and meetings with 

County municipal officials and government 

agencies.  

Community Planning & 
Transportation Resident 
Survey
The Syracuse Metropolitan Transportation 
Council (SMTC) and SOCPA conducted a 
joint survey to gather public opinion about 
existing and future transportation and land 
use patterns in Onondaga County.

This effort focused on gathering input 
using a statistically valid survey to inform 
the development of SMTC’s Long Range 
Transportation Plan and the Sustainable 
Development Plan.  The survey collected 
data about perceptions and preferences 
on land development, urban design and 
transportation systems.  Nearly 1,000 
surveys were completed and returned.   

Survey results reflected strong support for 
the principles of Smart Growth, regional 
planning and a desire to explore more and 
different transportation options.  Overall, 
respondents strongly support planning 
that focuses on existing infrastructure and 
community assets, protection of natural 
and scenic areas, and focused growth in 
existing centers. The survey also illustrates 
a need for improvements to existing 
transportation assets, for the exploration 
of alternative modes of transportation and 
for a comprehensive land use plan for the 
County.

As part of the Choose Our Future public open 
houses, County residents were provided the 
opportunity to vote for which future alternative 
development scenario they preferred.  The 
overwhelming majority of participants chose 
the scenario based on a development pattern 
that emphasized infill around existing nodes 
and was reflective of Smart Growth principles.

7 future.ongov.net draft
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Notes from the 
Economic Development 
Focus Group meeting.

Municipalities that SOCPA 
has met with to-date (brown).

9

8

Focus Groups

It would be impossible to develop a realistic 
vision for Onondaga County without tapping 
into the knowledge and expertise of the local 
stakeholders, who are actively shaping our 
communities on a daily basis.  A series of nine 
focus group meetings were held, with over 100 
participants representing regional and local 
governments, economic development, non-
profit and social institutions, business interests 
and open space advocates.  This diverse group 
of experts shared their valuable knowledge 
and advice to help form the Sustainable 
Development Plan’s Element Reports, policies 
and guidance.

A sample of the responses from the Community 
Planning & Transportation Resident Survey 
conducted jointly by SOCPA and SMTC (2010). 

Municipal Meetings

A critical component of the 
Sustainable Development Plan 
has been, and will continue to be, 
municipal involvement.  At the onset 
of the planning process, the project 
team reached out to each of the 
municipalities in Onondaga County to 
introduce the plan and learn firsthand 
about the issues and opportunities 
affecting our local communities.  
Discussions covered a wide variety of 
topics from zoning to taxing structure 
to bicycle trails, and the input and 
dialogue during these meetings proved 
to be an invaluable part of the planning 
process.

43%
50%

7%
Helping to improve our struggling 

communities is:

Extremely Important

Somewhat Important

Not Important

13%

77%

10% Within already developed communities with 
available buildings or unused lands.
Anywhere people want to build.
On open land at the edges of existing 
development.

Location of Future Development

23%

77%

Housing and buildings should be closely 
spaced, with sidewalks leading to nearby 
shops and parks, even if it means smaller 
homes and yards.

Housing and buildings should be spread 
out, even if it means less open areas and 
farmland and having to drive more.

Arrangement of Future Development

33%

64%

3%
Preserving Natural Areas, Habitats, and Open 

Lands is:

Extremely Important

Somewhat Important

Not Important

draft
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Envision Our Future Public Workshop 

The Envision Our Future Public Workshop was designed to gain insight from County residents to develop a 

shared vision for the future.  This shared vision, along with input gathered as part of the remaining outreach 

efforts, forms the basis of the Sustainable Development Plan.  This meeting was also broadcast via live webinar 

to allow for residents to participate online.

Workshop

The workshop began with opening 
remarks from Onondaga County Executive 
Mahoney and an overview of the planning 
process.  Breakout sessions were then 
held for each of the three components of 
sustainability – economic sustainability, 
environmental sustainability, and social 
sustainability.  The purpose of these 
sessions was to allow participants to 
discuss in more detail their vision of a 
future Onondaga County as it related to 
these topic areas.•

Voting

After the breakout sessions, all ideas 
were posted and participants reconvened 
to review and vote on the comments 
provided during each session. Each 
participant was given four stickers to place 
next to the comments they felt were most 
important for the future sustainability of 
Onondaga County.  

After the meeting, the comments were 
aggregated into generalized categories 
(e.g., “reuse land and avoid spreading 
out” and “limit greenfield development” 
were grouped into the “control sprawl” 
category) and the votes were tallied for 
each category.

Results

Based on the participants’ votes, the 
following comments were identified as 
being the most important:

9 future.ongov.net draft

Control sprawl.

Develop a healthy urban core.

Support and develop renewable energy/
energy efficiency.
Consolidate governments and 
improve coordination.

Improve the bike/trail system.

Support local farms and protect 
open spaces.

http://future.ongov.net
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Choose Our Future  Public Open Houses

The Sustainable Development Plan made use of an exciting tool in regional planning – scenario modeling. This 

land use allocation tool can help a region understand the relationships between policy choices and the resulting 

impacts to communities.  By comparing alternate future development scenarios, scenario modeling helps to 

identify how our policies impact our desire for efficient, affordable and attractive communities.

Scenarios 

Two alternative future development 
scenarios were modeled for Onondaga 
County for the year 2035:

Our current trend, pace and 
pattern of growth that we’ve been 
experiencing over the past several 
decades, projected into the 
future; and

A pattern of future development 
that emphasized infill around 
existing nodes and was reflective 
of Smart Growth principles.•

Open Houses

County residents were provided several 
opportunities in the fall of 2011 to vote for 
which scenario they preferred, including 
four open houses held across the County. 
During the open houses, each participant 
was provided a ballot and instructions for 
reviewing the project materials and voting 
for which scenario they preferred.

The open houses were held at the 
Oncenter, Onondaga Lake Park, Marcellus 
Town Park, and Manlius Village Center.•To 
reach as many residents as possible and 
to accomodate their busy schedules, a 
virtual open house was created on the 
website.  

Results

Once the voting ended, the results from 
the four open houses and the virtual open 
house were gathered and combined.
Through these venues, County residents 
overwhelmingly indicated their support 
for the scenario based on Smart Growth 
principles.  

In fact, almost 90 percent of respondents 
preferred the Smart Growth scenario 
over the continuation of our current 
development trends.•

10draft
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Onondaga County

Scenario 
Modeling/
Scenario modeling provides a systematic 

way for planners and citizens to begin 

to understand the relationships between 

policy choices and their resulting impacts on 

our communities.

The Model
The scenario modeling process uses 
population and employment data provided 
by a variety of sources, including the 
U.S. Census, SMTC, and SOCPA to 
establish a baseline of current conditions.  
From this information, projections on 
future demographic and environmental 
conditions can be explored.

Two alternative future development 
scenarios were modeled for Onondaga 

County that formed the basis for the 
projections.  The first scenario projected 
a future based on the current trend, 
pace and pattern of growth in Onondaga 
County (Future A).  The second scenario 
was based on a pattern of future 
development that emphasized infill around 
existing nodes and was reflective of Smart 
Growth principles, including the protection 
of natural and scenic areas, focusing 
growth in existing centers, and preserving 
the County’s rural heritage (Future B).

The model also incorporated a series of 
measurable indicators based on trends 
research previously conducted by SOCPA 
and core community values identified 
during the public engagement process. 
The two scenarios were evaluated 
across these common indicators.  The 
results of this analysis further defined the 
future most desired by the residents of 
Onondaga County.•

One of the factors measured as part of the 
scenario modeling exercise was accessibility 
to parks.  Based on the results of the model, 
development based on Smart Growth 
principles would result in 22,000 more people 
living within 1/2-mile of a park than would 
current development patterns.

11 future.ongov.net draft
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fewer acres of
farmland and open
space lost to 
development17,500

more households
living in highly
walkable 
neighborhoods8,300

more households
supporting the
existing public
sewer system6,300

more households in close
proximity to assets such
as libraries, parks, schools 
& grocery stores12,500

million more in
tax benefits for
municipalities in
Onondaga County$21

million fewer 
miles driven 
to work 
each year30

Fiscal Impact Analysis

Recognizing that land use patterns affect local 
government revenue and expenditure streams, 
the scenario modeling exercise compared the 
potential fiscal impacts of two development 
scenarios.  Using sample data from local 
municipal and school budgets, a generalized net 
fiscal impact (local taxes, aid and fees received 
minus municipal and school expenditures) was 
calculated for different combinations of general 
land uses and character areas. 

This analysis found that residential development, 
on average, brings in $2,800 less per acre than 
local governments spend to support it, whereas 
commercial development can net up to $5,600 
per acre or more.  Rural land, developed or 
vacant, had little net fiscal impact as it brings in 
little revenue while demanding little in services. 

Allocated across the County, the model found 
that the Smart Growth scenario had a net 
fiscal benefit $21 million higher than a scenario 
based on current development patterns.  The 
difference is largely attributed to the distribution, 
density and mix of uses inherent to Smart 
Growth. The exercise showed:

• Not all development adds to the bottom line.

• Density should be maximized in areas with 
higher service demands. 

12

The Scenarios
To provide an example of the results of 
the scenario model, the chart to the right 
depicts the impact each scenario has 
on total carbon dioxide emissions. While 
Future B results in only a minor decrease 
from 2007 emission levels, the differences 
between Future A and Future B are much 
more significant and reflect some of the 
benefits that Smart Growth can provide.

Much of these differences result from 
an increase in vehicle miles traveled.
Onondaga County residents would drive 
30 million more miles to work each year 
under Future A than they would under 
Future B.  Not only does this represent a 
considerable impact to the environment, 
but as fuel costs continue to rise, it adds 
an additional financial burden on County 
households.

Benefits of the Smart Growth Approach to Development
Based on the results of the scenario model and comparisons between the two future 
scenarios, development based on Smart Growth principles (Future B) could result in:

This chart depicts total CO2 emissions 
per person per day as a result of work 
travel and household electricty use.  

2007 2035:
Future A

2035:
Future B
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of Sustainable Development

Elements/
Sustainable development is defined 

as meeting the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs.  

Implementing a more sustainable approach 

to growth is a highly complex task involving 

a host of stakeholders including individuals, 

communities, governments and businesses.  

The purpose of the Sustainable Development 

Plan is to provide a framework from which 

sustainable development decisions can be 

made.  The following Element Reports form 

the basis of this framework.

Element Reports
The Sustainable Development Plan 
has established nine topic areas of 
interest (i.e., Elements) derived from 
the direction provided by the public, 
the results of the scenario model, and 
recognized best practices relating to land 
use development.  Each Element was 
explored in detail to help inform a range 
of stakeholders and potential users on the 
relationship between these topic areas 
and our community vision and planning 
goals. The Element Reports provide key 
principles, issues and opportunities to be 
considered if the County and region are to 
achieve a sustainable future. 

The nine Elements included in this plan 
were selected as they best represent the 
broad range of issues and opportunities 
facing Onondaga County.  Given the 
comprehensive nature of sustainability 
planning, many of the elements overlap 
with one another, making it necessary to 
carefully balance the objectives of each 
individual element with the others.  As 
such, each Element Report addresses its 
relationship with the other elements.

Nine Elements of Sustainable 
Development were identified as 
part of this planning effort.

future.ongov.net draft

http://future.ongov.net
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Due to extensive suburban 
development, scarce federal 
transportation funding is being 

spread over a larger area, decreasing the 
effectiveness of each dollar spent and 
further straining municipal budgets. 

Transportation & Land Use

Transportation and land use are inextricably linked.  The Transportation 
& Land Use element evaluates relationships between the provision of 
transportation infrastructure and land use development patterns.

The Transportation-Land Use Cycle – transportation 
infrastructure shapes development, influences property 
values and affects a neighborhood’s character 
and quality of life.  Conversely, how communities 
develop can impact the type, size and location of the 
transportation infrastructure required to service that 
development.

Key Findings

More compact, mixed-use 
development results in decreased 
commuting distances and 

transportation costs, fewer carbon dioxide 
emissions and increased pedestrian and 
transit access to daily amenities. 

Complete Streets policy and 
practice, which incorporates a 
more multi-modal approach into 

the design and function of roadways, has 
been noted as having numerous social, 
fiscal and environmental community 
benefits

draft

Many commercial properties in Onondaga County 
are designed for single uses.  As these properties 
outlive their original use, retrofitting them with a mix 
of residential and commercial uses can maximize the 
density of the site and help focus growth in already 
developed areas.
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Villages, hamlets and locations with 
sewer and water infrastructure should 
be the focal points for expanded 

development, though the implementation 
techniques should be carefully monitored 
to prevent development from perpetuating 
sprawl.

Buildings & Neighborhoods

The Buildings & Neighborhoods element examines urban form, sustainable 
development patterns and development regulations, while also providing a 
discussion on Smart Growth principles and alternatives to traditional zoning 
regulations.

Key Findings

The decentralization of County 
residents has increased the distance 
they must travel to reach many 

amenities, with most residents no longer 
living within walking distance of a bus stop, a 
supermarket, a school or a park.

New and infill development should 
respect historic context and provide 
a mix of uses, diverse housing 

types, a network of well-connected streets 
and blocks, a central public space and civic 
activity.

Despite a strong desire to retain their 
rural character, local governments 
often look to new development to 

mitigate rapidly rising municipal and school 
district costs.  However, evidence shows that 
low-density suburban development can often 
be a drain on municipal budgets.

Rural Communities & Open Space

The Rural Communities & Open Space element examines the impact of 
development in rural areas where agriculture and natural resources are 
highly valued by Onondaga County residents.  

Key Findings

Open space is one of the defining 
characteristics of Onondaga County.  
The region must find a balance 

between creating new residential and 
economic opportunities without destroying 
the natural features and places that make it 
such a desirable place to live, work and play.

While the County is blessed with 
numerous parks and forests, there 
is a lack of connectivity between 

these resources. Improving linkages can 
provide contiguous travel corridors for people 
and wildlife.  A regional or countywide open 
space plan is needed to develop strategies for 
connecting existing resources.

future.ongov.net draft
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1 2 3Low-density single-family housing 
dominates the suburban landscape, 
despite evidence showing this type of 

development requires more in services than 
it generates in tax revenue.  Municipalities 
must find ways to fill the funding gap or cut 
services.

Government Finance

The Government Finance element explores how development patterns in 
Onondaga County affect the ability of local governments to pay for the high 
quality of life expected by their residents.

Key Findings

The right to regulate the 
development of land falls largely to 
the 35 municipalities in Onondaga 

County.  Regional infrastructure is controlled 
in a highly fragmented system by a variety 
of local, regional and statewide entities. 

National reporting, as well as local 
analyses done for the Sustainable 
Development Plan, indicates that 

development patterns based on Smart 
Growth principals can result in a higher net 
fiscal benefit for the region.
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1 2 3Without an increasing population 
base, existing County residents incur 
the costs of operating, maintaining 

and modernizing aging sewer infrastructure 
in developed areas, while also subsidizing 
the future upkeep of infrastructure for new 
development.

Water Resources

The Water Resources element considers how the provision of water and 
wastewater treatment affects development patterns and how development 
patterns impact the quality of our water.  

Key Findings

Many communities are faced with 
aging wastewater, stormwater and 
drinking water infrastructure that is 

in need of repair and/or replacement.  With 
the age of some systems in Onondaga 
County exceding 100 years, the repair and/or 
replacement of these systems is critical.

The County’s many waterbodies 
provide drinking water and 
recreational opportunities for 

residents, as well as wildlife habitat.   It 
is important to protect those resources 
with high water quality and improve the 
water quality in those waterbodies with 
impairments.draft
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When communities provide staff and/
or financial resources for planning 
and development review, it can result 

in better comprehensive planning, regional 
collaboration and other efforts to identify 
community goals and shape sustainable 
development patterns.

Intermunicipal Planning

The Intermunicipal Planning element identifies the various levels of 
planning that occur in Onondaga County and examines the current extent of 
intermunicipal cooperation between municipalities and government agencies.

Key Findings

Resulting from local government 
structure, the County’s 35 
municipalities are each allowed 

to individually determine the pattern and 
intensity of development, which can lead 
to inefficiencies and conflicting patterns at 
the regional level, and competition for jobs, 
residents and resources.

The Onondaga County Planning 
Federation provides opportunities for 
municipal training and cooperation.  

These opportunities should be strengthened 
by providing more frequent programming or 
other educational resources.

The implementation of Smart 
Growth principles and green building 
standards together can reduce 

the amount of energy consumed and 
greenhouse gas emissions resulting from the 
housing and transportation sectors.

Energy

The Energy element examines the impact of current development trends 
on energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions and explores the 
viability of various renewable energy sources in Onondaga County.  

Key Findings

Although newer homes are often 
more energy efficient than older 
homes, they are also more likely to 

be located further from employment centers, 
consume more energy, and produce more 
emissions as a whole than households 
located closer to jobs.

Opportunities for a variety of 
renewable energy sources exist in 
Onondaga County.  This includes 

small-scale community-based wind power, 
photovoltaic panels, biomass, geothermal 
and other biofuels.
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1 2 3According to the NYS Department 
of Health, nearly two out of every 
three adults in Central New York 

are considered overweight or obese.  This 
problem is exacerbated by the lack of 
accessibility to amenities such as parks and 
schools, as well as grocery stores or farmers 
markets.

Livability & Society

The Livability & Society element examines the relationships between 
development patterns, quality of life, and social equity in Onondaga County.

Key Findings

Many of the County’s older urban 
communities have an aging and 
deteriorated housing stock.  Many of 

these homes are located in neighborhoods 
with concentrations of poverty and 
characterized by neglected and empty 
houses, buildings, and neighborhoods. 

The negative perception of urban 
schools is driving the locational 
decision for many families.  This 

has created a negative feedback loop that 
removes resources from urban school 
districts, further reinforcing this negative  
perception.
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1 2 3Investing in arts, culture and creating 
quality environments in our urban 
places and neighborhoods can 

help to attract and retain businesses and 
employees. Skills and knowledge are keys to 
economic progress and individuals with these 
abilities tend to locate in areas with a high 
quality of life.

Economy

The Economy element examines the impact of local government structure on the 
regional economy and evaluates the role that quality of life plays in attracting and 
retaining businesses, employees and residents.  

Key Findings

New York State’s local government 
structure often results in individual 
municipalities competing for new 

development and property tax base, resulting 
in an inefficient allocation of jobs and 
housing, the creation of a system of “winners 
and losers” and a larger overall financial 
burden on the entire region. 

Central New York has made great 
progress in recent years towards 
aligning the region’s collective goals, 

making strategic use of limited resources, 
focusing priorities, and considering the role 
of all its parts to promote a high quality and 
sustainable economic growth.

draft
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Onondaga County

Character 
Areas/
Onondaga County Character Areas 

provide a general snapshot of the 

different placetypes in the County, each with  

its own distinct feel, form and function.  

Also provided are guidance and strategies 

to strengthen and enrich each area in a 

sustainable manner.

What are Character Areas
The purpose of identifying and describing 
Character Areas is to delineate areas of 
common identity and qualities and to 
provide guidance on issues relevant to 
each category, such as revitalizing Main 
Street or protecting farmland.   These 
delineations recognize that each area is 
inherently different and will thus require 
its own mix of goals and strategies to 
preserve and enhance those qualities that 
make it great. 

How to Use Them
The generalized Character Area map 
illustrates our existing settlement patterns 
and distribution of built and natural 
resources.  As these conditions are 
expected to change, the current map 
will evolve over time and be used to 
benchmark County-level change. The 
accompanying discussion and guidance 
for each character area is intended to:

• Identify and define the characteristics 
relating to the form and function of 
each area;

• Inform users of emerging concepts for 
sustainable communities and provide 
conceptual guidance on how each 
area can embrace these concepts and  
plan for a sustainable future; and

• Offer Smart Growth tools and best 
practices to help communities 
protect and enhance the livability and 
sustainability in each of our unique 
places.

Encouraging high levels of pedestrian activity 
and interaction desired in the Urban and 
Village Cores requires a well organized, safe 
and connective infrastructure accommodating 
all modes of transportation.
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Urban Core 

A strong, vibrant and dense Urban Core is vital to the success of the greater region.  In 
Onondaga County, the Urban Core contains areas where the highest density and mix of uses 
in the region occur.

Located at the center of Onondaga County, the Urban Core Character Area consists of 
three connected yet distinct urban districts – Downtown Syracuse, University Hill, and the 
Syracuse Lakefront.  

Character

The Urban Core districts serve as primary 
centers for employment, commerce, culture and 
entertainment for the region’s residents and visitors.  
The vibrancy of the Urban Core is defined by the 
intimate connections between the area’s massing 
and mix of buildings and its public spaces including 
sidewalks, streets, lighting and furniture, parks and 
plazas. Transportation to, from and within the Urban 
Core plays an essential role in defining the character 
of the area.  Each district within the Urban Core 
also encapsulates a distinct character, and function, 
ranging from business and commerce (Downtown 
District), to academic and medical (University Hill) to 
recreation and tourism (Syracuse Lakefront).

Guidance

Development in the surrounding towns created 
a pronounced shift in investment over the last 
50 years, yet the Urban Core continues to be 
the center of the region.  Fostering continued 
reinvestment and resettlement will require flexible 
regulations that are in step with contemporary 
urban design and land use patterns, as well as 
significant investment in high quality public spaces.  
Encouraging the high levels of pedestrian activity 
and interaction desired in this area requires a well 
organized, safe and connective infrastructure 
accommodating all modes of transportation..This 
will help to continue the trend of residents seeking 
urban living arrangements in the City and help to 
strengthen its mixed-use character.

A city is more than just a place 
in space, it is a drama in time.
— Patrick Geddes

Sample Strategies

• Mix uses vertically and reserve the first floor for 
uses generating high volumes of foot traffic.

• Devote significant attention to wayfinding, 
landscaping and public art to create a high 
quality and inviting public realm.. 

• Maintain and enhance cultural and institutional 
destinations, as well as programming for 
festivals and events. 

• Explore Transportation Demand Management 
and Complete Streets concepts to foster multi-
modal solutions for mobility. 
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Employment Centers 

Employment Centers are locations where a large single business or a concentration of 
employers is present in a commercial business park or in a self-contained site, somewhat 
independent of its surrounding neighborhoods.  These areas often employ hundreds to 
thousands of daily workers in office buildings and industrial properties.

Employment centers consist of areas specifically outside the Urban Core, including multiple 
formal business parks (e.g., Woodard Industrial Park and Hancock Air Park),  existing clus-
ters of commercial and industrial lands along the Route 298 and Interstate 481 corridors,  as 
well as Onondaga Community College and Lemoyne College.

Character

Employment Centers have a distinct character 
separate from the Urban Core (the Urban Core 
is the largest employment center in the County).  
Frequently, these areas are automobile-dependant, 
require close access to major transportation 
networks to meet distribution requirements, and 
are organized to require large tracts of land and 
perform in a manner that is not conducive to urban 
centers.  Employment centers typically include 
two- to five-story office buildings, with large 
open parking lots and a varying degree of natural 
features.  Employment Centers range in size and 
scale from individual, single-use office or business 
parks to more complex manufacturing, industrial 
and distribution centers.•

Guidance

The preservation and enhancement of Employment 
Centers is critical to the long-term sustainability 
of the County’s economy.  Employment Centers 
should consider the need to ensure a high 
quality work atmosphere, proximity to residential 
options and out-the-door access to services and 
recreational resources desirable to employees. With 
rising fuel costs, access to transit will be increasingly 
valuable when attracting potential employees.  
These areas should also be more fully integrated 
into existing communities as mixed-use and/or infill 
development to capitalize on existing infrastructure 
and develoment densities supportive of transit.  

Sample Strategies

• Develop model zoning regulations permititng a 
diversity and density of support services and 
residential uses at levels supportive of transit 
service within and adjacent to Employment 
Centers.

• Encourage continued infill and retrofit of these 
areas in a campus-like form, with buildings 
grouped around common services and open 
space.

• Promote the inclusion of recreational amenities 
and connectivity to adjacent trail and open 
space networks.

This is a very exciting time 
in the world of information...
the whole pace of business is 
moving faster. Globalization is 
forcing companies to do things 
in new ways.
— Bill Gates
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Regional Shopping 

Regional Shopping represents areas of nearly uniform commercial retail development 
generally built within the last 50 years.  These areas play an important role in today’s society, 
providing accessible, centrally-located retail for the region.  Almost exclusively located 
along highways or arterials, Regional Shopping areas are primarily oriented towards the 
automobile. 

Regional Shopping areas include Route 31 in Clay, Route 11 in Cicero, Route 57, Route 5 in 
Camillus, and Erie Boulevard.

Character

Regional Shopping areas are typically uniform in 
density and form throughout the County, and in 
most instances are undifferentiated from similar 
areas across the country due to the use of franchise 
architecture.  These areas include malls and 
strip-malls, big-box retail, and intensive suburban 
retail corridors. Regional Shopping areas have 
very high traffic volumes requiring considerable 
amounts of parking, as well as significant roadway 
and traffic management infrastructure.  Most 
buildings in Regional Shopping areas are single 
story and designed for a single use based on tenant 
specifications.  As such, these areas are typically 
not integrated into the surrounding neighborhoods 
and, often times, not directly connected to 
surrounding commercial development.

Guidance

While relatively successful over the past 50 years, 
the growing trend towards urban living, the 
increasing cost of gasoline, an aging population, 
a saturated and changing retail market and the 
sheer cost of serving and maintaining this type of 
land use is changing how we think about the future 
of these places.  When possible, communities 
can aim to retrofit their Regional Shopping areas 
into town centers and nodes for development.
The successful integration of pedestrian-focused 
amenities, engaging public spaces and residential 
uses into failing or underutilized malls and retail 
pads is an example of how to transform these areas 
into successful places in our communities for the 
next 50 years.

Sample Strategies

• Require enhanced pedestrian accommodations 
between parking areas, adjacent lots, building 
entrances and circulation spaces.

• Require buildings and sites to be designed to 
facilitate conversion to a non-retail use in the 
future.. 

• Increase the use of vernacular architectural forms, 
mixed-uses, native landscaping and pedestrian-
focused spaces and discourage or prohibit 
monoculture buildings or franchise architecture.

• Investigate opportunities for integrating residential 
and office uses in existing malls.

Design is not just what it looks 
like and feels like. Design is how 
it works.
— Steve Jobs
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Traditional Neighborhoods 

Traditional Neighborhoods reflect design characteristics prevalent in our earliest settle-
ment patterns up until the time when automobiles became prevalent, in many instances, 
representing over 100 years of architectural heritage.  These neighborhoods were developed 
around the pedestrian and provide a distinct sense of place.

Traditional Neighborhoods generally include those residential areas located within the City 
of Syracuse, incorporated villages and first ring suburban neighborhoods.

Character

Within the County’s Traditional Neighborhoods, 
public streets are laid out in a tree-lined grid or 
modified grid format with sidewalks almost uniformly 
present and serving as connections to the core of 
the community.  Architectural characteristics vary 
by age and represent a broad palette of styles 
and periods. Residential densities range from four 
to eight dwelling units per acre and often include 
a mix of single- and two-family structures within 
each block and provide the critical mass necessary 
to support Village Core areas and neighborhood 
retail.  Front yard setbacks are minimal with the front 
door or porch playing a prominent role in residential 
architecture. Parking is typically located behind 
buildings and homes...

Guidance

An entire industry – New Urbanism – has 
established itself around the belief that traditional 
neighborhoods are critical for maintaining a 
sustainable land use pattern.  Central New York is 
fortunate to have highly functional and sought after 
traditional neighborhoods across our landscape 
and the preservation and enhancement of these 
areas is critical to the success of Onondaga 
County. Communities should promote their 
Traditional Neighborhoods and ensure that these 
areas continue to provide a wide range of housing 
options for all incomes and ages, maintain densities 
necessary to support transit and offer accessible 
safe and connective pedestrian and bicycle systems 
that encourage a more healthy lifestyle.

Sample Strategies

• Develop design guidelines and zoning review 
recommendations to protect the characteristics 
and qualities of Traditional Neighborhoods.

• Identify opportunities for infill development that 
is consistent with the desired neighborhood 
form.  This should include both residential and 
commercial opportunities.

• Repair aging sewer and water infrastructure 
typically characteristic of these neighborhoods.

• Encourage the inclusion of neighborhood-
scale retail and service providers in walkable 
communities..

The house itself is of minor 
importance. Its relation to the 
community is the thing that 
really counts.
— Clarence Stein
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Suburban Neighborhoods 

Suburban Neighborhoods are reflective of the growing availability and dependence on the 
automobile.  The evolution of the auto-dependant suburban neighborhood parallels the 
affluence and ability of the American family.  These areas provide residents with greater 
privacy and sense of openess due to lower densities commonly in the range of one to two 
dwelling units per acre.

Suburban Neighborhoods include residential areas built after World War II outside the City 
of Syracuse, incorporated villages and first ring suburban towns.

Character

As automobile use increased, changes in the 
amount of public and private space necessary to 
accommodate vehicles has also increased.  Road 
widths increased, lots became larger and the 
garage became the prominent feature on many 
newer homes.  The street system is commonly 
curvilinear with cul-de-sacs that minimize 
connectivity and reduce speeds, while increasing 
the sense of privacy and space.  Sidewalks are 
generally not present.  The strict separation of uses 
means that Suburban Neighborhoods are rarely 
in close proximity to stores or services and when 
they are, they typically do not include connective 
pedestrian systems to these amenities.•

Guidance

Suburban Neighborhoods provide an important 
choice for families and individuals looking for larger 
lots and newer housing stock.  Recent housing 
trends and an aging population, combined with 
rising fuel prices, may require these areas to evolve 
to maintain their desirablity for future generations.  
Improving pedestrian and bicycling connectivity to 
commercial areas and enhancing the availability 
of safe, out-the-door recreational opportunities 
will likely be important.  Other planning challenges 
in the future may include strategies for increasing 
densities, the potential for infill and mixed-use 
development and, in some instances, planned 
footprint reduction.

Sample Strategies

• At the regional level, evaluate the demand 
for this type of development and ensure that 
new development is part of an integrated and 
connected master planned community.

• Support pedestrian friendly environments 
through sustainable streetscape design (e.g., 
Complete Streets) and, when feasible, require 
pedestrian accommodations between residential 
and commercial development areas.

• Identify infill and retrofitting opportunities to 
encourage mixed-uses and housing diversity 
and to increase density to levels that are 
supportive of public transit..

We can build new housing 
while preserving the quality 
and character of adjacent 
residential districts and 
ensuring infill development 
strengthens the surrounding 
neighborhood.
— Gavin Newsome
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Village Cores 

The Village Cores Character Area is best described as the traditional center of the incorporated 
villages in Onondaga County.  Commonly focused at the intersection of State or County roads, 
these areas serve as historic retail, service, government and religious centers surrounded by 
and connected to Traditional Neighborhoods areas.  

During the suburbanization movement, many of these areas struggled to maintain relevance, 
resulting in high vacancy rates and disinvestment.  Across the country, however, these areas 
are undergoing a revival as more residents are embracing a distinct and livable neighborhood 
experience. 

Character

While each Village Core is unique, common features 
may include a highly connective sidewalk system, 
public parking to the side and rear of structures, 
two- to four-story buildings in both block and 
freestanding formats and a mix of uses. While lower 
in intensity and scale than the Urban Core, Village 
Core areas require a vibrant mix of uses supporting 
an active streetfront, upper-story residential, 
walkable and safe streets, multi-modal accessibility, 
well maintained landscaping and public art.• Village 
Core areas are well suited to provide niche retail, 
personal services and eating establishments.  
Village Cores also tend to provide urban 
infrastructure, such as water and sewer service, 
allowing for increased development densities.

Guidance

Village Cores once served as the civic and 
commercial centers for residents of Onondaga 
County.  While the form and structure of these areas 
are still mostly intact, much of the function has 
been lost during post-World War II development 
trends.  To strengthen and enhance the Village 
Cores again, communities should take advantage 
of the increasing demand for village living to spur 
significant investment in and adjacent to Village 
Cores, particularly in Traditional Neighborhoods.  In 
support of a vibrant mix of uses and housing types, 
upper story areas should be largely residential, 
increasing the volume of foot traffic and generating 
24-hour demand for uses such as convenience 
retail, banking and laundromats.• 

Sample Strategies

• Provide regulations and programs that permit 
and support upper-story residential and retail 
build-out of first floor spaces.

• Encourage the formation of Business 
Improvement Districts to effectively maintain and 
enhance the public realm.

• Improve on- and off-street parking supply 
through shared lots, locating lots behind 
buildings, proper screening and enhanced 
wayfinding systems.

• Support pedestrian friendly environments 
through sustainable streetscape design and 
Complete Streets..

Restore human legs as a means 
of travel. Pedestrians rely on 
food for fuel and need no special 
parking facilities.
— Lewis Mumford
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Hamlets

Hamlets represent historic crossroads and town centers in many of the rural areas of 
Onondaga County.  Although unincorporated and not a separate governmental entity, 
Hamlets often include many features of a small village and serve as focal points for the 
community.  For these reasons, Hamlets are potentially good locations for focused nodes of 
development in the County’s rural communities.

Rural Hamlets were identified based on their location, existing built form and transportation 
access, as well as their potential to evolve more fully into a node of mixed-use activity and 
serve as an identifiable community center.

Character

Hamlets are often characterized by many of the 
same features that define small villages, including 
a prominant crossroads location, civic, religious 
and small-scale commercial structures, and historic 
single- and multi-family residential homes.  Parks 
and war memorials are frequently located within 
the rural hamlets of Onondaga County, supporting 
their historic function as destinations within the 
surrounding rural community.  The adjacent 
agricultural lands create informal gateways that 
announce arrival to these nodes of activity.  What 
distinguishes Hamlets from more densely developed 
Character Areas (e.g., Village Cores) is that Hamlets 
typically are not serviced by sewer, water and other 
urban infrastructure.

Guidance

Hamlets provide a distinct separation from their 
surrounding areas in both the density and amount 
of development.  The maintenance of hamlets as 
compact, yet low-intensity nodes within the larger 
rural context is critical to preserving their character 
and preventing the continuation of sprawl.  These 
areas represent locations that historically served 
as rural crossroads, but now have the potential 
to serve as an identifiable community center and 
node for that development necessary to support 
the surrounding rural towns.   As such, Towns 
should consider adopting land use regulations for 
hamlet areas to differentiate these areas from lower 
densities found elsewhere within the community.  

Sample Strategies

• Identify appropriate housing density and 
infrastructure limits during land use planning. 

• Evaluate feasibility for small wastewater package 
systems to allow for increased densities to 
support development focused within Hamlets.

• Encourage design standards that maintain an 
appropriate development character in context 
with the existing buidings and distinct from the 
surrounding areas.

• Promote master-planned development adjacent 
to Hamlets to increase development densities 
and to improve walkability and connectivity to 
transit.

The country is lyric, the town 
dramatic. When mingled, they 
make the most perfect musical 
drama.
— Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow
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Rural Landscapes 

The Rural Landscapes Character Area represents a tapestry of low density land uses ranging 
from transitional suburban areas to fields, farmland and open spaces. Sanitary sewer and 
regional drinking water service is generally not available in the Rural Landscapes area. 

Rural Landscapes represent the largest character area class in Onondaga County and are 
primarily located in the southern and western portions of the County, outside of the urban-
ized areas.

Character

Rural Landscapes represent those areas where the 
intensity of development transitions away from the 
suburban form to larger tracts of open space and 
agricultural uses.  Common characteristics of these 
areas include active agriculture, fallow fields, forest 
stands, large lot residential development (often due 
to the lack of sewer and water infrastructure), small 
individual commercial developments and agricultural 
support services. The Rural Landscape areas 
represent some of the most productive farmland 
and dairy in the State, while providing the bucolic 
vistas and open spaces many residents wish to 
conserve.  

Guidance

A unique set of challenges and opportunities exist 
in these areas requiring an active and balanced 
approach to land use planning and investment. 
Most people will agree that protecting the scenic 
beauty and productive characteristics of these 
areas is critical to maintaining the quality of life 
in Onondaga County. Development practices 
that protect Rural Landscapes and agricultural 
viability, while also maximizing development in 
appropriate areas, should be of high priority. Special 
consideration should be given to the importance of 
the Rural Landscapes for future food production by 
discouraging the development of active farmland 
and prime soils.•

Sample Strategies

• Identify and incentivize the protection of the 
most productive farmland within the County for 
continued agricultural use.

• Identify and seek the protection of highly valued 
open spaces and viewsheds.

• Establish a regional dialogue to discuss the 
importance of rural areas and establish a 
common vision for balanced development and 
conservation.

• Evaluate the use of zoning techniques (e.g., 
large-lot zoning) to protect rural landscapes from 
transitioning to a more suburban form.

If we do not permit the earth 
to produce beauty and joy, it 
will in the end not produce 
food, either.
— Joseph Wood Krutch
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Environmental Reserves 

The Environmental Reserves Character Area represents an evolution of the original land 
classification concept outlined in the Onondaga County Settlement Plan and includes those 
areas that are considered to be of extreme significance to the County’s environmental health 
and natural beauty.

Environmental Reserves include non-NYSDEC wetlands, areas of steep slopes, floodplains, 
riparian areas, Transfer of Development Rights sending areas and the Otisco and 
Skaneateles Lake watersheds. 

Character

The Environmental Reserve Character Area includes 
a wide variety of generally undeveloped lands, 
including wetlands, stream and and creek corridors, 
unique upland habitats and other important scenic 
and natural areas that could be threatened by 
development.  Many of these areas were selected 
based on the special environmental features unique 
to each, while others were selected due to the 
presence of features where development may 
threaten its long-term viability (e.g., steep slopes).  It 
is also important to note that the Otisco Lake and 
Skaneateles Lake watersheds were included as 
these lakes are sources of drinking water for many 
County residents.

Guidance

Development near these areas should be 
minimized or avoided due to special environmental 
function or sensitivity.  This may include improved 
water quality, flood protection and ecological 
habitat afforded by wetlands, or the influence of 
upland land use practices on the drinking water 
quality of Skaneateles and Otisco Lakes.  While 
not specifically preserved, these areas may 
warrant protection and should be evaluated for 
conservation.  At a minimum, however, they merit 
an extra level of regulatory protection and scrutiny 
prior to development. While the County can provide 
a basic outline for reserving and preserving lands, 
the greatest opportunity to accomplish this lies with 
the individual municipalities. 

Sample Strategies

• Develop an open space plan to identify and 
prioritize Environmental Reserve lands by type and 
location.  Priority should be given to those lands 
that improve system connectivity for recreation, 
stormwater management and habitat corridors.

• Create a guidance document for use at the 
municipal level to assist in the identification and 
protection of Environmental Reserve areas.

• Identify funding sources, techniques and tools to 
assist in the transfer of Environmental Reserve 
lands into Preserve areas.

• Buffer waterways and wetlands using zoning and 
other regulatory tools.

In every walk with nature one 
receives far more than he seeks.
— John Muir
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Protected Lands 

The Protected Lands Character Area includes all federal, state and local parks, County forests 
and cemeteries, as well as wetlands regulated by the New York State Department of Environ-
mental Conservation.  Also included in the Protected Lands Character Area are publicly- and 
privately-held properties with protective covenants or conservation easements that prevent 
development from occurring.

30

Character

The Protected Lands Character Area includes 
locations where, as a result of regulatory protection, 
development is not permitted, thus protecting 
their important ecological, recreational or cultural 
significance within the County.  These areas 
include undeveloped wetlands and forests, formal 
parks, and active farmland.  The primary difference 
between these areas and the Environmental 
Reserves Character Area is that Protected 
Lands already hold some layer of protection from 
development and have been officially recognized as 
valuable to the community in its current state.

Guidance

The greatest threat to the maintenance of these 
areas is a lack of education and awareness of their 
individual and collective significance.  In certain 
locations, public access should be enhanced to 
increase awareness, while other areas should 
remain untouched to preserve their functionalilty.  
Where possible, lands currently classified as 
Environmental Reserves should be afforded more 
permanent protections and transferred into the 
Protected Lands Character Area, particularly where 
properties can be linked to enhance ecosystem 
connectivity.  Further, to assist in the continued 
protection and maintenance of these lands, a group 
or organization should be identified to act as a 
champion for their management and use.

Sample Strategies

• Educate the community on the important role 
Protected Lands play in the regional landscape.

• Identify opportunities to expand Protected 
Lands where important ecological functions 
have been identified.

• Evaluate the feasibility of establishing a 
connective greenway system linking Protected 
Lands for recreational purposes and to provide 
corridors that facilitate wildlife movement and 
assist with stormwater management.

• Prevent development that threatens wetlands or 
subdivides them onto private lots.

Conservation means the 
wise use of the earth and its 
resources for the lasting good of 
men.
— Gifford Pinchot
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Action 
Plan/

Planning for a sustainable future 

requires a clear set of policies and 

actions to coordinate decisions and outline 

a path towards implementing the vision 

of our community.  The Action Plan is the 

result of information gathered throughout 

this planning effort and is represented in 

a comprehensive series of recommended 

policies and practices.  These and many other 

actions, large and small, are necessary to 

implement the County’s shared vision.

Purpose
The Action Plan is the implementation 
guidance for the Sustainable Development 
Plan and is derived from the extensive public 
and stakeholder outreach process, trends 
and best practices research and the Element 
Reports.  The Action Plan ties together 
the broad ideas found throughout the plan 
with specific and targeted activities for 
implementation at all levels.  

The actions listed in the Action Plan represent 
significant first steps toward a sustainable 
future, but are by no means exhaustive of the 
opportunities to improve the County’s quality 
of life. Successful implementation of these 
actions relies on a host of parties acting at all 
levels.

Policy Areas 
To organize the Action Plan, the policies and 
practices were grouped by Policy Area.   In 
total, eight Policy Areas were identified:

• Grow Smarter
• Sustainability Pays
• Protect the Environment
• Strengthen the Center
• Fix it First
• Keep Rural Communities Rural
• Lighten Our Footprint
• Plan for People. 

For each Policy Area, a policy statement 
and theme were developed and a series 
of projects and practices were identified.  
The full Action Plan can be found at                   
future.ongov.netdraft
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Policy Theme & Statement
An overarching theme and statement were 

developed to provide an overview of each Policy Area.

Projects & Practices
The actions identified in this portion of the 

Action Plan tables are those recommended projects 
and practices determined to be of highest priority as 
they relate to implementation.

Planning Scale
To allow for a more focused implementation, 

the recommended projects and practices are broken 
down into four planning scales – the region, the County, 
the community, and the site.

Timeframe
Each project and practice was assigned to one of 

three timeframes for implementation:

• Short Term - strategies should be implemented within 
the first 2 years of plan completion.

• Medium Term - strategies should be implemented from 
3 to 10 years after plan completion.

• Long Term - strategies may be ongoing or take 10 or 
more years to implement.

Partners
Given the comprehensive nature of 

this effort, parties that would be involved with 
implementing each of the projects and practices 
are suggested.

Elements of Sustainable 
Development

Many of the projects and practices are based on 
the key findings from each of the nine Element 
Reports.  As such, the relevant Elements are 
identified for each project and practice.

Key to Action Plan Tables

3
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Grow Smarter

Encourage and support sustainable 
and fiscally responsible development 
patterns. 

Policy Statement:  
Onondaga County will encourage and support sustainable 
and fiscally responsible development patterns. Growth that 
takes advantage of existing infrastructure, strengthens our 
traditional centers and is designed to be a long term asset to 
the community is a core priority of the County. We will strive 
for place-based design to ensure distinct, vibrant places 
are attractive and responsive to the needs of our residents, 
workers and visitors.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Reinforce traditional neighborhood development 
patterns and characteristics and look for 
opportunities to retrofit suburban sites to achieve 
density, walkability, and interconnectedness. 

3
Institute a County Sustainable Streets policy 
combining the concepts of Complete Streets 
to create multi-modal transportation networks 
with the use of green infrastructure to address 
stormwater issues.

2
Develop model ordinances, guidelines, and best 
practices for Smart Growth design principles and 
work with municipalities to incorporate them into 
local codes and project reviews.

Sustainability Pays

Sustainable development today pays 
dividends well into the future. 

Policy Statement:  
Sustainability pays dividends in a variety of ways – with 
cleaner air and water, cost-effective public services, and 
appealing places for people and jobs.  It is the policy 
of Onondaga County to require, recognize and reward 
principles and practices resulting in a more efficient and 
sustainable region.  Innovative strategies that improve 
cooperation, create a regional competitive advantage and 
strive to meet the vision of this plan will be supported by the 
County.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Develop and fund a Sustainability Pays program to 
implement targeted municipal efforts consistent with 
the Sustainable Development Plan.

3
Consider the regional net fiscal impact of 
development and investigate taxing strategies 
that minimize competition between municipalities.

2
Identify opportunities to improve government 
efficiency wherever possible through the sharing or 
consolidation of services to reduce the tax burden 
on property owners.

draft

http://future.ongov.net


draft

35

34

Protect the 
Environment

Support and enforce practices to 
protect our natural environment 
for future generations. 

Policy Statement:  
Projects and practices that protect our natural resources, 
conserve our wildlife habitat and enhance opportunities for 
connective greenways and recreational systems will provide 
an important legacy for future generations.  Onondaga 
County will support and enforce practices to protect our 
natural assets and minimize the effects of development on 
our fragile ecosystems.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Create regional and local open space plans 
to prioritize protection efforts and establish 
connections between existing open spaces.

3
Limit development in wetlands, floodplains, 
sensitive environmental areas, important wildlife 
habitats, watersheds that are sources of drinking 
water, or areas with valuable mineral resources.

2
Complete and connect regional and local 
trail systems, including the Onondaga Lake 
Loop the Lake Trail, the Erie Canalway Trail 
and the Onondaga Creekwalk, to form major 
pedestrian and cycling oriented recreational and 
transportation spines in the region.

Strengthen the Center

Strengthen and support the City of 
Syracuse as the region’s center of 
commerce, culture and innovation. 

Policy Statement:  
We are one region, and we will rise and fall together.  It is 
the policy of Onondaga County to support projects and 
practices to strengthen our urban core as a nationally 
recognized regional center of jobs and commerce, culture, 
education and innovation.  We will work collectively to 
elevate the region by combating the challenges facing our 
region’s core.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Promote recognition of the importance of Syracuse 
as the economic and cultural center of Onondaga 
County and Central New York.

3
Support the Say Yes to Education program to 
provide a needed support system to families 
within the City school district as well as to attract 
and retain City residents. 

2
Promote the development and enhancement 
of exciting and iconic destinations (e.g., Armory 
Square, Inner Harbor) within the urban core to 
attract economic activity and tourism.  Reinforce 
downtown Syracuse as the hub for arts, culture 
and entertainment.
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Fix it First

Maximize the use of existing 
infrastructure as a way to 
provide fiscally responsible 
public services. 

Policy Statement:  
A sustainable future is dependent upon our ability to be 
fiscally prudent.  We will collaborate as a region to protect 
our built and natural assets and maximize the use and 
efficiency of fragile infrastructure.  With finite fiscal capacity, 
continued expansion of infrastructure and service districts in 
the absence of true regional need is unsustainable.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Extension of the Onondaga County Sanitary 
District, construction of new wastewater facilities or 
enhancements to existing County-owned facilities 
to meet capacity demands will only occur when 
supported by the policies and principles of the 
Sustainable Development Plan.

3
Onondaga County Planning Board Review of 
municipal planning and zoning referrals, as well 
as the County’s Capital Improvement Plan, 
must require compliance with the Sustainable 
Development Plan.

2
Prioritize maintenance of existing facilities and 
infrastructure over building new facilities and 
infrastructure.

Keep Rural 
Communities Rural

Strengthen and protect the region’s 
strong agricultural tradition 
and conserve invaluable rural 
landscapes.

Policy Statement:  
Sustaining environments for farmland protection, local 
food production and preservation of rural resources are 
key elements of local and regional planning and relate to 
the success of all our communities.  Onondaga County will 
engage a broad base of stakeholders to devise local and 
regional strategies for protection of our finite rural resources.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Recognize agriculture as an important industry 
in Onondaga County that creates jobs, provides 
locally grown food, supports tourism, maintains 
open space, and minimizes burdens on local 
governments for services.

3
Investigate taxing strategies or other financial 
incentives to limit the need for rural communities 
to attract development to support school and 
municipal budgets and encourage owners to 
keep vacant land as open space.

2
Work with municipalities to identify agricultural 
protection zones by limiting residential and 
commercial encroachments within active farm 
communities, minimizing strip development 
along road frontages, and utilizing transfer 
of development rights programs to preserve 
farmland and farming.
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Lighten Our 
Footprint

Lower our carbon footprint 
by reducing energy demand, 
embracing cleaner energy 
options and using resources 
wisely.

Policy Statement:  
Working with government, research institutions and 
businesses, Onondaga County will identify and implement 
a variety of practices and projects to maximize use of clean 
and renewable energy supplies and reduce overall energy 
demand.  We also recognize that reducing our energy 
demand relates significantly to our commuting patterns, as 
well as the location and design of residential and commercial 
buildings.  We, as citizens, businesses and government 
will strive to reduce the region’s vehicle miles traveled and 
household and building energy demands.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Implement the County’s Climate Action Plan to 
reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions resulting 
from County operations.  Create and implement 
local plans to reduce municipal GHG emissions.

3
Educate the public on the role that development 
patterns and transportation choices have on 
energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions.

2
Establish and promote programs and 
opportunities (e.g., Save the Watt) to identify and 
reduce residential and commercial energy demand 
and to incentivize energy efficiency and the 
development of renewable energy sources.

Plan for People

Recognize people as our greatest 
asset by creating quality places and 
opportunities for all.

Policy Statement:  
As a region, we will work together to ensure that all our 
residents have access to quality communities, jobs and 
services.  We will ensure that we are creating and sustaining 
the elements of our communities that enhance public health, 
economic opportunity, mobility, access to daily needs and 
enjoyment of our region.

1

Key Projects & Practices

Invest in improving community quality, including 
mixed uses and housing types, interesting 
architecture and site design, sidewalks, streetscapes 
and landscaping, and clustering of destinations to 
promote vibrant and appealing places for people to 
live, work and recreate.

3
Identify areas within the County lacking access 
to basic neighborhood services, such as 
supermarkets and parks, and help to create the 
conditions necessary to support the development 
of desired neighborhood services and amenities.

2
Encourage designing and siting senior living 
facilities to fit into existing communities that 
maximize walkable access to neighborhood 
amenities and transit.



37

Anything else you’re interested 
in is not going to happen if you 
can’t breathe the air and drink the 
water. Don’t sit this one out. Do 
something.
— Carl Sagan
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Sustainable Development Plan

Next   
Steps/
The Sustainable Development Plan 

is only the beginning. Onondaga 

County is committed to actions that will 

contribute to the social, environmental, and 

economic sustainability of our community. 

With our partners in federal, state, and 

local government, as well as businesses, 

community organizations, and citizens, 

we will take the actions necessary to make 

Onondaga County a great place to live today 

and for future generations.

Where Do We Go From Here
The Sustainable Development Plan 
includes recommended policies and 
practices designed to assist decision 
making in Onondaga County over the 
next several years.  Together the many 
individual components of the Sustainable 
Development Plan are meant to guide the 
overall direction of activity, development 
and investment within the County, 
while also providing guidance to local 
municipalities and informing and educating 
the general public.

The Plan is designed to be a living 
document and evolving process that 
will adapt to new knowledge and 
conditions.  The Sustainable Development 
Plan will continue to be a user-friendly 
resource for County officials and staff, 
local communities and other involved 
community stakeholders.

To be kept informed on projects and 
progress, learn about upcoming public 
meetings, sign up for e-news updates and 
use the resources from this planning effort, 
please visit future.ongov.net frequently.draft

http://future.ongov.net
http://future.ongov.net


draft

Image Credits

Page 6 - Clinton Square in Syracuse (www.bcnys.org)
Page 14 - University Hill rendering (SMTC University Hill Transportation Study 
Emerging Concepts, 2007)
Page 14 - Transportation-Land Use Cycle (SMTC Long Range Transportation 
Plan 2011 Update)
Page 14 - Retrofitting single-use commercial properties (www.inhabit.com)
Page 16 - Skaneateles Lake taken by John Menard  (www.en.wikipedia.com)
Page 17 - Village of North Syracuse (www.syracuse.com)
Page 17 - Solar panel installation (www.syracuse.com)
Page 18 - Syracuse Tech Garden (www.visorygroup.com)   
Page 21 - University Hill rendering (www.camerongroupllc.com)
Page 22 - Aerial image (www.rustonpaving.com)
Page 23 - Conceptualized infill development at the COR Center (Clay-Cicero 
Route 31 Transportation Study, 2010)
Page 26 - Village of Baldwinsville (photograph taken by Doug Tone)
Page 22 - Village of Liverpool (www.jgbproperties.com)
Page 28 - Rural farmhouse (www.nytimes.com)
Page 29 - Otisco Lake (www.mybt.budgettravel.com)
Page 29 - Canoeing Onondaga Creek (www.syracuse.com)
Page 30 - Creekwalk (www.syracuse.com)
Page 31 - Save the Rain Rain Barrel Program (http://savetherain.us)
Page 35 - Installing sewer infrastructure (U.S. Department of Agriculture)
Page 36 - SUNY ESF planting willow for biomass (www.syracuse.com)
Page 37 - Hopscotch (www.trininista.blogspot.com)  

All other images provided by the Project Team.



future.ongov.net
Syracuse-Onondaga County Planning Agency
John H. Mulroy Civic Center
421 Montgomery Street - 11th Floor
Syracuse, New York  13202

(315) 435-2611
www.ongov.net/planning/
countyplanning@ongov.net 

Join us on the path for a 
sustainable future!
Explore the full Plan at:
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