I have not yet heard Roger Beck describe the project in person. But every time I read an article that quotes him, his choice of words is the same: that the developer's plan for Shawangunk Ridge is “a conservation-based community”; “dedicated to the preservation and enjoyment of its unique natural and scenic resources"; etc.

Words and phrases like these are carefully chosen to sound as if we're having a conservation with a friendly neighbor.  But now it is time to have a look at what these words really mean.
The developers have been getting good mileage out of empty words –this is reflected in a recent Poughkeepsie Journal article by Ed Shapley. His coverage of the proposed Awosting Reserve development amounted to an article on “conservation vs. preservation”, with the developers cast as well-meaning, but misunderstood conservationists intent on saving the great outdoors.

Rather than enter a debate about "what is conservation" and "what is preservation", I’d like to introduce a new word for the Awosting Reserve proposal --exploitation.

I’m tired of natural resource exploitation disguised by the use of environmental language. Misuse of words like “conservation” and “preservation” only serves to mask the real issues regarding what will be irretrievably lost as a result of this development.

By building on this site, developers destroy the very resources they seem so intent on celebrating. 

When  we see the words “conservation and preservation” attached to a building project, we assume that it is responsible and benign.  We rarely pause to ask if the developers’ are really “conservationists”-- which is why we must stop loose words from being tossed around in the press and at meetings. As Ernest Hemingway (a great outdoorsman) once put it: words by loose usage lose their edge.

Words will have to be sharpened if the Shawangunk Ridge is to be saved.  And the best word to start with is "conservation".  Look in your Webster's and you will see that conservation is "the careful preservation and protection of something; esp. planned management of a natural resource to prevent exploitation, destruction or neglect."

Another good word for the whetstone is "preservation", which mean to “keep safe from injury, harm or destruction: protect.”  

Dropping 350 homes and a golf course on acres and acres of wildlands has nothing to do with "conservation" or "preservation”.
Roger Beck needs to call things what they are.  One  cannot protect a resource and destroy it at the same time. 

======================================================

Here are a few items which the developers hope will prove “conservationist” status:

Homeowners: 

Does the developer expect us to believe that potential new homeowners on the Ridge would diligently preserve the natural resources of the Awosting Reserve?  Will they be required to fill out applications before they are allowed to buy?  Ironically, the very existence of this development would have already reduced the reserves’ natural resources to a fraction of what they are today -- a small detail, similar details are being used to sell this development to the public
.

Houses that ‘blend in’: 

No matter how carefully they are planned and constructed, and no matter what color they are painted, or what verbiage is used to describe them, 300 plus houses on the Ridge will permanently mar a fabulous view!

Conservation easements: 

The developers have obviously planned their houses, roads, and related community amenities first, then proposed the leftover scraps of land as conservation easements. 

These leftovers cannot be developed due steep slopes, wetlands, bedrock.  They don't represent key habitat for wildlife and are highly fragmented.  The total number of acres thus ‘preserved’ is dwarfed by the amount that would be diminished.

Attention to Wetlands: 

We know that there are numerous “holes” in the environmental assessment prepared by the developer.   To compound this, some of the information reported needs further scrutiny.  For example, the EA states that 93 acres of wetlands exist onsite. What kinds of wetlands have been taken into account to arrive at this number?  Does this include wetlands that are less than an acre in size?  Or those associated with intermittent streams or springs? If not, these smaller wetlands need to be included in the wetland acreage total.
Wetlands that are less than an acre (eg vernal pools and intermittent streams and their related seeps) are generally unprotected and comprise a huge resource that is largely overlooked, but plays a key role in the healthy function of the entire ecosystem.  Several sensitive species rely for their survival on these small wetlands and their surrounding  uplands.  To protect the wetland without enough upland (beyond the meager 50-100 foot buffer) to meet the requirements of these species is meaningless.  

We need to know 1.) if the wetland acreage reported in the EA includes these small but very significant wetlands; and 2.) if the functions and values of the wetlands on site have been described anywhere.  

Stream buffers:  

What is the rationale behind the designated 50-ft. buffers along streams in the plan? These streams are not isolated ditches; they are a vital part of a much larger integrated system.  Preserving fragments of this system will serve no purpose other than looking good on paper.  If developers  were truly interested in habitat, they’d be looking at species ranges, optimum habitat, corridors and interdependent systems. A narrow, isolated stream  corridor will not thrive the same way it does when surrounded by a larger (forested)  acreage. The Ridge contains many small wetlands and streams that together serve important functions not only on the ridge itself, but in the larger watershed; they are connected to the Shawangunk Kill, the Wallkill and ultimately the Hudson River.  The NYS Open Space Plan states: “The protection of the northern Shawangunks is critical to maintaining the input of high quality water to the Rondout and Wallkill Valleys,”
*****


Project impacts are described and presented as those within the Awosting reserve boundaries.  But many impacts will be regional as well.  For example: biodiversity; identified in the New York State Open Space Conservation Plan 2002: “The Shawangunk Mountains contain exemplary natural communities”… including “ 25 known rare plant and animal species.  Taken together, these elements of biodiversity make the Shawangunks one of the highest priority areas for biodiversity conservation in the northeastern United States”.  The  Ridge is also described as a significant biodiversity area containing an “unusual diversity of plant communities and a high diversity of associated plant and animal species” (Rare Species and Significant Communities of the Significant Biodiversity area in the Hudson River Valley, New York Natural Heritage Program)
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