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Saw Kill Watershed Forum 
June 17, 2015, 5:00-8:00 PM 

Red Hook Town Hall, Red Hook, NY 
 

Meeting Summary 
 
Next meetings:  
Big group will meet in September.  
Subcommittees will plan meetings as they see fit between now and the next large group 
meeting.  
 
Meeting Participants: see appendix. 
 
Action Items:  

 Core group - Plan the next full group meeting.  

 Core group - Circulate contact list with email addresses; send out key links. 

 Core group - Draft meeting summary of this meeting. 

 Working groups – meet, develop action plans, report back to the full group. 
 

Working Groups 
* = honorary or occasional members  
1) Core group: Eli Dueker (coordinator), Laurie Husted, Betsy Blair, Karen Schneller-

McDonald, Jen Cavanaugh, Chris Klose, Tom O’Dowd, Brent Kovalchik, Erin 
Somerville, Mary Pat Budd, Robert McKeon, Ryan Dowden*, Maureen 
Cunningham*, Ona Ferguson*, Emily Vail. 

2) Research group: Eli Dueker(coordinator), Gabriel Perron, Robyn Smyth, Karen 

Schneller-McDonald, Jen Cavanaugh, Sarah Fernald, Maryelisa Blundell, Ed 
Blundell (e.g. Friday engineer groups), Mary Pat Budd*, Gretchen Stevens, Emily 
Vail. 

3) Stewardship: Nate Nardi-Cyrus (coordinator), Tom O’Dowd, Brent Kovalchik, Ray 
Armater, Larry Thetford, Gretchen Stevens, Robert McKeon, Chris Klose, Emily 
Vail. 

4) Outreach – Dan Miller (coordinator), Tom O’Dowd, Laurie Husted, Claudine Klose, 
Maryelisa Blundell, Mary Pat Budd, Ray Armater, Emily Vail. 

 
Other: HREP (via Emily Vail) can help on anything.  

“Revolution” subcommittee headed by Chris Klose.  
“Source to Sink” Tour to be planned by Tom, Betsy, Sarah. 

 
Welcome, introductions, and opening remarks.  
Ona Ferguson of Consensus Building Initiative (CBI), meeting facilitator, welcomed 
everyone and reviewed the format of the meeting.  
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Eli Dueker, who convened this session, gave the context for bringing everyone together.  
Eli is a microbiologist and professor at Bard College.  He gave an overview of his 
background, shared some of what he knows about Saw Kill research to date, and 
described his vision for community-based science, stewardship, and education on/about 
the Saw Kill. Eli noted that Bard hopes to play a major role in involving the community in 
science research.  
 
Eli pointed out that the Saw Kill does not have the major problems that many other 
tributaries have, but that there are some pressing concerns (invasive species, 
pathogens, climate, water protection, drinking water, flooding, road salts, septic issues, 
other sources of nutrients in the water), and that prevention is preferred to mitigation. 
There is also a legacy of stewardship, research, and education on and about the Saw Kill, 
which is a good foundation to build on. This group of leaders from the community could 
help with research on, communication about, and stewardship of the Saw Kill Creek.   
 
Participant Introductions 
Everyone in the room introduced themselves, including their professional, recreational, 
and/or residential affiliation with the Saw Kill. They also shared thoughts about what 
brought them to the meeting and what matters to them about the Saw Kill. Here are 
some points they made: 
 
Some pressing concerns people have about the Saw Kill:   

 Ecological concerns: invasive species, pathogens via antibiotics, climate change, 
nutrients in the water, migratory fish vs. manmade barriers, road salts, threats to 
wetlands. 

 Health/safety concerns: sewage, septic systems, culverts, stream-crossings, 
aquifer for drinking water, erosion, flooding.  

 Policy/collaboration concerns: conflicting/confusing regulations, lack of 
collaborative/community effort.  

 Awareness concerns: lack of understanding by core group and/or lay people, lack 
of sense of place re: watershed/bioregion.  

 
Some existing assets in the Saw Kill:  
 
One of the biggest assets is that we have a largely clean Saw Kill Creek. The creek has 
not had the same ecological problems that other Hudson River tributaries have 
experienced.  
 
As evidenced by the participant list, there are many neighbors and stakeholders with 
diverse areas of expertise who have committed to protecting the Saw Kill Creek. The list 
includes land trusts, a college, farmers, municipal leaders, scientists, educators, 
historians, librarians, engineers, water quality specialists, writers, residents, regional 
non-profits, and state and national government programs. Some have already partnered 
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to protect the Saw Kill watershed (e.g. Bard, Scenic Hudson, and the Hudson River 
Estuary Program’s Trees for Tributaries program). 
 
The Saw Kill watershed group can follow the example of the Hudson River Watershed 
Alliance (HRWA) and its affiliated watershed groups on other Hudson River tributaries. 
The state’s Hudson River Estuary Program (HREP) also has exemplary partnerships with 
watershed groups. The Estuary Program and the Hudson River National Estuarine 
Research Reserve (HRNERR) and Bard can train citizen scientists.   
 
There has been much research done on the Saw Kill, which gives us somewhat of a 
baseline to base future research. There are data from many peer-reviewed publications, 
master theses, undergraduate projects, citizen science, etc. related to the Saw Kill. 
There is a biodiversity assessment by Hudsonia, GIS data and a culvert inventory from 
Dutchess County. The Department of Environmental Conservation maintains water 
quality stations at the first dam on the Saw Kill, on the field station, Tivoli south bay 
bridge. There is also historical information at Historic Red Hook.  
 
There are many existing plans for protecting Saw Kill watershed resources followed by 
Red Hook, Rhinebeck, and/or Milan (e.g. Greenway Compact, Climate Smart 
Communities, etc.). 
 
Much Saw Kill watershed land is already protected, either by easements or properties 
owned in-fee (e.g. Montgomery Place, McKeon Farm, Scenic Hudson properties). 
 
There are existing and potential funding opportunities for research and stewardship on 
the Saw Kill. The Village has received grants to do water quality surveys. Bard College 
students have received Polgar Fellowships from the Hudson River Foundation (HRF). Eli 
Dueker is looking into other HRF funding. There is an EPA grant for road salt science. 
Bard and partners have applied for a Hudson River Estuary Program grant. 
 
There are already recreation, education and stewardship efforts underway. Bard, 
Hudsonia, and the DEC have canoes/boats for exploring and studying the South Tivoli 
Bay. The Bard College Field Station has laboratories available for citizen science and has 
hosted Bard College’s Day in the Life of the Hudson River event, put on by Bard students 
for Red Hook High School students. Red Hook Middle School students study 
macroinvertabrates and water quality in the creek.  
 
There is a long history of stewardship of the creek. From early millers and farmers to 
today’s college, farmers, and landowners, the Saw Kill has been an important resource. 
In fact, according to Ray Armater of Montgomery Place, 2016 will see the 175th 
anniversary of a “conservation covenant” between Montgomery Place and Blithewood 
Mansion (now on Bard campus). The agreement was to remove existing mills from Saw 
Kill and never build new mills between the two properties. This may be the first example 
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of a conservation easement in the nation’s history! Today Scenic Hudson helps protect 
important habitats via conservation easements or buying properties outright.  
 
 
Our Community Vision 
Participants brainstormed what we would like to see happen with the Saw Kill in the 
next three years. Their vision for joint action they would like to see in three years 
included: 
 
A strong, credible and active watershed protection group. For many this meant distilling 
the over-arching problem with the Saw Kill or the watershed so that we can address it. 
Preventing potential problems may be the over-arching goal—while the Saw Kill is 
relatively clean there are concerns, and prevention is preferred by the group over 
mitigation. The group should try to unite diverse interests with shared goals to share 
resources such as information, volunteers, and grant funding. The group may become a 
local, regional, and/or national model for community-based watershed protection. 
 
A clean/safe/abundant/inviting Saw Kill Creek. The saw kill should allow safe passage of 
migratory fish and provide healthy fish for anglers. Recreation like wading, swimming, 
and boating should be safe for people. There should be ample clean water for farmers 
and drinking waters for residents (creek and aquifers should be kept clean). Priority 
areas with more wellheads, septic issues, and stream crossings, as well as those 
threatened by climate change, should be studied closely. 
 
Wise policies/planning. The group would like to see science-based and evidence-based 
decision making on the municipal or intermunicpal level. Local municipalities should 
make or revise science-based policies and plans, but not reinvent the wheel—there are 
many existing plans and policies work that would together well, despite separate 
origins. Make use of existing plans and create existing plans as needed.  
 
Strong education/communication about the Saw Kill. The group wants to bring attention 
to the Saw Kill creek and its watershed from source to mouth. The group discussed 
many ways to bring awareness to the watershed, including watershed boundary signs, a 
Saw Kill website (or a webpage on DutchessWatersheds.org), education programs, 
boating, farm visits, and stewardship activities. As much as possible, programs should be 
accessible by people of every age, background, and ability.  
 
The group would also like to raise awareness about the history of the Saw Kill. The 175th 
anniversary of a conservation covenant between Montgomery Place and Blithewood 
may be a good umbrella for other historic programming. Red Hook and Tivoli libraries 
and historical societies could serve as promotional fronts.  
 
All of these educational events could stand alone or complement existing events. There 
could be an annual Saw Kill Watershed day/week/month modeled after the Clearwater 
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festival or local Earth Day celebrations. Or watershed activities could be added to 
existing events: Hard Scrabble Day, Apple Blossom Day, and Dutchess Watershed 
Awareness Month (WAM) which includes a creek week for every creek.  
  
Interdisciplinary research geared toward solutions. Scientific, historical, economic, and 
political research should be put to use by the local municipalities and landowners. The 
Saw Kill group could create a website or present proposals at community meetings. 
Long-term monitoring will help identify priority locations and problems for which plans 
should be developed—e.g. road salt, dams, erosion, pollution, impervious surfaces, 
climate change, water supply, flooding, and sewage. 
 
Stewardship of the Saw Kill. Stewardship activities are underway and should continue 
before/after research has begun. Activities like riparian tree plantings will help build 
momentum and make a real impact in the immediate future. Some version of clean 
sweeps, like on the Hudson, may be worth exploring. 
 
Resources for and Models of Great Watershed Alliances 
Three participants were invited to give brief presentations. 
 
Emily Vail of the Hudson River Estuary Program (HREP) gave an overview of the many 
resources the Estuary Program offers to communities.  Emily represents the Estuary 
Program watershed team, which gives out grants, organizes trees for tribs, and provides 
technical assistance on watershed planning and related topics. She noted WAVE, a 
statewide citizen science program now run by the NYS DEC Division of Water, which will 
have its 2016 training in the Hudson Valley. We can learn from Milan’s habitat 
assessment guidelines.  Communities can get certified through Climate Smart 
Communities. The Estuary Program also offers education.  And it leads an amphibian 
migration project.  Emily mentioned several grants available to communities, including: 
The Estuary Program grants, New York Water Resources Institute (NYWRI) grants (with 
the Estuary Program), and US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) grants. 
 
Maureen Cunningham of the Hudson River Watershed Alliance (HRWA) discussed 
HRWA’s role in aiding watershed groups.  While many organizations focus on the main 
stem of the Hudson, Maureen noted that the Hudson’s many tributaries need 
advocates. There are similar issues affecting many of these watersheds, including water 
quality, pollution, flooding, infrastructure, urbanization, and imperviousness.   There are 
also real organizational challenges facing many Hudson Valley watershed groups, 
including those of building capacity and momentum, managing volunteers, and 
collecting and sharing data. Maureen discussed the importance and challenges of 
partnerships across organizations. She recommended that this group use the diverse 
existing role models under the HRWA umbrella: the Greater Stockport Creek Watershed 
Alliance (especially Fran Martino’s canoe trips); the Sparkill and Quassaic Creeks and 
their COGs (“crusty old geezers”); the Moodna Intermunicipal Council. She described the 
elements she sees in successful watershed groups:  

http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/92229.html
http://www.dec.ny.gov/lands/5091.html
https://wri.cals.cornell.edu/grants-funding
http://www2.epa.gov/home/grants-and-other-funding-opportunities
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1) Charismatic leadership 
2) Intermunicipal Agreement or good relationships (share costs, etc.) 
3) Regular meetings 
4) A plan, vision, goals, and implementable actions 
5) Social Marketing — connecting to what people care about, not just focusing on 

environmental concerns  
6) Walk the creek – know the creek and be the local watchdog group 
7) Build on small successes – plans, resources, existing, groups, and activities. “The 

most important victory is the group itself.” 
 
Karen Schneller-McDonald of Hickory Creek Consulting (and Red Hook resident) 
described what she has found in research for her forthcoming book Connecting the 
Drops: A citizens' guide to protecting water resources.  What do successful watershed 
groups look like? In general, Karen noted the need for both understanding and action.  

 The group must understand: 1) the community, local politics, values, relate to 
citizens; 2) local ecological systems and problems; 3) local, state, federal 
protections.  

 The group must take action: 1) form strong credible (core) group with a clear 
mission statement. 2) Make a plan by setting SMART goals 3) keep active over 
the long term. 4) Publicize efforts. 5) Persevere.  

 Karen recommended learning from the work done by the Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation.  

 
What Next? 
Participants decided they want to move forward together, and that there needs to be 
some more groundwork done before deciding precisely how or on what they will work. 
 
The group wants to clarify its over-all goal. That goal might be incubating good ideas 
in each area (e.g. community events via the Education subcommittee; issue-based 
meetings on key topics like road salt; and proposals to municipalities to make 
particular changes). The goal might be coordinating efforts (e.g. reducing 
redundancies among different entities/planning documents, sharing funding, sharing 
volunteers, compiling science data). The goal might be sharing experiences (e.g. a 
core group field trip, citizen-science-as-community-building).  
 
Participants grouped the actions they would like to take on into three 
subcommittees:  
 
1. Research 
2. Stewardship 
3. Education and Community-Building  
 
Each subcommittee was charged with 1) assessing what we already know and have 
at our fingertips and 2) developing a proposal for action or a work plan for the 
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coming months that they would bring back to the full group in the form of a 
proposal for consideration.  These work plans could start with some easy wins or 
low-hanging fruit, small steps that fit within the broader mission of a healthy Saw Kill 
watershed. 
 

Appendix: Participant List 

Last First Organization – Role Email 

Armater Raymound 
Montgomery Place – Executive 

Director 
rarmater@hudsonvalley.org 

Blair Betsy 
Hudson River National 

Estuarine Research Reserve 
(HRNERR) – Manager 

betsy.blair@dec.ny.gov 

Blundell Ed Village of Red Hook - Mayor blundell@frontiernet.net 

Blundell Maryelisa 
Red Hook Public Library - 

Librarian 
director@redhooklibrary.org 

Budd Mary Pat 
Red Hook Middle School – 

Science Teacher 
mpbudd@rhcsd.org 

Buff Sheila 
Stream Alliance of Northern 

Dutchess (SAND) 
sheilabuff@frontiernet.net 

Cavanaugh Jen 

Town of Red Hook 
Conservation Advisory Council 

(CAC) – member; 
Environmental Engineer 

jens96@aol.com 

Cunningham Maureen 
Hudson River Watershed 

Alliance (HRWA) – Executive 
Director 

mcunningham@hudsonwatershed.org 

Cyrus Nate Scenic Hudson ncyrus@scenichudson.org 

Dominy Michele 
Bard College – Anthropology 

Professor 
mdominy@bard.edu 

Dowden Ryan 
Rhinebeck Conservation 

Advisory Board (CAB) – chair; 
Waterfront Board – chair 

rydowden11@gmail.com 

Dueker Eli 
Bard – Environmental and 
Urban Studies (EUS) and 

Biology Professor 
edueker@bard.edu 

Ferguson Ona 
Consensus Building Institute – 

Facilitator 
oferguson@cbuilding.org 

Fernald Sarah 
Hudson River National 

Estuarine Research Reserve 
(HRNERR) 

sarah.fernald@dec.ny.gov 

Hauser Emilie 

Hudson River National 
Estuarine Research Reserve 
(HRNERR) – Estuary Training 

Program Coordinator 

emilie.hauser@dec.ny.gov 

Husted Laurie 
Town of Red Hook CAC; Bard 

Office of Sustainability – 
husted@bard.edu 
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Sustainability Manager 

Johnson Mary Ann 
Town of Red Hook Agriculture 
and Open Space Committee; 
Hudson Valley Agribusiness 

ma_johnson@frontiernet.net 

Klose Chris 

Echo Valley Farm – Farmer; 
Red Hook Economic 

Development Corporation – 
chair 

klosecomm@hotmail.com 

Klose Claudine 
Historic Red Hook – President; 

Saw Kill resident 
claudineklose@gmail.com 

Kovalchik Brent 
Village of Red Hook - Deputy 

Mayor 
bkra@earthlink.net 

McKeon Robert 
McKeon Farm; Farmland 

Preservation 
mckeonandny@yahoo.com 

Miller Dan 

Department of Environmental 
Conservation: Hudson River 
Estuary Program – Habitat 
Restoration Coordinator 

Daniel.miller@dec.ny.gov 

O'Dowd Tom 
Bard - Environmental and 

Urban Studies (EUS) – 
Community Liaison 

todowd@bard.edu 

Perron Gabriel 
Bard – Biology Professor; 

Resident; Fisherman 
gperron@bard.edu 

Rieschl  Siira 
Bard – Center for Civic 
Engagement; Science 

Outreach 
sr1090@bard.edu 

Schneller-
McDonald 

Karen 
Hickory Creek Consulting; 

Author of book 
katykill2@gmail.com 

Smyth Robyn 
Bard – Center for 

Environmental Policy 
Professor 

rsmyth@bard.edu 

Somerville Erin 
Dutchess County Soil and 

Water Conservation District 
Erin.Sommerville@ny.nacdnet.net 

Stevens Gretchen Hudsonia, Ltd. – Biologist stevens@bard.edu 

Thetford Larry 
Town of Red Hook Agriculture 
and Open Space Committee 

thetfordl@webjogger.net 

Vail Emily 

Department of Environmental 
Conservation: Hudson River 

Estuary Program – Watershed 
Outreach Specialist 

emily.vail@dec.ny.gov 

Wills Bob 
Dutchess County Planning; 

Winnakee Land Trust 
rwills@dutchessny.gov 

 


