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Saratoga P.L.A.N. Releases Countywide Open Space Poll Results:

70% say protection of open space in the county is very important
Saratoga P.L.A.N. (Preserving Land and Nature), the local land trust and open space planning advocate for the Saratoga Region, released today the results of a countywide poll recently conducted through the Siena Research Institute (SRI), to gauge the public’s opinion on the importance of open space protection, rate of development, and balance between the two in Saratoga County.  

An overwhelming 70% of those surveyed indicated the protection of open space in Saratoga County was very important, reiterating what open space experts, planners, local government and businesses already know – people live in and move to Saratoga County for it’s open space – parks and rivers, rolling farmlands, scenic vistas, fresh air, and clean water.  

The poll, conducted from June 26 to 29, 2006, surveyed 1,002 Saratoga County residents by telephone, randomly selected, and distributed proportionally according to the population of the communities canvassed (only registered voters were surveyed.)  The poll has a margin of error of +/-3%.  Saratoga P.L.A.N. contracted Siena to conduct the poll in order to objectively inform and direct their work to protect open space and advocate for smart growth and planning in Saratoga County, one of the fastest growing regions in New York State.

Since the development of the northway, the county has lost 130,000 acres of farmland to development.  As the only land trust working throughout Saratoga County, Saratoga P.L.A.N. works with individuals, local and state government, and other conservation organizations to protect the region’s remaining open spaces through land conservation and smart growth planning advocacy.  Over the past three years, Saratoga P.L.A.N. has experienced an increasing number of requests from private landowners to help conserve their land - particularly local farmers looking for ways to keep farming their land – which has often been in their families for generations.  The pressure on area farmers to sell their land for development is great, and often the only economic option for retiring farmers.  Currently, the only alternate solution available to counter these development pressures are programs offering purchase of development rights (PDRs) of the farmland, however, this requires significant funding.  

Saratoga P.L.A.N. commissioned this poll to ensure that the organization’s priorities for land protection and advocacy efforts, such as encouraging additional funding for PDR programs, matched the opinions and priorities of the public.

Additionally, as Saratoga County prepares to release it’s countywide Green Infrastructure Plan, Saratoga P.L.A.N. wanted to gauge the public’s opinion on the balance between open space protection and economic development, and use this information to inform the organization’s comments on the draft plan.  Said Alane Chinian, Executive Director, “With the development of a Green Infrastructure Plan, Saratoga County has a real opportunity to fund open space protection.  As the number of landowners approaching us for assistance has increased, we’ve been feeling the development pressures that are driving these requests.  We wanted to confirm the increased demands for land protection we are experiencing matched how the public felt before making our recommendations to the county.”

Commenting on the poll results, Julie Stokes, Chair of the Board Directors, stated,  “The Board felt strongly that we needed to reach out through a poll conducted by a prestigious institution like SRI to determine the voter’s interest in open space, trails and farmland protection.  The results of the poll confirm for us that Saratoga PLAN’s interests are supported by the citizenry.”

Rating the importance of various quality of life characteristics to their reason for choosing to live in Saratoga County, 89% of those polled rated fresh air and clean water as being important to very important in their choosing to live in Saratoga County.  Seventy seven percent rated rural community character as important to very important, 74% rated scenic views, 71% rated ease of travel with little/no congestion, 66% rated convenience to employment and 64% rated economic opportunity as important to very important reasons for choosing to live in Saratoga County.

Poll results indicate a majority of residents are concerned about the county’s rate of development.  Of those polled, 70% think land in Saratoga County is being developed too fast (2% too slow, 26% just right.)  Of the 70% who think land is being developed too fast, 41% say, “the rate of development impacts the reason(s) they chose to live here.”  Of these 41%, 83% said ease of travel with little/no traffic congestion was being impacted by the rate of development. Eighty percent said rural community character was being impacted by the rate of development. 

Only a third (33%) say yes, Saratoga County is doing enough to protect open space, 52% say no the County is not doing enough, and 15% responded don’t know.  However, poll results show an overwhelming majority of Saratoga County residents think a balance between open space protection and economic development is possible.  In response to the question, “Is it possible to have a strong balance between economic growth and protecting our natural areas?” a resounding 87% said yes it is possible, 9% said no, and 4% said don’t know or had no opinion.
The poll also indicated protecting drinking water is the number one priority.  In response to the question, “Rate the importance of the protection of the following resources within the county on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being very important and 1 being not very important,” 96% of those polled rated drinking water quality as important to very important, followed by farmland at 80%, historically significant sites at 79%, trails and recreation areas at 78%, wildlife and public access to water each at 75% and scenic views at 73%.

A majority of those polled support recommendations of the county’s Green Infrastructure Plan to fund open space protection and creation of trails.  In response to a question whether they support or oppose recommendations from the county’s Green Infrastructure Plan, 83% of those polled said they support or strongly support establishment of a farmland protection program.  Seventy five percent supported creation of a conservation partnership (between government, non-profits, and private sector), and 68% supported both expanding Saratoga County’s funding for open space and trails and implementation of a countywide recreational trail network.

In response to a question about how these programs would be funded, 71% supported or strongly supported committing funds from current County surplus.  Fifty percent supported imposing a Real Estate Transfer Fee (<1% of sale price on real estate that sells at above average home prices), and 43% supported bonding.  

As a strong advocate for the County’s Green Infrastructure Plan, Saratoga P.L.A.N. is encouraged by these poll results, which indicate the public supports open space protection balanced by economic growth.   Said Stokes, “The county has an opportunity to prioritize and move forward on the Green Infrastructure Plan.  This poll shows significant support for implementing the plan.  Saratoga P.L.A.N. intends to continue to work with the county and local towns to ensure our region’s open space and quality of life remain intact as our economic development expands.”

Saratoga P.L.A.N. is a not for profit land trust offering comprehensive land conservation services to government, organizations and individuals, while striving to achieve regional coordination and cooperation in land use, open space and recreational trail planning.  It has protected over 2,700 acres of farmland, natural habitats, trail corridors and water resources in Saratoga County.  For more information about Saratoga P.L.A.N. call 518-587-5554 or go to their website at www.saratogaplan.org.  Complete poll results will be available on their website

Founded in 1980 at Siena College in New York’s Capital District, the Siena Research Institute (SRI) conducts regional, statewide and national surveys on business, economic, political, voter, social, academic and historical issues.  The surveys include both expert and public opinion polls.  The results of SRI surveys have been published in major regional and national newspapers, including The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times, as well as in scholarly journal, books and an encyclopedia.  Survey results are regularly featured on local and network television and radio.  SRI is frequently commissioned to conduct surveys for organizations, businesses, and local and state government agencies.
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