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Protect the Essex Chain
By Christopher Amato

The state’s acquisition of the Essex 
Chain of Lakes Tract presents an historic 
opportunity to open this little-known, 

remote, and beautiful area to public recreational 
use. Unfortunately, the proposal by the state De-
partment of Environmental Conservation (DEC) 
to classify much of the tract as Wild Forest risks 
subjecting the area’s delicate ecology to overuse. 

DEC’s proposal—which would allow intrusive motor-
vehicle and floatplane access to much of this wild area—
would put the tract’s natural resources at risk and drastically 
alter its relatively untrammeled nature. It also is inconsistent 
with the Adirondack Park State Land Master Plan (SLMP). 
A better alternative is to classify the entire Essex tract south 
of the Goodnow Flow Road as a Canoe Area. This would 
allow ample public access while ensuring protection of the 
area’s natural resources and wild character.

Take a look at a map of the Essex tract, and its abun-
dant water resources leap out: eleven lakes and ponds, 
nearly fifteen miles of shoreline bordering a wild and 
remote stretch of the Hudson River, and over eight miles 
of shoreline along the wild Cedar River. I was fortunate 
to spend a day touring the tract and paddling the Chain 
of Lakes at the invitation of the Nature Conservancy. The 
region offers outstanding opportunities for water-based 
recreation in a wilderness setting, but the tract’s natural 
resources are fragile and easily susceptible to overuse. 
With the exception of Third Lake, the lakes comprising 
the Chain are small, with mostly boggy shorelines and 
few suitable campsites. The Chain of Lakes also supports 
an outstanding trout and landlocked salmon fishery that is 
vulnerable to overuse and will require intensive manage-
ment by DEC to maintain. These characteristics make the 
Canoe Area classification tailor-made for the tract.

The SLMP defines a Canoe Area as “an area where 
the watercourses or the number and proximity of lakes 
and ponds make possible a remote and unconfined type 
of water-oriented recreation in an essentially wilder-
ness setting. The primary management guideline for a 
Canoe Area is “to protect the quality of the water and 
fishery resources while preserving a wilderness character 
on the adjacent lands.”  To achieve this goal, the SLMP 
allows for greater administrative flexibility and access 
for fisheries management in Canoe Areas than in Wilder-
ness. Thus, the Canoe Area classification is designed to 
promote and protect water-based recreation and fish-
eries—the two outstanding attributes of the Essex tract.  

A Wild Forest area, in contrast, is defined by the SLMP 
as “an area where the resources permit a somewhat 
higher degree of human use than in Wilderness, Primi-
tive or Canoe Areas, while retaining an essentially wild 
character.” A Wild Forest is “an area that frequently lacks 
the sense of remoteness of wilderness, primitive or canoe 
areas and . . . [is] generally less fragile, ecologically, 
than the wilderness and primitive areas.”  The Essex tract 
simply does not fit the definition of Wild Forest.

DEC’s proposal would allow: three separate motor-
vehicle access points (each with its own parking area) to 
the tiny Chain of Lakes; motor vehicles to travel more 
than three miles into the heart of the Chain of Lakes on 
an unspecified number of woods roads during fall hunting 
season; an unspecified number of roadside camping sites 
to be established on woods roads; and seasonal floatplane 
access to Third Lake, the largest and most scenic of the 
Chain of Lakes. These proposals are hard to reconcile 
with DEC’s concern that “impacts from overuse [of the 
Essex Chain] . . .  are likely to occur given the attrac-
tive and unique opportunity for waterway travel within a 
fairly small vicinity.” 

The impacts of overuse are real. A study by Dr. Chad 
Dawson of the SUNY College of Environmental Science 
and Forestry documented overuse of the St. Regis Canoe 
Area resulting in serious degradation of natural resources 

and diminished wilderness experiences. Keep in mind 
that these impacts occurred in an area where public 
motor-vehicle and floatplane access is prohibited.  It is 
therefore perplexing that DEC would propose signifi-
cantly greater motorized access to the Chain of Lakes, 
which is far smaller than the St. Regis Canoe Area and 
thus at greater risk of overuse.

Moreover, a Wild Forest classification is not neces-
sary to ensure adequate public access to the Essex Chain. 
Floatplanes already have access to two lakes, First and 
Pine, at the western end of the Chain of Lakes. Thus, 
those who wish to access the chain in this fashion may 
already do so, and there is no compelling reason why 
another lake should also be opened to planes.  

DEC’s proposals for motor-vehicle access and roadside 
camping are also unnecessary.  As the St. Regis Canoe 
Area experience shows, an area that offers opportunities for 
paddling in a wilderness setting does not need motorized 
access and roadside campsites to attract visitors. While some 
limited motor-vehicle access to the Essex Chain (perhaps 
along the Goodnow Flow Road) may be appropriate, DEC’s 
proposals are overly intrusive. Given that the Chain of Lakes 
is a mere seven miles end to end, it is overkill to provide 
three different vehicle access points. Furthermore, the 
department has not made a proper assessment of the area’s 
ability to withstand such an intensive level of use.     

Not only does a Canoe Area classification make more 
sense for the Essex Chain, but it also could relieve the 
overuse of the St. Regis Canoe Area by diverting paddlers 
to these newly acquired waterways. The classifica-
tion question is now in the hands of the Adirondack 
Park Agency.  The APA should propose to Governor 
Andrew Cuomo a Canoe Area classification that will 
provide public access while protecting the fragile natural 
resources and remote beauty of this remarkable area. 

Christopher AmAto is an attorney who served as 
DEC’s assistant commissioner for natural resources from 
2007 to 2011.
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Will a Wild Forest classification lead to 
overuse of the Essex Chain of Lakes?


