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Kaaterskill Clove Visitor Use Management Project Public Meeting #1 Synthesis 

Background 
On May 10, 2023, an in-person public meeting was convened1 under the New York State Department of 
Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) Visitor Use Management (VUM) Project to address the following 
purposes: 

• Provide foundational information to increase public understanding of the project goals and
timeline, and build a shared understanding of how the Visitor Use Management (VUM)
Framework will be applied in the Kaaterskill Clove area.

• Share perspectives about current and desired future conditions for the Kaaterskill Clove area
regarding amounts and types of visitor use, the quality and character of visitor experiences, and
public safety considerations.

The public meeting was structured into two distinct parts: Part 1 consisted of a welcome address and 
overview presentation, while Part 2 consisted of two rounds of facilitated small group discussions (see 
Appendix A for the meeting agenda, Appendix B for the meeting slide deck, and Appendix C for the 
discussion group materials). Meeting participants were encouraged to self-select one of four available 
small group discussion stations to participate in Part 2 of the public meeting. The public meeting closed 
with an opportunity for participants to share reflections on the evening’s discussion, and provided an 
overview of next steps for the NYSDEC VUM Project. Approximately 79 individuals signed in as they 
entered the meeting room. A small number chose not to do so. Representatives from Ross Strategic, 
Otak, and NYSDEC were present at the meeting and served as facilitators during the two rounds of small 
group discussion. 

Part  1:  Welcome and Overview 
The meeting began with a welcome and meeting overview provided by expert facilitator Susan Hayman 
(Ross Strategic).2 Next, McCrea Burnham (NYSDEC) provided background information and an overview 
of the NYSDEC VUM project for the Kaaterskill Falls project area. Finally, Abbie Larkin (Otak) provided an 
overview of the VUM Framework and an introduction to Otak’s VUM expertise. Part 1 concluded with an 
open question and answer session facilitated by Susan Hayman. The following topics were raised by 
participants in the open question and answer session: 

• Study outcomes in other areas where Otak has worked;
• The degree to which Otak’s recommendations in other study areas were implemented

by the respective land management agency (and within what time frame);
• The expected timeline for when NYSDEC would act on Otak’s recommendations;
• Questions around the study area boundary, specifically why it doesn’t include North-

South Lake Campground and Day Use Area.

1 The public meeting was convened at the Copper Tree Restaurant, Hunter Mountain Base Lodge, 64 Klein Avenue, 
Hunter NY, from 5:30 – 8:30 p.m. 
2 Ross Strategic is part of the broader consulting team led by Otak. 
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Part  2/Round 1 :  Current  Conditions  
The first round of facilitated small group discussion focused on current conditions. Participants received 
a copy of the discussion group instructions with prompts (Appendix C), a comment card (Appendix C), 
and a set of numbered stickers to use to record their reactions to the prompts provided in the 
instructions. Each discussion group shared a printed large-scale map of the project area (Appendix C) to 
which participants added numbered stickers to identify the relative location on the map that 
corresponded to their numbered comments (i.e., to “place” the comment on the map). Facilitators 
described the exercise to their small group and primed participants’ thinking using the relevant prompts 
for Discussion Round 1: Current Conditions (see Appendix C). Participants were invited to share their 
comments with the small group while facilitators took notes on a flip chart. Facilitators collected all 
participant comment cards at the end of the round. The following themes, organized according to the 
discussion prompts, emerged during Discussion Round 1:  

a)  What i s work ing well  in  the project  area that  contr ibutes  to h igh  qual i ty  v is i tor 
exper iences? 
• Natural beauty: The area is inherently natural and beautiful with unique views. 
• Infrastructure: Recent infrastructure improvements have enhanced visitor access. In 

particular, the viewing platform serves to introduce visitors to the area and the Falls, and is 
accessible to the average visitor. The viewing platform has improved the view, overall 
safety, and visitors’ ability to experience and enjoy the area. In addition, the Long Path and 
the Kaaterskill Rail Trail enhance the trail experience, adds value to the area, and increases 
trail connectivity. 

• Volunteer resources: Catskill Steward and State Trail Steward volunteers are important 
greeters and sources of information for visitors, especially during peak season. 

• Education: Mountain Top Historical Society and the Catskill Center are examples of valued 
sources of interpretive natural, cultural, and historic information about the area. Rangers 
also interact positively with visitors when they are available. 

b)  What are current  barriers to high qual i ty v is itor  exper iences ,  and for  whom? 
•  Geography: The area’s physical environment (e.g., steep slopes) limits management options 

and design solutions. 
•  Conflicting values: Not all visitors appear to respect the area, and too many participate in 

inappropriate uses and behaviors that result in conflicts among visitors and local residents. 
•  Education and information: The sense of place is lacking, in part due to a lack of an anchor 

point for visitors to receive information and a lack of a mechanism to reach visitors before 
they arrive onsite. Visitors arrive onsite unprepared and unequipped and may not be in the 
right place for their desired activities or experience. These issues often create safety 
concerns. 

• North-South Lake Campground and Day Use Area: This area is connected to the project 
area, is part of the broader recreation system, and should be included in the project’s focus 
to identify solutions. This area is currently used to distribute use and extend parking and 
visitor access to the project area. Due to the level of infrastructure and visitor use at 
Kaaterskill Falls, the Falls area may be closer in character to the campground and day use 
area (classified as Intensive Use) than the current Wild Forest classification. 
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c)  What are the current pos it i ve impacts  of v i s itor  use to the landscape and local  
communit ies? 
• Historic conditions: The Clove and Falls area used to be more developed during the historic 

hotel era. Current use levels and impacts are less than historic levels, particularly with 
respect to infrastructure/development. 

• Viewing platform: The platform improved the overall view and safety for visitors. 
• Economic impacts: Visitation to Kaaterskill Falls and Clove has expanded local economies 

and translated to profits for some businesses (some business owners reported not seeing a 
positive economic impact). 

• Volunteer resources: Local volunteer programs provide key information, direction, and 
greetings to visitors, particularly during peak season. 

d)  What are the current negat ive impacts of v i s itor  use to the landscape and local  
communit ies? 
• Infrastructure: The area may have too much infrastructure and feels more like a National 

Park experience to some. On the other hand, some called for more infrastructure that would 
promote safety in the Clove such as a walking path along the Clove, direct access to Fawn’s 
Leap, and access to Bastion Falls. Others noted the rail trail is in disrepair and negatively 
impacting visitor use and recreation opportunities, and that facilities are undersized for 
current demand levels. 

• Accessibility: The terrain of the area makes access difficult for those with mobility 
challenges. Wheelchair access from Laurel House parking lot to the viewing platform is 
experienced differently by different visitors, some report finding it greatly improved, while 
others find it to be a barrier. 

• Evidence of use: Visitors leave behind garbage and other litter and graffiti and contribute to 
trail erosion and social trails by cutting shortcuts into the woods. Trees are sometimes 
carved or unproperly cut. Sanitation issues including accessibility, overflowing bathrooms, 
and dog litter were also mentioned. While these issues occur throughout the project area, 
they were particularly noted at the Moore’s Bridge location and along the creek bed that 
follows Route 23A. 

• Overcrowding: Visitor use has become highly concentrated in time and space. Particularly 
during weekends and busy summer weeks, lines form on the trail to Kaaterskill Falls and to 
access the viewing platform which has a limited view from the front of the platform. Crowds 
of visitors and vehicles also occur along the roadway, at Fawn’s Leap, and Moore’s Bridge. 
Some expressed that they no longer visit due to the level of visitor use in the area. In an 
effort to distribute use, visitors are sometimes redirected to North-South Lake Campground 
and Day Use Area, which then experiences overuse. 

• Parking: While there are numerous parking lots, parking options are not always the right 
size (e.g., Laurel House Road Parking Lot) or in the right location (e.g., no direct parking 
available at Fawn’s Leap). When parking is unavailable, visitors will park in one location and 
walk to their desired location (e.g., park in Harding Lot to access destinations along 23A) 
which can result in roadway safety issues. Alternatively, visitors will stop in traffic to drop off 
their party and supplies, which can also result in roadway safety issues and block access for 
emergency vehicles. Poor signage and directions create confusion and often result in visitors 
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finding poor solutions to parking issues. The closure of Molly Smith’s parking lot was a 
disappointment to some, due not only to the loss of parking and access to the falls, but also 
due to its history and view of the Clove. 

• Community connections: Visitors are not currently connected to local communities to find 
sources of information or other transportation solutions, despite the fact that local 
organizations and towns are actively managing visitor use in parking area and would benefit 
from staffing and infrastructure support. Local residents can feel displaced and 
disadvantaged by visitors and potential management strategies. 

• Safety: Visitor use levels and behaviors have real safety concerns, such as vehicles that stop 
in traffic despite the tight curvature and low visibility on Route 23A, visitors that walk along 
the roadway, a general lack of parking management and control on Route 23A, and 
dangerous behavior at the Falls where the risk of slipping, falling, and loss of life are real. In 
addition, parking conditions can result in access issues for emergency response vehicles. 

• Law enforcement: The area requires more rangers and DES staff presence in response to 
visitor use levels and behaviors. One permanent ranger is not enough to address the current 
issues, and will certainly be less than adequate to enforce future management decisions. 

• Promotion and marketing: The area has been overpromoted, especially through social 
media, which is perceived to have exacerbated visitor use levels and unsafe behaviors.  

Outside of the structured prompts used to facilitate small group discussions during Round 1, participants 
also expressed concern for the VUM project’s overall timeline, and the lack of immediate action and 
relief from the issues noted above. They encouraged prompt and certain implementation of project 
recommendations. 

Part  2/Round 2:  Desired Future Conditions  
The second round of facilitated small group discussion focused on desired future conditions. Participants 
used the same discussion group instructions with prompts (Appendix C) but were given a fresh comment 
card (Appendix C) and set of numbered stickers to record their reactions to the prompts in the 
instructions. Each discussion group shared the same printed large-scale map of the project area 
(Appendix C) to which participants added numbered stickers to identify the relative location on the map 
that corresponded to their numbered comments (i.e., to “place” the comment on the map). Facilitators 
described the exercise to their small group and primed participants’ thinking using the relevant prompts 
for Discussion Round 2: Desired Future Conditions (see Appendix C). Similar to Round 1, participants 
were invited to share their comments with the small group while facilitators took notes on a flip chart. 
Facilitators collected all participant comment cards at the end of the round. The following comments, 
organized according to the discussion prompts, emerged during Discussion Round 2: 

a)  What would you l ike to exper ience when you v is i t this area? 
• Nature: Beauty, tranquility, quietude, and oneness with nature; a refreshed spirit and sense 

of peace. These experiences are all accessible with minimal difficulty. 
• Wild character: Historic value of an untrammeled landscape, and a sense of the “preserve” 

character instead of a “park” character. 
• Education and interpretation: A focus on Leave-No-Trace principles and good signage (in 

multiple languages) that is inviting and encourages responsible use. Workshops available for 
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families and children that educate and promote a trash-free environment. Rangers present 
in sufficient amounts to support education and interpretation, in addition to law 
enforcement. 

• Management: Limited and controlled flow of visitors to the Falls and in the Clove. 

b)  How should people feel and what  should they  take away  f rom their  experiences  in th is  
area? 
• Education and appreciation: Visitors should feel educated and informed with a clear sense 

of expectations for their visit, and an understanding of and appreciation for visitors’ impacts  
on natural systems and resources. Information should “fit” the landscape, such as variable 
message boards that blend with the scenic byways character. Visitors should feel they are 
welcomed, belong, and are part of the landscape (i.e., sense of place). 

• Safety: Visitors should be prepared for their experience and should understand the 
potential consequences of their behavior. Visitors should also have opportunities for safe 
traffic flow and safe access, including road crossings, to various destinations such as the 
Falls, the Clove, the Long Path, Bastion Falls, and Fawn’s Leap. 

c)  What types  of  opportuni ties  should the publ ic have to experience th is area? 
•  Opportunity spectrum: Visitors should have a wide range of opportunities to experience the 

project area without discrimination. Recreation opportunities should also be dispersed, 
sustainable, and supported by walking paths and trails that span the project area and 
improve non-motorized circulation. Recreation opportunities are connected within the 
project area and connect to local communities through improved infrastructure. 

•  Central information: Information should be provided to help visitors understand the best 
location for their desired experience so that all visitors are welcome and accommodated in 
the project area. All information is centrally located at visitor centers and in nearby 
communities that serve as gateways and anchor points for visitors. In addition to 
information located onsite, information on the area is readily available online to enable 
visitors to arrive at the area informed and prepared. Information online and onsite can also 
increase visitors’ awareness of the history and art movement inspired by the project area.  

• Optimized and connected access: Transportation and parking solutions should optimize the 
available infrastructure, without necessarily adding to the available system. Transportation 
solutions should be easy to access, at low or no cost, and provide connections between 
visitors and villages that integrate trails, roadways, and parking. One example was using an 
electric train to connect old railroad lines to the hiking trail system. 

d)  What benef i ts  should people and local  communit ies  exper ience from recreat ion in  th is 
area? 
• Appreciation: All who experience the project area should gain an appreciation for the 

natural beauty, “forever wild” standing, and history of the area that they can share with 
others. This appreciation can ultimately result in resource protection and an improved sense 
of stewardship.  

• Cooperation: Local communities benefit from the presence of visitors and cooperate with 
the State to manage and project the public resource. Local residents are included in the 
management and future of the project area and expect to remain future users and 
stewards. 
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Outside of the structured prompts used to facilitate small group discussions during Round 2, participants 
also expressed support for: 

• Implementing the recommendations developed by the Catskill Advisory Group
• Growing the Catskill, Trail, and DEC Steward programs;
• Increasing enforcement resources and actual enforcement;
• Decreasing advertising or promotion for the area, including through social media.

Reflect ion 
Following Discussion Round 2, participants were invited to share their reflections on the meeting 
structure and content. Participants expressed the following reflections: 

• Appreciation for the meeting’s small group discussion format;
• Acknowledgement that visitor use and management are not new topics of discussion, and that

while some are tired of the discussion others see hope that this project will help;
• Emphasis of the “forever wild” nature of NYSDEC’s forest preserve, and managing consistent

with that designation;
• Recognition that North-South Lake Campground and Day Use Area is an important component

of the recreation system and should not be excluded from the project area, which is currently
focused on the Falls and Clove areas; the campground and day use area may be a more
appropriate location for concentrated visitor use allowing the Falls to remain pristine;

• Expression of a sense of loss by some local residents attributed to increased visitation;
• Suggestion of the need for transportation solutions that take advantage of parking in/outside of

town and a shuttle system that connects commercial venues and the project area;
• Recognition of the strain placed on law enforcement, the volunteer fire department, and local

municipalities due to current visitation levels and patterns.

Next  Steps 
The following summarizes next steps for the NYSDEC VUM Project: 

• Public meeting presentation posted to the project website (see link below);
• Public meeting notes will be synthesized and shared with the public;
• Public meeting feedback and synthesis will be incorporated into future internal planning

workshops, including development of a summer data collection plan;
• Onsite data collection will be implemented this summer in the project area.

Please visit the project website for future updates on the project: www.kaaterskillclovevum.com 

http://www.kaaterskillclovevum.com/
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Appendix A :  Meeting Agenda 
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Appendix B:  Meeting Sl ide Deck 
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Appendix C: Discussion Group Instructions,  Comment Card ,  and Project  Area Map
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