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Request for Applications (RFA):
Technical Assistance Opportunity 
Conserving Forests through Municipal Land-use Planning



Introduction
Cornell University, in partnership with the Hudson River Estuary Program of the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation, is pleased to announce a free technical assistance opportunity for municipalities interested in understanding forests in their community and using conservation and land-use planning and policy to identify priorities and proactively protect them. 
Anticipated project duration: June 2026 - June 2027
Application deadline: May 6, 2026 
Questions? Contact Christine Vanderlan at christine.vanderlan@dec.ny.gov or 518-402-9424 (office). This technical assistance opportunity is funded by the New York State Environmental Protection Fund through the Hudson River Estuary Program of the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation. The Estuary Program helps people protect, conserve, and restore the Hudson River estuary and its watershed, and is guided by a five-year Action Agenda that is implemented through collaborations with many partners including nonprofit organizations, academic and scientific institutions, businesses, local governments, state and federal agencies, and interested citizens. 
The program focuses on the tidal Hudson and adjacent watershed from the federal dam at Troy to the Verrazano Narrows in New York City, including upper New York-New Jersey Harbor (see map of Hudson River Estuary Program Boundary (PDF). This RFA is part of the Estuary Program and Cornell University’s Conservation and Land Use initiative, which provides training and technical assistance to help municipalities conserve and enhance priority lands and waters in the estuary watershed. Since 2015, the Estuary Program has assisted numerous watershed communities with inventorying local natural resources, a foundational step that can inform subsequent conservation planning and policy. This opportunity advances the Estuary Program’s Action Agenda to support the creation and adoption of new practices, plans, and policies by government agencies, NGOs, and land-use decision makers in the estuary watershed to conserve areas recognized as regional conservation priorities for habitat, connectivity, clean water, and climate resilience. For more information, visit Conservation Planning in the Hudson River Estuary Watershed.


Three municipalities in the Hudson River estuary program area will be selected to work as a cohort with a team of staff from Hudsonia and the Estuary Program’s Conservation and Land Use team. Through this project, municipal decision-makers will actively participate in conservation planning steps that will generate resources to inform their municipality, including:
· A report describing forests in the municipality, illustrated with maps. 
· A list of areas and/or parcels prioritized based on community goals and ecological values.   
· A brief report describing municipal land-use policies and land protection approaches to support conservation of identified forest priorities. 
The participating municipalities will be able to use these resources to support future initiatives in their communities, such as updating a natural resources inventory or comprehensive plan; planning outreach to forest landowners and community members; or pursuing policies such as conservation overlay zoning or conservation financing. 
Municipalities will be chosen for this assistance opportunity through a competitive application process. Applicants should be able to demonstrate sufficient local support within their community to achieve successful implementation of forest conservation measures. Municipalities that have stated goals of conserving forests through a comprehensive plan (or other local plan), a natural resources inventory, or other effort may be best suited for this opportunity.  

Background
Through their local land-use planning and decision-making, municipalities play an important role in the future of forests. Conserving and managing forested areas is necessary to provide wildlife habitat, clean water, climate moderation, and, in areas with sufficiently large parcels, economically viable forest products. Forests also contribute to quality of life in Hudson Valley communities, by providing recreational opportunities and scenery that are enjoyed by residents and visitors alike. Through proactive conservation planning that identifies priorities—such as large, contiguous forests or important habitat for species of concern—municipalities can be better situated to protect their most valued natural areas. 


Project Overview
This project will be guided by the general conservation planning approach shown in the figure, with a focus on forests. 
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Figure 1. Conservation planning approach.
The technical assistance team will lead participants through these phases:
· Inventory: Planning for forests at the municipal level involves gathering and analyzing forest data, some of which will be new to participants. Participants will gain an understanding of the available data and its use for municipal planning and setting forest conservation priorities. 
· Prioritize: Municipalities participating in this project should have expressed interest in forest conservation in an existing, adopted plan or policy document. Participants will engage in an iterative process using forest- and wildlife-related data and other information to prioritize areas or parcels in their community for conservation. 
· Plan & conserve: Participants will develop a list of potential local policies and forest protection strategies, such as conservation overlay zoning, natural resource protection standards, or critical environmental areas.
The planning process will involve the following activities:  
· facilitated discussions (in person and/or via Zoom) with the selected communities to understand existing municipal conservation goals, establish criteria for prioritizing forests, and examine potential local policies;
· examination of existing state, regional, and/or local data about forests; and 
· mapping to identify and define potential priority areas for forest conservation policies.
Each municipality will designate two staff and/or volunteers (such as members of the legislative body, a planning board, or a conservation or environmental commission) to actively participate in the project. The municipal designees will:
· compile, review, and provide existing plans, studies (e.g., natural resources inventory or open space plan), and other sources of relevant information, including GIS data, to identify and evaluate their community’s existing forest data and conservation goals;
· review and provide timely feedback on draft maps, data analysis, descriptions of forests, and policy options;
· attend 4-6 project meetings of the cohort (1-2 hours each) between June 2026 and June 2027 (meetings involving the project team and staff from the technical assistance team primarily will be held online via Zoom);
· dedicate time between meetings for research, outreach, and document review;
· regularly communicate project updates to the public and municipal officials and staff.
Outcomes
Each municipality that participates will receive: 
· a report describing forests, forest habitats and wildlife, the methods and criteria applied in prioritizing areas or parcels, and the identified priorities;
· set of maps (large and small format) showing forested areas and characteristics used in setting priorities; 
· GIS data package developed through the project; and
· a brief report describing municipal policy options for conserving forests in the areas or parcels of interest.

Reference Information
“Natural Areas and Biodiversity,” https://hudson.dnr.cals.cornell.edu/natural-areas-biodiversity
“Conservation Planning,”  https://hudson.dnr.cals.cornell.edu/conservation-planning
General Conservation Measures, adapted from the Biodiversity Assessment Manual for the Hudson River Estuary Corridor, https://www.hudsonia.org/s/abridged-Gen-Cons-Measures.pdf 
Conservation Recommendations for Selected Habitats, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/631110deada85121498e9d85/t/6349d6e8440291458ea01918/1665783528601/7.-Conservation-recommendations-for-selected-habitats.pdf

How to Apply
Prerequisites:
· Location within (or partially within) the Hudson River Estuary Program boundary
· A letter of support from the legislative body or executive (supervisor or mayor) as described below
Please include the following in your application:
1. Name of municipality.
2. What do you hope to achieve through this project? Be specific.
3. Describe how you plan to use the outcomes of this project (the reports, maps, and priorities). Be sure to name any local or regional planning efforts that this project would inform.
4. Briefly describe any trends in forests (e.g. fragmentation, loss, reforestation, increase in fire frequency, pest outbreaks) in your municipality or what you consider the greatest threat to forests in your community. 
5. Provide the names and board or committee affiliations of two people who can commit to serve on the project team. Provide a letter or email from each confirming their understanding of the commitment and agreement to participate. 
Note: At least one representative must serve on the local legislative board, as municipal staff, or on a planning board. If your community has a conservation advisory council/board or an environmental, open space, or similar committee, we encourage including a member as one of the representatives. 
6. Briefly describe any recent environmental or land-use planning initiatives undertaken by the designated members of the project team, or other related experience that is relevant to this project.
7. Provide information about municipal resources in geographic information systems (GIS). Does your municipality have GIS software and do staff use GIS regularly? Does the municipality obtain GIS services from a county or regional entity, or a private firm? Share other information about local capacity to work with GIS, if any. (Note: Local capacity in GIS is not required.)
8. Provide a letter of support from the local legislative body or local executive (supervisor, mayor) indicating 1. the willingness to designate representatives to participate in the project and 2. the intent to share information such as planning documents and GIS data to support the project goals.
9. Provide the name, email, and phone number of a point person to contact about this application.
10. Fill in the tables on pages 7 and 8 below, related to plans and available maps.
Submit your application by email by May 6, 2026 to Christine Vanderlan at christine.vanderlan@dec.ny.gov. 


The Conservation and Land Use Team (https://hudson.dnr.cals.cornell.edu/about-us), through a partnership between the Hudson River Estuary Program and Cornell University, has delivered outreach and technical assistance since 2001 to raise awareness about estuary watershed biodiversity and conservation approaches; provide access to current, science-based information; and increase the planning capacity of communities and non-profit partners to advance conservation of local and regional biodiversity. 
Hudsonia Ltd. (https://www.hudsonia.org/) is an independent, nonprofit, non-advocacy institute for environmental research and education. Hudsonia biologists have studied the natural resources of the region for over 40 years, working with other scientists and helping landowners, municipal agencies, and conservation organizations recognize areas of conservation importance and identifying areas most appropriate for new development. Hudsonia biologists created the Biodiversity Assessment Manual for the Hudson River Estuary Corridor, published by the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation in 2001, and have since worked with members of municipal, county, and state agencies and the staff of conservation organizations to bring the Manual’s ideas and techniques into routine use to inform local policy and land-use decisions. 
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Prior planning
Fill in the requested information about your community’s inventories and plans. Be sure to include natural resources inventories (NRIs), open space plans, comprehensive plans, or other plans that contain relevant goals or recommendations related to forests. 
	Existing plans, NRIs or other documents (date)
	Goal (specific language from item listed in column 1)
	Specific recommendations listed in column1, if any
	Page numbers
	Link to document (if not hosted online, write “N/A”)

	Example: 
Mytown open space plan (2018)
	“Conserve the forested ridgelines that are distinctive features of our town”
	“Consider a community preservation fund.”
“Update the ridgeline overlay zone.”
	34, 42
	N/A

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Add rows if needed. 






Available maps
Fill in this table indicating maps that show forests in your community. Some types of forest maps are listed. Add others that are not listed. These maps are not required. This information will help us understand any prior mapping related to forests. 
	Maps
	Map title, date (if known)
Write “N/A” if does not apply
	Link to document. If not hosted online, write “N/A”

	Aerial imagery
	
	

	Land cover
	
	

	Forest Condition Index
	
	

	Forest land use
	
	

	Forest types
	
	

	Habitat map
	
	

	Other
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Add rows if needed. 
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