
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yard waste fees 

 

Under current policy, if 

you own a property in 

the city of Ithaca, you are 

responsible for any side- 

walk adjacent to it—

repairs and legal liability 

if someone gets hurt. 

          While you should 

monitor your own side-

walks regularly and take 

action as needed, the City 

Engineer’s Office does 

regular inspections and 

sends notices to property 

owners whose concrete 

falls into the “failed” or 

“substandard” categories. 

          Once that happens, 

you can hire your own 

contractor (don’t forget 

the $5 permit from the 

City Engineer’s Office) to 

make the necessary fixes.  

Sometimes you can have 

sidewalks patched, rather 

than replaced, but while 

patching is less costly, it 

is also far less durable. 

Otherwise, the city will 

make the repairs for you 

and send you a bill that 

includes a 25% overhead 

fee. For city codes, forms, 

lists of contractors, and 

answers to questions, 

visit cityofithaca.org. 

           

Options 
for your 
sidewalk 
repairs 
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First, the new rules: While the City of Ithaca used to 

collect yard waste for free, starting this year, you have to 

pay for that service. This is similar to how one must 

purchase tags for household garbage collection, but 

different kinds of tags are required for yard waste. One 

yard waste tag costs $1.50, and covers the disposal of one 

50-pound can, bag, or bundle. All branches must be 

bundled; no single branch can exceed four feet in length or 

two inches in diameter. Also, since plastic bags don’t 

compost, those are off limits for yard waste. Instead, use 

trash cans without lids or biodegradable paper lawn bags. 

You may take your own yard waste to Tompkins County 

Solid Waste, where you can dispose of it at no charge. 

 As with any such change, however, there is 

debate. Many residents have complained that this is an 

unfair tax. Ray Benjamin, assistant superintendent of 

Streets and Facilities, explained that the new charges 

aren’t to make a profit—because they don’t—but to cover 

new costs the city has to pay to dispose of yard waste. 

Need to know 

Continued on p. 4   

Questions? 

Comments?  
Contact pio@cithofithaca.org 
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PUBLIC ART—Murals like this one on the old Tompkins County 

Library building on N Cayuga St. have turned seven sites of bare 
concrete and graffiti tags into lively displays of public art. Even 
though this is a county building, Ithaca’s Public Arts Commission 
has spearheaded all of these mural projects throughout the city. 
While each site had been a likely canvas for graffiti artists, the 
murals have been largely unvandalized. It seems the renegade 
artists respect the work of their permitted counterparts. Now, 
the Public Arts Commission is holding its “21 Boxes” contest, 
which will apply the same idea to downtown utility boxes. For 
more, visit cityofithaca.org/boardscommittees/pac. 
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While the waters running through Ithaca’s idyllic natural gorges look inviting on a hot summer day, 
you aren’t actually allowed to swim in them. Each year, Ithaca firefighters rescue about a dozen 
people who either ignored the rules or were simply unaware of them.                    See GORGE SAFETY p. 2 

YARD WASTE                                            continued from p. 1 

These come from the more strict guidelines the city must 

follow to dispose of yard waste. The city absorbed the costs 

for a year before deciding the budget couldn’t bear them. 

“We did the math on what it cost us versus how 

many bags and how many tons we took in,” Benjamin said. 

“That’s how we worked out the price for each tag.” 

Still, some residents have questions and concerns. 

“It's a very well intentioned policy,” said Third 

Ward Alderperson Ellen McCollister, “but one with 

unexpected consequences.” 

Complications abound. One renter in McCollister’s 

ward said she’d bagged yard waste herself because her 

landlord wouldn’t. She’s abandoned her efforts due to the 

expense added to what was already free labor. Since Ithaca 

has such a high number of rental properties, it has long been 

plagued by questions of how to deal with landlords who 

don’t adequately maintain their properties. McCollister and 

others fear that the new costs may actually create an 

incentive for property owners to be less vigilant about their 

upkeep, and may even encourage illegal dumping. 

And then there is the question of who should be 

responsible for leaves and limbs that fall on one’s property 

from trees belonging to the city or to a neighbor. As one 

official said, the leaves may drop on your property, but so 

do the benefits, like shade. So far, Benjamin hasn’t seen an 

increase in illegal dumping. 

The Department of Public Works has suggested 

home composting as an ecologically sound alternative to 

city pick up, but many properties don’t have adequate space 

for that. To compost on a neighborhood scale requires time, 

energy, organization, long-term commitments, money for 

construction materials, and a common space on which to 

build a site. For some residents, this is a lot to ask after years 

of free collection. For elderly, infirm, and/or low or fixed 

income residents, the adjustment will be even greater. 

 “You have to give the program a chance to work,” 

Benjamin said. “People have to get used to it. We’re not 

quick to ticket violations. We give notices and try to keep 

people informed of their options.” 

“We could do a better job of communicating issues 

to the public before they become policy. Now we're 

scurrying around after the fact trying to get it right, but we 

still have a common goal of getting a first class composting 

program in Ithaca. But we can't expect renters to be paying 

for this stuff, and a lot of landlords aren't going to do that.” 

McCollister observed the effectiveness of the local 

recycling program, but also noted that this is a countywide 

effort. Perhaps, she offered, a countywide composting 

program could be equally effective. Until then, Cornell 

Cooperative Extension offers ideas and plans for home and 

neighborhood composting. Visit ccetompkins.org/compost, 

or call the “Rotline” at 272-2292.  

 

HYDRILLA                                                 continued from p. 3 

Hydrilla has not yet been found in the lake itself. 

Herbicides were applied in the inlet, Linderman Creek, and 

Cascadilla Creek last fall, but the chemical used was not 

systemic, meaning it only killed the exposed vegetation and 

not the tubers. An attempt to remove the plant by hand 

using divers failed because hydrilla is so brittle that it breaks 

into fertile fragments that could spread it to new areas.   

 This year, crews will use both contact and systemic 

herbicide, and hope to time their application so the plant 

never achieves sufficient height to come in contact with 

boaters. This should avoid closure of the inlet beyond 1-2 

days this month to apply the herbicide, which will remain in 

the water for most of the rest of the season. It is applied at 

low rates but takes time to be effective. This approach has 

been successful in many other areas of the country. 

Visit stophydrilla.org for more details, email 

updates, and training events on identifying and dealing with 

hydrilla. Corks ‘n More hosts Hydrilla Happy Hour—an 

information session and Q&A) on the last Wednesday of 

each month from 5-6 p.m. Contact the Floating Classroom 

(floatingclassroom.blogspot.com) for opportunities to help 

monitor the spread of hydrilla. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GIAC’s 
40th year 
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Hydrilla battle continues 

There isn’t room to name all 

the things that happen at the 

Greater Ithaca Activities 

Center. There’s no way to do 

justice to GIAC’s impact on 

Ithaca and its people. GIAC is 

now in its 40th year as a center 

of culture, education, and 

community. Many lives are 

better because of it.  

          See the young man now 

nearly grown up—a GIAC 

alumnus. Watch his face as he 

returns to the people who’ve 

helped make him who he is. 

See him smile deeply and hug 

Marcia Fort, who now seems 

less like the GIAC director 

and more like a close aunt. 

They talk about their lives. 

They ask about their families. 

They’ve become family. 

          Such visits are common. 

Programs for youth, teens, 

seniors, and everyone else 

have connected many people 

and changed many lives. 

          Help GIAC celebrate its 

40th on June 9 from noon-6 

p.m. at 301 W Court St. There 

will be music, dance, a steel 

drum band, food vendors, 

and booths representing 

many active and important 

civic and community groups. 

Firefighters and the IPD 

SWAT team will show off 

equipment to the kids. The 

pool is scheduled to be open. 

          For more details, to get 

involved, or to volunteer, call 

GIAC Deputy Director Leslyn 

McBean-Clairborne at 607-

272-3622. You may also visit 

cityofithaca.org/departments/

giac/index.cfm. 

Planning to make a plan 
Ithaca is thinking of ways to make life better for cyclists, especially young and 

inexperienced ones. Officials are determining the feasibility of creating a “bicycle 

boulevard” network in the city. This doesn’t mean creating bike lanes. Those are 

something else. Bike boulevards are planned routes connecting key places in the city, but 

they still call for cyclists and motorists to share the road. These would route along streets 

that currently see little traffic, or whose traffic has been “calmed” as part of this project. 

While the Ithaca-Tompkins County Transportation Council and a few volunteers 

spearheaded the effort, the current work is being done by the Engineering Office, which 

has been asked by The Board of Public Works to plan possible routes and infrastructure 

improvements.  

To learn more, visit cityofithaca.org/departments/dpw/engineering/traffic.cfm. 

Watch this newsletter in the coming months for more detailed plans. 

 

 
You’re only allowed in the water in the 

state parks. You can swim at Buttermilk. 

You can swim at Treman. You can swim at 

Taughannock. But even in these places, you 

can’t swim just anywhere. Look for the 

signs. Look for the lifeguard 

You won’t see many signs that tell 

you where not to swim, mostly because 

nearly every place falls into that category. 

It’s just easier to label the places where you 

are allowed to swim. If you don’t see a sign, 

assume you aren’t. Swimming, wading, or 

bathing in Six Mile Creek, Cascadilla Creek, 

and Fall Creek within the city of Ithaca or 

on lands owned by the city of Ithaca are 

prohibited by city regulations. 

“You have all these kids looking for 

places to swim in the summertime,” said 

Ithaca Fire Department Lieutenant Tom 

Basher. “And we’ve got tons of beautiful 

waterfalls and creeks running through the 

gorges, but all that natural beauty can give 

people the wrong idea about how 

dangerous it can be.”   

As beautiful and inviting as these 

places are, they are natural spaces; they are 

therefore indifferent to your health and 

safety. Even wading in these waters is off 

limits. Algae-coated rocks are slippery, 

especially under strong currents.  

 Diving into the base of a waterfall 

is incredibly dangerous. Water levels can 

change quickly. Submerged rocks and other 

hazards, like illegally discarded shopping 

carts, can be fatal to any diver. Hidden 

currents can hold the strongest swimmer 

under water, and can carry debris into 

places that were empty before. What looks 

like a safe diving spot on one day can be 

lethal on the next.  

Gorge waters are fed by streams 

that originate miles away. Rain there may 

raise local water levels and current strength, 

even though no storm passed nearby. 

Even more dangerous than diving 

are the foolish attempts at rock climbing on 

the sheer, brittle gorge walls. Often, the 

crumbling shale fills in the holds climbers 

used on the way up, trapping them on the 

wall. In the last year, the IFD has seen 

several drownings and other serious or fatal 

injuries in the gorges. All were avoidable. 
  

STAY ON MARKED TRAILS. Accidents can still 

happen here, but rescue is easier on the 

trails. IFD rescuers are trained and skilled at 

gorge rescue, but evacuating a victim isn’t 

easy for anyone who has to rappel down to 

them. Know gorge landmarks and trails so 

you can help rescuers find you. 
 

WALK WITH A PARTNER who can help you 

after an accident. If you go alone, tell 

someone where you are going and when 

you plan to return. Take a cell phone. 

Gorge safety: Choose the right water 

 

Report on planned lake inlet dredging 
A newly published environmental impact report marks a 

major step toward the needed dredging of Cayuga Lake 

Inlet. A focus of this report is the City of Ithaca’s plan to 

build a site to manage the sediment that will be taken out. 

 This sediment management facility (SMF) is set for 

construction at the former Southwest Park, and is an 

essential precursor to dredging about 25,000 cubic yards of 

sediment from Cascadilla Creek.1  

There are complicated reasons why the inlet hasn’t 

been dredged in recent memory. Mostly, they relate to 

overlapping jurisdictions among various federal, state, and 

local agencies. Dredging for the sake of navigability and 

dredging for drainage issues, for example, are two different 

things that are the responsibility of two different agencies.  

 Oddly enough, the City of Ithaca actually has 

absolutely no legal obligation to maintain the inlet or its 

tributaries, but it recognizes the tremendous and complex 

significance of these matters to the ecological, cultural, and 

economic health of the city. This is why the city is taking its 

own steps to hurry along a process that is decades overdue. 

 “For a long time, these other agencies have told us 

that they couldn’t do the maintenance because there hasn’t 

been a site to put the sediments they take out,” said Lisa 

Bicycle boulevards 

You’ve probably heard of this invasive species by now. It has been found 

in the inlet, Cascadilla Creek, and Linderman Creek. Not only does it grow 

rapidly (as much as one foot per day) and perennially in water as deep as 

30 feet, and spread by tubers and buds called turions, but fragments of the 

stalks themselves can drift and take root. Imagine, then, how a boat 

propeller or other disturbance can spread dense mats of hydrilla. Experts 

fear that if it is left unchecked, it could spread throughout the Great Lakes. 

This is a potentially devastating plant because it chokes out all others, 

creates stressful and low-oxygen conditions for fish, and has been linked to 

bald eagle deaths. Hydrilla can stop all fishing and boating recreation—

power, sail and paddle. It decreases the effectiveness of our already failing 

flood control channel will only be less effective if hydrilla is not eradicated. 

And as you might imagine, it can have devastating consequences for local 

economies tied to these waters, which in Ithaca includes not just boaters 

and fishermen, but restaurants and hotels and all sorts of retail and 

entertainment industries that draw on people who live near and visit 

Cayuga Lake. If the ecology and recreation are disrupted, so are tourism 

and property values. If you live in Ithaca, this is your problem. 

The Hydrilla Task Force (composed of several local agencies) plans 

to treat the inlet with an herbicide in June, but experts expect the fight to 

last at least five years, and possibly eight. 

Nicholas, senior city planner and dredging project manager. 

“This has been a 20-year problem.” 

 And this is much more than just a governmental 

problem. B.J. Bliss, owner of Corks and More and president 

of Cayuga Lake Cruises had to delay the start of his cruise 

season due to low levels of water and high levels of 

sediment. That cost him around $30,000 in lost business, but 

it also meant lost money to hotels, restaurants, and the city 

through various taxes, because groups who had planned to 

tour Cayuga Lake (and one who wanted to hold a wedding 

reception on it) went to Watkins Glen instead.   

With no snowmelt after an unusually mild winter, 

and the influx of sediment from last September’s floods, 

shoals have emerged in places once navigable. “There were 

islands in the canal this winter,” Bliss said. “There are places 

out there now that are only three feet deep.” 

With the completion of the environmental review, 

the City can design the SMF and obtain permits for its 

construction and operation. This next phase of the project is 

funded through a $2 million New York Capital Assistance 

Grant. “We are ready to begin as soon as we can access the 

funding,” Nicholas said. For the full environmental report, 

visit ecologicllc.com/ithacadredging. 

Environmental impact 

Continued on p. 4   

1. Project planning, development and the environmental review have been funded 

through an Environmental Protect Fund grant through the New York State Department 

of State, Division of Coastal Resources.   

Hydrilla poses many dire ecological and economic 
threats, whether or not you use the water.  

Photo courtesy Holly Menninger, Ph.D. 

 


