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The effects of 
continued population 

loss threaten an 
irreparable change  

to Fishers’ character 
and way of life.  

Contemporary Assets and Challenges to 
Life on Fishers Island: A Call to Arms 
Fishers Island is a unique place in many ways.  It has impressive 
physical attributes—stunning natural beauty and views, a sense of 
serenity and isolation from the routine of mainland life, an attractive, 
dispersed, village-like settlement pattern, a distinct sense of place, 
and historic architecture.  These attributes are held dear by all who 
visit the Island.  Outdoor recreation opportunities abound, including 
golfing, fishing, cycling, tennis, boating, and swimming, and 
Fishers parallel histories of military and resort development provide 
a fascinating narrative and characteristic physical legacy on the 
Island.  But beyond these physical, recreational, and historical assets, 
Fishers also has uncommonly strong local institutions and a sense 
of community rarely found these days.  Despite the lack of ‘official’ 
mechanisms of governance and community decision making, Fishers 
Islanders have found ways to get things done.  Fishers is a place 
where people know each other and generally work together for the 
betterment of the Island. 

This makes itself apparent in many ways.  The Islanders we met 
with in the course of this planning effort, both year round and 
summer residents, served on multiple volunteer committees and 
commissions, and as volunteer firemen, EMTs and sea stretcher 
captains.  When problems arise on the Island, or when needs are 
identified (like the need for a community center, affordable housing, 
or a new bike trail) groups of residents have self-organized with 
the vision and funds to take on these projects without the aid 
of the government.  Fishers’ local institutions and businesses, 
including the churches, the Fishers Island Community Board, Island 
Community Center, Ferguson Museum, the clubs, and Fishers Island 
Development Corporation (FIDCO) are all interested and active 
community players.  Fishers has a self-reliant, highly capable and 
well-connected population, and ability to raise significant capital for 
community projects, and to get them done.

But there are significant challenges to Fishers’ future social and 
economic sustainability  The Island has suffered a severe decline 
of year round population since the 1940’s.  This decline is the 
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FISHerS ISlAND’S POPUlATION PrOBleM

If the current population trends continue, Fishers 
Island can expect to see continuing loss of year-round 
population.  Since 1940, the year round population of 
the Island has fallen from more than 600 to fewer than 
250.  The greatest decline (by percentage) historically 
occurred between 1970 and 1980, when the Island lost 
31% of it’s year round population.  In the most recent 
decade, from 2000-2010, the Island lost around 18% 
(See Exit Rate Changes, right and Island Year Round 
Headcount, above)    

The Island population is aging, and the pool of 
younger people (ages 0-40) is quite small as a 
percentage of the overall population (see Age 
Distribution, above).  Today, the largest segment of 
the year round population is between 40 and 60 years 
old.  80% of year round households consist of only one 
or two people (see Household Size by Housing Tenure, 
above) and the number of women of childbearing age 
(20-40) is one of the smallest demographic groups.  
This likely means that there will be fewer Island-born 
boys and girls to replace the elderly as they leave the 
Island or pass away (assuming these youth would 
want to remain on Fishers as adults).  While there is 
no official data on the number of Fishers youths who 
stay on the Island into adulthood, interviews with 
Islanders suggests that at least some will leave to 
pursue work and family life elsewhere.  Since there is 
no natural growth to Island population, the only way 
to stabilize and grow the population will be to recruit 
and encourage new year round residents.  

One key aspect of this will clearly be making better 
allowances for commuting to work.  Today, almost 
all year round Islanders find their employment 
on the Island, with only a handful commuting 
off—suggesting transportation barriers today are 
substantial (see Place of Work, above).      
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result of a variety factors:  declining employment 
opportunities and job diversity; high cost of 
living, including food, energy, communications 
and transportation; a dearth of affordable and 
appropriate year round housing; limited primary 
and secondary educational options; transportation 
and communications complexities; and limited 
opportunities for a social life and activities.  These 
challenges have been compounded in recent 
years by other factors, including unfavorable 
demography within the year round population 
resulting in fewer Island families, and the absence 
of any mechanism to help recruit or retain 
residents.   

While declining year round population is 
not, in and of itself, a problem, its effects 
threaten to irreparably change Fishers’ 
“way of life,” which is held dear by residents 
across the Island.  This change includes the 
obvious erosion of economic and other kinds of 
diversity, and with it, a decline of civil society 
on the Island.  But there are also pragmatic 
repercussions.  With ongoing reductions to the 
year round population, access to local, accessible 
professionals like plumbers, electricians, and 
doctors, and to businesses, like grocery stores 
and restaurants will continue to decline.  Perhaps 
even more importantly, fewer and fewer qualified 
candidates of the appropriate age will be available 
to fill community safety positions on Island 
(firefighters, emergency medical technicians 
and Sea Stretcher captains), threatening the 
viability of providing emergency services as a 
low-cost, volunteer-based public service.  Further 
decline in population also means fewer qualified 
candidates will be available to serve on the critical 
commissions that administer the four major tax 
districts – Fire, Sanitation, Ferry, and School.   

Continuing population decline will also have 
profound effects on the Fishers Island School.  The 
School already imports half of its student body 
from Connecticut (at great cost to Fishers Island’s 
taxpayers) to be viable; further demographic 
erosion could push the School over the edge unless 
something is done to introduce new students 

into the system, especially in the Lower School.  
Indeed it is possible that Fishers is already 
at the population-loss precipice: the slightest 
further decline in population threatens a 
domino effect, making it increasingly more 
difficult for those left behind to manage and 
remain.  While earlier plans have prognosticated 
on this issue, and changes have been slower than 
predicted, it is clear that population erosion has 
continued, impacting the quality of life on the 
Island negatively.    

There are other threats to Fishers way of life.  
Adverse, unplanned development on the Island 
could significantly and irreversibly change the 
character and scale of the place.  Tourism of 
an inappropriate scale or character could also 
have a deleterious effect on safety and quality of 
life.  Increasing cost and complexity of training 
firefighters and EMTs (which must be done in 
New York State, or trainers brought to the Island) 
threatens the viability of the emergency services 
system.  Finally, climate change, hurricanes, and 
sea level rise, have the potential to wreak havoc on 
Island life, if not eliminating it altogether.     

Despite 30 years of self-funded plans and studies, 
severely limited local control of resources, and lack 
of local decision making authority, make it difficult, 
if not impossible, to address these concerns in a 
comprehensive way.  As part of a geographically 
remote political entity, Fishers has little or no 
government authority.  What limited local political 
representation it has consists of a single Town 
Board seat filled by an Island resident but elected 
at large, and a representative on the Planning 
Board and Zoning Board.  Its public financial 
resources (property and sales taxes) flow out to 
Southold, Suffolk County, and New York State, 
with little tangible benefit flowing back to the 
community.

Today, on Fishers Island, no one is in charge.  
There is no local, accessible infrastructure 
available when things need to be accomplished or 
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wide.  While it is geologically an extension of 
Long Island, and politically a part of the Town of 
Southold, New York, it has no regular connections 
to New York State.  Ferry service connects the 
Island to New London, and all commercial, 
financial, medical and utility ties are through New 
London and Groton, Connecticut.

History
Originally called Munnawtawkit by Native 
Americans, the Island’s first inhabitants likely used 
the heavily wooded Island primarily for summer 
fishing and clamming.  The origins of the name 
“Fishers Island” remain shrouded in mystery, but 
several historians believe the name derived from 
aboriginal fishing in surrounding waters.  

In 1640, John Winthrop, Jr., son of the famed 
founder and Governor of the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony, obtained a land grant for the Island from 
Massachusetts.  When he later became governor 
of the Connecticut Colony, the Island’s fate as part 
of Connecticut seemed assured—but in 1664, the 
Duke of York asserted that Fishers would instead 
be a province of New York.  Many believe this was 
retribution against New Haven for harboring three 
of the regicides (Dixwell, Whalley and Goffe) who 

1897 Map of Fishers Island (above) shows the earliest 
infrastructure for Island tourism - the Bartlett Cottages, 
Mononotto Inn, Munnatawket House and “good anchorage 
for yachts” in West Harbor.  The rest of the Island is 
rural, with a few farm houses and the brickworks.  The 
“Proposed US Fortifications” appear at the west tip.  (Source: 
Munnatawket House, Fishers Island New York: A charming 
Seaside Resort.  Library of Congress Digital Collections.)     

when there is a problem.  Without accountability 
and a coherent, capable Island government, there 
is no one to coordinate municipal services, plan 
for the future, or execute projects.  Today, what 
counts for “planning” is generally reactive instead 
of proactive, forcing change by “putting out fires.”  
The private initiatives that have had success 
addressing individual problems in the past, while 
clearly an Island strength, are often piecemeal and 
fragmented, contributing less to the overall good 
than they could.  

Ultimately, lack of local power and governance 
means that the future for Fishers is unpredictable, 
and uncontrollable.

Fishers Island: How it Works 
Description and History1 
Fishers Island is situated in Long Island Sound, five 
miles off the coast of New London, Connecticut, 
and is approximately 7 miles long and 3/4 mile 

1 For his assistance with this history of the Island, 
we are indebted to Pierce Rafferty, Director of the Henry L. 
Ferguson Museum on Fishers Island.  
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The Novi Belgii Novaeque Angeliae (Map of the New 
Netherlands) (opposite) created by Nicholaes Visscher ca. 
1685 based on the 1651 map of Jaoannes Janssonius , is one 
of the oldest cartographic depictions of the Island, indicated 
as “Vyshers Eylant”.  (Source: University of Connecticut Map 
and Geographic Information Center)



had executed his father, Charles I.  

Successive generations of the Winthrop family 
operated Fishers Island as a stock farm, frequently  
leasing out the Island to tenant farmers for the 
primary purpose of raising sheep and cattle 
there.  By the early 19th century, the forests 
were all but cleared and records indicate some 
timber was shipped to market for shipbuilding 
purposes.  With deep deposits of clay soil, bricks 
were manufactured on the Island from the 
colonial period until the early 20th century.  The 
Winthrops held the land until 1863, when they sold 
it to Robert Fox, a merchant who retired to the 
Island, became a gentlemen farmer, and restored 
the farms that were, by then, in decline.  Upon 
his untimely death in 1871, his widow began the 
process of developing the Island’s infrastructure 
in a way that supported tourism —building roads, 

subdividing the land and selling building plots, 
beginning the modern history of Fishers.  A 
number of houses were built at the west end of the 
Island during this period, as was a resort hotel on 
the north shore near the opening to West Harbor.  
Visitors soon began streaming to Fishers, primarily 
on excursion steamers originating from Norwich, 
New London and other river and coastal towns.  

In 1889, Connecticut brothers Edmund and Walton 
Ferguson purchased 90% of the Island.  Seeing 
the Island’s potential as a modern resort with an 
elite, seasonal clientele, they invested heavily in 
infrastructure in the west end, expanding the 
road network, building a telegraph, a power plant, 
waterworks and force mains, a reservoir, hotels 
and cottages, and set up a ferry company to move 
visitors back and forth from the mainland with 
regularity.  

Henry and Alfred Ferguson, children of one of 
the original owners, focused their attention on 
developing the primarily agricultural east end of 
the Island into a private resort community.  They 
hired Fredrick Law Olmsted, Jr. in 1924 to plan and 
subdivide the land, and Seth Raynor to design a 
golf course at the eastern tip, complete with grand 
clubhouse.  Around 35 houses were built prior to 
1933, when the Great Depression’s effects stalled 
construction.  By 1940, the east end development 
had failed and the Fergusons had lost control of the 
development.  Owners of existing summer homes 
at the east end formed a new organization called 
Fishers Island Estates to acquire the land and 
assets of the failed development.  

Military Development
Fishers Island’s parallel strategic and military 
history began when the Governor of colonial 
Connecticut set up an early warning station on 
the Island in the early 18th century to provide 
New London with advanced notice of approaching 
enemy vessels.  

By 1850, an unmanned life boat station had been 
established on the Island to assist mariners in 
times of trouble by the Life Saving Benevolent 

Advertisement for the Bartlett Cottages (above) taken from 
Walter and EM Ferguson’s 1890 advertising booklet “An 
Island of Homes” describing the Island summer resort with.  
(Library of Congress Digital Collections)
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Association2.  In 1904, a Life Saving Station was 
established on East Harbor that became a Coast 
Guard Station in 1915.  In the 1950s, the Coast 
Guard moved operations to Silver Eel Cove and still 
maintains a sub-station at that site today.  

A series of temporary training camps, beginning 
with Camp Fishers Island in 1879, were set up by 
the U.S. military on the western tip of the Island.  
In 1898, the Fergusons were compelled to sell 216 
acres at the western tip of the Island to the U.S. 
government for fortifications purposes.  Fort H.G. 
Wright was founded on this land in 1900— part 
of the larger “Endicott System” of coastal defense 
forts.  Fort Wright was made headquarters for 
the Defenses of Long Island Sound: designed to 

2 “Life Saving Enterprise.”  New-York Municipal 
Gazette, Vol 1. No. 60 (March 1850),    1049.  

Early 20th century postcard of Fort Wright showing the 
Parade with artillery and bandstand in the foreground, and 
the barracks, now demolished, that occupied the western 
edge of the Parade, giving it definition as a space.  (Source: 
Matt Edwards Collection)

protect the mouth of the Sound (and ultimately 
New York City), and later, naval manufacturing in 
Groton. Fort Wright eventually consisted of several 
heavy artillery batteries installed with different 
types and sizes of guns (including a number of 
the famous “disappearing guns”), an airstrip and 
blimp moorings, ferry landing, officers’ quarters 
and soldiers’ barracks, a PX and movie theater, 
parade ground, a national guard camp, and other 
supporting buildings.  The Fort was an active 
town with a large population (more than 1,500 
people at its height during the First World War) and 
contributed to the sense of the Island as a vibrant 
place.  In its early days, visitors would come to 
the Island specifically to watch the activities and 
training exercises at the Fort.  

But the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor in 1941 
illustrated the increasing obsolescence of these 
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kinds of emplacements, which ceased to be of 
strategic value in light of the evolving technology 
of warfare—by 1948, the military had shuttered 
the Fort, transferring twenty five acres from the 
Army to the Navy for use as a field station of the 
New London Navy Research Laboratory, including 
its Underwater Sound Lab (an area at Wilderness 
point, adjacent to Hay Harbor Golf Course is still 
an active Navy reservation), and declaring the rest 
as surplus.

Fishers Island Today
In 1958, a group of summer residents organized 
the Race Point Corporation to purchase much of 
the former base in order to assure its ultimate 
disposition through careful resale, later deeding 
a large portion of this to the Town of Southold.  
About 4 acres were transferred to the Fishers 
Island School, where the current school building 
was constructed.  In 1960, Race Point bought 
Fishers Island Estates, a successor to Fishers 
Island Farms which controlled the east end of 
the Island, and reincorporated as Fishers Island 
Development Corporation (FIDCO).  It is the largest 
land holder on the Island

Ultimately, the east end of the Island was built out 
to a density about one third of the Olmsted plan, 
giving the area its rural, bucolic character rather 
than the more suburban character the full build 
out would likely have produced.  This area today 
continues to comprise a privately-managed, gated 
community, while the western third is a primarily 
residential area with some nodes of commercial 
and industrial use.       

The seasonal and summer families of the Fishers 
Island community have historically been strongly 
connected to the Island, often spending their time 
and resources to make the place better.  But the 
way Fishers Island is used by its seasonal residents 
has evolved over the last fifty years.  The days 
when a family (or part of one) might have spent an 
entire season on the Island, are, for the most part, 
past, and as the older generation passes on and 
new seasonal owners move in with less connection 
to the place, the society of charity and care that 

has kept the Island going with little help from 
government may loosen or disappear.  

Island families today come and go more often, 
and in multigenerational families, where the 
parents or grandparents might own an Island 
house, the progeny might now need to rent a 
house to accommodate their own children and 
guests during a summer visit.  This has created 
a robust short term rental market on the Island.   
Members of the Fishers Island Club who do not 
own real estate also fuel this rental market—
visiting the Island for just a few days each summer, 
renters have little investment in the long term 
sustainability of Island institutions or the stability 
of the year round population.        

Among more wealthy Island residents, the 
exclusive clubs are a big factor in the social life 
of the Island, and access to the Fishers Island 
Club and its golf course in particular, is a primary 
motivation for purchasing high-end real estate on 
the Island.  But the exclusivity of the club, which 
claims a waiting list of 7 or more years, effectively 
depresses the value of real estate, especially at the 
highest end of the market ($1M+), and makes sale 
at the high end more fraught.  Finding new buyers 
for these homes with the same dedication to the 
Fishers community as the previous owners can be 
difficult.    

Most year-round residents live in the western third 
of the Island.  Many people in this community are 
engaged in the maintenance and management of 
Island real estate, construction, and landscaping, 
some are teachers or administrators in the Fishers 
Island School, some run Island businesses, 
and others are professional managers for Island 
enterprises.  At present time, very few commute 
to off-Island jobs.  Most year-round Island families 
send their children to the Fishers Island School.    

Because of its history and geographic isolation, 
Fishers Island has developed unusual ways of 
managing its needs.  Services are provided on the 
Island through a mosaic of public, private, and 
non-profit entities, each of which operates out 
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of good-will towards the Island, but which are 
themselves uncoordinated to one another, limiting 
the potential for critical decision making and 
management.

Many essential public services are provided 
through special taxing districts, whose boundaries 
are more-or-less contingent with the boundaries of 
the Island.  Each of these districts, which include 
the Fishers Island School3, the Fire District, the 
Waste Management District, and the Ferry District, 
is managed by its own set of commissioners, 
elected from the year-round population of the 
Island, and largely staffed by Islanders (with the 
exception of the school - about half the teachers 
commute from nearby Connecticut towns).  
Emergency Services are provided by a volunteer 
fire department, which is staffed by year round 
residents, and includes firefighters, emergency 
medical technicians, as well as the Sea Stretcher 
boat which transports Islanders to a New London 
Hospital in case of serious emergency.  Community 
safety is provided by a constabulary, including 

3 The Library Association is also funded through the 
School District.  

three part time constables who are employed 
directly by the Town of Southold, and in the 
summer, a small post of New York State Troopers.  

Other services are provided through private 
interests, which are either actual non-profits or 
which operate in the public interest despite being 
structured as conventional companies.  Utilities, 
including water, telephone and internet, are 
provided by a private utility company.  The 2007 
Fishers Island Strategic Plan identified 20 non-profit 
groups operating on the Island to serve various 
needs, including access to healthcare (Island 
Health Project), recreation (Island Community 
Center, Island Bowling Alley, Island Concerts), 
and affordable year round housing (Walsh Park 
Benevolent Corporation).  

Other services, such as road maintenance, 
planning and zoning, permitting, and safety 
inspections are managed from the Town of 
Southold, but without a presence on the Island, 
interaction with the Town is frustrating if not 
ineffectual.  

Licensing is also a particular challenge for 
Islanders, since sites for New York State exams and 

YEAR ROUND POPULATION DISTRIBUTION (above): this 
map illustrates that year-round households cluster at the 
west end of the Island.
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training are typically in New York State, which is 
not readily accessible to the Island.  For Instance, 
Islanders who wish to renew their driver’s licenses 
in person must make the trek to Westchester 
County or Long Island to do so.  

For many years, the Fishers Island Civic 
Association (FICA) worked to bring together 
the various groups and voices on the Island to 
try to provide some level of coordination.  From 
2004-2006, Maine’s Island Institute sent two 
Fellows to the Island.  With their assistance, 
a number of administrative changes occurred 
including the reorganization of the FICA into 
the Island Community Board (ICB), composed 
of representatives from each of the four tax 
districts, six elected members (three year-round 
and three seasonal), appointed representatives 
from the Walsh Park, Island Health Project, 
Fishers Island Development Corporation, and 
Fishers Island Utility Company, and the Fishers 
Island representative to the Town Board, ex 
officio.  It was hoped that the ICB could serve in 
a coordinating and communicative role, keeping 
everyone in the community involved and apprised 
of what was going on, and providing a venue to 
discuss strategic decisions.  It began publishing a 
community newsletter called The Fog Horn (which 
has recently moved to a new Island website) to 
keep community members apprised of Island 
events and developments.  

Since then, the Fishers Island Community Board 
has functioned as a de facto government for the 
Island.  It has commissioned reports, facilitated 
communication between Island institutions and 
hosted community meetings.  But ultimately, its 
efficacy as an Island management structure is 
limited by its lack of reliable, sustainable financial 
resources (it does not receive public monies in 
support of its mission – instead it, like other Island 
institutions, must “pass the hat”) and the fact 
that it has no legal standing or authority.  The ICB 
can neither execute plans, apply for government 
resources, nor negotiate with New York State, 
Suffolk County, or the Town of Southold.   

Previous Studies

Over the last 30 years, many of the issues 
discussed in the current plan have been 
enumerated in a series of studies, reports, and 
memoranda which examined aspects of Fishers 
Island’s particular situation.  Though some of 
these were publicly sponsored reports, many 
were financed privately by Island residents—the 
sheer number and quality of these projects is a 
testament to Islander’s concern about the future.  
Common themes in nearly all these reports include 
concerns over year-round population loss, growth 
of the summer resort community and protection of 
open space and the natural environment.   

Trust for Public land report 1984 / 1987
The oldest of these reports was the 1984 Trust for 
Public Land report sponsored by the Fishers Island 
Civic Association (FICA) which assessed the 
Island’s infrastructure and ability to accommodate 
continuing development while protecting its 
natural resources.  It inventoried Island resources, 
and began to articulate many of the concerns 
about development on the Island that continue 
today.  The report was revised and expanded in 
1987 to update the inventory and to include both 
ends of the Island.

Specific recommendations of the 1987 report 
included4:

• Respond to “continuing decline in year-
round resident population and the steady growth 
in seasonal population” by implementing the 
recommendations of the Fishers Island Growth 
Committee.  

• Establish a 501(c)3 housing corporation to 
develop the affordable housing stock.  

• Establish an “Island Conservation Committee” 
to lobby for better environmental protection and 
more thorough planning and zoning reviews.    

4  Byers 1987, 66-68
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• Protect the character of the west end, and, 
given a large number of buildable sites, develop 
and institute legally binding design guidelines 
for new buildings in the west end, possibly using 
FIDCO’s guidelines as a template.  

• Using the data in the report, implement private 
land preservation initiatives to control growth 
on the 425 remaining undeveloped lots on the 
Island.  Three mechanisms were recommended: 
the Fishers Island Museum Land Trust should 
take a more active role working with private land 
owners; FIDCO should review and potentially 
withhold parcels in the east end from sale, place 
conservation protections on its own land, and 
allocate permanent conservation easements 
on land transfers instead of the current 20 
year covenants; and the Civic Association and 
Conservancy should lobby for a 2% transfer tax 
on all real estate transactions to be used by a 
nonprofit to purchase open space.  

• Commission a cost-benefit analysis to 
determine the costs of upgrading infrastructure to 
accommodate future development vs. the benefits 
of that development, and based on these findings, 

consider implementing growth controls.     

Incorporation Study report 1985
Following the 1984 report, and perhaps in direct 
response to it, there was a flurry of planning 
activity on the Island.  In 1985, the FICA 
recognized the need for a more sustainable 
management strategy for the Island, and itself 
issued the Incorporation Study Report, which 
first looked at the potential for establishing 
an incorporated village government for the 
Island.  While not tasked with making a specific 
recommendation regarding governance, this report 
studied what kinds of responsibilities a village 
would have, and what the costs and benefits might 
be:

• Village incorporation could provide a more 
responsive government for the Island, and with 
home rule would come the ability to self-determine 
the Island’s future5.  

• Certain financial and managerial efficiencies 
would be found in a village, including bringing the 

5  Clavin 1985, 6

“Several obstacles to bringing people to the Island on a 
full time basis were identified: high property taxes, the 
diminishing pool of moderately priced housing and rental 
space, lack of commercial space, high utility rates for 
businesses, an accommodating but not always efficient 
ferry freight system, the seasonal only nature of cultural 
events and activities, the absence of a formal daycare and 
the high cost and declining number of Island students at 
the school.”

    —Fishers Island Growth Plan 1994, Fishers Island Civic Association
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Island commissioned a second engineering report 
for Fishers.  A legal report was also commissioned, 
and included detailed analysis of the Fishers Island 
situation.10    

The engineering report was prepared in 1985 by 
Massachusetts based R.W. Beck and Associates 
and addressed the costs and benefits of converting 
the Fishers Island Electric Company into a 
municipal utility, something which could only 
be initiated by an incorporated Village of Fishers 
Island or by the Town of Southold.  Under their 
assumptions, which included immediate access 
to PASNY power, a 9% bond rate, and using a 
Net Book Value method to calculate the value of 
the utility, a 10.74% savings could be realized by 
ratepayers over the 1986 rate.  In a second case 
they calculated the maximum bonded amount 
available for purchase and start-up of the utility, 
based on a break-even situation for rate payers, of 
$1,067,25011.

This was followed in January of 1986 by a 
report from Washington, D.C. based law firm 
Duncan, Weinberg and Miller called Legal Report 
Respecting the Feasibility of Establishing a 
Publicly-Owned Electric System and Securing a 
Bulk Power Supply in the Town of Southold, New 
York including Fishers Island.  The report is a 
detailed analysis of possible forms that a publicly 
owned electric system for the Town of Southold 
might take, their potential costs and benefits, how 
they might be formed, and what kinds of power 
and wheeling they might have access to.  Of the 
129 page report, 17 pages of text pertain directly to 
Fishers.  Specific findings include that:

10  In 1985, the Long Island Power Authority was 
formed under New York State law as a municipal electric 
utility, acquiring Long Island Light Company’s generation 
and distribution network, and ending the impetus for the 
town to form its own municipal electric utility.  As of 2013, 
Governor Cuomo has advocated retuning it to a private 
utility as a result of the recovery failures after Hurricane 
Sandy in 2012.      
11  R.W. Beck and Associates 1987, 7

ferry, garbage, and fire districts under the common 
control of the village administration (the school 
district would remain on its own).  Converting the 
electric utility to a municipal utility could result 
in significant savings, including reduced taxes 
and access to low cost hydroelectric power from 
the Power Authority of New York State (PASNY) 
(referred to as New York Power Authority, or 
NYPA in other parts of this report)6.  Taxes might 
also be reduced, depending on the structure of 
government and the continuing tax rate to the 
Town of Southold7. 

• Village government would have 6 elected 
officials, including a mayor, four trustees and a 
police justice, who must then appoint a village 
clerk and village treasurer (can be same person).  
Departments that should be included in a village 
government on Fishers include zoning and 
planning, law enforcement, public works, refuse 
collection, ferry operation, airport operation, and 
parking.  Other departments that could be added 
later could include parks and recreation, harbor 
control and mooring control, mosquito control, 
housing authority, and municipal utilities8.  

• Incorporation requires “regular inhabitants” 
numbering 500—disqualifying the Island in its 
current status.  However, a voter registration drive 
could produce the 500 required.  

• Concerns over incorporation include limited 
manpower available to staff a government and 
increased on-Island politics and cliquishness9.  

In 1985 there was also a push in the Town of 
Southold to form a municipal electric utility in 
order to reduce costs to ratepayers and get access 
to inexpensive hydropower from upstate.  The 
town first commissioned an engineering report 
for the mainland only, but under pressure from the 

6  Ibid., 3
7  Ibid., 4
8  Ibid., 2
9  Ibid., 6
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public meetings and discussions, and included15:

• Fishers Island must have a viable year round 
population.

• The summer population growth must be 
slowed.

• The Island should remain a residential 
community and tourism discouraged; commercial 
activity should focus on resident services.

• The natural environment must be protected.

• The Fishers Island School must be 
strengthened through enhanced programs and a 
larger student body.

• Make people and organizations on Fishers 
aware of their interdependency so they may work 
for the common good.

• Encourage Island residents to support 
programs which use private initiatives and land 
protection strategies to preserve open space on 
Fishers.  

These assumptions are followed by four sections of 
specific recommendations and action items falling 
under the headings Governance, Year Round 
Residents, Protection of the Natural Environment, 
and Summer Development.  

Fishers Island growth Plan 1994
In 1994 the plan was updated.  It notes that while 
some improvements were implemented since the 
first plan, including establishing the Fishers Island 
Gazette16 to disseminate information, establishing 
the Walsh Park Benevolent Corporation to address 
housing needs, and instituting a commuter ferry 

15  Fishers Island Civic Association 1988, 2.        
16  The Gazette was published in absentia by Dan 
Gordon from 1987 to 1992 from Philadelphia, then was taken 
over and published by Betty Ann Rubinow until May 2010.  

• The current locally controlled investor-
owned utility presents few or no advantages to 
ratepayers12

• It would be advantageous for Fishers Island to 
form either a rural electric cooperative corporation 
or a municipal utility to reduce costs and become a 
“preference purchaser” of PASNY hydropower13.  

• A municipal utility may be established either 
by the Town of Southold or by an incorporated 
Village of Fishers Island14.

• While potentially complicated, in the case that 
either a municipal utility or an electric cooperative 
purchases hydropower from NYPA, wheeling 
of power from the New York State line through 
Connecticut’s distribution network could be 
negotiated.   

Fishers Island growth Plan 1988
In 1988, the FICA issued its first Fishers Island 
Growth Plan.  While the Trust for Public Land 
report initially gave voice to many Island concerns, 
this plan is the first to express the desires of the 
Island community in its own voice.  It clearly sets 
down a set of Island concerns which residents are 
still grappling with today, 25 years later.

An important aspect of this plan is its assumption 
that there were insufficient reasons to change the 
government of the Island at that time, and that 
there would be no change in the foreseeable future.  
This plan, therefore, attempted to articulate a 
common vision as a kind of constitution that 
could be referred to by the Fishers Island Civic 
Association, the representatives for Fishers on 
the Town Board, Zoning and Planning Boards, 
independent Island organizations, and individuals 
when making strategic decisions about their 
futures.  Underlying the plan were a set of shared 
assumptions that were developed in a series of 

12  Duncan, 89.  
13  Ibid., 9, 89.   
14  Ibid.,  90-94.  
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schedule,17 the general assumptions noted in 
the first plan remain applicable.  It uses stronger 
language to note three primary “threats” to the 
unique character of Fishers Island: increased 
seasonal housing and population density, declining 
year-round population and tourism18.  Four sections 
similar to the 1988 plan follow with specific 
observations about how these threats might be 
counteracted.  These recommendations are too 
numerous to reproduce here. 

Island Institute
In 2002, Islanders visited Maine’s Rockland-based 
Island Institute to look for synergies between 
Fishers Island’s challenges and those of Maine’s 
small Island communities.  The discussion in 
Maine focused on:

...problems common to many islands: the difficulty 
of running (and paying for) a small public school; 
the costs and challenges of law enforcement; state 
and federal mandates that don’t fit island situations; 
the need for health care and other social services; 
what it means to be ‘out of sync’ with mainland 
communities.  In addition, Fishers, with its large 
number of expensive summer homes and its 
proximity to Long Island Sound’s over-the-top real 
estate market, was forced to deal with a housing 
market, property taxes, and real estate value that—

17  The commuter schedule has since been 
eliminated.    
18  Fishers Island Civic Association 1994, 3.  

from a small community’s standpoint, at least—
could only be described as out of control.19  

Some of the main points of this discussion were 
put in a brief document called the Island Institute 
Report which provides impressions of the Island, 
records its strengths, and lists actions that should 
be taken including: reorganize the FICA mission 
and board composition and create a body that can 
act rather than simply discuss; create a staffed 
town office on the Island, pursue elder-care 
options, establish an education foundation that 
works with the school and has a fund from which 
community organizations can apply for grants, put 
a ferry boat on Fishers Island and attract a captain 
to live on the Island, intensify efforts to build more 
affordable year round housing; Look at Maine 
schools, health care facilities, and utilities for ideas; 
and, organize visits to island schools in Maine and 
maintain relationship with Island Institute.20   

After the visit, Fishers requested the placement 
of an Island Fellow in 2004.  Two Island fellows 
served the Island between 2004-2007, with 
the second fellow staying on for several years 
after in an administrative role for the Island 
Community Center and ICB.  The Island Fellows 
arrival coincided with renewed interest in finding 
solutions to Island management, and with his 
help there was reorganization—the Fishers 

19  Platt 2006, 83.  
20  Island Institute Report, 2.  
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Island Civic Association, which had become 
somewhat ineffectual, was reorganized as the 
Island Community Board (ICB), composed of 
representatives of each taxing district, six elected 
members, half from the year round population and 
half from the seasonal, appointed representatives 
from Walsh Park, Island Health Project, Fishers 
Island Development Corporation, and Fishers 
Island Utility Company, and the Fishers Island 
representative to the Town Board, ex officio.  The 
ICB’s stated mission was to serve as a “focal point 
for participation by individuals and organizations 
in the determination and execution of goals for 
the Island.”21  With the assistance of the Island 
Fellows, an administrative Island Office was 
established and staffed by the fellows themselves,  
the Fog Horn non-profit newspaper was started, 
and the Island Community Center constructed.  
A record of their experiences was published as 
Giving Voice: the Fishers Island Project.  

local Waterfront revitalization Program 
2004/2011
In 2004, the Town of Southold formally adopted 
its voluminous Local Waterfront Revitalization 
Program (amended in 2011.)  The report’s primary 
focus is on conservation and protection of coastal 
resources of the Town, and Fishers Island is 
covered in its own chapter.  It cites the 1994 
Growth Plan’s concerns about development and 
uses them as the basis for analysis and to set up 
priorities.  

The report considers the Island as an “area of 
stable uses” overall, but the potential for increased 
seasonal residential development is a threat to the 
environmental and community character of the 
Island.  The town of Southold identified six areas of 
special concern regarding Fishers Island22:

• West Harbor, is a significant maritime 
commercial center on the Island, and is becoming 
increasingly congested with competing 

21  Harr, appendix, as quoted in Scopaz 2007, 5.14.  
22  Town of Southold 2011, Section II-K-19.  

commercial, recreational boat traffic. 

• Fort Wright is under-utilized and should 
be redeveloped to provide year-round jobs and 
housing.  Silver Eel Pond’s water quality needs to 
be protected and ferry access maintained.  

• FI beaches, Pine Islands, and shallows are 
currently undeveloped but privately owned and 
serve as habitat to many nesting shorebird species, 
and are highly vulnerable to disturbance by 
humans from mid-April through July

• The Race and the Conservation Zone is a 
regionally important lobstering area and sports 
fishing zone, and must be managed and conserved 
as a resource.  

• Dumpling Island and Flat Hammock are 
important habitat for nesting birds  and should be 
conserved

• Fishers Island water supply watershed 
is a concern given the impacts of increased 
development

One of the primary recommendations of the plan 
was to implement the Fishers Island Harbor 
Management Plan, which was adopted into law in 
1997.  Other recommendations included the Town 
working with the Fishers Island community to 
develop and implement revitalization of Fort Wright 
and Silver Eel Pond, working with Fishers Island 
and States of New York and Connecticut to develop 
and implement a Regional Habitat and Fisheries 
Management Plan, and providing assistance to the 
Fishers Island Water Utility as needed for ongoing 
protection of water supply and watershed.23 

Hamlet report 2004
In 2004, at the recommendation of the Town’s 2003 
Comprehensive Implementation Strategy, the Town 
commissioned a set of “hamlet reports” for each 
of the unincorporated hamlets within the Town to 

23  Town of Southold 2011, Section V-63.  
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examine the urban structure of developed areas 
and farmland.  Fishers was not initially included in 
this effort but at Islanders insistence, was added.  
However, this effort was not completed because 
the template established for the other hamlets did 
not fit will with the Island’s issues.  The Town later 
agreed to commission a comprehensive planning 
study for the Island, similar in scope to the Trust 
reports of the 1980s.  

Fishers Island Strategic Plan 2007
The detailed 2007 Fishers Island Strategic Plan 
2007-2017, prepared for the Town of Southold 
by Southold-based planning consultant Valerie 
M. Scopaz updates much of the database on 
the Island.  Working through a series of public 
meetings and workshops, the plan provides a 
vision statement for the Island: 

Fishers Island is an Island community that desires 
to maintain its unique lifestyle and character.  The 
community’s Vision for its future is an extension of 
its recent past, but with enhanced opportunities 
for a well-rounded existence within a setting 
of superlative environmental resources and 
community cohesiveness.

The Vision is for Fishers Island to continue to 
be a unique place where the existing quality of 
life is enhanced by ample social and educational 
opportunities, protection of our natural resources, 
sufficient economic activity and growth, and 
quality affordable housing to meet the needs of an 
expanded, but limited, year-round population.  

The Island community’s Vision includes a limit to 
the future expansion of the resort or summer-only 
population in conjunction with maintaining a more 
sustainable, year-round, residential community and 
lifestyle.

The Fishers Island community is keenly aware of 
the trade-offs they have made in exchange for the 
unique lifestyle they enjoy.  By definition, Island 
life requires not just the virtues of self-reliance, 
strong community networks and civic spirit, it also 

requires a keen understanding of how to live within 
environmental and other constraints.24

The vision statement is followed up with concrete 
goals, objectives, and implementation strategies.  
The goals stated in this report reiterate the themes 
published in many of the previous plans, especially 
echoing almost verbatim the Fishers Island Growth 
Plan from 12 years earlier.  Goals stated in the 2007 
plan include:25 

• Develop an effective management and 
implementation protocol for Island administration 
by strengthening and supporting the Island 
Community Board (ICB) in this role.

• A sustainable year-round population of up to 
500 people, and with sufficient diversity (in terms 
of age, sex and ability) to maintain a self-sufficient 
Island community.

• Good quality housing stock of sufficient 
quantity and variety to house the sustainable year-
round target population.

• A sustainable economy geared towards 
providing satisfying, year-round local employment 
as well as providing the types of services and 
goods needed by a year-round population.

• A sustainable lifestyle through improved 
energy efficiency and affordability.

• An integrated transportation network 
[including but not limited to, roads, ferry, water-
taxi, bicycle and walking paths, and the airfield] 
that supports the year-round community’s need 
for reasonable access to services, goods, and 
economic opportunities.

• A cap on future increases in the resort, summer 
or tourist population on Fishers Island.

24  Scopaz 2007, 3.1
25  Scopaz, 3.1 – 3.6.  
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• Preservation of the natural environment, 
particularly fresh water wetlands, tidal marshes, 
woodlands, bluffs, dunes, beaches and warm 
season grasslands, against degradation or 
destruction.

• Protect Fishers Island’s historic and unique 
cultural environment and its strong sense of place.

• Accommodate new growth and revitalize 
existing infrastructure in keeping with the Vision 
and Policies of the Local Waterfront Revitalization 
Program.

As in the 1988 / 1994 Growth Plan, these goals 
were accompanied by objectives which detailed 
the purpose of each goal, and in another chapter, 
by implementation strategies, which are too 
numerous and detailed to reprint here.  While 
many of these strategies remain applicable today, 
the report lacks detail as to whose ultimate 
responsibility it is to implement them.  An 
“Implementation Schedule” that was intended 
to address responsibilities and time-frames is 
referenced in the text, but evidently was never 
completed.  Many of these strategies suggest 
that the Island Community Board should be the 
group doing the heavy lifting.  However, as an 
unfunded, quasi-governmental entity, it is unclear 
how the ICB would have the authority or resources 
to accomplish many of these tasks.  The plan was 
officially “accepted” by the Town of Southold but 
never “adopted” as an official governing document. 

Chapter 5 of the Scopaz report contains a very 
useful and detailed Inventory of Island resources 
which does not require updating at this time.  This 
chapter is incorporated here by reference.    

Population Committee report 2011
The Population Committee of the Island 
Community Board, which met from 2010-2011, 
produced an informal report consisting of 
collection of meeting minutes and slide decks.  
The committee prepared a detailed census of 
year round residents in order to get accurate 

demographic analysis.  Critical observations 
include that the overall population is aging 
(which will have a severe impact on critical Island 
services), that there is a real lack of 20-40 year old 
residents on the Island, while youth, especially 
at the youngest level is virtually nonexistent, 
indicating more challenges for the school ahead 
as these children come to school age.  They also 
examined year-round housing, finding that 25% 
of year round residents live in the Walsh Park 
properties.  

A number of strategies and initiatives related to 
attracting new population were discussed and 
tracked by the group.  These included looking for 
new sites for housing and encouraging Walsh Park 
to move forward with new projects, requesting 
that the Ferry District take on the task of 
exploring redevelopment of the ferry landing area, 
developing new marketing materials for the school 
as part of an overall marketing strategy for the 
Island, thinking about an off-season educational 
institute and other job-creation possibilities and 
investigating issues with the internet.  

Conclusion
Many of these planning projects resulted in 
concrete change—such as the development of 
the Island Community Center, development of 
Walsh Park affordable housing project, and the 
establishment of the Island Community Board.  
While these changes have had a positive impact 
on the community, especially in the area of open 
space and land preservation, the basic problems 
of sustainable, comprehensive management and 
population decline remain front and center.  It is 
clear that without a coordinated and sustained 
effort to make change happen, and without a 
suitable structure to carry forth the work, the 
changes needed to reverse population decline, 
provide governance, management and decision-
making structures and procedures, and generally 
improve the quality of year-round life on Fishers 
Island will not occur.       
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