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When we last interviewed Lewis in February of 2017, the resourcerich county in upstate New York was preparing for several economic
development projects. Lewis County, with the slogan “Naturally
Lewis,” is known for its lakes, forestry, and robust agriculture, dairy,
tourism, green energy, and manufacturing sectors.

Written by Samita Sarkar

O

ne particular project of interest
in the county of 27,000 is the
Lyons Falls Mill Revitalization
Project, currently in its final phase. At
the moment, Marketing and Communications Specialist Brittany Berrus-Davis
tells us that the county is in the process
of applying for and obtaining grants
to complete the fourth and final phase,
maintaining open communications with
the Village of Lyons Falls and active community groups, and working with consultants to find the best way to market that
property to the right industries, which
could be agriculture or tourism based.
“The property will be nine acres of revitalized land on a beautiful Adirondack river.
It is adjacent to a hydroelectric facility,
with renewable energy potentially available to a new business at a below market
rate,” she describes.
Though the population of Lewis County
is relatively small and primarily rural—in
fact, 54.7 percent of Lewis County’s land
is wild or forested—the area has a large
population base to draw from and is in a
good location for businesses that need
to ship or receive products. It is just a
40-minute drive from the Canadian

border, five hours from New York City
and Boston, and four hours from Toronto
or Montreal.
In particular, the county’s Lyons Falls Mill
property is in an excellent location for
tourism due to its proximity to the forest
preserves of the Adirondack Park. The
eastern part of Lewis County is in the
park itself, while the western part is also
connected to natural wander: the Tug
Hill Plateau, a region of Upstate New York
known for its heavy snowfall. Snowmobiling, hiking, and camping are common
recreational activities available for Lewis
County residents to enjoy.
The Adirondack Park is a beautiful, 6.1
million-acre park in Upstate New York
that has a year-round population of
132,000. It brings in another 200,000
seasonal residents who long to escape
to the mountains, lakes and rivers or
hike in the diverse old-growth, boreal
and alpine forests. Residents of Lewis
County are blessed to be located
near such pristine beauty, while also
enjoying the comforts of a county with
housing rates that are very reasonable
in the notoriously expensive state of
New York.
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“Residents of Lewis County are blessed to be located near such pristine
beauty, while also enjoying the comforts of a county with housing rates
that are very reasonable.”
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“There is a mix of older homes in our small villages and new construction in our downtown communities. Apartments are available as well. Pricing is low to moderate in comparison to other
parts of New York State. Not far outside of our small villages,
you could also acquire acres of land for a very reasonable rate, if
someone wanted to build a custom home—$5,000 per acre or
less,” says Eric Virkler, Economic Development Director.
But the county is not just rich in green forestry and land; it is
also rich in green energy.

To set an example for commercial installation, the Lewis County
Government is now installing a 2 MegaWatt solar array. The
County has also gone through New York State’s Clean Energy
Communities Program, and was the first county in northern
New York to be designated thusly. The program requires applications to complete certain “high impact actions,” which could
include adopting clean energy policies or upgrades, switching
to LED street lighting technology, solarizing rooftops, installing electric vehicle charging stations, or offering upgrade
financing to local businesses. Successful applicants are then
awarded further opportunities for funding additional clean
energy projects.
As a designated Clean Energy Community, Lewis County
encourages new business to consider sustainable solutions,
and directs them to programs so that they can receive funding
and save on their energy costs. There are several small hydroelectric plants along the county’s rivers, a biomass electric production facility, small-scale solar projects either currently operating or in process, and Lewis also has the largest commercial
wind farm in New York State. “Renewable energy is something
that we already have quite a bit of, and are working to encourage it even more,” says Virkler.
In order to help new companies succeed, Lewis County is
looking to start a business incubator to provide services and
office space. Currently, the county is working to secure a building.
“One opportunity we are interested in is an existing building,
once a paper manufacturing business, with 150,000 square feet
that is very functional. We are in the process of attempting to
acquire that property, and should we be successful in doing
that, I think there is great potential for the building to be used
as an incubator,” shares Virkler.
Although the County is still in the process of formalizing a small
business incubator, Lewis County Economic Development still
provides assistance to those looking to set up a business from
its office, located in the Village of Lowville. Nestled in the Black
River Valley, between Adirondack’s foothills, Lowville holds the
Lewis County seat.
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“In our office, we are constantly working to provide business
services to support our small businesses and foster entrepreneurship. We are a very small county – we have 27,000 residents
– so our major focus is to find entrepreneurs and help them
grow their businesses, as well as help our existing businesses to
grow and expand,” explains Berrus-Davis.
Berrus-Davis and Virkler inform us that Lewis County has
properties that are currently open and available for businesses wishing to locate (or relocate) in northern New York. Not
only will these businesses be able to take advantage of lower
expenses, abundant green energy resources, and a close proximity to the serene beauty of the wilderness, but they will also
gain the opportunity to tap into the county’s skilled and dedicated workforce.

“Lewis County encourages new
business to consider sustainable
solutions, and directs them
to programs so that they can
receive funding and save on
their energy costs.”

There are ample educational opportunities in Lewis’ neighboring counties of Jefferson and St. Lawrence, such as Jefferson
Community College (a two-year college in the border town
of Watertown), Empire State College (part of the SUNY system
of higher education institutions offered by the State of New
York), SUNY Potsdam (liberal arts) & SUNY Canton (engineering & science), Clarkson University (known for engineering and
business programs), or St. Lawrence University (a private liberal
arts school). Having these higher education institutions within
commuting distance of Lewis County has made its workforce
all the more competitive. “We have a very wide range of educational opportunities that are anywhere from a half-hour to an
hour commute,” adds Berrus-Davis.
There are a variety of industries in which the county is excelling.
One unique area is dairy. Even with the rise in factory farming,
Lewis County has managed to keep ahead in the dairy industry
while maintaining its heritage of family farming—the rural
county actually has more cows than people. “We rank sixth in
New York State in milk production,” says Berrus-Davis. “We
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have over 200 small dairy farms, and that’s what makes Lewis
County very unique. These are all small, family-owned farms
with generations of ownership behind them.”

“One of the ways that Lewis County
promotes its agricultural roots
is through its festivals.”

The county also ranks third in New York State for maple syrup
production. New York State is known to have America’s most
“tappable” trees, but utilizes less than one percent. This resourceful county doesn’t let this wonderful asset go to waste. There
are many farms in the area that offer organic maple products.
“We have diversity in agriculture and we continue to promote
that. We have wineries, apple orchards, maple syrup, dairies,
and we are always trying to help foster growth among those
businesses,” Berrus-Davis remarks.
One of the ways that Lewis County promotes its agricultural
roots is through its festivals. The Lowville Cream Cheese Festival
attracts 15,000 people to the village’s historic downtown. Held
annually in the third week of September, the festival features
a large, Guinness record-breaking cheese cake, cream cheesethemed games, and plenty of food. It has been voted by the
Trip Advisor community as one of the top 10 wackiest summer
events and it has also been featured in Food Network magazine.
Kraft Heinz, a large employer in Lowville that makes the famous
Philadelphia Cream Cheese, is a sponsor of the festival.
Then there is Lewis County Fair, held in Lowville during the
summer, which is one of the longest running county fairs in
New York State. Since 1821, it has showcased the county’s
agricultural pride with food, live music, a parade, a demolition
derby, and more.
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Every spring, members of the New York State Maple Producers
Association invite maple enthusiasts into their farms for Maple
Weekend. Lewis County tourists have many destinations to
choose from where they can enjoy sugarbush tours, sap boiling
demonstrations, maple confections, and a pancake breakfast.
Business owners looking to open or expand in Upstate New
York are welcome to come and visit Lewis County during one
of its many seasonal festivals and events, and explore what the
community has to offer. Entrepreneurs who value greenery,
natural beauty, and sustainability may find that the county
offers just what they are looking for.
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