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This plan proposes 
three strategies 

for Fishers Island: 
incorporate as the 
Village of Fishers 

Island, develop 
the fort area as a 

pedestrian-oriented  
west end village 

center, and improve 
infrastructure.  

Introduction

Executive Summary 
In January 2012, eight Fishers Islanders, including both summer 
people and year round residents, visited Yale University in New 
Haven to discuss some of the many present challenges and problems 
facing the Fishers Island community with faculty from the Schools 
of Architecture and Management.  Among their most pressing 
concerns were the dwindling year round population of the Island 
(and a raft of social and economic effects further reductions might 
provoke) and the problems produced by lack of local, comprehensive 
management of the Island and remote governance, which has left the 
Island without the tools to address its needs and to plan for its future.  

Since that meeting, the Yale Urban Design Workshop, a community 
design center affiliated with the Yale School of Architecture, in 
association with the Island Community Board (ICB), has worked 
with the Fishers Island community to conduct a public planning 
process on the Island, which included extensive interviews with 
Island residents, business people, institutional leaders, and officials, 
meetings with the ICB, and public forums open to all Islanders.  
During this process the YUDW cataloged needs and desires, flagged 
challenges and threats, and identified and discussed opportunities 
and strategies for positive change.  

The most pressing challenge facing Fishers Island today is the 
continuing loss of its year round community – a community 
consisting of many with long-standing ties to the Island, who 
provide the critical capacity to keep the Island running, and who 
contribute to the Island’s character as an authentic place.  This 
community volunteers to be firefighters and emergency medical 
technicians, serves on the commissions that run the Ferry District, 
Waste District, Fire District, and School District.  They manage and 
maintain the utility infrastructure on the Island, including water, 
power, and telecommunications.  They run small service businesses 
and are stewards of the houses and landscapes of the Island’s 
seasonal and summer residents.  They are an important part of the 
character and quality of life on Fishers, and without them the Island 
would revert to nothing more than a private resort.  
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Since the 1940’s, the year round population has 
declined from more than 600 to fewer than 250, 
changing Island life immensely.  This decline 
has been brought about by a bevy of factors, 
including the high cost of housing, transportation, 
and utilities, lack of social opportunities, limited 
primary and secondary educational opportunities, 
and limited job diversity and opportunity.  Further 
decline may irreparably the character of the Island.  

The second major challenge facing the Island 
community, as it grapples with the future, is 
creating a system of genuine, accountable 
management, capable of coordinating the 
roles of various Island institutions, which have 
historically operated in individual silos.  To 
truly address stabilizing and, indeed, increasing 
the population of the Island, a new structure is 
required, capable of providing a framework that 
will attract and retain population, while controlling 
costs of basic services (the ferry and utilities), 
addressing deferred maintenance, increasing 
operational efficiencies, and negotiating the 
sometimes conflicting goals of various Island 
constituencies.    

This report proposes three interlinked strategies to 
address population loss and Island management.  
The first is for the Island to incorporate as the 
Village of Fishers Island and establish an on-Island 
government with a professional staff capable of 
managing the Island’s infrastructure, coordinating 
policy decisions, and recruiting and supporting 
year round residents.  The second is supporting the 
needs of current and future year round residents 
through the establishment of a pedestrian friendly, 
transit oriented, west end village in the former 
fort area of the Island around the ferry landing, 
tying together modest new affordable housing, 
commercial space, the school, community center, 
and transit, with the spectacular Island landscape, 
and leveraging the nascent artists community 
developing in the area.  The final strategy is to 
make targeted improvements to infrastructure 
most needed to support year round residency, 
but also benefitting all Islanders – improving 
ferry service, utilities, and telecommunications 

infrastructure.  

Though the recommendations of this report might 
be undertaken piecemeal, as other efforts on the 
Island have, it is the belief of the authors that 
without coordination, accountability and oversight 
of the kind offered by a small government, these 
changes will not produce the desired effect of 
stemming the out flowing population stream.  

Principal Recommendations
For ease of reference, what follows is a brief 
description of each of the following chapters, 
along with a condensed list of principal 
recommendations. 

Chapter II of this report, titled “Framing the 
Problem,” presents in detail many of the issues 
facing Fishers Island today.  It includes a brief 
history of the Island, as well as a thorough review 
of the last three decades of plans prepared for the 
Island.   

Chapter III, “Plan Methodology, Concept, and 
Implementation” discusses how this project came 
about and was developed, the three strategies 
suggested in this plan, and how this plan might be 
implemented.   

Chapter IV, “Wrightville West end Village” 
discusses the concept of creating a transit-oriented 
west end village in the old fort area, around the 
ferry landing, and includes recommendations 
about housing, economic development, and 
education.  Recommendations include:

• Establish a clear west end village structure in 
the former fort area of the Island, that coordinates 
and connects new housing, job creation, education, 
transportation, and open space in a sustainable 
and appropriate manner.

• Develop a stock of affordable, year-round 
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housing options for families, workers, artists, 
professionals and elderly, according to a phased 
plan that concentrates development at pedestrian-
accessible nodes on the west end of the Island, 
reinforcing a neighborhood scale and character of 
the west end village.  Include accommodations for 
home-based businesses wherever possible.    

• Develop new, flexible commercial space 
for small business and professionals within a 
compact, transit-oriented, pedestrian based, 
community framework in the west end village 
area of the Island, with good access to Island 
infrastructure and amenities like the ferry, 
community center and health club, Fishers Island 
School, and served by reliable, high speed internet 
connections.

• Develop new live-work apartment units in the 

west end village, through the reuse of industrial 
buildings or the construction of new buildings.  
Provide a combination of unit types, including 
family housing with home office space and live-
work open loft space.

• Develop a new gateway to the Island by 
creating a village square at the corner of 
Hound Lane and Greenwood Road.  Consider 
incorporating a gateway element from the military 
history of the Island, such as a disappearing gun 
monument.  

• Develop Hound Lane as a west end village 
main street, linking the ferry landing to the Island 
Community Center.  After Village Incorporation, 
acquire Hound Lane and make it a true public 
street.  
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• Reconstruct and rationalize the central parking 
lot adjacent to the ferry landing.  Include attractive 
sustainable design features, such as pervious 
paving and bioswales to mitigate the parking lot’s 
impact on Fishers Island Sound’s water quality.  
Include pedestrian pathways and appropriate 
lighting.  

• Provide targeted economic development 
opportunities, supportive of, and compatible with, 
current Island character and life-styles, including 
limited hospitality and conference facilities, 
small-scale retail and live-work opportunities, and 
significant new arts-related programming and 
development.  Focus this new development in the 
fort area.   

• Emphasize the arts, creative industry, 
telecommuting and hospitality as the basis for 
growing the local economy.  Concentrate arts 
development in the west end village.  

• Develop a small inn and conference center 
as an adjunct to new Island businesses and as a 
destination for board meetings and retreats, family 
events and hospitality.  

• Consider establishing a local development 
corporation (LDC) to initiate and develop projects 
proposed by this plan on the Island, such as new 
housing, space for businesses and the arts.    

Fishers Island School

• Continue to expand and improve the use of the 
“school-wide enrichment model” in partnership 
with the University of Connecticut.  

• Commission an architect to do a detailed 
facility review and develop a plan of action for 
improving the elementary school’s physical 
facilities, both indoor and outdoor.  

• Improve arts facilities and programs.  Consider 
establishing or expanding current collaborative 
programs with Lighthouse Works.  

• Encourage new school employees, when hired, 
to become year round Island residents.  Develop a 
recruitment package and assist/support relocation. 
Consider providing a financial incentive for 
employees to relocate to the Island.    

Chapter V, “Improving Infrastructure” includes 
proposed improvements to the ferry, telecom, and 
utilities, including: 

• Improve / increase ferry service for residents.  
Accommodate, in the most efficient possible way, 
residents wishing to commute to Connecticut in 
the morning, especially those going to mainland 
employers.  Berth one boat on Fishers Island in 
Silver Eel Cove to allow boats to run inbound and 
outbound on a simultaneous schedule with a 7:30 
morning departure, year round.  Provide residential 
accommodations for the captain and crew of the 
Fishers-based boat in the Fort area of the Island.  
As the two existing ferry boats are replaced in 
the next 5-15 years, acquire more efficient boats, 
similar in size to the M.V. Race Point, to reduce 
travel time between New London and Fishers 
Island by 10-15 minutes.  

• After Village Incorporation, consider making 
the ferry district a department of the Village, 
managed under the Island Manager, Mayor and 
Trustees, and eliminating the Ferry Commission.  
Taxing and bonding for capital improvements 
would then be made through the village budget.    

• If the Ferry District is to remain a separate 
district, review and revise the enabling legislation 
to modify the requirements for becoming a 
commissioner, and/or reduce the number of 
commissioners, to make up for the reduction in 
qualified commission candidates.    

• If the Ferry District is to remain a separate 
district, review and revise the enabling legislation 
to allow for the level of bonding necessary to 
replace the aging ferry fleet.  Raise the tax cap as 
required  to pay for those bonds.  
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service is sufficient to meet the needs of 
students accessing distance learning resources, 
research materials, and online media, as well as 
state mandated requirements for online exam 
administration.  Investigate opportunities for 
state and federal grants to support this kind of 
infrastructure for education.       

• Support the Fishers Island Utility Company’s 
efforts to develop complete GIS mapping of 
the Island’s utilities to better understand the 
condition of and manage the Island’s water, 
electric, and telecom distribution infrastructure.  If 
incorporated, consider developing and maintaining 
a municipal GIS database for the Island.

• Establish a targeted technology improvement 
zone within the fort area to support future 
commercial use.  

• Work with the Fishers Island Telephone 
Company to improve internet service speed, 
reliability, bandwidth and throughput to support 
and attract new businesses, remote working, 
distance learning and social connections to 
the mainland.  Look for near term solutions for 
expanding service using existing or upgraded 
infrastructure, and plan for long term investments 
required to link the Island to the mainland by 
underwater fiber optic cable.    

• Support efforts by the Fishers Island Telephone 
Company to secure federal grants from the 
Rural Development agency of the United States 
Department of Agriculture or elsewhere to fund 
broadband improvement projects.  

• Work with the Fishers Island School and 
Telephone Company to make sure broadband 
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• Assist home owners and business owners 
to reduce their energy bills by improving energy 
efficiency.  Coordinate access to New York State 
energy efficiency improvement programs, including 
technical support, home energy assessments and 
grants and low interest loans provided by the New 
York State Energy Research and Development 
Authority (NYSERDA) and other agencies as 
applicable.  

• Make electric rates for year-round residents 
competitive with nearby Connecticut towns.  
Consider reducing current year-round rates by 20% 
(and increase other rate classes to compensate for 
lost revenues) through the existing differentiated 
pricing system.      

• Support new small businesses which are seen 
as in support of the goals of this plan, by creating 

an additional special class of commercial electric 
service  or modifying the existing commercial 
class service to provide incentive pricing.  The 
incentive could be elimination of demand charges 
for the first one, two or three years of operation.

• Support businesses which operate year-round 
by reducing or eliminating commercial demand 
charges during those months when excess 
capacity on the submarine cable is highest.     

• If village incorporation is achieved, commission 
updated reports from a qualified engineer and/
or  an attorney on the costs and benefits of 
converting the Fishers Island Electric Company 
into a municipal utility, given the value of the 
company, current and future bond rate projections, 
availability of NYPA power, wheeling charges, and 
the current wholesale cost of electricity.  
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• Improve pedestrian and bicycle connections 
between the fort area and the Village Green 
through new or improved sidewalks and bicycle 
lanes or multi-modal trails

• Make accessible and connect, through cycling 
and hiking trails, remnants of military heritage and 
natural landscapes on the Island, especially in the 
west end around the former gun batteries and the 
Parade.

Chapter VI, “getting It Done: governance 
and Finance” presents the idea of Village 
Incorporation, along with its costs and benefits.  
Recommendations include:  

• Incorporation as a Village and the financial 
ramifications of doing so are discussed in chapter 
VI: Governance and Finance, Getting it Done.  
Recommendations include: 

• Develop a realistic implementation strategy, 
schedule and assignment of responsibilities for this 
plan.

• Proceed with Village Incorporation.  Establish 
an Incorporation Committee under the auspices 
of the Island Community Board to organize this 
effort.  Retain legal counsel and establish a 
timetable for Incorporation.  

• Determined with legal counsel, and the Town 
of Southold, Suffolk County and State of New York 
as needed, the precise administrative and financial 
status of Fishers Island going forward, and 
procedure and timetable for realizing that status.

• Develop administrative and financial 
agreements with Town of Southold and/or State of 
New York to establish specific responsibilities for 
administration, services, land use planning, and 
infrastructure.   

• Once incorporated, elect a Mayor and Trustees, 

and hire professional staff with responsibility for 
managing the Island and executing projects.

• Establish a recruitment and retention office 
or advocate (a “population czar”) that works on 
behalf of the Island to retain and attract residents.  
Develop a recruitment package to be given to 
those who might want to move to the Island as a 
year round resident.  

• Maintain and support the volunteer structure 
of the fire department, EMT and Sea Stretcher.  
Provide incentives for new and existing year-round 
residents to volunteer.    

• Establish clear and realistic phased targets for 
population growth and development a system for 
monitoring progress.

• Purchase or transfer ownership of all town 
owned property to the Village government so it 
may be managed from the Island. 

• Protect open space, view corridors and 
environmentally sensitive areas conservation areas 
and easements, re-zoning as needed, and a clear 
plan establishing both opportunities and limits for 
development.

• Establish an ongoing community-based 
planning and evaluation process that regularly 
reviews and updates of assets, threats and 
opportunities.

Finally, Chapter VII, “Next Step” suggests 
practical steps for how to move forward with this 
plan. 
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