
An Island of National Significance  
   

Plum Island is located off Orient Point, New York, in the 
eastern section of Long Island Sound. Over 600 acres of the 
840-acre island have been protected from development for 
decades because they buffer a high security federal animal 
disease research facility. The restricted human presence has 
allowed the island’s diverse habitats to rebound, becoming 
home to 111 at-risk species, including birds, plants, and 
insects. Thousands of endangered Roseate Terns forage in 
the waters around Plum Island and take shelter on its rocky 
shores. And the island is home to one of the largest seal 
haul-outs in southern New England. It is a key component of 
one of the very last large, wild coastal systems in the highly 
urbanized Long Island Sound/Peconic Estuary region. 

 

Plum Island 

Plum Island is an official Long Island Sound stewardship site, and one of 

the last large, wild coastal areas in the highly-urbanized Sound region. 

A History of National Importance 

Plum Island’s history reflects our nation’s 
remarkable history in a microcosm, from its use by 
Native Americans for millennia, colonial farmers and 
lighthouse keepers, to its unique roles in the 
Revolutionary War, War of 1812, World Wars, and 
now as a foreign animal disease research center. 

 

Today, the 1869 Plum Island Lighthouse still stands 
watch over the racing waters of Plum Gut and its 
fishermen. And a dozen brick structures from Fort 
Terry, an excellent example of an Endicott period 
coast defense installation, still stand. 

 

The historical importance of the fort has been 
recognized by New York State and the Coast Defense 
Study Group.  Its Battery Steele is a split-level gun 
battery unique in the nation, yet the buildings are 
deteriorating and need attention. 

Unfortunately, this refuge and historical treasure is in 
serious danger. The federal government is moving the 
research facility to Kansas, and as part of this process, the 
General Services Administration (GSA) is preparing to 
auction Plum Island to the highest bidder. But, the GSA 
misinterpreted the 2009 Congressional language, 
concluding it must sell the entire island. In actuality, the 
language gives GSA a wide range of discretion. The 
language allows the GSA to pursue a conservation sale—
one that sells the portion of the island upon which the 
research facility is located, while conserving over 600 acres 
of open space and safeguarding historic structures. 
Additionally, by moving directly to an open public auction, 
the GSA has made it nearly impossible for conservation, 
academic, and other NGO interests to compete against 
well-financed private developers. Development could 
seriously degrade Plum’s wildlife habitats, pollute the 
Sound and Peconic Bay, preclude public access, and put 
the historic structures at further risk of loss. 
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Join Us 
For more information on Plum Island and how you can get involved, contact Louise Harrison at           

lharrison@savethesound.org or 631-428-1315. Go to: www.preserveplumisland.org  

During the past three Congresses, the New York and 

Connecticut congressional delegations have united to 

introduce legislation to reverse the law that set the sale 

of Plum Island into motion; their aim was to instead 

require that the GSA follow the traditional excess land 

disposal process: to offer the island to other federal 

agencies, and state and local governments. 

Unfortunately, last year, Congressman Lee Zeldin’s bi-

partisan bill, H.R. 2182, which would have halted sales 

activities while the General Accounting Office conducted 

a study of disposition alternatives including a 

conservation scenario, never made it to the Senate floor. 

Likewise, Senator Richard Blumenthal’s bill, S. 1737, 

which would have repealed the original Plum Island sale 

language, did not make it out of the Senate Environment 

and Public Works Committee. It is our understanding 

that a couple of senators from the Midwest influenced 

the blockage of the stand-alone bills. Additionally, two 

budget bills that contained language to protect Plum 

Island succumbed to the extended government 

shutdown and derailed budget process.  

A United Region to Protect and Reimagine Plum Island 

Every level of government on Long Island, NY, from 
mayors of municipalities to congressional representatives 
in the tristate region, unanimously supports conservation 
of Plum Island's wild areas and history, with adaptive 
reuse of the laboratory buildings. The public is united on 
this front too; the Preserve Plum Island Coalition’s 110 
member organizations and thousands of local individuals 
have pledged to fight for its future.  
 
Key stakeholders from diverse fields are embarking on a 
structured planning process to develop a plan for the 
island's future with broad support in accordance with the 
Town of Southold's zoning. 

Federal legislation is needed to protect Plum Island 
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In 2019, Senator Blumenthal has reintroduced The Plum Island 

Conservation Act, S. 519, and Congressmen Zeldin and 

Courtney have introduced The Plum Island Preservation Act of 

2019, H.R.1578. Additionally, the House Appropriations 

Committee has approved language that would repeal the 

original law, and in the remaining months of 2019, the Senate 

Appropriations Committee will consider it. 

Federal and state funds have already been allocated to build 

the National Bio and Agro-Defense Facility in Kansas, and 

according to an independent appraisal, the sale of Plum Island 

would net but a fraction of that cost. There no longer remains 

a financial argument to sell Plum Island to the highest bidder. 

The Plum Island Animal Disease Center is scheduled to close 

and move to NBAF by 2023. That’s right around the corner. 

And, it often takes a long time, sometimes four years or more, 

to develop a complex conservation and reuse plan like that 

imagined for Plum Island.  

Strong, protective legislation for Plum Island must be passed 

in the 116th Congress. 

Town of Southold creates zoning regulations for Plum Island 

If and when Plum Island leaves federal ownership, local zoning will apply. The Town of Southold passed zoning in 2013 
that creates a Plum Island Conservation District on nearly 80% of the island and a Plum Island Research District on the 
rest to protect wildlife and habitats while allowing for public access and research opportunities. This zoning is a critical 
safety net in the effort to preserve Plum Island, but it’s not a water-tight solution. The surest way to protect the island 
is federal action resulting in a conservation conveyance of the undeveloped portion of the island. 


