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Over the last three years, Friends of Rye Nature Center (FRNC) 
has continuously seen that the desire for quality outdoor 
experiences is a priority that unites all of us. But when it comes 
to how people want to use their local nature center, 
preferences vary. Some people seek an accessible woodland 
where they can simply watch their children play and explore. 
Others want an immersive experience as they observe the 
nuances of a complicated ecosystem. Some seek a place to 
actively learn about the natural environment. And still others 
want a haven where they can have the sensation of feeling lost 
in the woods.

When our Board and staff reflected on these competing desires 
in early 2023, the lively discussions sparked our imaginations. In 
the end, our goals were defined by the desire to keep our 
community united through nature. Our plan considers the 
growth of our community and incorporates the variety of 
interests and needs that this growth brings. This plan, which will 
guide the next three years of FRNC's programs and 
conservation efforts, delivers something for every outdoor 
enthusiast. We hope you will find something that will connect 
you more deeply to nature and the FRNC mission.

Introduction
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About the Rye Nature Center and
Friends of Rye Nature Center

The Rye Nature Center is in the center of Rye, New York, just one mile 
from the Long Island Sound. This 47-acre wildlife preserve has over 
two miles of hiking trails, ponds, streams, and granite outcroppings.
The property's original Carriage House is the main building of the 
Center's operations, providing indoor classroom and office space.

FRNC has been operating and funding the Rye Nature Center since 
2002. The nonprofit renewed its most recent license agreement with 
the City of Rye in early 2020. This agreement lasts through 2046 and 
allows FRNC and the City of Rye to pursue much needed capital 
improvements at the Center.

In 2022, FRNC’s annual operating budget was $2.2 million, which 
allowed the organization to educate over 40,000 people.
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FRNC is at the forefront of providing 
nature experiences that create a 
deeper sense of community.

OUR MISSION

Friends of Rye Nature Center is an independent, not-for-profit 
organization that offers programs to people of all ages and abilities. We 
encourage conservation, provide environmental education, and support 
our community’s access to nature.

CONSERVATION

We preserve, protect, and manage our 47-acre forest so it can be studied 
and enjoyed by our community. Our active land stewardship practices 
ensure that our Nature Center will be here for future generations.

EDUCATION

FRNC educators immerse all ages into the environment through hands-
on learning programs. Our teachers and naturalists foster a respect for 
and connection to the natural world.

COMMUNITY

Our collaboration with other not-for-profit groups and local families 
ensures that nature is accessible to everyone. Through donor-supported 
scholarships and funding, we provide environmental education and 
programming so that no one is left inside.
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Leadership

CHRISTINE SILLER, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Christine has been the Executive Director of Friends of Rye 
Nature Center since 2009. Her entrepreneurial spirit and 
passion for environmental education and conservation have 
dramatically transformed Rye’s 47-acre preserve and its 
programming. Under her leadership, the organization has 
created and implemented several innovative approaches to 
nature education, which have resulted in a dramatic increase in 
both the number and diversity of people FRNC serves.

CAITLIN LAYNG, PRESIDENT

Caitlin is an active member of the Rye community, having served 
on the Auxiliary Board of the Rye Free Reading Room, as 
a fundraising chair for several events at Rye Presbyterian 
Nursery School, and as a member of the PTO Executive 
Committee at Midland School. She is currently the treasurer of 
the Rye Squash Club and coaches Rye Youth Lacrosse for 
elementary girls. Caitlin’s five children have long 
been active participants in FRNC programs and she co-chaired 
Oktoberfest for two years prior to joining the Board.
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Nature Must Be Accessible

A Forest That Fosters Community

Programs for Every Generation

Facilities for Our Future

Develop more opportunities to engage and educate those in 
our community and beyond through updated programs with 
a focus on accessibility.

Promote our 47-acres as the community's collective space for 
recreation and conservation education. Inspire all people to 
protect the forest and invest in its succession and health.

Ensure our program reach touches all ages. Create segmented 
educational opportunities for senior citizens, teachers, adults, 
families, and students.

Provide a safe and enjoyable environment for educational 
programs and visitors. Plan, design, and construct relevant 
capital projects and improvements that support FRNC's  growth, 
enhancement, and mission.

Goals for 2023-2025
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Nature Must Be Accessible

Access to nature, whether limited by one’s location, 
financial means, or knowledge, is paramount to the 
health and well-being of all. FRNC is devoted to alleviating 
the systemic challenges and obstacles communities and 
individuals face when it comes to accessing nature.

To ensure access to nature is available to everyone, we 
are constantly updating our programs and approach to:

Initiative 1: Improve visitor experience to appeal to 
diverse audiences.

Initiative 2: Expand our mission's reach through 
targeted family and adult programs.

Initiative 3: Deepen community partnerships with 
redesigned programs and internships.
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Less than 6 months: Increase programming that provides up close 
and personal interactions with animals and wildlife.

• Resume popular public programs including weekly “Caregiver 
& Me,” and seasonal family programs and campouts.

• Create an "Animal Meet & Greet" schedule for the public to 
visit the Center's resident pets and add an “About Our 
Animals” section to our website.

6 to 8 months: Curate passive visitor experiences.
• Create better access to site destinations such as the STEM 

Course and Nanderwhere Pond.
• Complete additional features along the Poetry Path for an 

enhanced trail experience.
• Develop interactive exhibits that provide public 

educational opportunities.

18 to 24 months: Providing access for low-income families and 
groups lacking natural green space.

• Expand partnership with the White Plains YWCA to serve 
their youth programs in addition to the women’s residence.

• Research ways to increase transportation opportunities 
to the Nature Center property.

Initiative 1: Improve Visitor Experience 
to Appeal to Diverse Audiences
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Initiative 2: Expand Mission 
Reach Through Targeted 
Family and Adult Programs

6 to 12 months: Increase public programs.

• Offer guided hikes for adults on Saturdays.

• Host workshops in collaboration with local 
environmental partners.

12 to 18 months: Invite our community to 
collaborate in large scale programs.

• Launch an annual speaker series with 
community partner(s) to address 
environmental and conservation education, 
focusing on engaging adults and teens.
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Less than 6 months: Engage higher education students.
• Create internship opportunities through partnerships with local colleges 

and universities to offer students hands-on environmental education and 
conservation experience.

6 to 12 months: Increase the number of programs taught within the Rye City 
School District.

• Update current programs to reflect enhancements to core curriculum and 
Next Generation Science Standards.

• Develop new marketing strategies to inform teachers of program offerings.
• Revisit contracts with PTO and Rye Fund for Education to increase number 

of FRNC programs provided.

12 to 18 months: Expand school program catalog.
• Survey districts about their needs for supplemental programming.
• Develop innovative programs that utilize both the property and classroom.
• Foster direct relationships with district teachers for long-term projects.
• Create teacher resources for self-guided use of property and 

implementation in classroom.

Initiative 3: Deepen Community Partnerships 
With Redesigned School Programs/Internships
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FRNC’s preservation of the Rye Nature Center and its 
ecosystems are our legacy to our community. Our 
organization engages citizens from all communities in the 
stewardship of our natural resources.

To ensure our forest and the precious ecosystems within it 
thrive, we will:

Initiative 1: Improve Forest Health and Resiliency.
Initiative 2: Increase Community Conservation Engagement.
Initiative 3: Engage in Blind Brook Restoration.
Initiative 4: Enhance Recreational Experiences.

A Forest That Fosters Community
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Initiative 1: Improve Forest Health 
and Resiliency
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Initiative 2: Increase 
Community Conservation 
Engagement
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Initiative 3: Engage in Blind Brook 
Restoration Projects
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Create a responsible trail system.

• 6 to 12 months: Close social trails created by deer and create a trail 
lining/barrier system.

• 12 to 24 months: Create boardwalks and turnpikes to reduce 
flooding and increase protection of native planting areas.

Experiences for all levels.

• 6 to 12 months: Create an accessible trail map and marker system.

• 12 to 24 months: Increase trail engagement by implementing 
activities such as a Fitness Trail and constructing an ADA trail.

Enhance casual visitor experience.

• 6 to 12 months: Create an interactive trail map and tree ID walk.

• 12 to 18 months: Implement the site’s trail signage plan and install 
discreet educational signs.

Initiative 4: Enhance Recreation Experiences
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Programs for Every Generation

FRNC seeks to inspire and cultivate a lifelong connection 
and commitment to the natural world. We provide 
innovative approaches to learning so that all people can 
enjoy and appreciate all that nature provides.

To meet the growing diversity of our community and 
ensure that as many people as possible engage with 
nature, we will:

Initiative 1: Create innovative opportunities to increase 
community and school district engagement, and 
enhance passive user experiences.

Initiative 2: Determine new resources and partnerships 
to expand services to more people.
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Through developing a more streamlined approach to our current 
curriculum, staff will have more time to plan and prepare for new 
programs and virtual experiences. To educate 50,000 participants 
annually, we would increase passive experiences that would 
benefit the immediate community.

6 to 12 months: Bring back popular programs.

• Post biweekly Nature News articles so that all ages 
can learn the latest updates at the park and how to 
interact with nature.

• Engage community in Citizen Science efforts like the 
annual monitoring of the American eel migration.

12 to 24 months: Identify new program opportunities.

• Create hands-on curriculum for Rye City School 
District enrichment using Next Generation Science 
Standards. Train science teachers on how to 
implement these practices in their classroom.

• Enhance virtual presence through more online 
interpretation videos and live camera feeds from 
the Center's forest.

• Create a take one, leave one nature library.

Initiative 1: Create Opportunities to Increase Community and School 
District Engagement, and Enhance Passive User Experiences
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FRNC will collaborate with current and new partners to increase 
our mission's reach in and beyond Rye. Through marketing and 
increased NatureStation programs, we can promote our 
educational opportunities to wider audiences.

6 to 12 months:

• Use the current curriculum for preschool through 8th grade 
to develop a universal curriculum that can be offered as a 
package to Rye Schools, other districts, and NAF schools.

• Create a middle school programs and volunteer 
opportunities for Community Resource Center students.

• Increase programming with The Osborn Senior Living and 
other senior communities. 

12 to 24 months:

• Work with Rye Free Reading Room and Arcade Booksellers 
to sponsor visits with naturalist authors.

• Provide more year-round opportunities to engage with 
current Inner-City Scholarship Fund (ICSF) campers and 
families such as an ICSF Old-Fashioned Winter’s Afternoon 
or summer counselor positions to past campers.

• Create weekly enrichment for home school 
groups/students.

Initiative 2: Determine New Resources and Partnerships to Expand Services 
to More People
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Facilities for Our Future

20



Phase 1: Adapt the Existing Facilities to Improve Immediate Operations
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Phase 2: Address the Need for Structured Outdoor Spaces

• Rebuilding the educational access point 
over Nanderwhere Pond and enhancing its 
landscape to showcase native flora and 
create areas of respite and observation.
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In the last decade, the demand for FRNC’s programs, 
camps, and visitor experiences has nearly quadrupled 
from approximately 10,000 people in 2010 to just under 
40,000 in 2022. This increase reflects the interest in 
FRNC’s quality educational programs and the shifting 
demographics of Westchester County.

In 2020, FRNC engaged an architectural firm to create a 
Master Site Plan to summarize the existing conditions of 
the Center’s facilities, outline future programmatic needs, 
and make recommendations appropriate for growth.

Using the 2022 Master Site Plan and data from our 2019 
Community Engagement Survey, FRNC is in the early 
stages of determining a comprehensive path forward. Our 
goal is to give our community new classrooms, 
public gathering spaces, restrooms, and a revamped visitor 
center with interactive exhibits and learning opportunities.

Phase 3: Plan, Design, and Construct Interior and Exterior Spaces to Support 
the Future of FRNC’s Mission

6 to 12 months:
• Determine scope of new structures and prepare construction 

documents and engineering assessments.
• Renovate downstairs kitchen.
• Improve the visitor experience in the Carriage House by adding 

exhibits.

2024 – 2026:
• Plan for new entry road with City of Rye.
• Begin work on new structures.
• Implement additional landscaping designs to enhance 

the Carriage House and new structures.23



A Nature Center 
for the Future
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