
David Jepson Allee

September 13, 1931 — April 17, 2003

David Jepson Allee, Professor of Resource Economics and Leader of Cornell Local Government Program, New 

York State College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Department of Applied Economics and Management at 

Cornell University, died on April 17, 2003.

Aged 71, he was approaching his Cornell Class of 1953 Fiftieth Reunion and his Golden Wedding Anniversary. 

David was a devoted husband to his wife, Martha; and father to his daughters, Leslie, Lisa and Elizabeth (Liddy); 

his son-in-law Emerson Jumbo; and to his grandchildren Emelia, Ariel, Casey, Tyler, Arianna and Wilson. He was 

a loving son to Ruth and Ralph Allee; and brother to sisters, Ruth Ann and Susan Abigail. Other family members 

close to his heart include sister and brothers-in-law, nieces and nephews. A warm-hearted, genial, friendly person, 

Dave was eternally optimistic, compassionate and humorous.

Born September 13, 1931 in Caribou, Maine, David traveled the world with his parents and sisters, living in 

Turkey, Greece, Albania and Costa Rica. Boarding with a local family while his parents remained in Costa Rica, 

he graduated from Woodrow Wilson High School in Washington, D.C. in 1949, and received his Bachelor’s and 

Master’s degrees from Cornell in 1953 and 1954. After marrying Martha Ladd, a high school classmate, on June 

30, 1953, he served in the USAF from 1954-56. Following his discharge from the service, he studied at Oxford 

University on a Fulbright Scholarship, receiving a diploma in Agricultural Economics, then returned to Cornell 

University for his Ph.D. degree, completed in 1960, under the guidance of Dr. Howard Conklin.

David began his academic career as an Assistant Professor of Agricultural Economics at the University of California, 

Berkeley, from 1960-64 and then returned to Cornell as an Associate and full Professor with responsibilities in 

teaching, research, and extension. David was the author or co-author of more than 300 significant articles and 

reports. As Principal Investigator on numerous externally funded grant awards, David led research and extension 

projects that brought millions of dollars to Cornell and Tompkins County. As Leader of the Local Government 

Program, he directed a staff that consisted of up to ten professionals. He also advised more than 185 graduate 

students in broad areas of Resource Economics, Public Policy, and Water Quality related concerns.

A strong believer in the power of organizations and collective action, David served on numerous professional 

and related community organizations and advisory committees. At the time of his death, Dave was President of 

the Adirondack Research Consortium. Prior to leading the Local Government Program, Dave spent a decade as 
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Associate Director of Cornell’s Water Resources and Marine Sciences Center. He was an active member of the 

Economic Vitality, Water Resources, and Environmental Stewardship/Land Use Statewide Program Committees 

at the University. David was a founding member and officer of the Board of the New York Main Street Alliance, 

led Cornell’s U.S. Economic Development Administration University Center, and served on the Board of the 

National Association of Management and Technical Assistance Centers which represents 140 federally supported, 

university-based economic development programs.

David was known, both in the academic community and in the field, for his unique blend of civic engagement and 

research. A keen student of federal, state and local public policy, he served the University as Special Assistant to 

the Provost for State Relations. He served as Water Policy Task Force Chair for the American Society for Public 

Administration. He led the American Water Resources Association’s project on “Unified River Basin Management,” 

and was College Project Leader for the study of the social and economic characteristics of New York’s Adirondack 

Region. He was part of program and policy reviews of the soil and water conservation programs of the USDA, 

environmental policies of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, and state and local groundwater protection programs 

for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. He managed a large four-year Kellogg Foundation supported 

project stressing different strategies, especially multi-community collaboration, to build economic development 

capacity in rural areas.

David’s interests ranged from natural resource and watershed management/protection, economic and community 

development, to telecommunications infrastructure and e-government. Much of his career was dedicated to the 

goal of capacity building, or helping people and communities to help themselves by strengthening the functions 

and capacities of local organizations, governance, and leadership. His intellectual and theoretical frameworks 

were often informed by his grounded, action research involvement in dozens of rural communities across the 

State of New York. His knowledge of the environmental and political landscapes, particularly in the northeast, 

was exceptional, as anyone who had the opportunity to travel with him on his frequent trips to the field can attest. 

Wherever the end of the day found him, he seemed to always know a scenic alternate route back to Ithaca with a 

notable diner or cafe on the way. And he would often relate interesting anecdotes about the local environmental, 

economic or political history of rural communities as he drove through them.

Always close to his heart was his devotion to improving the local capacity for decision making by communities 

to resolve environmental issues, especially those related to water quality. Along these lines his most recent 

work included a very successful regional EPA conference which brought state, regional and local managers and 
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representatives of policy makers together to resolve one of the leading concerns of managing non point source 

pollution affecting ground and surface waters. As an officer and current President of the Adirondack Research 

Consortium, he activated the group to focus on various environmental and water quality concerns threatening 

the integrity of the Adirondack Park. Through his effort, he received funding for a project to enhance the capacity 

of local governments and lake associations to develop a regional framework to manage invasive species such as 

Eurasian water milfoil in the Adirondack Region by adopting integrated pest management strategies as a means 

of effecting control while preserving the integrity of the “forever wild” character of the Adirondack Park and its 

surrounds.

Dave never failed to rise to new challenges. In recent years, he was one of several who helped found the Cayuga Lake 

Watershed Network and later served as the representative of Cayuga Heights on the Intermunicipal Organization 

to manage the Cayuga Lake Watershed Restoration and Protection Plan.

David served on the Hangar Theatre Board for 23 years, the Finger Lakes Library System Board since 1958 and 

several committees in the Unitarian Church. He was an elected Trustee of the Village of Cayuga Heights and 

currently was serving as the chairman of the Cayuga Heights Board of Zoning Appeals, and as State Committee 

Member of the New York State Liberal Party from 2002. As a member of the League of Women Voters, Dave 

moderated numerous local candidates meetings. He supported the Family Reading Partnership as an active 

volunteer. David enjoyed cooking, eating, reading, sailing, gardening, skiing and the study of Native American 

culture.

He lived by Margaret Mead’s dictum, which appeared on his email signature, “Never doubt that a small group of 

thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed it’s the only thing that ever does.”

A celebration of his life was held on Sunday, June 1, 2003, at the First Unitarian Church. Contributions may be 

made to the Family Reading Partnership or the Hangar Theatre.

Olan D. Forker, Michael Hattery, Nelson Bills
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