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A Place for Wildlife
By Madeline Bodin

CHARLY KEARNS

Land trusts know that when it comes to
saving biodiversity preserving land is a
vital tool enriched by a strong scientific
foundation, various funding sources and
strategic collaborations.

ON THE COVER:
This photo of a great blue heron with a spot fish was submitted
to Weeks Bay Foundation’s annual photo contest and won the 2014 Best
of Show category. The accredited land trust in Alabama uses the photos
to show the diversity of life in the region.
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Bats, Boxes
and Biodiversity

L

ike many people in the land trust
community, I have had a lifelong
fascination with the world’s biodiversity.
The abundance and variety of lifeforms is
both mind-boggling and inspiring.

Given the central role that habitat conservation plays in preserving
biodiversity, a career focused on conserving land has proven
immensely rewarding to me. But I’ll admit that I’ve occasionally
craved a more direct connection to biodiversity conservation—
something immediate, tangible and easier to observe than an
important policy change or a property transaction.
That desire—along with a need for a hobby to help clear my
mind—led me a few years ago to begin building bat boxes.
Bats are as important as they are threatened. As providers of pest
control, pollination and seed dispersal, bats are crucial components
of healthy ecosystems and economies. Yet bat populations are
declining across North America as a consequence of human
activities and emerging diseases. On our continent alone an estimated 6 million
bats have been killed by White-nose Syndrome, an affliction caused by the coldloving fungus Pseudogymnoascus destructans. As an attacker of hibernating bats, it
causes mortality rates up to 100%.
Building an artificial roost gives bats near me a comfortable place to live that
can lead to better reproductive success. These tall, multichambered structures
are often painted in regionally specific colors that help regulate their daytime
temperatures. Bat boxes in Maine, for example, are often painted black, while
those in Arizona usually are white. You can learn more at Bat Conservation
International’s website, www.batcon.org.
While my hobby allows me to help biodiversity on a small scale, it also serves
to remind me of the excellent work land trusts are doing to protect biodiversity
on a larger scale. I encourage you to read their stories in “A Place for Wildlife,”
starting on page 14.
In conserving land we conserve biodiversity. As I visit more land trusts this
summer, I’ll be looking to learn more about—and see firsthand—the many ways
Alliance members are saving habitat for flora and fauna with their work. And
should I happen to find a land trust that’s particularly mindful of bat conservation,
I think my next bat box might be destined for delivery there.
DJ GLISSON, II
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Help Shape Land Trust Standards and Practices

L

and Trust Standards and Practices are being revised for the
first time since 2004. The participatory online platform is
ready to collect feedback and enable constructive
conversations about the revisions process through
September 15, 2016.
When using the site, people will be invited to present specific
comments about each practice and element, rate the importance of each

element to the effective operation of a land trust and will be given a
chance to weigh in on preliminary indicator elements.
This is an exciting opportunity for the land trust community
and helps to ensure Land Trust Standards and Practices remain of
and for the land trust community.
Access the Ethelo Platform at http://standards-practices-revisions.
ethelodecisions.com. •

Conserving Ranches
to Protect the Climate
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COURTESY HUNEWILL R ANCH

A

gricultural land conservation is part of California’s
strategy to reduce the impacts of climate change.
The state invests funds from its greenhouse gas
cap-and-trade auctions in a wide range of projects,
from affordable housing to clean energy to natural resource
protection. Among these, the new Sustainable Agricultural Lands
Conservation Program (SALCP) aims to prevent conversion of
farm and ranch land to more carbon-intensive uses.
Last fall SALCP awarded the accredited Eastern Sierra Land Trust
over $900,000 toward the purchase of a conservation easement on
Sceirine Point Ranch in Mono County’s Bridgeport Valley, east of
Yosemite National Park. The stunning 2,400-acre ranch provides
rangeland for cattle as well as wildlife habitat. Among other
species, the ranch supports greater sage-grouse—a species that
is a focus of working lands conservation. The highly competitive
SALCP grant comes in addition to $3 million of funding from the
federal Agricultural Conservation Easement Program.
This year SALCP will award $40 million in grants for
conservation easements and related efforts. In future years the
program may also fund agricultural management practices that
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase carbon sequestration
in soils.
According to a 2015 report by American Farmland Trust, “if
California farmland conversion could be reduced by half…within
a decade, we would avoid the emission of 55 million metric tons
of greenhouse gases. To achieve the same savings, we would have
to take 2 million cars…off the road.” [“A New Comparison of
Greenhouse Gas Emissions from California Agricultural and Land
Use,” May 2015] •

The Bridgeport Valley in Mono County, California.

A Healing Farm

COURTESY SAR A CREECH

S

ara Creech started farming to heal herself. As she tells
her story on her website, “After serving in the military
as a surgical nurse during Operation Iraqi Freedom
and Operation Enduring Freedom, and later losing my
husband to cancer, I was left feeling like my life was over. It seemed
that there were no more beautiful colors, no more joyful sounds and
no more hope for the future.” Getting her hands in the soil helped
her connect with a sense of new life.
She and her husband, Chuck, an Air Force pilot, had dreamed
of starting an organic farm once he was out of the military. After
Chuck died at the age of 36, Sara decided to go for it on her own,
although the idea seemed “way out there.” In 2012 she started Blue
Yonder Farm outside of Indianapolis, Indiana. Today the farm is
home to pastured sheep, chickens and turkeys, and it produces over
50 kinds of fruits, vegetables, herbs and mushrooms.
The farm is also a place where veterans come to heal and connect.
Sara started a veterans’ outreach program on the farm called Operation
Groundwork. Every month, the farm hosts a picnic for post 9/11 veterans
and their families. The farm also offers a one-week training program twice
a year for veterans interested in starting a farm business and it welcomes
veterans as incubator farmers.
American Farmland Trust shared Sara’s story on its blog
at www.farmland.org/blog/farming-as-healing. Also see
www.blueyonderorganicfarm.com/veteran-training-program. •

Sara Creech on Blue Yonder Farm.

$16 Million for Michigan Conservation Partnership

M

ultiple partners are joining forces to restore a landscape
rich in natural resources around Grand Traverse Bay
in Northwest Michigan. In February they secured a
grant that will provide nearly $16 million for efforts
to reconnect habitat, improve water quality, protect agricultural
land, counter invasive species and support traditional Native
American lifeways.
The project, called the Tribal Stream and Michigan Fruitbelt
Collaborative, was funded by the Regional Conservation
Partnership Program (RCPP), a federal program established
by the 2014 Farm Bill. RCPP is providing nearly $8 million,
to be matched one-to-one by other funding sources. The
organizations leading the project are the Grand Traverse Band
of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians, Grand Traverse Regional

Land Conservancy (accredited), Leelanau Conservancy
(accredited) and the Conservation Resource Alliance.
One of the project goals is to repair stream health by improving
road crossings and removing small dams. Among other benefits,
these changes will reconnect fragmented habitat, opening
passageways for fish and other wildlife. The project also aims to
protect nearly 3,000 acres of agricultural land with conservation
easements, including riparian buffers. By revitalizing wildlife
habitat, these activities will allow Native American traditions of
hunting, trapping and fishing to flourish.
Michigan Sen. Debbie Stabenow, who authored the RCPP,
celebrated the resulting conservation investments in her home state.
In 2016 RCPP is providing up to $220 million for conservation
partnerships that impact all 50 states. •
www.landtrustalliance.org
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Keeping Pot Growers Accountable to the Land

T

he California Council of Land Trusts (CCLT) is supporting
a state ballot measure to legalize marijuana because of the
strong environmental protections it provides. As much
as 70% of pot consumed in the United States is grown in
California, but the industry is largely unregulated and its impacts on
land, water and wildlife are devastating.
Marijuana is a thirsty plant that needs almost twice as much
water as grapes and tomatoes—and much of the water for
California’s estimated 50,000 pot farms is illegally diverted from
streams. Other impacts include pollution from pesticides and
herbicides, poisoned wildlife, leveled hilltops, cleared forests and
vegetation, unregulated roads, trash and compost dumps, erosion
and landslides. Many of these impacts occur on conservation lands,
including parks, national forests and land trust properties due to
widespread trespassing to grow marijuana outdoors.

In November Californians will vote on a measure called
the “Control, Regulate and Tax Adult Use of Marijuana Act.”
Under this law pot farms would be subject to environmental
regulations, and nearly 20% of tax revenues from marijuana
would be dedicated to environmental protection. These funds
would be used to enforce regulations, restore degraded sites and
protect state lands.
In a press release announcing support for the measure,
CCLT Executive Director Darla Guenzler said, “We are
pleased to endorse a comprehensive, consensus measure on
marijuana that will significantly strengthen environmental
protections and finally begin to address the impacts
California’s existing billion-dollar marijuana industry is having
on our wildlife habitat, fisheries, working lands, parks and
water supply and quality.” •

Gone to the Dogs

F

SAHC

or more than 10 years, the Southern Appalachian Highlands
Conservancy (SAHC) has hosted year-round hikes for its members
and the public to experience beautiful places protected by the land
trust. Over the past three years SAHC (accredited) has developed
a different sort of outing through a unique partnership with the Outward
Hounds Hiking Club of Brother Wolf Animal Rescue (BWAR), another
North Carolina nonprofit.
Founded in 2007, BWAR is one of the largest no-kill animal shelters in the
state. Volunteers from its Outward Hounds Hiking Club organize up to three
hikes a week on local trails, giving dogs a chance to get out of the stressful
adoption center for a few hours and just be dogs.
SAHC has been partnering with BWAR several times a year to offer hikes
for the dogs on nearby protected properties. Through this partnership SAHC is
able to draw a new audience to the Brother Wolf cause, cultivating new BWAR
volunteers and/or new families for the dogs, while SAHC hikers benefit from
enjoying a hike that provides a special service to a canine companion. Both
hikers and hounds are rarely seen without smiling faces on these outings.
—Submitted by Haley Smith, AmeriCorps Conservation Education & Volunteer
Outreach Associate for SAHC •
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Nourishing Hikes

How Much
Are We Walking
and Biking?

LYNN BET TS/NRCS

W
T

he accredited Kettle Moraine Land Trust in Wisconsin is planning a
series of hikes this summer that explore how nature nourishes people,
body and soul. To expand the impact in its community, it’s asking that
all participants bring a food item to donate to local food pantries.
“This new series of hikes is to bring awareness of how nature supports us in our daily
lives,” says Executive Director Maggie Zoellner. “We need nature. It’s cleaning our air;
it’s cleaning our water; it’s providing our food. And people don’t always realize that.”
The plan is to offer three hikes for all ages at local parks. At the first, an expert will
show how to harvest wild edibles, and then participants will share a wild-grown salad.
The second hike will focus on trees, especially those that support an abundance of
life like oaks, which provide sustenance for 600 species. The third event will focus on
monarch butterflies, with a hike that calls attention to host plants and nectar sources.
Then there will be a demonstration showing monarchs in every stage of their dramatic
life cycle. With expert guidance, participants will be able to feed the butterflies from
fresh flowers or tiny cups of sweet liquid or fruit.
Zoellner says, “We’re going to nourish ourselves through nature. We’re going to feed
on the awe and wonder of nature itself.” The hikes will also highlight the connection
between nature and food—for example, how native plants support the pollinators that
fertilize crops in our farms and gardens. Participants will learn ways they can steward
nature, like cultivating native plants at home. By collecting donations for food pantries,
the hikes both celebrate and circulate the gift of nourishment. •

ant to know how much people
are walking and biking in
your state or city? Check out
the new benchmarks report
from the Alliance for Biking and Walking.
The report compiles data from across the U.S.,
making the connections between biking and
walking and numerous factors that include
demographics, infrastructure, public health
and economic impacts. The report, which is
updated every two years, provides stats for all
50 states and major U.S. cities.
Some findings from this year’s report include:
• A lthough fewer than 3% of Americans
bike or walk to work, this number is
on the rise, especially in cities, where
rates of biking and walking commutes
are nearly twice statewide rates.
• L ow-income people, people of color
and young people are more likely to
make trips by walking or biking.
• States with higher rates of walking
and biking show lower rates of
diabetes, hypertension and obesity.
• “Complete Streets”—streets designed
for cyclists and pedestrians as well as
vehicles—resulted in increased property
values in eight out of 10 cases studied.
The Alliance for Biking and Walking
is a coalition of over 200 groups that
advocate for bike- and pedestrian-friendly
communities. It produces the benchmarks
report in conjunction with the Center for
Disease Control and Prevention’s Healthy
Community Design Initiative.
See the report at www.bikewalkalliance.
org/resources/benchmarking.

www.landtrustalliance.org
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Sean Robertson

DJ GLISSON, II

“Just Some of the
Important Work…”
ADVOCACY DAYS LEVERAGE MANY VOICES
121

participants

227

Hill meetings (84 with
members of Congress)

198
tweets

326,187

Twitter users who
saw posts from
Advocacy Days
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hat do the chairman and ranking
Democrat on the Senate Finance
Committee have in common? Sens.
Orrin Hatch (UT) and Ron Wyden (OR)
were both key supporters of the enhanced
conservation easement tax incentive and were
eager participants at the Land Trust Alliance
Advocacy Days celebration of this historic
conservation feat on April 12. They were among
a dozen members of Congress honored for their
role in this long-sought victory.
The fifth Advocacy Days unfolded on an
unprecedented scale. More than 120 land trust
advocates descended on Capitol Hill for three days
of briefings, receptions and 227 Hill meetings,
www.landtrustalliance.org

where sincere thank yous were in order all across the
political spectrum.
Then on the final morning, after an evening with
Sens. Hatch, Wyden and their colleagues, we pivoted
with a breakfast honoring Sens. Richard Burr (NC)
and Kelly Ayotte (NH) for their roles in expanding
bipartisan support for our other great legislative
priority: to reauthorize and fund the Land and Water
Conservation Fund (LWCF). All across the Hill
Advocacy Ambassadors leveraged the accumulated
goodwill of tax incentive thank yous into effective
local asks to support America’s most important
conservation and recreation program. And those
efforts paid off: The Senate voted to make LWCF
permanent the very next week!

1 Lori Olson of the Texas Land Trust Council (right) makes a pitch to Senate Finance Committee member John Cornyn
(left) alongside Alliance President Andrew Bowman. DJ GLISSON, II 2 Piedmont Land Conservancy’s Kevin Redding (left)
and Jameson French, chair of the Alliance Policy Committee (right) present a print to Sen. Kelly Ayotte (NH) at the
Land and Water Conservation Fund Breakfast, hosted by Sen. Richard Burr (NC), who was also honored. SEAN ROBERTSON

www.landtrustalliance.org
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Regan Plumb

Regan Plumb shows a kestrel to a
captivated audience.
FIONA HICKS

A NEW SPIN ON THE

WEB OF LIFE

T

he natural world has always been
my comfort zone. Birds and bugs.
Nitty gritty. Facts and figures.
I followed my left brain through
college, graduate school and various sciencebased jobs that involved plenty of quiet study,
number crunching and technical writing.

Then one day I found myself on the staff of a small western
land trust, having been awarded the peculiar title of land
protection specialist. Except this wasn’t just any land trust. This
one was on the brink of expanding its horizons to seemingly
encompass the entire planet. This was a launching pad for what
some folks call “community conservation.” And my safe science
nut was about to crack.
What do displaced children have to do with preserving duck
habitat? Or chronic diabetes with a family’s land legacy? History
teachers and healthy forests? As I was about to learn, the answer
is a lot.
12
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When I embarked on this land trust
adventure, I did so with the hope of benefiting
wildlife by conserving their habitat. I didn’t
imagine that I would be practicing people
preservation too. This is a new spin on the web
of life. Here’s how it works:
Introduce a group of troubled children to
the healing effects of nature. Do so in a safe
environment with adults they can trust. Let
them be touched by the wonder of the woods
on their own terms. You will have planted a
tiny seed of compassion and familiarity, one
that will serve as a subconscious reminder
of the significance of that place and that will
grow throughout their lives.
Try this: Walk alongside a medical practitioner who is prescribing outdoor activity to
combat chronic illness. Now a new population
is discovering the surprising health benefits
of being outdoors and moving. Land has the
capacity to heal. And if land can heal us, what
better argument for protecting it?
Now help a struggling school build a
new and innovative curriculum, one that
unfolds on the land. Involve community
members with a range of outdoor passions
and pursuits, from wetlands health and
forestry to orienteering and nature connection. Perhaps just one new future forester
has sprouted, but a small army of teens is
engaging with land in a powerful way.
These are programs that have been built at
my little land trust over the past year. While
one side of my brain is still happily mired in
project diligence and easement drafting, the
other is now constantly seeking new ways to
use land differently: as a balm for all manner
of community challenges.
Where to begin? If you are like me, you
can already discern the sound of the warbler
from the wren. You love to lose yourself in
the babble of a brook or the peace of perfect
stillness. Now we have an opportunity to
practice a different sort of listening. Listen
for the struggles and frustrations in your
community. Isolate one small voice at a time
from the commotion of the crowd—you
already know how to do this. Then extend an
invitation to walk together on the land.
Perhaps we land folks hadn’t realized
that we hold the key to so many puzzles
completely unrelated to land protection.
Or are they?
REGAN PLUMB IS LAND PROTECTION SPECIALIST AT THE ACCREDITED
KANIKSU LAND TRUST IN IDAHO.

A walking tour of the geology of Wallowa Lake. Photo courtesy of
accredited Wallowa Land Trust (OR) / David Jensen, photographer.

Under Revision:
Land Trust Standards and Practices
SHARE YOUR INPUT ON PROPOSED UPDATES
The land trust community shares a commitment to the highest standards, and together we
developed Land Trust Standards and Practices to help preserve public trust, run effective
organizations and conserve more land.
Now it’s time to revise the Standards to reflect changes in land trust practices and regulations
governing nonprofit organizations.
The Land Trust Alliance is leading the process, but no revisions will be finalized until the full land
trust community has had the opportunity to weigh in and all input has been given full consideration.

THE REVIEW SESSION IS OPEN
We want to hear from you on how we collectively can improve the Standards.
Visit us online to view and comment on proposed changes.
Online Forum

http://standards-practices-revisions.ethelodecisions.com

In-Person Dialogues at
Land Trust Conferences

www.lta.org/sp-revision

Email Us

SandP@lta.org

Questions or comments? Contact Sylvia Bates, Director of Standards & Educational Services, at SandP@lta.org.

www.lta.org/sp-revision

A PLACE

for Wildlife

L AND CONSERVATION FOR BIODIVERSIT Y

BY

14

Madeline Bodin

Fall 2015

SAVING land

www.landtrustalliance.org

A rough-skinned newt is relocated by
Nisqually Land Trust volunteer interns
rescuing newts and other critters from
an old ditch before it was filled in as
part of a restoration project.
CHARLY KEARNS

t

he quaint New England town of Stonington,
Connecticut, may not be the first setting
that comes to mind when thinking about
core habitat for an imperiled species. But southeastern
Connecticut has one of the few remaining populations
of New England cottontail, which was being considered
for listing under the federal Endangered Species Act.
“People think of Connecticut as a densely populated state because
of the big cities and the interstate,” says Beth Sullivan, Avalonia
Land Conservancy’s volunteer chair for the town of Stonington. But
Sullivan’s Connecticut is still a place of forests and rocky coastlines,
thanks in part to the 3,500 acres Avalonia has preserved in eight towns
in southeastern Connecticut.
In 2011 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Connecticut
Department of Energy and Environmental Protection identified
two Avalonia preserves connected to a powerline right-of-way as the
perfect place for New England cottontails—a species with different
habitat needs than its more adaptable non-native relative, the Eastern
cottontail—if only they had more of the shrubby, tangled thickets or
young forests that these animals require.
Avalonia agreed to create this habitat on 28 acres in the two
preserves, using guidance from the agencies, funding from federal and
private sources and its own volunteer labor. To turn an old forest into a
young one means cutting trees, and Sullivan admits it was hard to see
that first tree fall in 2013. But she knew that converting a small part of
the area’s abundant forested land would benefit not only this species,
but other local species, too.
Educating preserve visitors, conservancy members and adjoining
landowners about this seemingly illogical conservation strategy is
crucial to its success, says Sullivan.
The new habitat isn’t expected to be ripe for New England
cottontails for several years, but the land trust and the agencies
regularly check for the droppings that will provide DNA evidence of
their appearance. In the meantime, the shrubland is providing habitat
for butterflies, dragonflies, turkeys, snakes, ruffed grouse and dozens of
species of songbirds, including blue-winged warblers.
Best of all, says Sullivan, this and other efforts to preserve land
and create habitat for the New England cottontail saved it from
being listed as an endangered species in a September 2015 decision.
Land trusts like Avalonia know that when it comes to saving
biodiversity, preserving land is a vital tool enriched by a strong scientific
foundation, a variety of funding sources and collaborations and a choice
of land conservation strategies.
www.landtrustalliance.org
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Nisqually Land Trust

While Avalonia Land Conservancy was a typical land trust that took
on wildlife conservation work, the Vital Ground Foundation was a
wildlife conservation organization that became a land trust as land
conservation became one of the focuses of its work.
The Vital Ground Foundation (accredited) was founded by the
bear trainers Doug and Lynne Seus as a way to honor the animals
they’ve worked with. If you’ve seen a grizzly bear on a television
show, such as “Game of Thrones” or in a movie like “We Bought a
Zoo,” chances are you’ve seen their work. Before committing to the
land trust model in 2005, Vital Ground was mostly a grant-making
organization funding grizzly conservation projects, says Executive
Director Ryan Lutey.
But what grizzlies need more than just about anything is room
to roam—in other words, land. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
established six grizzly bear recovery zones in Washington, Montana,
Idaho and Wyoming. Vital Ground aims to conserve land for
grizzlies in these recovery zones and protect linkages between
habitats, says Lutey.
Lutey feels conservation easements are the organization’s most
efficient tool for this. Core capital funding comes from local initiatives
and state and federal agencies, some of which is tied to the species’
listing as a federally threatened species and state-level priorities.
“Projects need to be anchored by a public source of funding, and then
we work with our network of private foundations,” says Lutey. He also
credits about 4,000 individual donors nationwide for “keeping the
lights on and keeping the organization moving forward.”
In addition to preserving land, the organization also works to reduce
conflicts between grizzlies and people through fencing projects and
“bear aware” community safety projects. Over the past 26 years, Vital
Ground has helped conserve and enhance over 618,000 acres of grizzly
bear habitat.

“Salmon are our DNA,” says Joe Kane, executive director of the
accredited Nisqually Land Trust, based in Washington state. “We
came into being as the habitat acquisition arm of the Nisqually River
salmon recovery project.”
The land trust works in a region that covers the Nisqually River
watershed, from its headwaters in Mount Rainier National Park,
throughout its 78 miles to the Billy Frank Jr. Nisqually National
Wildlife Refuge, where the river delta meets Puget Sound.
The biodiversity conserved in the watershed includes two birds
that depend on old-growth forests: marbled murrelets (seabirds)
and northern spotted owls. Because of their cultural, ecological and
economic importance in the region, however, salmon drive the land
trust’s work. The regional salmon recovery plan is rooted in Native
American rights to the fish. The land trust’s work for Chinook salmon
and steelhead trout is directed by the recovery plans created by the
Nisqually Indian Tribe.
Like Vital Ground and other organizations working with federaland state-listed species, critical funds often come from federal and state
sources. “Full fee-title land acquisition, as opposed to conservation
easements, is the most important tool for our work because it allows us
to manage and restore habitat to its full ecological value,” says Kane.
“It’s expensive, but it’s critical for salmon recovery.”
After 27 years of focusing on freshwater salmon habitat, the land
trust recently expanded its reach to the fishes’ marine habitat. “These
fish are getting hammered out in the Pacific and in Puget Sound,” says
Kane. To accomplish this, Nisqually joined a coalition of 14 land trusts
and conservation organizations to form the Shoreline Conservation
Collaborative, a project of the Washington Association of Land Trusts.

©JAMIE SCARROW

The Vital Ground Foundation

The Vital Ground Foundation knows that grizzly bears need room to roam.
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Weeks Bay Foundation

In 1990 the Weeks Bay Foundation was created as the friends group
for the Weeks Bay Reserve in Alabama, one of 28 sites in the National
Estuarine Research Reserves System. This partnership between the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and state governments
preserves biodiversity hotspots in estuaries. Weeks Bay—an estuary of
Mobile Bay—is a hotter spot than most, for both wildlife and people.
Alabama has the most biodiversity of any eastern state. A variety
of animals call the reserve home, including gray and red fox, bobcat,
river otter and American alligator. Approximately 19 endangered or
threatened species have been identified in reserve habitat.
The Weeks Bay ecosystem contains many freshwater and marine
fish and invertebrate species. Collectively, these species support
large commercial and recreational fishing industries. The estuary is a
particularly important nursery ground for shrimp, blue crab and fish,
such as spotted sea trout, red drum and flounder.
But the sun-splashed shores of Mobile Bay are popular with people,
too. Baldwin County, where Weeks Bay is located, is the fastestgrowing area in Alabama.

“Protecting the wetlands that are important to the watershed is
challenging,” says Yael Girard, the foundation’s stewardship and
outreach coordinator. “People want bayfront and riverfront views, but
development along the banks of our waterways is part of why they are
so severely degraded.”
As the foundation grew, it realized that land protection was one
of the most powerful tools it could use to be a friend to the reserve
and to the ecosystem. “We wanted to do conservation at the highest
level, so we became an accredited land trust in 2009,” says Girard (the
foundation recently achieved renewal).
Today the foundation is using its ability to raise private funds to
reach out to local landowners through conservation easements that
protect both wetlands and water views, and educate them about what’s
at stake and what can be done. Land acquisitions, through fee simple
purchases or donations, are another important conservation method.
Some of the land acquired becomes part of the reserve.
In return the reserve provides the foundation with scientific
data and public outreach to the community. Girard says that the
complementary strengths of the foundation and the reserve make
for a strong partnership that could work for other biodiversity
conservation projects.
Jackson Hole Land Trust and Green River Valley Land Trust

Just 3% of the land in Teton County, where the accredited Jackson
Hole Land Trust operates, is private property. But the land trust was
founded in 1980 on the premise that conserving this 3% was critical to
protect the mostly intact ecosystem and preserve connectivity between
the two national parks, three national forests, the national wildlife
refuge and other public lands that make up Teton County, says Laurie
Andrews, executive director of the Wyoming-based land trust.
This philosophy was reinforced when scientists discovered that a
100-mile-long migration route of pronghorn wound its way from
Sublette County in the south through Teton County.
A 2000 study of the migration path showed bottlenecks where
the pronghorn were being stopped by fences or hemmed in by
development. “The big thing is pronghorn won’t go around. Other
animals will, but not pronghorn,” says Andrews. “So when there were
these bottlenecks, if we couldn’t secure the land, we didn’t know what
would happen.”
“Local landowners love their wildlife,” she says, so the land trust’s
main tool is conservation easements. “We are all about the carrot, not
the stick,” she says. The easement may require a rancher, for example,
to take down the top rail of his or her fencing when the pronghorns are
passing through. The fact that all the easement conditions are based
on scientific research makes it easier to inspire the ranchers to comply,
Andrews says.
Compared to Teton County’s 3% private land, Sublette County
to its south, home of the Green River Valley Land Trust (GRVLT),
has 20% private land. Sublette’s natural gas fields, while a boon to

JAMES C. LEUPOLD/USFWS
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Pronghorn are sometimes called antelope but are another speedy, hoofed animal unique
to North America.

the economy, place a tremendous amount of pressure on the resources
of the county in the form of well pads, access roads, fences and
sprawling housing developments. Some landowners cashed in on
these needs and divided up lands that had previously been rangeland
and wildlife habitat.
GRVLT and its partners, including Jackson Hole, recognized the
imminent threat of loss of historic family ranches, rangelands, wildlife
habitat, corridors and vast viewsheds at the base of the area’s mountain
ranges. This region is the heart of greater sage-grouse country and
provides crucial habitat for elk, Shiras moose and mule deer, as well
as the pronghorn. GRVLT and partners put great effort into localized
conservation easement and wildlife-friendly fencing programs,
in addition to a youth-oriented Nature Camp, says Conservation
Coordinator Summer Schulz.
Through 2012, in coordination with willing landowners, grant-paid
contractors inventoried over 878 miles of fencing for condition and
permeability (height, wire spacing, carcass counts). Based on these
inventories, over 154 miles of fence segments were prioritized so that
dilapidated, non-wildlife friendly fences were modified or removed,
with a contractual agreement that fence owners would maintain the
fences in good condition for 20 years.
The two land trusts’ success with of the Path of the Pronghorn
campaign has given them the confidence to tackle a new migration
project. Scientists at the University of Wyoming recently delineated
the Red Desert to Hoback mule deer migration corridor, rivaling that
of the pronghorn’s. These deer have been declining in the West, so
wildlife managers and landowners, through the newly formed Red
Desert to Hoback Partnership, are addressing the challenges posed
to the route, ensuring that the deer continue using this generational
migratory path. It’s another wildlife conservation project that will
require savvy land conservation skills.
As Andrews sums it up, “When we think of biodiversity, we think,
‘What can we do to provide a safe and consistent environment for the
animals that live among us—animals that were here long before us and
that we want to be here long into the future?’ ”
MADELINE BODIN IS A FREELANCE WRITER BASED IN VERMONT.
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Trails bring social, economic and health
benefits to communities | BY Edith Pepper Goltra
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Three young future
conservationists take
in the view on the
Wildway Overlook Trail
in New York, created by
Champlain Area Trails.
BETSY BACOT-AIGNER

any land trusts work with trails either on
or near protected lands. When the public
thinks of trails, it may conjure up pathways
through woods or over mountains. What people often
don’t recognize is the game-changing role that trails of
all kinds can play: strengthening and connecting neighborhoods, supporting local economies and improving
health by encouraging outdoor recreation.
But this is changing. As cities and towns look for ways
to solve economic and health-related issues, many are
partnering with land trusts to implement trail projects
and achieve many of their goals together.
Red Rock Ridge and Valley Trail System, Alabama

The Red Rock Ridge and Valley Trail System is a
proposed network of multi-use trails in and around
Birmingham, Alabama. When it is completed, this
ambitious 750-mile project will unite the many, diverse
communities throughout Jefferson County.
Birmingham park projects have been the impetus
for economic revitalization in several neighborhoods.
Especially with the success of downtown Birmingham’s
Railroad Park, towns throughout Jefferson County are
viewing parks and trails as a way to jump-start renewal
and attract residents and businesses to an area.
“Fifteen years ago, it was difficult to have a
conversation about the link between economic
development and green space. But now it’s totally
different. Birmingham is going through a renaissance,
and parks and greenways are getting a lot of the
credit,” says Wendy Jackson, executive director of the
accredited Freshwater Land Trust.

The Red Rock Ridge and Valley Trail System does
more than empower communities and trigger economic
revitalization. It has become a priority for government officials, in partnership with the Freshwater Land
Trust, to tackle health issues. Many of the trail projects
currently under construction were chosen to increase
green space in neighborhoods with the highest rates of
obesity and related illnesses, among them diabetes and
high blood pressure.
“Lower income neighborhoods need trails the most,”
says Memorie English, development and communications coordinator for the Freshwater Land Trust. “People
often don’t have gym memberships in these areas, and
access to trails means they can get outside and hike or
walk to the grocery store or the library.”
“It’s about strengthening ties between people,” says
Jackson, who believes that trail creation can mean
anything from building sidewalks to creating a path
in the woods. “People get used to coming home, going
inside, putting the dead bolt on their door. Trails bring
people outside so they can get to know each other and
have conversations.”
The Freshwater Land Trust has partnered with the
Jefferson County Department of Health to launch a
local parks prescription (“Parks Rx”) program, modeled
on similar initiatives from around the country. Under
the program, doctors may write prescriptions for their
patients, directing them to spend time exercising
outdoors. The land trust has created a database that
contains information about Jefferson County parks (using
such criteria as size, amenities, safety, proximity to bus
stations, parking, hours, etc.) and the physician/patient
interface is now being completed. Local researchers estimate that regular use of the Red Rock Ridge and Valley
Trail could result in $22–$63 million in direct healthcare cost savings.

FRESHWATER L AND TRUST

Ice Age Trail, Wisconsin

Freshwater Land Trust hosted multiple community meetings to develop the master plan for the Red Rock
Ridge and Valley Trail System, eliciting the participation of 3,000 people representing the diversity of the area.

Wisconsin’s Ice Age Trail is a 1,200-mile footpath
that travels through some of the state’s most exceptional natural areas. It is a stunning recreational
amenity that strengthens the community and spurs
economic development statewide.
More than 1.2 million people use the trail annually
to hike and snowshoe, backpack and experience nature.
Many are die-hard fans: 133 people are “1,000-milers”
who have hiked the entire trail. The accredited Ice Age
Trail Alliance (IATA) is particularly committed to
engaging the next generation of explorers and conservationists. Through its Saunters Program, the land
continued on page 22
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PEOPLE AND WILDLIFE SHARE

A Special Preserve
O

pen seven days a week from dawn to dusk, free of charge, Bay Preserve at Osprey on Florida’s Little
Sarasota Bay is a true community park shared by many, from picnickers to kayakers, fishermen to rowing
teams, and from children playing in the “nature playground” to adults playing bocce ball.
Encompassing just over 4 acres, Bay Preserve at Osprey was acquired in 2006 by the accredited Conservation
Foundation of the Gulf Coast using a Florida Communities Trust grant to create public access to the bay and provide
a headquarters for the land trust. The preserve includes the Burrows-Matson House, a historic home named for its
prior owners, both of whom conserved their land for future generations.
Humans share the preserve with wildlife. Mangrove islands dot the bay, providing critical habitat in which wading
birds forage, roost and nest, and a root system that such game fish as tarpon and snook use as cover.
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continued from page 19

From its western terminus in Interstate State Park in St. Croix Falls, Polk County, to its eastern terminus in Potawatomi State Park in Sturgeon Bay, Door County, Wisconsin’s Ice Age
National Scenic Trail offers beautiful views of land sculpted by glacial ice more than 12,000 years ago.

trust brings approximately 1,000 schoolaged kids outside each year.
“I get inspired by these young eyes and the
sense of wonder they have for the outdoors,”
says Outreach and Education Manager Luke
Kloberdanz. “The experience is totally experiential and raw, and the kids will carry that
forward as they get older.”
IATA has a robust network of volunteers—
2,600 strong—who donate about 80,000
hours of their time annually. IATA offers
advanced training in trail construction and
crew leadership for those who want to join
the Mobile Skills Crew. It is not unusual for
hundreds of Mobile Skills Crew members to
descend on a town for a single day’s work of
trail construction, maintenance or rerouting.
The teamwork and camaraderie that develops
from being part of such a tight-knit crew is
unusually strong.
“I can’t imagine having enough employees
to do what our volunteers do,” says Executive
Director Mike Wollmer. “They are so
devoted to every aspect of these projects.”
The work of the volunteers has many
ripple effects. “When the Mobile Skills
Crew is finished and the circus leaves town,
that is when the second round of economic
22
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benefits occurs,” says Kloberdanz. “Hikers
show up and walk the trail, eat at local
restaurants and spend money.” Indeed,
one study found that the trail contributes
approximately $113 million annually to
statewide and local economies.
IATA would like the Ice Age Trail to
benefit cities and towns as much as possible.
Through its Trail Communities Program,
the land trust promotes synergies with the
estimated 137 communities situated along
the trail. To be a “Trail Community,” a
city or town must make trailway protection
or trail linkage a priority in its local planning documents. In return, IATA provides
Trail Communities signage and marketing
materials, as well as priority status when
allocating trail resources in the future.
“This program is a good arrangement
for towns,” says Wollmer. “The Ice Age
Trail can really be a vector for community growth in terms of educational
opportunities, economic stimulation and
improved health.”
Champlain Area Trails, New York

The Champlain Valley is a swath of rolling
farmland, forests and quaint towns that lies

www.landtrustalliance.org

along the eastern margin of 6-million-acre
Adirondack Park. In this rural and bucolic
place, a strange irony exists. Most of the land
is privately owned. As such, there are few
places for people to access nature.
A group of concerned outdoor enthusiasts
founded Champlain Area Trails, Inc. (CATS)
in 2009 with the goal of changing that. Their
vision was to build a network of trails through
the region and make the Champlain Valley a
“destination attraction” for hikers and tourists.
The group also formed a land trust to conserve
the scenic landscape.
In just seven years CATS (accredited)
has developed more than 40 miles of trails,
linking communities, connecting people
with nature and promoting economic vitality
among towns. Although the land trust has
negotiated some conservation easements and
purchased land outright, it mostly negotiates
year-to-year agreements with landowners for
trails to cross their properties.
The whole project has been warmly
welcomed by residents and towns. “Many
local officials have recognized that our
economic future depends on ecotourism
and the wise promotion of the recreational,
historic and cultural resources of the area,”

says Peter Paine, chairman of the Champlain
National Bank.
Among CATS’ most popular events are
the annual hamlet-to-hamlet hikes. The first
hike, a 14-mile trek between the towns of
Westport and Essex, occurred three years
ago and attracted some 65 people. Last year
that same hike drew 250 people. This year
CATS has added several more towns and
created a few different routes. In addition
to showcasing the natural beauty of the
Champlain Valley, these hikes connect tourists with the local inns, restaurants and small
shops throughout the region—making it a
win-win for local businesses.
Several years ago CATS launched a series
of travel-writing contests as a way to generate
excitement and gather stories about the trails.
The contest generated a lot of buzz, and more
people started getting invested in the organization because of it. Soon a photo contest
was added. These have turned out to be great
marketing tools.
“People research vacation destinations
online, so as they look into visiting the
Northeast, we want them to see pictures and
travel articles about the Champlain Valley
and get inspired to come here,” says CATS
Executive Director Chris Maron. “The
contests certainly succeeded in that, and
now, our hamlet-to-hamlet hikes are a great
next step in bringing people here to enjoy the
outdoors and patronize our local businesses.”
Wenatchee Foothills Trail
System, Washington

Washington’s Wenatchee Valley is increasingly becoming a mecca for tourism and
outdoor recreation. In the next 15 years, the
population is expected to increase by 30% as
people flock to the area for its scenic beauty,
wildlife and network of trails and open space.
The accredited Chelan-Douglas Land Trust
(CDLT) is committed to safeguarding the
valley’s natural resources in the face of this
growth. The group is overseeing an ambitious
public access effort known as the Wenatchee
Foothills Trail system. The goal is for every
person to be able to experience nature within
10 minutes from his or her home.
In 2013 the land trust wrapped up an
$8.67 million capital campaign to secure

CHEL AN-DOUGL AS L AND TRUST

Foothills Hiking Challenge
participants with Chelan-Douglas
Land Trust Ambassador Jose Luis
Marquez. People from the Latino
community who enjoyed the
challenge continue to bring their
families to the trails.

key properties and trails throughout the
Wenatchee Foothills. One of the most
important acquisitions was the 325-acre
Saddle Rock Park, previously owned by the
state, which is now a community park. The
campaign had support from realtors and
homebuilders, both of which recognized that
open space and recreational amenities are
good news for home values.
Local business was on board, as well. “The
Greater Wenatchee Chamber of Commerce
recognized that a recreational quality of
life—brought about through well-planned
conservation—attracts small businesses
and entrepreneurs to our community,” says
CDLT Executive Director Bob Bugert.
One of the more interesting aspects of this
project is how the trail system is impacting
people’s health. Several years ago, the land
trust established a partnership with Columbia
Valley Community Health (CVCH), a
local clinic that provides low-cost health
care for the many Latino migrant workers
involved in the fruit tree industry, among
others. Working with CVCH, the land trust
designed a customized program, the Foothills
Hiking Challenge, whereby medical providers
would write “park prescriptions” for their
patients (similar to other land trust programs).
The CVHC physicians joined their patients
on these walks, as would Spanish-speaking
naturalists, known as Foothills Ambassadors,
who were hired by the land trust. Each week,
anywhere from 30-50 people participated in
the hikes.
“The Foothills Hiking Challenge was a
huge success,” says Marlen Mendez, former
outreach coordinator for CVCH. “The
majority of the participants did not know
the trails we went on. Since then, those

individuals have taken their families and
friends on these same hikes, and are sharing
what they learned.”
“Every year the land trust sees higher rates
of use for its parks and trails, among all cross
sections of the community,” says Hanne
Beener, trails and stewardship coordinator
for CDLT. “I think the trail system gives
people a great sense of pride.”
Bridging Communities

Sometimes a bridge on a trail is more than just
a bridge. When a pedestrian bridge opened
along the Milwaukee River Greenway, a
6-mile section of the Milwaukee River, the
communities on each side of the bridge held a
ribbon-tying ceremony rather than a ribboncutting to celebrate the literal and symbolic
connection of two neighborhoods that had
historically been divided by the river.
An alderman from the more affluent, less
diverse east side, and an alderman from the
less affluent, more diverse west side were
joined by Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett.
The River Revitalization Foundation looked
on proudly. A member of the Milwaukee
River Greenway Coalition, RRF and the
coalition have developed a master plan for
the greenway. Executive Director Kimberly
Gleffe explains that while everyone needs
green space, “in an urban area it can be especially hard to find. As Milwaukee’s urban
rivers land trust, we enhance the quality of
life and pride in our nearby neighborhoods,
and in the Milwaukee community at large,
by protecting natural areas in the heart of
the city.” By uniting two communities, the
North Avenue dam pedestrian bridge built a
pathway to change.
EDITH PEPPER GOLTRA IS A FREELANCE WRITER IN MASSACHUSETTS.
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What Title
Reveals that
the Land
Itself Cannot
BY

MaryKay O’Donnell

This Grissom Elementary School site is part of Openlands’ Space to Grow project, which brings
green space to Chicago public schoolyards. “We work in an urban area and title work tells us the
story of the land—things we couldn’t know from walking the property today. Identifying and
curing due diligence issues ensures Openlands can fulfill its promises to protect these lands for
our communities.” –Emy Brawley, Vice President of Conservation, Openlands (IL) (accredited)
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ove to read detective novels? When you were
little, did you pretend you were Nancy Drew
or do you regularly impersonate Columbo by
pestering friends with “Just one more thing. . .”?
If so, title investigation is for you! Title is the story of the
land, the story of our lives. Reading a title report is very
much like immersing yourself in a detective novel: Who
did it? When? How? Does it matter?
When you sit down across the kitchen table from a couple and
promise to help them protect their land forever, you take that seriously. As a risk management step it is sensible to assure yourselves, the
landowner, your supporters and the wider community that you actually
have good title to the land. While the details of how to approach title
review may vary, whether to review title should not. Ensuring good
title enables your land trust to put its energy and resources fully into the
land, knowing it is protected now and for future generations.
Anyone involved in acquiring land or conservation easements for a
land trust has heard “Order title!” “Review title commitments early and
often.” But what exactly does it mean when Land Trust Standards and
Practices advises us to investigate title?
Part of Due Diligence

DJ GLISSON, II

Reviewing title is part of the due diligence you perform prior to
acquiring land or a conservation easement. Due diligence is defined
as taking reasonable care in examining the property before acquisition
and varies with the complexity of the transaction. Much due diligence
work has to do with examining the land itself. But looking at the land
cannot tell you if there are title issues lurking. You investigate title to
determine the legal owner of the property, to uncover leases and to
identify water and mineral rights ownership and other encumbrances
that may affect the property. These factors must be examined to
determine if there is anything that will affect your ability to protect the
land. Title work will also identify if there are liens or mortgages that
must be discharged or subordinated prior to or at closing.
The first step in investigating title is to order a title report and to
have knowledgeable people review it and address any potential
problems. Prior to acquisition, title issues should either be
resolved, be evaluated to determine they will not adversely affect
title or conservation or, in some cases, be deemed serious enough
www.landtrustalliance.org
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What Title
Reveals that
the Land
Itself Cannot
to not go forward with the project. Documentation of this review
is critical.
Before we get into title report details, let’s talk about how to go about
reviewing title.
Four Steps to Review Title

First, someone has to order the title. For advice on ordering title,
see page 165 of Acquiring Land and Conservation Easements [available on The Learning Center]. Obtain copies of and review the legal
documents listed in the report for each exception to title. The title
report must be written by a professional title investigator: either a title
company’s title examiner or a real estate attorney who specializes in
title work.
In step two, a qualified person(s) at the land trust should review
the title report. Knowledgeable staff or volunteers can do the initial
legwork and review. If your land trust lacks sufficient expertise on your
staff, board or committees, you should immediately provide the title
report and associated documents to an experienced real estate attorney
to oversee the review process.
The initial reviewers can flag potential issues, obtain missing
documents, ask clarifying questions, order additional materials (such
as a survey) and request simple corrections. Read and understand the
entire report, the vesting deed (the deed that gives ownership to the
current landowner) and all of the exceptions. For example, if someone
else holds tree-trimming rights on the land, you need to understand
the implications and how those rights might affect the property. The
reviewer should also ask questions of the landowner if something
unexpected is revealed. For example, it is not uncommon to see
unanticipated people named as owners. Surprise! Cousin Isabel is a
partial owner who everyone forgot to mention. Or you might detect
that Mary and John Smith do not actually own the property; they put
it into trust in 1972 and the trust owns it.
This is why you want to order title early—you often learn things that
need to be handled before closing. It can take many months to address
title concerns. You don’t want to find out there is a title issue two weeks
before closing or, even worse, after closing.
Step three is to pass the report, documents and related information
along to a real estate attorney or your title insurance company attorney

WHAT
IS TITLE?
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for his or her review and counsel. The attorney will examine the entire
report and supporting documents. Having the materials in proper
order with simple issues addressed will help streamline the process.
Attorney review is not an optional step! The attorney will help identify
and solve issues and will guide the organization in understanding the
title report and any potential concerns. For example, if there is a lack
of access exception, the attorney can work with the landowner and the
title company to determine if the property really does lack legal access
or if the notation is merely an error. They may refer to surveys, plat
maps and previous conveyances to solve the mystery. If the title report
is correct and there is no legal access to the property, then the attorney
will craft a plan to cure this title defect prior to acquisition. In some
cases, there are defects to title that are so severe that the land trust may
choose not to pursue the transaction.
The land trust and the attorney work in tandem to ensure the organization is acquiring good title to the property. Develop your land trust’s
expertise on title by seeking out committee members with real estate
backgrounds, paying for training and getting to know your local title
companies as a resource.
The fourth step is to address any title concerns revealed in the title
review. The land trust may need to make a business decision, with
guidance from its attorney. Many decisions about title and what the
organization is or is not willing to accept rides on one question: “Does
any title issue affect our ability to protect the conservation values of the
property?” For instance, an easement that allows a neighboring rancher
to move cattle across the property every spring may not be of concern;
however, the right of the water district to use a substantial portion of
the property as a reservoir may be.
A Plethora of Title Reports

Now let’s talk about title reports. There are many forms of title work,
which vary by region. These include: title abstracts, title reports, chains
of title, attorney’s opinions or certificates of title, title commitments and
title insurance policies.
A title abstract is the condensed history of title to a parcel of real
estate, consisting of a summary of the original grant and all subsequent
conveyances and encumbrances affecting the property. The abstractor
who produces the abstract certifies the history is complete and accurate.

Title is a collective term that encompasses your legal rights to own, possess, use, enjoy, control and dispose of real
property—land. Title is often thought of as a bundle of rights and recognizes that some of the rights in the bundle may
be removed and owned by someone else, such as timber rights, mineral rights or easements.
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MISSISSIPPI RIVER BLUFFS/ROBERT J. HURT

“Reviewing the title work for a property is
imperative to land protection; it can reveal old
liens or encumbrances, problems with ownership,
boundary overlaps, mineral claims and other issues
that can threaten the validity of the project. In one
instance, the title work revealed the landowner did
not legally own 30 acres that he thought he did. In
others we found old mineral claims and had to work
with a third party to release those claims.”
–Abbie Church, Conservation Director, Mississippi
Valley Conservancy (WI) (accredited)

In some states it is common to order the title abstract through a real
estate attorney who produces an attorney’s title opinion during the due
diligence phase and then may be asked to produce a certificate of title
after acquisition to ensure everything is properly in place.
A title report is essentially the same as a title abstract but is
produced by a title company and does not typically go back to the
original patent or grant of title, although this varies state by state.
The title company conducts a title search to examine public records,
laws and court decisions to disclose facts regarding the land. Title
companies keep records on every parcel of land called a title plant,
which they rely on to create the title report.
A chain of title is a complete record of who owns the property
and how they acquired it and can go back all the way to the original
government patent. Typically, title companies will include a chain of
title for a certain number of years, based on local custom or a state
marketable title act, if the state has one. If you want more, for example,
if you are partnering with a government agency that requires a longer
chain, you simply ask the title company.
A title insurance commitment (also known as preliminary title
commitment) is often the same as a title report with one big exception:
It also includes a commitment to issue a title insurance policy if the
proposed owner acquires the property, meets certain conditions (such
as board authorization) and pays the insurance premium.
A title insurance policy is created from the commitment after you
acquire the property. Unlike other types of insurance, this protects the
organization from things that occurred in the past. If a title defect is
found after closing, perhaps even years later, and the defect was not listed
as an exception to title or an exclusion to coverage in the policy, the title
insurance company becomes your partner in addressing the title defect.
While a thorough title investigation helps ensure good title to
the land, only an owner’s title insurance policy can protect the land
trust from financial loss if a covered title problem is discovered. Since
human errors occur in title reports, a title examiner may inadvertently
miss something. Examples of hidden title problems include errors or

omissions in deeds, mistakes in examining records, potential boundary
issues, fraud and forgeries.
If covered, the title company has the obligation to either pay you the
monetary value of the defect up to the policy limits or to help you cure
it. Having a partner when title issues arise is a comforting thing. It is
important to note that the title company has sole discretion to choose
the option to pay you or to litigate on your behalf.
If you choose to purchase a policy for less than the value of your
property interest, you may expose the land trust to potential loss. A
land trust that holds a conservation easement worth $100,000 but has
only $10,000 of title insurance may find the title company elects simply
to pay the full policy amount ($10,000) to the land trust, rather than
incur the expense to defend the land trust for what may be a loss of
$100,000 or more.
Helpful Sleuthing Tips

Projects often take years to complete. Title should be updated at least
every six months (and more often if desired) on active projects to
make sure nothing has happened to affect title and your project—you
don’t want a plot twist late in the story. In addition, the title should
be brought current as of the date and time of closing. One of the
advantages to working with title companies is that they can also
provide escrow and closing services.
Ready to be the detective for your land trust? Additional resources
can be found on The Learning Center in the digital library under
Standard 9, Title Investigation and Subordination, as well as in
Acquiring Land and Conservation Easements. Reference the onepage Practical Pointers on Title Insurance. See also the Land Trust
Accreditation Commission’s Requirements Manual, Practice 9H. The
American Land Title Association and state bar associations often offer
local training opportunities. Happy sleuthing!
MARYKAY O’DONNELL IS THE MIDWEST PROGRAM MANAGER FOR THE LAND TRUST ALLIANCE. SPECIAL THANKS
TO ALLAN BEEZLEY AND MARIE VICEK OF THE LAW FIRM OF ALLAN C. BEEZLEY, P.C. FOR THEIR ASSISTANCE WITH
THIS ARTICLE.
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Sandhill cranes on
land protected by
the Driftless Area
Land Conservancy
in Wisconsin.

Kirsten Ferguson

Choosing Wisely
A defined process for selecting land projects is critical
to any land trust’s ability to protect land for perpetuity.

MARY K AY BAUM

W

hen Frank Margiotta, a retired biologist and science teacher, first
joined the board of Winnakee Land Trust in New York, he was
assigned to the accredited land trust’s easement committee.
“I wanted to get a handle on what was required to select a piece of property
for protection,” he says.

He was a new resident of the northern Dutchess
County area and not overly familiar with many of the
properties under consideration by the land trust. So he
suggested to then-Executive Director Lucy Hayden and
newly hired Land Projects Biologist Raphael Notin that
the small land trust develop a quantitative tool for evaluating the conservation value of potential projects.
“I wanted it to be an objective, rather than subjective,
decision,” Margiotta says. “As a scientist and teacher, I
always want to be objective.”
28
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Working together over about a year’s time,
Margiotta, Hayden and Notin developed an easement
evaluation worksheet with scoring guidelines that
allow the easement committee to rank potential
properties (see Resource box). The worksheet
rates parcels of land on factors including natural,
agricultural and scenic values; community priorities,
recreational benefit and historic importance; and
financial considerations like the cost of stewardship
and risks of easement violation.

TIERNEY ROSENSTOCK

Now when Winnakee’s easement committee presents a potential
easement project to the full board for a vote, it reports the project’s
worksheet ranking out of a total possible score of 400. “It’s become
a very good document,” Margiotta says of the worksheet. “It’s so
logical to grade everything. It becomes a very straightforward decision when a project scores high or low.”
The worksheet helps Winnakee Land Trust adhere to Practice
8B, Project Selection and Criteria, of Land Trust Standards and
Practices, which ensures that land trusts have a defined process for
selecting land and easement projects, including written selection
criteria consistent with their missions.
In part, the process helps take the personal preferences and
biases of individual board members out of the equation during the
evaluation of land projects.
“Wetlands biology is my background,” Margiotta says. “I always
lean that way. When I see a vernal pool on a piece of property, that
stands out to me as important for biodiversity. But the worksheet
buffers any personal leanings and makes sure that project selection
is an equitable process. Scoring is objective—it avoids subjective
conclusions being made.”
The objectivity provided by the worksheet is especially helpful
for such a varied land trust, which has many different areas of focus.
Winnakee not only protects farmland and natural habitats from
development in northwest Dutchess County, it also provides public
recreational opportunities through miles of public access trails and
its two parks—Drayton Grant Park at Burger Hill in Rhinebeck and
Winnakee Nature Preserve in Hyde Park.
“The worksheet helps give us consistency going from one easement to
the next and prevents us from taking on potential easement problems,” he
says. “It’s a living document—we’re constantly learning as we go along.”

Criteria for

Community Conservation

O

ver 200 acres in Argyle, Wisconsin—directly next to
a K–12 school and a park—were recently protected
by the Driftless Area Land Conservancy in Wisconsin with
the goal of connecting people to the land. One of the land
trust’s new “ambassador landscapes,” the property contains
a dynamic mix of riparian areas and river frontage along the
Pecatonic River, as well as upland prairies, oak savannas and
many other habitats.
For Driftless, the rare natural communities on the property
are valuable—but so is the opportunity that the landscape
presents to get community members involved in the land trust’s
mission. To better connect people in the community with
nature, the conservancy is at work building trails; installing
signage, a boardwalk and a kiosk; and working with the school
to plant pollinator habitat and develop a curriculum based on
the landscape.
“We had a couple of board members who said, ‘This is exactly
what’s meant by ‘community conservation,’ ” says Executive
Director Dave Clutter.
The idea to develop ambassador landscapes came out of
the conservancy’s work with consultant Judy Anderson, who
highlighted the need to think about how land trusts can
increase their relevance by working to address community
needs. “We’re looking at our service area and thinking of this
as a way of engaging community, getting people involved in
conservation and raising awareness of the organization and the
work that we do,” says Clutter.
While working with Anderson, Driftless Area Land
Conservancy integrated the idea of ambassador landscapes into
its strategic plan and developed project selection criteria to
guide its selection of landscapes that help build the “visibility,
credibility and sustainability” of the organization and foster a
greater love of the land among the community.
The project selection guidelines look at landscape features,
land management issues and budgetary capacity, as well as
factors related to the “work” of the landscape, i.e., how it will
provide an opportunity to get people—including children and
the elderly—outdoors and engaged in activities like recreation
or growing food.
More ambassador projects are in the works, including the
development of a Driftless Trail to connect three state parks. “If
land trusts are serious about perpetuity and being relevant and
having a positive effect on people’s lives, this is an important
part of that puzzle,” says Clutter.

A waterfall on land protected by a conservation easement held by Winnakee Land Trust.
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Grant Smith (red jacket),
board member of the
Land Trust of the Eastern
Panhandle meets with
Don Owen, Land Trust
Alliance circuit rider,
and Liz Wheeler, program director of the
Jefferson County Farmland Protection Board.

Working with a Crucial Partner

Practice 8B also requires a land trust to evaluate its
capacity to perform any perpetual stewardship responsibilities for a project. For the Land Trust of the Eastern
Panhandle in West Virginia, that’s critical.
The majority of the 48 easements held by the small, allvolunteer land trust are co-held with the Jefferson County
Farmland Protection Board, which has its own ranking
system and controlling criteria for accepted projects,
including amount of acreage, soil types and historical,
water, natural and manmade features of the property.
“We have a set of criteria and a written system for
looking at potential easement projects focusing on conservation values,” says board member Grant Smith. “Our
criteria for agricultural easements says we would normally
accept the judgment of the farmland protection board.”
But the Land Trust of the Eastern Panhandle still needs
to be sure that each project will provide the stewardship
funds needed to help maintain the project in perpetuity.
“If the farmland protection board asks us to co-hold an
easement, the question of a stewardship donation is very

Resource
Go to The Learning Center at http://tlc.lta.org/projectcriteria to download
Winnakee Land Trust’s easement evaluation worksheet as an example for
creating one for your land trust. The Learning Center is a service offered
to Land Trust Alliance member land trusts and partners, and to individual
members at the $250 level and above.
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important,” says Smith. “We have turned down an easement
if we didn’t get a pledge for a stewardship contribution.”
Partnering with the farmland protection board on
projects helps the land trust achieve its mission of
preserving open space and rural landscapes in West
Virginia’s eastern Panhandle, where much of the land
is farmland and many of the landowners are working
farmers who can’t afford to donate their easements.
In West Virginia, farmland protection boards get a
percentage of the state’s real estate transfer tax to fund
purchase of conservation easements, which they often
leverage with matching funds from the U.S. Department
of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service.
“The farmland protection boards have good relations with
farmers,” says Smith. “We look to them to be the lead on
farmland. They are very important for conservation and are
making a difference in the Panhandle. Because of the farmland protection boards, we’re beginning to have concentrations of protected farmland in the bread basket of the state.”
For an all-volunteer land trust, it’s the dedication of
the board that makes the difference in maintaining focus
and carefully defining a consistent process for selecting
land and easement projects, says Smith.
“We’ve been successful because we have a very
engaged board,” he says. “We have two board members
responsible for our monitoring program, one who developed our records management system and another who
developed our criteria for working forest conservation
easements. All of us have learned on the job.”
FREELANCE WRITER AND EDITOR KIRSTEN FERGUSON IS A FREQUENT CONTRIBUTOR TO
SAVING LAND. SHE CAN BE REACHED AT KIRSTENFERGUSONMEDIA@GMAIL.COM.

BY

Kelly Saxton

accreditation C O R N E R

Conservation Legislation
Aided by Accreditation

W

Cherie Kearney, forest conservation
director for Columbia Land Trust (WA), says
accreditation is “allowing us to speak with one
confident voice on behalf of land trusts. When
we have legislative discussions, we are able to
say, with confidence, accreditation is our professional standard and our validation. We are
holding the standard so the legislature doesn’t
have to check out each individual land trust.”
According to Molly Doran, executive
director of Skagit Land Trust (WA) and
vice chair of the Accreditation Commission
accreditation basically stands for what legislators want: “land trusts they can count on
to meet professional standards.”
“Every time I approach my state legislature
about funding and every time I discuss the
conservation easement tax deductions with
federal representatives, I make sure they know
that not only is my land trust accredited but
that there is a whole body of accredited land
trusts working to meet high standards and
meet the public trust,” says Doran.
The Washington Wildlife and Recreation
Program funds the state’s natural resource,
fish and wildlife and parks agencies, she
explains. “In 2016 the legislature finally
allowed land trusts to apply and compete for
these funds. This big change in the program
demonstrated that land trusts had proven
credibility and professional standards.”

SUZ ANNE FOGART Y

hen one land trust becomes accredited, that land trust
increases trust, validation and respect in its work.
When over 300 land trusts become accredited, the land
trust community increases its collective might, making
a difference in legislative actions for conservation around the country.

Every time Molly Doran of Skagit Land Trust (WA)
approaches her state legislature about funding, she
makes sure they know that her land trust is accredited.

“I have always felt strongly about safeguarding our environment for future
generations,” says Rep. Rob Wittman (VA). “As a member of the House
Committee on Natural Resources and the Chesapeake Bay Watershed Caucus,
I’m working to find ways to wisely and effectively protect the environment. That
means streamlining processes, increasing accountability and collaborating with
folks outside of government who have an understanding of the obstacles we’re
facing. To that end, members of the land trust community that have attained the
distinction of accreditation have been strong partners.”

Kearney notes, “Legislators asked hard
questions: ‘How can we be sure land trusts
will be able to steward these properties?
Will land trusts be around deep into the
future (like public agencies)? Can land
trusts manage public funds to our standards?’ We were able to say ‘yes’ to all of
these due to Land Trust Standards and
Practices and accreditation.”
Fernando Lloveras, executive director of
the Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico and
Land Trust Alliance board member, says
that in Puerto Rico the legislature went as
far as incorporating Land Trust Standards and
Practices into the conservation easement law.
Lloveras says, “Recent amendments require
that any land trust receiving easement
donations must be accredited and follow
Land Trust Standards and Practices. These

requirements guarantee that all land trusts
perform rigorous baseline documentation,
good governance practices and follow the
correct appraisal methodology.”
Influencing legislators requires demonstrating “doing business in an ethically
sound and highly professional manner,” says
Caren Schumacher, executive director of
Historic Virginia Land Conservancy. “As
the number of accredited land trusts grows,
so does the integrity of the entire land
trust community.” Schumacher says that
during her 15 years in land conservation,
their work has come under greater scrutiny.
“It’s so important that we’re doing business
correctly: When we are all tied together
through accreditation, the more effective
we can be.”
KELLY SAXTON IS AN EDITORIAL CONSULTANT IN WASHINGTON, D.C.

THE LAND TRUST ACCREDITATION COMMISSION INSPIRES EXCELLENCE, PROMOTES PUBLIC TRUST AND ENSURES PERMANENCE IN THE CONSERVATION OF OPEN LANDS BY
RECOGNIZING LAND TRUST ORGANIZATIONS THAT MEET RIGOROUS QUALITY STANDARDS AND THAT STRIVE FOR CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT. WWW.LANDTRUSTACCREDITATION.ORG
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Christina Soto

Land Trust Days

Demonstrating the Public Benefits (and Fun!) of Land Protection

R

hode Island has more land trusts per square mile than any other state in the
union,” says Rupert Friday, executive director of the Rhode Island Land Trust
Council. “That demonstrates our commitment to protecting our communities’
unique characters and to having healthy ‘whole’ communities with green space where
people can get outdoors, unwind, breathe fresh air and renew our spirits.”
Rhode Island land trusts have protected almost
37,000 acres of land, about one-quarter of all the
protected land in the state. Rhode Islanders have a
proud tradition of environmental stewardship, and
Rhode Island Land Trust Days, an annual twomonth celebration of the open lands and green
spaces across Rhode Island protected by land trusts,
offer the public many chances to connect with the
outdoors and get to know their local land trusts.
Many of the more than 45 land trusts in the
state host activities and special events for everyone,
young and old, to enjoy, including guided hikes, bird
banding demonstrations, hot dog roasts, community
festivals, full moon walks, farm tours and a lot more.
Last year Land Trust Days included 30 participating
land trusts and partners with over 60 events reaching
several thousand people.
The theme “Discover YOUR True Nature” celebrates
the fun and excitement of discovering new, natural
places to love, and makes it clear that lands protected
by land trusts are there for the community and shared
by everyone. The theme also celebrates the health and
emotional benefits people get when they spend time in
the natural world.
“It’s good for our health to unplug and enjoy the
outdoors,” says Friday. “And when you ask people
to identify their favorite place, most people point to
places outdoors with natural surroundings. Land Trust
Days puts the spotlight on special places in Rhode
Island, and on the organizations that protect them.”
Friday says Land Trust Days has been very popular
the past four years. The coalition he leads, the Rhode
Island Land Trust Council, coordinates the project
each year. The council encourages every land trust in
the state to organize and host at least one activity that
32
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showcases the special places they are protecting. Then
it compiles information about all those activities on
one calendar and a roster of activities on the Land
Trust Days website and promotes them. In addition to
statewide promotion, the council also helps land trusts
promote their local activities with marketing materials,
such as posters and postcards for coffee shops and
other community venues.
Each year the kick-off celebration for Land Trust
Days is held at a location that is relatively unknown, “a
hidden gem” that attracts news coverage. The council also
promotes Land Trust Days activities on social media. The
MeetUp group and Facebook page for Land Trust Days
have a growing following. This statewide promotion gives
visibility to land trusts’ activities and creates greater media
and social media coverage than individual land trusts can
attract on their own.
“We feel that every Rhode Island resident should
take the time to visit the land trust-protected sites near
them, and visit the many diverse sites around the state,”
says Helen Tjader, co-chair of the Land Trust Days
Committee of the Rhode Island Land Trust Council. “It
is the easiest way to experience the incredibly wide range
of outdoor, family-friendly and fun Rhode Island has to
offer, from beaches and ponds, to rivers and forests, rolling
fields, farms and green urban retreats.”
Best Practices

Tjader discusses timing, promotion and events in a best
practices list for planning and managing Land Trust Days:
1. Think about timing. Our Days spans part of
the summer and fall school seasons. Some of our
land trusts have significant summer populations
and supporters who are only around during the
summer months. Other land trusts are relatively

inactive during the summer and crank
up their activities once school starts.
Our Days includes the best of
summer and the beginning of New
England fall. In spring we have
buggier, wetter weather and our
volunteer trusts are busy getting trails
into shape after winter storm damage.
2. L ook out for the smaller groups. We
cap the number of events per trust at four
so that larger organizations do not overwhelm the calendar. While events may
charge a fee, we especially encourage
free and low-cost events. To maintain
our focus, our calendar does not include
either volunteer work events or events
that are primarily fundraisers. All events
need solid directions and contact information. Creative, catchy descriptions
and titles are highly encouraged.
3. I nvest in promotion. Rupert has been
successful in getting a small grant to
work with Chip Young, a public relations
professional who specializes in traditional media (print and video). Our work
with him focuses on the kickoff. Another
grant covers work with a marketing firm
specializing in social media that helps
us craft our messages; our current theme
was the firm’s idea.
4. A
 ssign clear roles and responsibilities.
The land trusts are the official hosts
responsible for all event details while
our committee focuses on the publicity
effort, including print and social media
and cross-posting partners, as well
as providing trusts with postcards,
posters and event signs. Our radio
advertising has brought meaningful
attention to our land trusts from
community members who may never
even attend an event.

MIKAELA KARLSSON

A circle dance is led by Loren Spears, executive director of Tomaquag Museum, during the kick-off celebration for the 2015 Rhode Island Land Trust Days at the
accredited South Kingstown Land Trust’s Weedon
Farm. It was a “blue moon” (the second full moon in a
month), and more than 125 people attended.

5. Start promoting early. The kick-off
event is now scheduled several weeks
before the start of Days. This extra
lead time primes our social media
connections so everyone is excited
and informed just as our official Days
events start up.
6. Offer unique experiences. Our
best attended events include specific
experiences such as watching the full
moon rise or bird banding, or a visit
to someplace normally not open to
the public or at a time that a place is
not normally open. Any event with
food works well. A hot dog roast
makes it easy to grab family and
friends to head straight over after
work. Food trucks are trendy and
easy to arrange.
Guided walks are hugely popular.
Typical walks are short in length, a mile
or two, and in duration, an hour to hour
and a half. Many attendees will visit a
place for the very first time because they
feel confident with a guide to lead the
way and describe the sights.

Other Examples
Rhode Island Land Trust Days (www.
landtrustdays.org) is just one example of a
statewide event to engage the public with
land trusts. Here are a few more:
Montana Open Land Month
Montana Association of Land Trusts
http://openlandmt.org
Great Outdoor Maine Weekend
Maine Outdoor Coalition
greatmaineoutdoorweekend.org/events
Take It Outside California!
California Council of Land Trusts
http://takeitoutsideca.com
Colorado Land Conservation Day
Colorado Coalition of Land Trusts
www.getoutdoorscolorado.org
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USING THE CONSERVATION

TAX INCENTIVE

vision for the future of land conservation.
Andrew will be building on some amazing
2015 achievements.”
You can download the 2015 Annual
Report (link below) and read about our
victory making the conservation tax incentive permanent; the successful completion of
our first-ever campaign, Together:
A Campaign for the Land, which is already
increasing the Alliance’s ability to help land
trusts around the country; and landmarks
of innovative initiatives like Terrafirma and
community conservation. Best of all, we did
it together. We thank our supporters for all
you have done to make these 2015 accomplishments possible. Celebrate with us!
Download the report at www.lta.org/
annualreport. •

Two Resources from
the EPA
CLIMATE CHANGE

N

ow that Congress has enacted one of the most powerful conservation measures in
decades—the enhanced federal tax incentive for conservation easement donations—land trusts have questions and the Land Trust Alliance has answers.
Check out our quick reference guide that summarizes the incentive and provides
answers to your frequently asked questions. Download it at www.lta.org/taxbrochure. •

Celebrate With Us
“2015 WAS AN EVENTFUL YEAR for the Land
Trust Alliance,” says Laura Johnson,
chair of the Land Trust Alliance Board
of Directors in her introduction to the
Alliance’s 2015 Annual Report. “We are
delighted to have Andrew Bowman leading the Alliance, as he brings considerable strengths to the job and tremendous
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) offers an interactive tool to view data
from its 20th Inventory of U.S. Greenhouse
Gas Emissions and Sinks through the
online Greenhouse Gas Inventory Data
Explorer tool. Users can view, graph and
download data by sector, year and greenhouse gas.
Among the inventory’s findings, by
sector, power plants were the largest source
of emissions, accounting for 31% of total
U.S. greenhouse gas pollution, the transportation sector was the second largest source,
at 27%, and industry and manufacturing
were the third largest source, at 21%. The
increase in total national greenhouse gas
emissions between 2012 and 2013 was due
to increased energy consumption across all
sectors in the U.S. economy and greater use
of coal for electricity generation.
View and sort the data in EPA’s
Greenhouse Gas Inventory Data Explorer:
www.epa.gov/climatechange/ghgemissions/inventoryexplorer.

WATER

Also from the EPA, from its Office of
Research and Development, comes the

CONNECT WITH US!
www.facebook.com/landtrustalliance
www.twitter.com/ltalliance

report “Connectivity of Streams and
Wetlands to Downstream Waters: A
Review and Synthesis of the Scientific
Evidence.” The report reviews more
than 1,200 peer-reviewed publications
and summarizes current scientific
understanding about the connectivity
and mechanisms by which streams and
wetlands, singly or in aggregate, affect the
physical, chemical and biological
integrity of downstream waters. The
focus of the report is on surface and
shallow subsurface connections by which
small or temporary streams, nontidal
wetlands and open waters affect larger
waters, such as rivers, lakes, reservoirs
and estuaries.
Find it at https://cfpub.epa.gov/ncea/risk/

Wondering how to partner
effectively with corporations
on land conservation?

recordisplay.cfm?deid=296414&CFID=7146572
7&CFTOKEN=43546964.

Getting Down to Details
FROM THE EXCELLENT LIBRARY

at

Conservationtools.org, a website of the

Pennsylvania Land Trust Association,
comes the Model Grant of Right of First
Offer with Commentary. A draft released
for public review in 2015 was tested,
revised and expanded for this first edition.
The model provides a tool for a conservation organization to document a landowner commitment to turn first to that
organization before looking elsewhere for
a purchaser.
The holder of a right of first offer has
the opportunity to purchase land at the
landowners’ asking price before any other
prospective purchasers have an opportunity. An alternative configuration has
the holder, rather than the landowners,
making the first offer. If the right of
first offer is coupled with a right of first
negotiation, the holder has the further
benefit of time for counterproposals and
seeking mutually agreeable terms with
the landowners before other bidders make
competing offers. This model provides for
both rights.
Check it out at http://conservationtools.
org/library_items/1363.

THIS NEW PDF BOOK is a first-of-its-kind guide to help
land trusts and corporations overcome common obstacles
to successful partnerships.
Filled with practical resources such as sample easement
clauses with annotated guidance, this book is truly a
must-have for land trusts and corporations wanting
to work together to conserve the special places in our
nation’s communities.

Download for FREE:
lta.org/corporate-guidebook
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PROTECTING BIODIVERSITY

Desert

BY

Madeline Bodin

DREW REESE

T
Biodiversity in the desert, from big photo down: the
Mojave Desert in bloom; a fringe-toed lizard; a desert
tortoise; a bobcat.
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he Mojave Desert Land Trust (MDLT) in California acquires land to buffer
already protected land, such as a national park, to buffer other types of public
land, such as a Marine Corps base, to provide public access and to protect
wildlife habitat, such as that for the region’s iconic desert tortoises.
MDLT generally uses direct land acquisitions and has acquired 1,300
parcels totaling 58,600 acres. “Our acquisition program looks a little different because of
the dynamics of desert land values,” says MDLT Conservation Director Frazier Haney.
Desert prices are low because little can be done with the land, so it makes sense just to buy
the land outright, according to Haney.
A typical land acquisition will see MDLT working in partnership with a public agency.
“So much of our success is about collaboration,” Haney says. MDLT will turn back the
human disturbance on the site—roads, old homesites or dump sites. Then it will either hold
on to the land to continue to manage it and monitor desert tortoise activities, or transfer
it to a public agency like the National Park Service or the Bureau of Land Management.
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KENNEBUNKPORT CONSERVATION TRUST

MDLT has transferred 690 of those parcels totaling 35,782 acres to
National Park and Wilderness units.
Recently the land trust acquired 690 acres on the edge of Joshua
Tree National Park that included a trailhead into the park and other
park-like resources. Not only will this land create a buffer between
the park and the developed land beyond, says Haney, but it quickly
proved itself as excellent tortoise habitat. Baby tortoises have already
been spotted there. •

Last Chance for an Education
BY ROSE JENKINS

THERE WAS NO WAY JOE CERRONE WAS GOING TO GRADUATE, at

least
from the looks of things his junior year. “I wasn’t really about sitting
in the classroom and listening to someone lecture you,” he says.
Cerrone arrived at a nature preserve owned by the
Kennebunkport Conservation Trust in Maine in 2012 as part of
an alternative education program for high schoolers who weren’t
thriving in mainstream classrooms. There were 14 boys, recalls Leia
Lowery, the trust’s director of education. They didn’t know each
other well and they weren’t used to spending their days outdoors.
They didn’t like coming out in any weather, on cold and wet days
as well as pleasant ones. They kept their hoodies up and their
headphones in. “I joked that they hated school, they hated belts—
they hated everything other than their phones,” Lowery says.
The trust had been partnering with local schools for years,
bringing elementary students to their preserves, but this was
something new. The alternative education program at Kennebunk
High School gave these teenagers a chance to try hands-on
learning—possibly their last chance at an education before they
got in trouble or dropped out. On the preserve, their project was
to create a 1-mile loop trail with interpretive signs, called
The Learning Trail.
“These kids are kind of disenfranchised,” says teacher Ed
Sharood. “They don’t have much of a support system. They go home
to maybe a parent, maybe no parent, maybe no house. Some of them
might ‘couch-surf ’ for a few months here and there. There are issues
with food. So we try to get them re-engaged.”
After a few months, Lowery began to notice a difference. “They
were getting into it,” she says. “They had smiles on their faces. They
were connected to each other. They couldn’t wait to get out on the
trail and work.”
The Learning Trail was completed in 2013 on a preserve next
to the trust’s headquarters. Sharood says the project showed the
teenagers that “they have a role here as a member in the community,
where I don’t think they really had that before.”
Today, Joe Cerrone is 20 years old. He has his diploma. He’s
working, making decent wages, saving money and exploring further
career training. He goes out to the trail a few days a week to run
with his Husky.

Students celebrate the ribbon cutting for the new Learning Trail, along with Leia Lowery
from the Kennebunkport Conservation Trust (on crutches) and teacher Ed Sharood (in
the back row, holding child). Joe Cerrone is in the front in the white shirt.

“I probably wouldn’t have graduated if it wasn’t for the program and
the trail and Mr. Sharood being a good teacher,” he says. “Before, I was
kind of like just bumming around, doing dumb stuff like smoking pot
with all my friends, pretty much going nowhere fast. But I learned how
to develop a better work ethic, having to get up and get all our supplies
ready and be out in the cold. You have to bite it and do it. It’s definitely
more motivating than just sitting in a classroom.”
Read the full story at www.lta.org/success-story/last-chance-education. •

Ear to the Ground

Foothills Conservancy of North Carolina* celebrated 20 years
and 50,000 acres with an outdoor party in April featuring music,
hikes and paddling on a scenic lake.
Shawn Graff, who has led the Ozaukee Washington Land Trust*
(WI) for the past 13 years, has left to become the Great Lakes
regional director for the American Bird Conservancy.
Lula Lake Land Trust in Georgia announced Kathryn Volzer
as the newest member of its team as director of development
and communications.
Susan Carr has been hired as executive director of the
Conservation Trust for Florida.*
Mass Audubon* received the Secretary’s Award for Excellence
in Energy and Environmental Education for its All Persons’ Trails
Guidelines Project, which has emerged from Mass Audubon’s commitment to develop trails at its wildlife sanctuaries for visitors with a full
range of functional abilities. The group plans to provide guidance and
support materials for like-minded organizations nationwide.
The Downeast Lakes Water Trail and the Downeast Lakes Land
Trust in Maine were featured in the online edition of Canoe &
Kayak, a popular magazine that celebrates all forms of paddling.
*Accredited land trust
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Christina Soto

GENESEE L AND TRUST

A ribbon-cutting ceremony
for Genesee Land Trust’s
El Camino Trail. Rodregus
Tripp is at the far left.

Planting the Seeds of Conservation

R

odregus Tripp was first introduced to
Genesee Land Trust’s El Camino Trail as
an employee of the company contracted to
landscape it. Involved in the early planning
stage, including the building of an urban park, he started
to worry that the primarily black community would
see the mostly white volunteers and contractors and
think, “That park is not for us.” Knowing that he needed
to engage the community, he approached Gay Mills,
Genesee’s executive director, with an idea.
What if children of the neighborhood could help
with planting the gardens in the park, to build a sense
of ownership and pride throughout the community?
Rodregus took his idea to three local schools and under
his guidance, over 100 children planted hundreds of
perennials and thousands of bulbs.
To maintain the trail and build a presence in the neighborhood, Rodregus and Gay created the Landscaper
Apprentice Program, employing Rodregus to work with
urban youth over the summer. With start-up funding from
the Land Trust Alliance’s New York State Conservation
Partnership Program for the first year, the program has
continued for five years as one of the City of Rochester’s
Summer of Opportunity Program’s offerings.
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“My hope for these young people is that they will
become aware of the nature that’s around them, will
come to understand its value to themselves and will pass
that connection on to others,” says Rodregus.
“We give the kids tons of information to try to find
that one thing they will connect with, whether that’s
the trees, the birds, the flowers—something that clicks
with them,” he says.
In 2015 the land trust expanded its urban youth
programming with support from The John F. Wegman
Fund of the Rochester Area Community Foundation,
a new funding source attracted by the community
conservation aspect.
The Urban Youth Conservationists experience the work
of land trusts firsthand, with an emphasis on community
service, teamwork and critical thinking skills. Students
past the apprentice stage learn leadership skills and help to
create the next generation of conservationists. Rodregus
directs the program with support from Lorna Wright,
director of conservation programs.
“We’ve created these connections to nature in
a community that formerly lacked them,” says
Rodregus. “They’re involved now and feel proud of
what they’re doing.”

1660 L Street NW, Suite 1100
Washington, DC 20036

www.landtrustalliance.org

EXPLORE,
CONNECT &
GROW AT RALLY
Rally is packed with diverse
topics, colleagues and friends
to learn and share with, and the
resources you need to take your
conservation skills further.
Register today—there’s no better time
or place to invest in your future.

RALLY
2016

National Land Conservation Conference
October 28–30 | Minneapolis, MN
Registration
Opens
June 3. Visit www.alliancerally.org
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