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Eyes On: Bringing Conservation to 
Life through Photos and Video

By Madeline Bodin
Land trusts are finding that using wildlife 

cameras, whether for scientific research, 
stewardship or engagement, helps them 

connect people to conservation.
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OUR MISSION  To save the places people need and love 
by strengthening land conservation 

  across America.
THE LAND TRUST ALLIANCE REPRESENTS APPROXIMATELY 1,000 LAND TRUSTS AND PROMOTES 
VOLUNTARY LAND CONSERVATION TO BENEFIT COMMUNITIES THROUGH CLEAN AIR AND WATER, 
FRESH LOCAL FOOD, NATURAL HABITATS AND PLACES TO REFRESH OUR MINDS AND BODIES.

www.landtrustalliance.org SAVINGland Summer 2020 3



YOU ARE PART OF THE ANSWER
Your gift to the Alliance empowers land trusts and provides a 

national voice for conservation. Through a simple monthly gift  

as a Steward of the Land donor, you will ensure a continuous 

base of support for land conservation in your community and 

across the nation year-round.

Your commitment of just $25 a month (the average weekly cost 

of lattes from your favorite coffee shop) will impact lives and help 

conserve more land to benefit communities across the country.

GIVING IS EASY! To set up convenient automatic monthly 

payments to the Land Trust Alliance, please visit donate.lta.org 

and select the recurring option under ‘Become a Monthly Donor’ 

or contact us at donate@lta.org today. 

Land trusts preserve farms and ranches that provide access to  
local food. They protect essential habitats for plants and animals. 
And they protect natural spaces for people, promoting better 
health and a greater sense of well-being.

The Land Trust Alliance helps land trusts succeed
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Iwrite this at a time when we 
are all facing new, difficult 
realities that change daily. 
But there is one thing that 

doesn’t change: Now, more than 
ever, people need land.

When people around the country 
shifted to working from home, they 
understood more than ever the importance 
of the outdoors in our lives. Trails, parks 
and preserves became places of respite, 
recreation and sustenance—places to take  
a deep breath, feel the sun on our faces 
and watch spring unfold. 

Land trusts have seized this opportunity 
and been consistent in their messaging: 
Come out, enjoy the land we’ve protected 
for you, nature is open (always with the caution to practice appropriate social distancing).  
Many land trusts have also made a concerted effort to communicate how conserved farms  
and ranches provide an abundance of food, bringing a new awareness of the importance of  
a robust, local foodshed.

While land trusts have been communicating how they can help people in this time, the Land 
Trust Alliance has stepped up to help land trusts in many ways. For instance, our government 
relations team has advocated tirelessly for our members’ interests on Capitol Hill, while also 
translating what emerges from federal legislation so that land trusts can take full advantage of 
programs designed to benefit the nonprofit sector. 

We’ve also adapted to today’s new realities by converting our spring conferences and events to 
online, virtual events, which allowed many more people to participate. We convened meetings 
of land trust leaders—at the national and regional levels—to not only help land trusts learn from 
each other, but to allow my Alliance colleagues and me to learn from land trusts about how we 
can best serve their needs. This outreach led us to produce a series of webinars on timely topics 
that range from financial contingency planning to fundraising in the time of COVID-19 (you 
can find the recordings on the Learning Center).

We know land trusts face a hard road ahead—both in the short and long term. By presenting  
a unified voice for land conservation at the national level, and providing myriad support services 
to our members, we will continue to do all we can to help land trusts meet these challenges. In 
so many ways, the Alliance was created for this moment.

Together we will get through these difficult days and gather momentum for our work.  
Because we all know that people need more land, more than ever.
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conservation N EWS
BY Kirsten Ferguson

Jobs for the Unemployed

The accredited Land Trust of North Alabama part-
nered with Downtown Huntsville, Inc. and Downtown 
Charitable Fund to provide temporary employment to 
service industry workers from downtown Huntsville  

businesses who had been displaced due to the economic fallout  
of COVID-19. The workers who participated in the program  
assisted with removal of invasive Japanese honeysuckle plants  
from the trails on Monte Sano Nature Preserve.

The land trust had 39 eligible inquiries, and seven people 
completed orientation and participated in the trail work. 

The program began in early April and paid each eligible  
employee $10 per hour for up to 40 hours per week.

To be eligible for the program, workers had to prove that they 
were downtown Huntsville food, beverage or retail industry 
employees who, effective April 1, had been laid off from their 
positions due to cutbacks from the coronavirus outbreak. Only the 
unemployed were eligible, and only until they were reemployed for 
20 or more hours per week at any employer.

Mayor Tommy Battle responded positively to the program, 
saying, “In times of crisis, it is heartening to see the many ways 
our community has come together to help each other. This creative 
opportunity to provide jobs and wages for our displaced down-
town workers and to help one of our treasured assets is the kind of 
compassionate creativity that will help Huntsville get through this 
pandemic stronger than ever before.” •

A Lifeline for the Community

I n good times and bad, the accredited Lookout Mountain 
Conservancy offers a lifeline to young people through an 
Intern & Leadership Program that trains students in conserva-
tion, leadership, academics and social skills—using Lookout 

Mountain as a classroom. 
After public activities in Tennessee largely shut down in March 

due to the coronavirus, the program found ways to support its 14 
students from The Howard School, a public school in Chattanooga. 
“Every day since then, we have engaged the interns virtually to make 
sure their schoolwork is kept up and to provide virtual job shadowing,” 
says Lookout Mountain Conservancy CEO Robyn Carlton. “We’re 
being as creative as we can. Our garden has been planted with interns 
virtually watching and giving input. There’s a lot we’re still doing—
we’re just doing it on the phone.” 

With family members of the interns facing economic hardship 
and unemployment from the crisis, Lookout Mountain Conser-
vancy took the program a step further by distributing fresh food, 

basic staples and gift cards to their interns’ families each month. 
The land trust was also able to hire a few of the interns’ parents to 
work on its property.

“I think that’s the silver lining around the cloud,” Carlton says.  
“In this difficult time, we can come together and make it through.” •

Students in Lookout Mountain Conservancy’s Intern & Leadership Program learn life skills 
in the outdoors. During the pandemic their families received help from the conservancy.
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This special edition of Conservation News highlights the many ways land trusts have pivoted to meet 
the needs of their communities during the COVID-19 crisis. See also Cheryl Fox’s essay on p. 37.
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Land Stewards Tim and Lori conduct orientation for the first group of participants.
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A New Appreciation for Nature

Nearly 5 million people live within 
5 miles of lands under per-
manent protection by Natural 
Lands, an accredited land trust 

outside Philadelphia. “We’re unique in this 
region for the number of properties we own 
and have open to the public,” says Kirsten 
Werner, senior director of communications.  

After many public parks and trails closed 
due to the pandemic, properties owned by 
Natural Lands experienced a surge of visi-
tors—four to five times the typical number. 
“We decided we would try to do everything 
possible to keep our resources open,” says 
Werner. “Our trails are so wide, and our 

properties so large, it’s quite easy for people 
to stay a distance apart.”

The increase in visitors meant assigning 
staff and volunteers to manage traffic on 
days and weekends when people flooded 
parking areas. The need for trail main-
tenance and trash pickup soared. And 
communication with trail users took on 
greater urgency as Natural Lands posted 
signs and social media statements to 
encourage social distancing and mask use. 

But with the additional work came an 
optimism that many of the brand-new visitors 
will become long-term converts to Natural 
Lands’ mission. “It’s been really great to see 

folks turn to nature,” says Werner. “It’s grati-
fying to see how many people are flocking to 
our preserves. We hope that interest lasts.” •
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Enjoying the view at Stroud Preserve in West 
Chester, Pennsylvania. 

Support of Local Food Systems

A s various iconic public lands all over the country 
closed due to COVID-19, many land trusts experi-
enced increased traffic at their properties—as well 
as a renewed appreciation for conservation. For the 

Piedmont Environmental Council in Virginia, that meant increased 
recognition of the work the accredited land trust has been doing for 
years, especially in supporting local food systems.

“A lot of people are turning to the land they love most as a way 
of reassuring themselves about the future,” says Chris Miller, PEC 
president. “We’ve seen this as an opportunity to demonstrate several 
of the community functions we’ve filled over the years to restore and 
manage the land and maintain it as a source of food.”

PEC’s investment in food security has taken on heightened 
importance lately, particularly the work of its Buy Fresh Buy Local 
program to connect consumers with local food and farmers. PEC 
signed a contract with Loudon Valley HomeGrown Markets Coop-
erative to expand the capacity of a small weekend farmers market on 
a protected property that PEC owns. And PEC’s Community Farm 
at Roundabout Meadows grew hundreds of pounds of fresh greens 
this spring for delivery to a local food bank—part of 10,000 to 15,000 
pounds of produce that will be donated during the growing season 
to families in need. PEC also supported the shipment of a ton of 
apples from cold storage to the local food bank, and recently received 
funding to help local food banks purchase local dairy products.

“Farms and food producers have become the center of the local 
response for those who have lost income or need support,” Miller 
says. “What we do now to build on the foundation of conservation 
that we have laid down over the past 50 years may be the inspiration 
and hope for generations to come.” •

Dana Melby and Pete Walton at work at PEC’s Community Farm at Roundabout Meadows. 
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A Time to Give Back 

In rapidly developing Eagle County, Colorado, the Land & Rivers 
Fund helps to protect rivers and open spaces. In partnership with 
Eagle River Watershed Council, the accredited Eagle Valley Land 
Trust launched the program, which is supported by local businesses 

and their customers, who make voluntary donations with purchases. 
When the COVID-19 crisis hit, the Land & Rivers Fund team 

decided to give back to the community and businesses—including 
fishing outfitters, specialty food shops and microbreweries—that 
continue to support local conservation. “We’re trying not to fill the 
space with our own needs right now. We decided this is really the 
time to be supporting our partners,” says Bergen Tjossem, EVLT’s 
deputy director. 

Of the 30 businesses that support the fund, approximately 75% 
closed due to the crisis. “We tripled our marketing efforts to support 
them and get the word out for the ones still operating,” Tjossem says.

EVLT encouraged its large community network to purchase 
gift cards to provide cash flow for local businesses temporarily 
shutting down. And the Land & Rivers Fund used its biweekly 
ads in a local paper to promote its community partners. “We’re not 
just in the business of conserving land,” Tjossem says. “We’re also 
figuring out creative ways we can support our community.” •

conservation N EWS

Funding from the Land & Rivers Fund helps Eagle Valley Land Trust protect properties 
in Eagle County, Colorado, like this ranchland in the Brush Creek Valley.
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The Birding Connection 

When Jackson Hole Land Trust 
sought virtual ways to connect 
with its community in the 
early days of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the first topic that came to mind 
was birds. On April 2 the accredited land 
trust held a virtual happy hour via Zoom for 
community members. Staff Biologist and 
Landscape Protection Specialist Erica Hansen 
spoke about the many birds that migrate back 
to northwest Wyoming and how protected 
properties support them. 

“The diversity and abundance of birds 
in our own backyards are incredible,” says 
Lindsay Jones, Jackson Hole Land Trust’s 
communications and outreach manager. 

“We focused on the first birds to arrive for 
the season and how to identify them. We 
thought that would be a good way to remind 
people they can connect with the outdoors, 
even from home.” 

Over 65 people tuned in for the Power-
Point presentation, which included a Q&A 
period at the end for listeners to ask questions. 
The next week, the land trust followed with 
related bird trivia over Zoom. The format 
was a hit, and subsequent topics in the weeks 
after included wildlife migration and working 
lands. The trivia fosters a sense of participa-
tion, with prizes of land trust swag given to 
winners. “The trivia encourages people to 
come back,” Jones says. •

Erica Hansen teaches young adults to identify birds at a 
Jackson Hole Land Trust property, pre-COVID-19 crisis.
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A Bridge to Food Security

Land access and food security have always been important 
issues for Kingston Land Trust, but they have emerged as 
even greater priorities during the pandemic. “Kingston Land 
Trust has always taken a holistic approach to creating access to 

land,” says Executive Director Julia Farr. “It’s a way for us to connect 
with our urban community in a hands-on way—growing food.”

In addition to launching South Pine Street Farm, an urban 
agriculture project and seasonal farm stand, the upstate New York 
land trust maintains an online portal that matches landowners 
with community members who want to grow food. “We’re getting 
calls every day,” Farr says. “We’re doing a lot more creative work to 
match people with property. We’re figuring it out on the fly because 
we want to respond to COVID-19. Not everyone has a backyard 
where they can grow food. We’re trying to level the playing field.” 

The land trust’s Land for Food Fund supports its many efforts to 
promote land resilience and self-reliance, from planting fruit trees 
around Kingston to supplying seeds to aspiring gardeners. A key to 
the land trust’s success is building partnerships with local partners, 
from seed and compost companies to local landowners. “Knowing 
who the players are in the area, and whom we can contact in a 
pinch—and building those relationships—is allowing this to take 
off,” Farr says.  

Children from the African Roots Library afterschool program in 2019 show off their 
harvest from a garden created through Kingston Land Trust’s land matching program.
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Of Snakes and Lichen: Fun Virtual Lessons

Before COVID-19 forced people 
to shelter at home, the accred-
ited Southern Appalachian 
Highlands Conservancy in North 

Carolina had hikes and outdoor educa-
tion programs planned. Forced to cancel 
them, they improvised. One AmeriCorps 
volunteer turned a group trek into a virtual 
lichen hike using time-lapse video, while 
AmeriCorps member Hannah Latragna 
transformed her afterschool nature 
program into short videos for young people 
stuck at home.

“We wanted to keep them simple, with 
crafts using tools people have at home, like 
scissors, paper and tape,” says Angela Shep-

herd, SAHC’s communications director. 
“It was definitely upsetting to cancel hikes 
and other events, but we were able to turn 
things around and see what we could still 
do to service our community.”

The educational videos—posted on 
YouTube and social media channels—
feature short lessons followed by a fun craft 
idea. The first lesson was meant to alleviate 
children’s fears of snakes and spiders. “We’re 
showing them that art can be a way to 
connect to the outdoors, using observation 
and engaging the senses,” Latragna says. 
“Keeping the lesson short and including 
an interactive element is really helpful in 
keeping kids engaged.” •

AmeriCorps member Hannah Latragna converted 
Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy’s  
afterschool outdoor program to educational videos.
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BY Robert Schwartz

capitol CO N N EC T I O N S

Going Virtual
From March 30–April 1, 185 land conser-
vationists from across 36 states powered up 
their computers and dialed their phones to 
participate in virtual trainings, meetings and 
scheduled social media programming. The 
aim? To educate, advocate and build aware-
ness for important land conservation issues 
with federal legislators and their staffs. 

“Transforming this year’s Advocacy Days 
into a virtual experience was no small feat,” 
says Faeth, adding that her team turned 
around the event in a little over three weeks. 
“By going virtual, we were able to provide 
an important outlet for our members to 
thank legislators for their response to the 
COVID-19 crisis. In addition, we were 
able to remind them about the important 
role land trusts play in protecting the land 
and water that provide food, recreation and 
peace of mind during difficult times.” 

Advocating During a Crisis

As February rolled into March and news of the corona-
virus pandemic began to dominate every outlet, the 
Land Trust Alliance was faced with a conundrum. The 
ninth annual Land Trust Alliance Advocacy Days was 

less than a month away, and staff had to determine how or whether 
to move forward in light of the pandemic. Knowing we had to act 
quickly, we came up with a solution. 
     “We were concerned for the health and well-being of our 
members,” says Lori Faeth, government relations director at the 
Alliance. “But we also knew that we couldn’t miss an opportunity 
to underscore the value of the work land trusts do to our health  
and our economy. And so Virtual Advocacy Days was born.”

10 Summer 2020 SAVINGland www.landtrustalliance.org



Fighting for 
Our Community
 
 
While Advocacy Days 2020 shattered 
previous attendance records, it also placed 
the Alliance on the national stage as one 
of the first nonprofit organizations to turn 
an in-person event into a virtual one. But 
potentially the greatest benefit it provided 
was affording the Alliance an outlet to 
seamlessly roll out critical COVID-19 
resources to its members.

“In the midst of Advocacy Days, 
Congress was moving legislative packages 
designed to help offset the impacts of the 
virus,” says Faeth. “As a result, our team 
got right to work, analyzing these packages 
to identify programs that could help land 
trusts. From there, we launched a one-stop 
COVID-19 website and started a dialogue 
on our Learning Center where land trusts 
could go to get the latest information, ask 
questions and share helpful feedback with 
their fellow land conservationists.”

Since launching in early April,  
www.lta.org/covid-19 has served as an impor-
tant resource for the land trust community. 
The Alliance pushed out information as  
soon as it became available and updated  
the website on ways land trusts could

• keep their doors open and  
staff employed by accessing  
emergency funds.

• keep their staff informed of economic 
impact payments (“stimulus checks”) 
distributed by the IRS in April and 
designed to provide economic relief to 
more than 80 million Americans.

• keep their staff healthy by ensuring 
that their organizations are in compli-
ance with new federal laws focused 
on paid sick leave and the Family and 
Medical Leave Act. 

In addition, in March, the Alliance 
joined a coalition of national nonprofits 
and successfully advocated for several key 
provisions in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, 
and Economic Security Act—also known 
as the CARES Act. In April, that same 
coalition delivered a joint letter to Congress 

seeking additional reforms on behalf of the 
charitable sector. Among the reforms sought 
were an expansion of access to credit for the 
nonprofit community, a strengthening of 
charitable giving incentives and an increase 
in overall emergency funding—all informed 
by feedback from the land trust community.

Together this advocacy, research and 
information from the Alliance have helped 
secure, identify and streamline important 
relief services available to land trusts nation-
wide. And while the economic, social and 
health impacts of this virus are likely to be 
felt for years to come, the Alliance is com-
mitted to working hard on behalf of all its 
members to ensure they have the resources 
needed to keep conserving important lands.

“Where there is a problem or an oppor-
tunity, the Alliance stands ready to serve 
as the voice of our community,” says Faeth. 
“As this crisis continues, we are all in this 
together, working to save the places people 
need and love.”

To learn more about the resources and 
information available for land trusts, visit 
the Alliance’s COVID-19 page at  
www.lta.org/covid-19.  

At the same time, the Alliance and  
its members were also able to advocate  
for some of the land conservation commu-
nity’s most pressing policy priorities, 
including the Charitable Conservation 
Easement Program Integrity Act and  
the Great American Outdoors Act  
(see www.lta.org/2020-policy-agenda).

The result was a successful three-day 
event that included perennial favorites,  
such as the Alliance’s issue briefing and 
first-timers training. The team also 
rolled out new online activities designed 
specifically for a virtual setting, includ-
ing the Alliance’s first-ever social media 
thunderclap. This allowed land trusts and 

advocates to come together and post in 
unison a prepackaged social media message 
in support of land conservation.

Lessons Learned
While the Alliance hopes that Advocacy 
Days will be back in Washington next year, 
staff are already planning to integrate many  
of this year’s virtual activities into next 
year’s event.

“We certainly believe that some virtual 
elements, like our social media thunderclaps 
and online trainings, can be incorporated 
into future Advocacy Days,” says Faeth, 
“But we want to be sure it fits with the 
advocacy needs and wants of our members 
who serve as our community’s most impact-
ful voices on the ground.” 

Land trusts interested in providing feed-
back on both this year’s event and planning 
for next year should contact policy@lta.org.

Erin Valentine and David Ray working Virtual Advocacy Days 2020.
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voiced BY Michelle Connor
Michelle Connor stands atop Angel Staircase 
above Cooney Lake in Washington’s Chelan 
Sawtooth Wilderness.

In the time of COVID-19, our message 
to our members is:

WE’RE HERE FOR YOU.

The Land Trust Alliance is the only organization 
dedicated to ensuring the success and 
sustainability of the nation’s land trusts. As the 
crisis has unfolded over the past months, Alliance 
staff have focused on identifying and meeting the 
evolving needs of Alliance member land trusts.

What you do matters, and we’ll keep 
helping you do it.

Now more than ever, people need land—to provide 
fresh food, clean water and air, and places to 
experience the wonders of nature.

   Land trusts are always looking to the future because 
the land they protect must stay protected forever. 
That takes planning, resilience and dedication. 

   Land trusts also create lasting relationships with their 
communities. Especially now, land trusts are finding 
new ways to meet the needs of their neighbors. 

WHAT YOU  
DO MATTERS
The Land Trust Alliance salutes its 
member land trusts. 

 Noah Marion/Courtesy of Gallatin Valley Land Trust

Our isolation came so suddenly. First, the worrying. 
Then, the distancing. Our streets grew quiet. 
Forterra’s office building emptied. Within hours, 
we went from distributing sanitizers for our team 

to shutting down the office, prohibiting in-person meetings and 
converting our April breakfast—our biggest event of the year—
from an in-person gathering to an unprecedented virtual event. 
These times are a gut punch.

Yet the air is crisp and filled with sunshine 
and birds. Robins on rooftops, hummingbirds 
storming around, juncos staking turf, and, 
suddenly, swallows over local ponds. Life 
continues. We have no choice but to embrace 
the opportunities our circumstances present.

There’s refuge in continuing to work and 
move forward out of necessity with creative 
solutions. 

Connections

Forterra’s work persists. We move ahead in 
creative ways that respect the challenges of 
the day. It’s been inspiring to see our Forterra 
network grow and adapt with video chats, 
phone calls and online collaborations. And 
we know we will have to continue to adjust.

How do we maintain the Green Cities 
program when it is powered by people, gath-
ering together to restore our forested parks? 
Can we effectively engage our community 

partners via videoconferencing? How can  
we be sure to hear the voices of those most 
in need of being heard? 

Our work can’t wait. So what is our best 
way forward? We’ve only answered a few  
of the questions, but at least we’ve begun.

The uncertainties remind me of the not-
too-distant past. In 2007, Forterra launched 
The Cascade Agenda, our ambitious effort to 
promote landscape conservation of working 
forests, farms and natural areas, along with 
the restoration of rivers, streams and forested 
parks. To do that work, we brought in a 
talented group of next-generation conser-
vationists and community developers. We 
invested in their professional growth and 
created the operational infrastructure to 
support them. Then the Great Recession  
hit. We had no choice but to lay off 20%  
of our staff in one day. It was terrible. It  
has taken Forterra more than a decade to 
recover from that day.

While Forterra recovered, our cause lost 
valuable emerging leaders whose potential 
contributions to our effort long-term will 
never be known. Having been through those 
times, I will do everything in my power 
to sustain our organization and our talent 
through the challenges caused by our current 
public health crisis.

We are nothing without our connections 
to each other, and our communities are 
nothing without our connections to the land. 
By working together, we can keep this place 
we live the place we love. 

Forterra, our communities and our 
supporters are strong. We are resilient. Today 
I work alongside my Forterra colleagues—
experts in ecology, law, community engage-
ment, data analysis, real estate development, 
finance and so much more. Many are next 
generation conservation and community 
leaders. They are ready to be here for us. 
Let’s be there for them. Forterra’s work 
would not be possible without these people, 
together, working. 

MICHELLE CONNOR IS PRESIDENT & CEO OF FORTERRA, 

HEADQUARTERED IN SEATTLE. ONE OF THE EARLIEST CASES OF 

COVID-19 IN THE UNITED STATES WAS REPORTED IN WASHINGTON 

STATE IN JANUARY. SHE WROTE THIS ON MARCH 26.
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In the time of COVID-19, our message 
to our members is:

WE’RE HERE FOR YOU.

The Land Trust Alliance is the only organization 
dedicated to ensuring the success and 
sustainability of the nation’s land trusts. As the 
crisis has unfolded over the past months, Alliance 
staff have focused on identifying and meeting the 
evolving needs of Alliance member land trusts.

What you do matters, and we’ll keep 
helping you do it.

Now more than ever, people need land—to provide 
fresh food, clean water and air, and places to 
experience the wonders of nature.

   Land trusts are always looking to the future because 
the land they protect must stay protected forever. 
That takes planning, resilience and dedication. 

   Land trusts also create lasting relationships with their 
communities. Especially now, land trusts are finding 
new ways to meet the needs of their neighbors. 

WHAT YOU  
DO MATTERS
The Land Trust Alliance salutes its 
member land trusts. 

 Noah Marion/Courtesy of Gallatin Valley Land Trust



T
he coyote waits at the 
entrance of a culvert. 
It leaps, bows and then 
wags its tail as a badger 
waddles into the frame. 

The coyote darts into the culvert, 
then circles back, as if to make sure 
the badger is following. The coyote 
and badger trot and waddle together 
into the dark depths of the culvert.

The video clip starring the coyote and 
badger went viral early in 2020, racking 
up millions of views across social media, 
including over a half million views on the 
YouTube channel of Peninsula Open Space 
Trust (POST), an accredited land trust in 

California’s southern San Francisco Bay 
region. POST staffers were just as surprised 
as the rest of America by the 30 seconds of 
video that were captured during a land-
scape-scale scientific study overseen by the 
land trust. They were prepared, however,  
to seize the opportunity.

Like POST, land trusts across America 
are turning to devices sometimes known 
as game cameras, trail cameras or wildlife 
cameras to perform scientific research, 
build relationships with successor land-
owners and engage their communities in 
their work. The resulting videos and still 
photos can be shared online, creating a 
valuable tool especially during times of 
social distancing. Or they can be shared 
with individuals to provide the foundation 
for a more personal connection.

BY MADELINE BODIN

Caption goes hereBringing Conservation to Life 
through Photos and Video
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Volunteer Ken Stanton checks on a Wildlife Picture 
Index project remote wildlife camera for the Land 
Trust of Napa County.
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The coyote and badger video clip was 
captured as part of a 50-camera study  
monitoring wildlife road crossings in  
part of POST’s working area. 

“Some of our work is traditional land 
trust work. But when thinking about wild-
life connectivity, we have to take a regional 
approach to how highways, railways and 
other linear infrastructure interact with 
the protected-lands network that we are 
building,” says Neal Sharma, POST’s 
Wildlife Linkages Program manager.

A POST partner in the connectivity 
research project, Pathways for Wildlife, 
discovered the few seconds of adorable  
coyote and badger interaction while 
scouring hours of video. POST’s  
marketing and social media staffers then 
prepared a blog post and other materials  
to share the clip, says Marti Tedesco, 
POST’s chief marketing officer. 

But the internet had other ideas. A 
POST board member, who is a former 
Facebook employee, saw that the footage 
was already online and was racking up 
views. He quickly reposted the video and 
tagged POST, which alerted POST’s 
digital marketing manager, Kara Bennett, 
who kicked the machine into gear. “We’re 
having a moment right now, so heads up,” 
Tedesco remembers Bennett saying.

The organization benefitted from the 
previous enhancements it had made to its 
social media and marketing efforts. For 
example, Tedesco says, it had recently moved 
its website to the cloud and done some load 
balancing so that when wave after wave of 
visitors hit the website, it could handle the 
traffic well.

It helped that POST had already been 
investing in social media, messaging and 
marketing. Every land trust struggles 
whether to put precious dollars into 
acquiring land or marketing programs, 
Tedesco says. A little investment in 
marketing has a big payoff, she says.  
“It’s a virtuous cycle. Marketing pays  
off in donor engagement, donor dollars  
and community growth. All of which 
support projects like this one.”

Science Leads the Way
Land managers have a number of ways to 
survey plants and animals to find out how 
many different species live in a particular 
area and how many of each species there 
are. The accredited Land Trust of Napa 
County (LTNC) is using an internationally 
recognized scientific technique called  
the Wildlife Picture Index (WPI) to 
document and track mammals on its 
conservation lands.

LTNC has deployed and monitors a 
20-square-kilometer grid of motion- 
activated wildlife cameras on a 5,200-acre 
core area of its preserve lands. “The WPI 

project is providing us with a detailed picture 
of wildlife presence, abundance and popula-
tions trends within our system of protected 
natural areas,” says Stewardship Program 
Manager Mike Palladini.

In its fourth year, after analyzing tens of 
thousands of photos, LTNC has extensive 
baseline information on area wildlife and is 
now tracking the health of species over the 
long term. 

“Wildlife is a great way to connect with 
a diverse set of folks, including people who 
had not thought of themselves as conserva-
tionists,” Palladini says. One of the things 
that sold him on the effort the survey 

A bobcat kitten on Greenbelt Land Trust 
property warily eyes the camera as it crosses 
a stream with family members nearby.

JONNY ARMSTRONG

Photographer Teddy Miller captured 
a coyote mid-howl on Peninsula Open 
Space Trust’s property. Wildlife draw 
attention to conservation and its  
many benefits.

TEDDY MILLER
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project would require was that, in addition 
to yielding important data, the photos could 
be used for outreach and education. 

As a smaller land trust, taking on a 
science-based monitoring project of this size 
and scope was not a decision to be taken 
lightly, Palladini says. “Given the conserva-
tion science and education value this project 
has already provided, I don’t think I or 
anyone else at LTNC doubts it was worth it.”

Cameras Enhance Landowner Relations
Nothing engages landowners quite like 
photos of the wildlife on their property.  
For Sally Naser, that makes wildlife 
cameras the perfect tool for her work as 
conservation restriction stewardship 
director for the accredited Trustees of 
Reservations, which has conserved nearly 
47,500 acres across Massachusetts.

“When the landowner is not the grantor 
who put the original easement on the prop-
erty, it can be a struggle to get them to care 
about the conservation values of the land,” 
Naser says. “A photo of a bear or a bobcat 
is such a tangible way to connect someone 
with the land and help them to see why 
conservation matters.”

The wildlife cameras also help her build 
closer connections to the landowners them-
selves. Naser might visit a property only 
once a year in her conservation restriction 
stewardship work. When there are trail 
cameras on the property, she visits three to 
six times a year, and the property owners 
are always thrilled to see her.

In 2013, she began with a handful of 
cameras purchased from an online seller, 
CamlockBox. The firm advised her to buy  
a variety of cameras with different capabili-
ties to start, including still photo, video  
and infrared functions. 

Today, Naser has over 50 cameras, most 
of them her own property. “It’s addictive,” 
she says. 

Photos from wildlife cameras convinced 
one landowner to take non-lethal measures 
to stop beavers from flooding the woods road 
on the property, Naser says. Previously the 
owners had the beavers trapped every few 
years. But after seeing how much wildlife the 

beaver pond brought to the property,  
the landowner agreed to try a beaver  
overflow device instead.

Engaging Wildlife Engages Communities
The accredited Greenbelt Land Trust, 
in Corvallis, Oregon, has been using 
professional-quality wildlife photos from 
a local wildlife biologist in its marketing, 
communications and engagement work for 
about three years, says Greenbelt’s outreach 
coordinator, Matt Benotsch.

The photographs that have come from 
Greenbelt’s relationship with biologist 
Jonny Armstrong have been posted on the 
organization’s Instagram and Facebook 
accounts, used on its website and in its 
newsletters, displayed at events and featured 

in an annual report. “Stuff this good is like 
gold for outreach and communications,” 
Benotsch says.

Armstrong uses wildlife cameras in 
his research work at nearby Oregon State 
University and has taken that work to the 
next level of artistry. For his volunteer work 
for Greenbelt, Armstrong may use a typical 
wildlife camera strapped to a tree to scout 
an area, but then trades up to a professional 
lighting rig and digital single-lens reflex 
camera, along with a motion detector. 

Some of the photos that have gotten the 
best social media metrics are wonderfully 
lit and framed photos of a bobcat and her 
kittens. “Bobcats are pretty cool, but when 
you can mix in a baby animal, that really 
captures people,” Benotsch says. “When we 
tell people that this bobcat is at Bald Hill 
[a popular, conserved recreation area], they 
immediately think, ‘I’ve been there.’ With a 
photo and just one paragraph of text, we can 
tell an entire story: ‘We’ve protected these 

places for you and your family and for the 
bobcat and her family.’”

To recognize Armstrong’s contributions, 
he was named Greenbelt’s volunteer of the 
year in 2019. “There’s that one in a thousand 
volunteer who is just an incredible resource,” 
Benotsch says.

The Lake Placid Land Conservancy 
(LPLC), which works with private land-
owners in the Adirondack Park region of 
New York, is also engaging its community 
with four organization-owned wildlife 
cameras. “Whatever you can do as an orga-
nization that inspires supporters to tell your 
story for you is the golden star,” says LPLC 
Executive Director Kerry Crowningshield. 

“When we first started out, participating 
was a more rigid process,” says Crowning-

shield. “Only landowners with property that 
could be conserved in a traditional way were 
accepted into the monitoring program.” 
Over time, the requirements have eased to 
reach more people. 

That means that not everyone with a 
LPLC wildlife camera is a candidate for a 
conservation easement. But the landowner’s 
enthusiasm for the videos of bear, moose or 
gray fox may reach another landowner who 
is. “It creates a buzz in the community,” 
Crowningshield says. “The best support you 
can get is the support from the community.”

Technology Aids Outreach
Crowningshield says that adding a 
StoryMap through ArcGIS has added a new 
dimension to the organization’s outreach 
through wildlife camera photos. LPLC’s 
StoryMap was created by Carolyn Koestner, 
LPLC’s strategic conservation planner and 
GIS professional. A StoryMap blends maps, 
photos, other media and text into an online 

Bringing Conservation to Life 
through Photos and Video

EYES ON:

“A photo of a bear or a bobcat is such a tangible 
way to connect someone with the land and help 

them to see why conservation matters.”
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experience. ArcGIS is the organization 
that hosts the StoryMap platform. LPLC’s 
StoryMap shows eight camera locations. 
Viewers scroll through the locations, and 
can click on a slideshow to see five or six 
plants and animals found at each location.

Lakewood-based Colorado Open Lands 
(COL) uses two different kinds of wildlife 
cameras to bring together the far-flung 
community it serves—over 400 ease-
ments conserving over a half million acres 
throughout Colorado. 

The first is a construction camera, says 
Leslie Volkar, director of communications 
for the accredited land trust. This camera is 
similar to a wildlife or trail camera, except 
that it takes a single photo at regular inter-
vals. COL uses them to create time-lapse 
records of restoration work.

It also uses typical wildlife, or trail, 
cameras. “We are using these almost 
entirely for communications and marketing 
purposes,” says Volkar. The cameras are 
mostly on fee-owned properties, so that 
they are not invading anyone’s privacy. 

On one 9-acre parcel that connects horse 
trails, a camera helped count the number of 
people using the area. “It’s another way that 
we can demonstrate impact,” Volkar says. 

To broaden their scope, COL asks land-
owners who have easements with them to 
send photos and clips from their own wild-
life cameras. “They are always just really 
cool to see,” she says.

The wildlife captured by both landowners 
and COL’s own cameras shows how COL 
keeps its conversation promises, Volkar says. 
“If we’ve claimed an easement has wildlife 
habitat, we can come back and say: ‘Look 
how many elk passed by in three months. 
Look at the adorable baby animals.’ ”

Land trusts are finding that using wild-
life cameras, whether for scientific research, 
stewardship or engagement, lets them show 
their work in a literal way. Volkar says, 
“Trail cameras bring conservation easements 
to life.” 

MADELINE BODIN IS A FREELANCE SCIENCE JOURNALIST  

BASED IN VERMONT.
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Like any good photobomber, timing is everything for this bobcat on Trustees of Reservations property.

C
O

LO
R

A
D

O
 O

P
E

N
 L

A
N

D
S

Camera placement is important to Colorado Open Lands to be able to capture popular animals like these elk. 
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A curious bear checks out a camera placed by the Land Trust of Napa County. “We hope to gain a better 
understanding of how species like the black bear—which has a large home range—are utilizing habitat  
linkages to move between existing protected natural areas,” says LTNC’s Mike Palladini.
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K
im de Bruin had often 
stood on the sandy summit 
of Old Baldy, which towers 
above Arcadia Dunes in 
northwest Michigan. It 
was a summer ritual for her 

family to make the 356-foot climb, with its 
grand views of Lake Michigan below.

Then, after de Bruin developed muscular 
dystrophy at 17, Arcadia Dunes felt like 
a paradise lost. It remained so until 2017, 
when the accredited Grand Traverse 
Regional Land Conservancy (GTRLC) 
built a universal access trail that opened 
Old Baldy to all. After 43 years, Kim could 
finally come home again.  

“Today, I ‘walked’ in the woods in one 
of my favorite places,” wrote de Bruin, in 
a message to GTRLC staff after using 
the new Overlook Trail. “I saw so many 
wildflowers, up close and next to me—tons 
of trilliums! I ‘climbed’ hills, saw fields, 

valleys, dunes and wildlife. Then I sat on 
top of the world, enjoying all the beauty  
of the greatest lake. After I stopped crying, 
I could see again.”

Such is the life-changing power of access 
when provided by the diligent work of a 
land trust. 

“I still choke up when I hear Kim’s 
story,” says Jennifer Jay, GTRLC director 
of communications and engagement. “It 
just feels so important to know that we’re 
protecting land for all people.” For her 
part, de Bruin now volunteers as a preserve 
steward at Arcadia Dunes. She wheels along 
the boardwalk to “share her experience in 
ways that weren’t possible before.”

Nationwide, land trust staff report a 
growing need to reach people from more 
diverse backgrounds, abilities and cultures. 
As social demographics change, they’re 
seeing greater demand for accessible trails 
and new means of interpretation that bring 
visitors closer to nature. And increasingly 

they’re learning how the benefits of 
improved access can work hand in hand 
with their core mission of preservation. 

“Access to nature isn’t a luxury; it belongs 
to people of all mobilities,” Jay says. “That 
includes older hikers with hip replacements, 
or parents with small children and babies in 
strollers.” That belief was echoed by donors 
when GTRLC made universal access a 
pillar of their recent capital campaign. 
“People stepped up with tremendous 
gifts and said, ‘We’re so proud of you for 
thinking this way,’” Jay says. 

Universal access does, however, require 
a higher level of planning, investment and 
expertise. Few land trusts have the means 

BY TOM SPRINGER

Helping More People
Benefit from Conservation

Interpreting the Land:  

Members of the Disability Network make their way 
to the overlook in Grand Traverse Regional Land 
Conservancy’s Arcadia Dunes (bottom photo) and 
check out the spectacular view once there.

ART BUKOWSKI / COURTESY OF GTRLC
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to make every preserve accessible. On 
some properties, the terrain and easement 
restrictions make full access unworkable. 
Yet in the right location, adding features 
that welcome people to the land can create 
preserves that showcase the value of land 
conservation to the broader community.   

Building Access to the Inaccessible
The accredited Sycamore Land Trust 
(Sycamore) has done just that at its “signa-
ture” Beanblossom Bottoms Nature Preserve 
near Ellettsville, Indiana. “This is such an 
amazing place,” says Abby Henkel, Sycamore 
communications director. “You can’t come 
here without seeing an incredible range 
and number of species.” Among Henkel’s 
favorites are the endangered Indiana bat, 
Henslow’s sparrow and Kirtland’s snake.  

To share the 733-acre preserve as never 
before, Sycamore recently renovated a 
2.5-mile loop trail, which has a compacted 
gravel surface with boardwalk sections made 
from plastic resin decking in the wettest 
areas and treated lumber where flooding is 
less frequent.

Volunteers built the first all-wooden 
boardwalk at Beanblossom in 2008. That 
same year, a “100-year flood” swept through 
and shifted the whole thing 20 feet off 
course. The boardwalk was repaired, but  
by 2018 a major rebuild was in order. 

Sycamore designed the “2.0 version” with 
improved access and longevity in mind—
which proved no small task. For a solid year, 
the land trust’s stewardship director worked 
full-time on the $300,000 boardwalk 
project. During reconstruction, Sycamore 
closed the preserve for 10 months.

For guidance on accessibility, Sycamore 
turned to the Eppley Institute for Parks 
and Lands at Indiana University. To protect 
fragile wetlands, the work was done by 
hand without vehicles. In the wettest 
areas, workers installed deeply set, 6-foot 
steel posts, topped by 36-inch-wide plastic 
decking. The boardwalk has a grade of less 
than 10% per 15 feet, with three observation 
decks and six turnarounds for wheelchairs. 

In what Henkel describes as “untravers-
able, swampy forest,” it’s hard to imagine 

a better combination of access and habitat 
protection. The boardwalk and its squishy 
surroundings keep hikers from going off 
trail, and the structure has already shown its 
mettle. Shortly after it reopened in 2019, a 
tornado struck and toppled dozens of trees. 
But the sturdy boardwalk sustained only 
minor damage. There was a big clean-up 
effort, aided by a fundraising campaign and 
labor donated by volunteers with the exper-
tise needed for such a complex project.  

“If you make a special place accessible, 
people will go crazy for it,” Henkel says. “Of 
our 1,100 members, 40% say Beanblossom 
is their favorite preserve. For our land trust, 
this project will have good repercussions for 
generations to come.” 

Ground Truthing History  
In Montana, it was unusual geography 
of another sort that made the accred-
ited Five Valleys Land Trust (FVLT) 
pursue universal access at its Rock Creek 
Confluence property. “The Rock Creek 
drainage is very steep, with public trails that 
all go uphill,” says Jenny Tollefson, FVLT 
stewardship director. “The Confluence 
property is a great spot for public access 
because it’s relatively flat and right off the 
interstate not far from Missoula.”

The 300-acre parcel was destined to 
become a 36-unit subdivision until FVLT 
bought it in 2012. It includes Rock Creek, 
a blue-ribbon trout stream and a gorgeous 
cottonwood gallery along the Clark Fork 
River. Yet saving it was just the beginning. 
FVLT wants to make the property  
“a learning lab” for access, and use new 
interpretation to explain its native history. 

Interpreting the Land:  
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Bottom: Crew members build Sycamore Land Trust’s  
new boardwalk through fragile wetlands using  
carts since vehicles would have caused damage. 
Top: The finished boardwalk invites people of all  
abilities to enjoy the beauty of an ordinarily  
inaccessible place.  

continued on page 22
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land we love PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF John Fielder, johnf ielder.com
STORY BY Christina Soto
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Not many people remember the second, third or fourth  
stanzas of “America the Beautiful.” But that first stanza— 
“O beautiful for spacious skies, For amber waves of grain, 
For purple mountain majesties Above the fruited plain!” 
—that one we remember.

When COVID-19 hit America, we found solace in the land. In a time 
of isolation, any time spent outside (at a safe distance apart)—in the 
apartment court, the backyard, the neighborhood park or on the local 
trail—was time spent breathing easy, taking in the green, feeling the sun 
on our faces. If we didn’t know it before, we know it now. We all need land.

Land grows our food and fiber, creates beautiful views, give us space in 
which to exercise and reflect. Land gives us life.

And land trusts give us land, whether through preserves or conservation 
easements. Thanks to land trusts, we all benefit, from sea to shining sea.  

PHOTOGRAPHER JOHN FIELDER HAS BEEN CAPTURING THE BEAUTY OF COLORADO  

FOR 40 YEARS. THE MAROON BELLS ARE IN THE CRESTED BUTTE AREA WHERE THE 

ACCREDITED TRUST FOR PUBLIC LAND HAS PROTECTED HERITAGE RANCHLANDS  

AND SUBALPINE ECOSYSTEMS.

KATHARINE LEE BATES WAS INSPIRED TO WRITE THE POEM THAT WAS TO BECOME 

“AMERICA THE BEAUTIFUL” WHILE VISITING PIKES PEAK IN 1893.
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For the former they recruited Brenden 
Dalin, a recreation management graduate 
from the University of Montana. Dalin’s an 
avid fisherman, hunter and skier. He also 
has paraplegia, and during a 2019 intern-
ship with FVLT, directed construction of 
an all-access gravel trail. Dalin commended 
a distinct feature installed by staff: an 
entrance gate that’s wide enough for  
wheelchairs but too narrow for ATVs. 

FVLT also welcomes people who are 
blind or who have low vision with a sign 
in Braille and cobblestones lining the trail, 
which serve as tactile boundaries that can  
be located with canes. Plans involve 
converting visual signs into audio format. 

To instill a better sense of the property’s 
tribal history, FVLT turned to local tribal 
leaders and elders. “This entire area is the 
homeland of the Salish people,” Tollefson 
says. “So to help us develop interpretive signs 
at Rock Creek, we contacted the SéliŠ-
Qlispé Culture Committee (SQCC) of the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes.”

Early drafts of text for the interpretive 
signs showed how valuable such input can 
be. For instance, one proposed sign referred 
to the Salish people in the past tense, as if 

they were no longer present. On another, 
a timeline made it look as if settlers who 
arrived in the 1800s had been there as long 
as Native inhabitants. Getting the history 
right has been a learning process that both 
parties find beneficial. 

“It’s rare to have a group do what Five 
Valleys did with us,” says Tony Incashola, a 
Salish and Kootenai tribal elder and director 
of the SQCC. “They came and met with our 
elders face to face—not through the mail—
to build trust and understanding before we 
started the project.’’

With SQCC oversight, FVLT has 
made interpretive signs at Rock Creek that 
include traditional place names. For Salish 
people, Incashola says, place names are 
deeply significant. They tell the story, some-
times from creation onward, of how a place 
has figured in the lives of Native people. For 
instance, Flint Stuck in the Ground refers 
to a spot where tribal people gather flint, or 
chert, for making arrowheads and tools.

“Many tribes have the capacity and 
desire to explain their own history,” says 
Thompson Smith, coordinator of tribal 
history and geography projects for the 
SQCC. “If land trusts can give them an 

opportunity to tell their own story, that’s  
a very good way to go.”  

Community, Cows and Coho 
Only rarely can a land trust restore a 
tidal wetland to protect threatened and 
endangered salmon and steelhead, host a 
year-round farm stand and pasture a herd of 
friendly goats and cattle on the same prop-
erty. But it’s happened near Humboldt Bay, 
California, where the accredited Northcoast 
Regional Land Trust (NRLT) has estab-
lished its 74-acre Freshwater Farms Reserve.

In the early 1900s, the salt marsh and 
its sloughs were drained and diked for 
agriculture. Then, between 2010 and 2017, 
NRLT enlisted state, federal and local 
partners to restore some 50 acres of salt 
marsh, freshwater slough networks and 
off-channel ponds, and plant thousands of 
native plants. Anadromous fish can again 
reach the channel habitat at Wood Creek, 
where a tide gate was removed to increase 
tidal influence. Since 2010, thousands of 
juvenile salmonids have flourished in this 
rejuvenated wetland. 

“We’ve created a public place where you 
can jog down a .75-mile nature trail, peek at 
cows, pet goats or go birding,” says Karlee 
Jewell, NRLT project manager. “We have 
local producers at the Reserve, and one sells 
her goat products, organic produce and baked 
goods at the farm stand. When you leave her 
store, it feels like you’ve gained a friend.”

For NRLT, expanding its outreach has 
been integral to the project. It has especially 

Helping More People Benefit from Conservation

Interpreting the Land:

continued from page 19
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Brenden Dalin, 
a recreation 
management 
graduate from 
the University of 
Montana, directed 
construction of an 
all-access gravel 
trail during an 
internship with 
Five Valleys  
Land Trust.

Dolly Linsebigler and Pat Pierre, part of a 
group of tribal elders interviewed by Séliš-
Qlispé Culture Committee staff about the Rock 
Creek area, protected by Five Valleys Land 
Trust. The Culture Committee is working with 
the trust to create interpretive signs there.
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cultivated meaningful relationships with the 
growing Latinx community in Humboldt 
County. Staff have translated interpretive 
materials into Spanish and collaborated 
with Latino Outdoors and Humboldt State 
University to plan inclusive outdoor activities. 

“We’ve learned that shorter events are 
better and we’re committed to making 
them free,” says Jewell. One favorite outing 
was a kayak trip that took 20 community 
members, mostly families, on the bay for 
the first time. “There was this little girl who 
kept yelling, ‘Pesca, Pesca!’ after she saw 
two fish. You could just see how overjoyed 
she was by that new experience. It’s impor-
tant for families to see that ‘the outdoors’ 
doesn’t have to be a faraway place.”

Using Tech to Tell a Story 
When it comes to telling a preserve’s story, 
sometimes a sign isn’t enough. The story’s 
too complex, and many hikers would rather 
move than stand and read anyway. As one 
solution, the accredited D&R Greenway 
Land Trust in Princeton, New Jersey, 
turned to a device that hikers are rarely 
without: their smartphones.  

On select D&R Greenway preserves, 
hikers can listen to custom audio tours from 
TravelStorys.com. “Since you’re listening 
and not staring down at your phone, you 
can still look up while you walk,” says Linda 
Mead, D&R Greenway president and CEO. 

The tours have been a good fit for the 
land trust, which often hosts content-rich 
programs in areas such as the arts or climate 

change. To access the stories, hikers down-
load a free, GPS-driven app. They can walk 
at their own speed because the app won’t 
begin a new segment until they’re 15 feet 
from the next waypoint. And if they can’t 
walk, as many could not while isolating at 
home during the pandemic, the app keeps 
people connected to the outdoors from home.

D&R Greenway pays a $500 annual fee 
to host its content on TravelStorys.com. The 
land trust writes the scripts and provides 
images, while TravelStorys.com handles 
production. Each tour costs $7,000-$10,000 
to produce, but Mead says they’ve been 
“very fundable” by foundations who like 
how the stories engage new audiences  
(some are in Spanish) on and off the trail. 

Sometimes TravelStorys.com even helps 
land trusts find new stories of their own. 
Such was the case at St. Michaels Farm 
Preserve, site of a former industrial school 

and orphanage from 1896 until 1973. The 
rolling, 400-acre property with its long 
views of fields and fencerows was purchased 
from the Catholic Diocese of Trenton 
in 2010. Then, after the St. Michaels’ 
TravelStorys.com program was released, 
D&R Greenway received a remarkable 
phone call. It came from a woman who 
knew the place as no one else could.    

“She had been the last orphan at St. 
Michaels in 1973,” Mead says. “Although 
she’d never spoken in public before, we asked 
her to share her experiences at an event with 
150 people. We laughed and we cried, and 
when she was done, you could hear a pin 
drop. As a real estate agent, she now talks 
to landowners about conservation and has 
become one of our best volunteers.” 

TOM SPRINGER HAS SERVED IN SEVERAL ROLES FOR THE 
ACCREDITED SOUTHWEST MICHIGAN LAND CONSERVANCY,  
INCLUDING BOARD MEMBER, VOLUNTEER AND WRITER.
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and Latino Outdoors hosted an event to 
celebrate Latino Conservation Week,  
which included kayaking on Humboldt Bay.
Right: People of all ages enjoy NRLT’s 
Freshwater Farms Reserve.
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BY TODD ONTL

CARBON MANAGEMENT IN 
FORESTS AND GRASSLANDS

to theLand:
Look



How It Works
The value of forests and grassland ecosystems 
for climate mitigation lies in their capacity 
to store and sequester carbon in vegetation 
and soils. As forests change over time, the 
benefits for carbon they provide change 
over time, too. Young forests grow quickly 
and so are good at carbon sequestration. 
(See Definitions box.) In young forests, fast- 
growing trees rapidly pull carbon dioxide 
out of the atmosphere to be stored in woody 
biomass. As the forest matures and trees get 
bigger, the carbon in tree biomass continues 
to build up in the system, making older 
forests great for carbon storage. It was once 
thought that old forests didn’t sequester 
additional carbon because the carbon gained 
through plant growth was offset by carbon 
losses from decay and decomposition, but we 
now know even these old forests continue to 
sequester additional carbon, just not at the 
high rates that younger forests do. 

The dynamics of carbon storage and 
sequestration are different in grasslands. 
While most of the carbon in forests is split 
between tree biomass and soils, the majority 
of carbon in grasslands is found in soils. Most 
of the aboveground biomass in a grassland 
senesces annually and is left to decompose, 
or, if fire is used as a management tool, to 
combust. The perennial grasses and forbs that 
dominate grasslands send a lot of the carbon 
they sequester belowground into extensive 
root systems, meaning that roots provide the 
majority of carbon to the soils. This below-
ground carbon exists initially as root biomass 
but eventually becomes soil organic carbon, 
which can be stored for long periods of time. 
However, this process of turning sequestered 
carbon into roots and eventually into soil 
carbon is a slow process that takes many 

decades to build up to considerable levels, 
both in grasslands and in forests.   

What’s Happening, Past and Present
The original expanse of forests—with tower-
ing hardwood and conifer trees broken only 
by prairies with dark, carbon-rich soils that 
once comprised the Midwest and Eastern 
United States—was remarkable. But an 
economy fueled by intensive logging and 
clearing for agriculture decimated the carbon 
in forests through the early 1900s. Similarly, 
conversion of the prairie ecosystems to row 
crop agriculture released about 60% of the 
soil carbon stored in what was once grass-
lands. Since then, society has switched 
to the burning of fossil fuels, which has 
allowed forest cover to rebound in many 
places in the east, leading to a strong carbon 
sink over the past 100 years. In other places 
across the country, the conversion of forests 
and grasslands to intensive agriculture or 
developed land uses is likely more perma-
nent across the landscape, but opportunities 
for restoring native communities are still 
important for enhancing carbon sequestra-
tion and storage. 

Whether you are strolling through a 
vibrant prairie listening to the wind whistle 
through grasses or deep in a forest listen-
ing to abundant birdsong, the carbon stored 
in these places took a long time to build 
up. Natural lands provide an abundance of 
environmental benefits—including carbon 
sequestration and storage—relative to 
developed landscapes, and land stewards 
recognize that their protection, restoration 
and improved management are essential for 
mitigating carbon emissions. 

Although carbon accumulation in ecosys-
tems takes many years to decades to occur, 

the loss of carbon from these systems can 
be shockingly fast. A warming climate and 
associated changes, including more frequent 
and severe droughts and storms, elevate the 
risk of disturbance to ecosystems, threaten-
ing carbon stored in plants and soils and the 
ability of ecosystems to continue to seques-
ter carbon at current rates. Catastrophic 
wildfires in places where wildfires aren’t 
common, such as the 2016 wildfires in the 
Great Smoky Mountains in Tennessee, 
are made more possible by climate change 
and lead to devastating losses of carbon in 
those forests. Extreme rainfall can create a 
surge of soil erosion and carbon loss, while 
intense storms can snap and uproot trees. A 
myriad of stewardship challenges—such as 
greater pressure from invasive species, new 
insect pests and increased deer herbivory 
on understory plants—are being intensified 
from changes in climate and creating new 
concerns for many land managers. Reducing 
the risks to forests and grasslands from these 
climate change pressures is a critical first step 
to managing for resilient carbon mitigation 
into the future.  

Recent analyses of natural climate solu-
tions in forests and grasslands confirm the 
great impact of several broad strategies on 
carbon mitigation. Understanding where 
carbon is stored and how it got there is a 
crucial first step to harnessing the potential 
of these natural climate solutions, but many 

Managers review a forest management 
plan while discussing possible adaptation 
considerations in the Ottawa National 
Forest, Upper Peninsula, Michigan.

TODD ONTL / USDA FOREST SERVICE

Because land trusts 
know their properties 
well and care for them, 
they are in a good posi-
tion to think proactively 
about how their lands 
can provide a variety 
of values—including 
carbon mitigation— 
for future generations.

CARBON MANAGEMENT IN 
FORESTS AND GRASSLANDS

Our natural places have always been important, and these days that has 
never been more true. Whether it is hiking a forest path in the deep shade 
of soaring trees or walking among vibrant prairie wildflowers, these special 
places help us feel refreshed and renewed. 

Lately, our forests and grasslands have also been getting a lot of atten-
tion for another, almost magical, property: their ability to mitigate carbon emissions and 
help slow climate change. Stewardship of forests and grasslands for carbon mitigation, 
known as natural climate solutions, is among the most cost-effective and dependable 
ways to slow rising atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations.
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land stewards have additional questions 
about actionable ways to implement these 
broad ideas to enhance the carbon value of 
their lands:

• Where is the greatest potential for  
providing carbon benefits? 

• What management practices are best 
suited to enhancing the mitigation 
potential of different ecosystems or  
plant community types? 

• What actions can be taken to reduce the 
risks from climate change to the carbon 
stocks and the ability to sequester 
carbon in our forests and grasslands?

How to Manage Land  
for Carbon Benefits
Often one of the first pledges a medical 
student takes on their way to becoming a 
physician is to “first, do no harm,” which is 
likely on the minds of most land stewards 
when deciding how to manage their lands for 
carbon benefits. For example, prairie restora-
tion often involves the removal of woody 
invasives along with the use of prescribed 
fire. People hear the chainsaws and see the 
smoke and may wonder if these actions are 
sending more carbon back to the atmosphere 
than the system is gaining. A volunteer crew 

or the neighbors may ask, “Is this doing more 
harm to our climate problem than good?” 

The good news is that a land manager 
can feel confident that using prescribed fire 
and removing invasives are not only improv-
ing the health of the plant community, 
they are increasing its value for providing 
carbon benefits. Frequent low-intensity 
fires improve plant diversity in grasslands, 
ultimately leading to greater productiv-
ity and the growth of the extensive root 
systems that lead to greater carbon storage in 
grasslands. And all that smoke? In grass-
lands, the grasses and forbs senesce annually 
and decompose, similar to leaf litter in 
forests, returning all that carbon back to the 
atmosphere over the course of a few months 
or years. The use of controlled burns as a 
management tool simply speeds up those 
processes that, from a carbon perspective, 
happen over a short span of time anyway. 
It is also an example of a practice that land 
stewards use to sustain healthy plant commu-
nities that also supports carbon value in the 
systems they manage.

Similar to the use of prescribed fire, 
some are skeptical of the climate benefits 
of tree harvests as part of forest manage-
ment. Often people see the cutting of trees 
detracting from climate mitigation goals 
because it removes carbon from the forest. 
However, unless that forest is being lost to 
development, such as roads, housing units 
or shopping centers, forests will regener-
ate. Much like planting a tree in your yard 
only provides carbon sequestration value 
over the many decades it takes that tree to 
grow, when a forest regenerates following a 
harvest it sequesters carbon over the course 
of the following decades as those saplings 
turn into large mature trees. Importantly, 
the trees that are harvested are turned into 
wood products that are an important pool of 
carbon stored in many products, especially 
long-lived products like furniture, flooring 
and houses. Analyses have shown that when 
the carbon stored in harvested wood prod-
ucts are included in assessments, managed 
forests can store more carbon than unman-
aged forests. Though unmanaged forests 
also provide very important carbon value by 

CARBON STORAGE
The amount of carbon 
that is retained in a 
carbon pool within 
the forest.
Storage levels increase with 
forest age and typically peak 
in the northeastern United 
States when forests are old 
(>200 years old).

CARBON SEQUESTRATION
The process of removing 
carbon from the atmosphere 
for use in photosynthesis, 
resulting in the maintenance 
and growth of plants and trees.

The rate (or amount and speed) at which 
a forest sequesters carbon changes over 
time. In the northeastern United States, 
carbon sequestration typically peaks 
when forests are young to intermediate 
in age (around 30-70 years old), but they 
continue to sequester carbon through 
their entire life span.

The terms storage sequestration and are often used interchangeably: however,

EACH ONE HAS A SPECIFIC MEANING AND 
REACHES ITS MAXIMUM LEVEL AT DIFFERENT 
TIMES DURING FOREST DEVELOPMENT.
Nevertheless, both are necessary for reducing the effects of climate change.

R
E

D
R

A
W

N
 F

R
O

M
 F

O
R

E
S

T 
C

A
R

B
O

N
: 

A
N

 E
S

S
E

N
TI

A
L 

N
A

TU
R

A
L 

S
O

LU
TI

O
N

 F
O

R
 C

LI
M

A
TE

 C
H

A
N

G
E

 (
C

A
TA

N
Z

A
R

O
 A

N
D

 D
’A

M
A

TO
 2

0
19

);
 W

W
W

.M
A

S
S

W
O

O
D

S
.O

R
G

/C
A

R
B

O
N

CARBON MANAGEMENT IN FORESTS AND GRASSLANDS

to theLand:
Look

Definitions

26 Summer 2020 SAVINGland www.landtrustalliance.org



storing vast quantities of carbon in large,  
old trees, as well as in abundant snags and 
dead wood that is critical for biodiversity  
and nutrient cycling.    

But carbon benefits are rarely the only 
goal of forest management. Wildlife habitat, 
water, recreation and aesthetics are just a 
few of the many other reasons we value our 
forests, and why so many landowners, orga-
nizations and agencies employ a combination 
of managed and unmanaged forests, each 
providing different sets of values. 

Resources for Carbon Management
So how can we as land stewards protect the 
carbon value of our forests and grasslands in 
a changing climate when there is so much 
uncertainty about future environmental 
conditions? The Adaptation Workbook  
(www.adaptationworkbook.org), which is a 
flexible planning process designed to meet 
the needs of managers with varying goals, 
ecosystems and available resources, provides 
a way to identify specific actions that reduce 

climate risks in order to meet your  
stewardship or management goals. For  
those interested in managing for carbon,  
a menu of adaptation strategies and 
approaches for forest carbon management 
(www.forestadaptation.org/carbon) can be 
used with this planning process to tailor 
specific practices to carbon storage and 
sequestration goals for your site conditions. 

With limited funds and personnel, land 
trusts are often faced with making tough 
decisions about where to focus their efforts 
to have the greatest impact. Deciding where 
the best opportunities exist to manage for 
carbon benefits is no different. The resources 
described above can be used to find the 
synergies between adaptation and mitigation 
and ensure that efforts aimed at ecosystem-
based carbon mitigation are robust to a range 
of future climate conditions. For example, 
identifying locations that have low vulner-
ability to climate impacts may highlight the 
best areas for investment in protecting the 
existing carbon stocks—such as large trees 

or carbon-rich soils—over the long run. On 
the other hand, identifying sites with high 
vulnerability to climate impacts—such as 
forests that lack diversity or with impending 
mortality from insect pest infestations—
may point to areas where thoughtful active 
management can be used to remove at-risk 
trees and regenerate a more diverse and 
climate-adapted forest while supporting 
long-term carbon sequestration. Because land 
trusts know their properties well and care for 
them, they are in a good position to think 
proactively about how their lands can provide 
a variety of values—including carbon  
mitigation—for future generations.          

To learn more, visit the Climate  
Change Response Framework (http:// 
www.forestadaptation.org) to view adapta-
tion menus for carbon and other topics,  
read adaptation case studies and learn  
how you can manage for carbon benefits  
on your land trust’s properties. 
TODD ONTL IS A CLIMATE ADAPTATION SPECIALIST WITH THE 

NORTHERN INSTITUTE OF APPLIED CLIMATE SCIENCE IN MICHIGAN.
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board MAT TERS
BY Sylvia Bates

Board Governance 
IN THE TIME OF COVID-19

Good board governance is important for all nonprofit 
organizations, but for land trusts it carries particular 
weight. While nonprofit organizations by and large 
expect to stay in operation indefinitely, land trusts need 

to think in unusually long-range terms and plan for organizational 
permanence so that the lands they protect stay protected. 
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By definition, boards of directors 
are governing bodies. In that role, they 
establish plans and policies and guide their 
implementation. The job of governing is 
fundamental to an organization’s health  
and survival, even more so during the 
unique circumstances of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Here are some related questions 
and answers, some of which are adapted 
from BoardSource, to help guide your  
land trust through this difficult time.

Can we conduct our board meetings 
virtually? Is it acceptable to have our 
board vote via email?

When officials asked us to work from home 
during COVID-19, many nonprofits turned 
to Zoom, Skype or Microsoft Teams to hold 
virtual board meetings or conducted them on 
the phone. Some are voting by email. 

The first consideration is state law; next 
take a look at your bylaws (which should be 
consistent with state law but may provide 
more specific direction). In many states, 
virtual alternatives to in-person meetings, 
including teleconference calls and video-
conferences, are allowed if all participants 
can contemporaneously hear and be heard. 

For action to be taken outside of (without) 
a meeting (for example, via email), many 
states require that all members of the  
board must cast a unanimous vote in 
writing. This is sometimes referred to  
as “unanimous written consent.” The 
organization may have to retain the 
individual written votes to comply  
with state law and/or its bylaws. 

There are advantages and disadvantages 
to each alternative to an in-person board 
meeting. The goal is to have an engaged 
board of directors, fully informed and 
deliberate in its decision-making, espe-
cially in a time of crisis. For any meetings 
held by phone or using videoconferencing, 
make special effort to ensure that all board 
members receive any supplemental docu-
mentation and have time to read it prior to 
discussion and decision-making. Follow 
your regular meeting practice by sending an 

agenda and meeting materials in advance and 
ensuring minutes of the meeting sufficiently 
reflect discussion and decisions. During 
video-or phone conferencing meetings, take 
the opportunity to invite discussion and 
input prior to calling a vote. Make reference 
to supplemental documentation during the 
meeting to orient participants and consider 
sharing screens showing this documentation 
during videoconference meetings. Ensure 
that voting adequately allows time to cast 
both yea and nay votes, as well as absten-
tions. Consider saving a digital recording 

to accompany regular minutes. And always 
consider any security risks when using new 
online software. 

Actions by email work best to handle 
noncontroversial or routine items of 
business, such as the approval of a bank 
authorization form or the extension of a 
lease. They are also useful if something is 
needed in a hurry and there’s no time to 
hold a meeting. 

See Practices 3C2 and 3C3 of Land Trust 
Standards and Practices for more information 
(link is in Resources on page 30). 

There’s help for you on the Learning Center in the document “Financial 

Management in the Time of COVID-19,” featuring questions and answers 

adapted from BoardSource. Here are two sample questions. Go to  

https://tlc.lta.org/covidfinmgmt to see the answers to these and others. 

Our board has been discussing the impact this public health crisis is going to 

have on our revenue. What are we to do when the funding for some of our 

key programs is restricted? Are we allowed to redistribute restricted grants 

to overhead or other programs than the program it was intended to fund?

With everyone working from home, we are in need of information on how we 

can maintain fiscal controls. We have multiple controls in place to ensure our 

donors’ funds are handled responsibly that require two or more people. Are 

there templates or best practices in remote work environments? How do we 

alter the procedure of two people opening the mail together?

BOARD MEMBERS OF LAND TRUSTS THAT BELONG TO THE LAND TRUST ALLIANCE CAN USE THEIR LAND TRUSTS’ 
LOGINS TO ACCESS THE LEARNING CENTER. THE LINK ABOVE DOES NOT REQUIRE A PASSWORD.

Help with Financial 
Management
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Our bylaws say we should follow 
Robert’s Rules, but some of the meeting 
requirements seem very difficult to 
accomplish in virtual meetings. How  
do we follow our bylaws right now?

Unless you have a very particular type of 
organizational procedure or mandate, you  
don’t have to follow Robert’s Rules of Order, 
even though they have been updated for 
virtual meeting needs. For most 501(c)(3) 
organizations, there is no state law or statute 
that demands it, and most organizations 
adopted Robert’s Rules out of a historical 
belief that it’s what they should be using. 
While Robert’s Rules can give you a 
roadmap to running a meeting and provide 
an easy way to memorialize conversations 
and decision-making, they’re also cumber-
some and complicated, particularly for 
smaller organizations. For more infor-
mation about operating in accordance  
with established bylaws, see Practice 2B2  
of Land Trust Standards and Practices.

Bylaws can be changed. In fact, Practice 
2B3 of the Standards requires land trusts 
to review their bylaws at least once every 
five years to ensure consistency with current 
operations, the articles of incorporation and 
state law. Your current bylaws should have 
a provision for amending them. If for some 
reason they don’t, make sure you follow any 
state provisions that may govern these rules. 
Then make the changes you need. During 
this process, you want to make sure you 
note such things as:

• How many votes you need to pass an 
amendment. For many organizations 
that number is two-thirds of the board.

• Ensuring you comply with all appli-
cable laws to make all board members 
and any other necessary group aware of 
a meeting to discuss bylaw changes.

• The differences between voting direc-
tors and voting members, if your 
organization has members.

Once you have made any necessary 
changes, create a plan for the future. This may 
include a plan to have a task force or legal 
counsel review the bylaws at least once every 
five years. In addition, the bylaws should be 
reviewed whenever any governance problems 
arise that are not adequately covered by the 
existing provisions of the bylaws. Once you 
have made a change, ensure that all board 
members have a chance to review the new 
version. Any bylaw change should be reviewed 
in advance by land trust legal counsel, even 
during these unprecedented times.

Given the quickly evolving COVID-19  
situation, I’m wondering, as board 
chair, if our executive committee 
should be meeting more often so we 
can make decisions faster since it’s  
difficult to get the board together.

In these times of uncertainty, it can be 
tempting to try to make big decisions in a 
smaller group like the executive commit-
tee for the sake of efficiency. In this current 
crisis, an executive committee could help 
the board stay abreast of the ever-evolving 
situation more efficiently. However, it is 
important to ensure that the executive com-
mittee understands its role and limitations 
and doesn’t supplant the rest of the board.

Check that both the executive commit-
tee’s authority and limitations are outlined 
in your bylaws (see Practice 3C6 for more 
information). To avoid delegating essen-
tial powers away from the full board, your 
executive committee should not amend 
bylaws, elect or remove board members, 
hire or fire the chief executive, approve or 
change the budget or make major structural 
decisions (for example, add or eliminate 
programs, approve mergers, dissolve the 
corporation). For accreditation, if decision-
making authority is delegated for approving 
conservation projects, a delegation policy 
or the bylaws provision should define the 
limits given to the delegated authority 
(such as requiring full board approval if a 
conflicted party is involved, requiring com-
mittee review before a decision is made). 

You may want to utilize the executive 
committee to act as a link between the 
board and the chief executive to facilitate 
communication and planning between 
board meetings or to make authorized, 
time-sensitive decisions not otherwise dele-
gated to officers and staff. It is good practice 
for the executive committee to notify the 
board of its actions in a timely manner; 
this is often required by organizational 
bylaws. For accreditation, the board must 
be informed about approval of land and 
conservation easement transactions. The full 
board should ratify, at its next meeting, any 
actions taken by the executive committee. 
See Practice 3D1 for more information.

Never let your executive committee 
replace the board. While it may seem easier 
or more convenient to leave a decision in 
the hands of the executive committee, that 
does not mean it is appropriate. The board 
is responsible for the organization, so all 
board members need to understand what is 
happening. All board members’ leadership 
and experience can help support your chief 
executive, the organization and your land 
trust’s core purpose. See Practice 3A1 for 
more information on understanding board 
members’ roles and responsibilities. 

SYLVIA BATES IS DIRECTOR OF STANDARDS AND EDUCATIONAL 
SERVICES AT THE LAND TRUST ALLIANCE.

board MAT TERS

“How Nonprofits and Board 

Members Can Respond to COVID-

19,” BoardSource: https://board

source.org/resources/nonprofit-

board-member-respond-covid-19 

“How to Facilitate Effective 

Virtual Meetings,” by Beth 

Kanter: www.bethkanter.org/

facilitate-virtual-meetings 

Bylaws: Dos & Don’ts, BoardSource: 

https://boardsource.org/

bylaws-dos-and-donts

Land Trust Standards and Practices: 

www.lta.org/standards

Resources
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accreditation CORN ER
BY Christina Soto

Ilove a good story, and I’m 
always fascinated with how 
people got involved with 
land trusts. My story starts 

with a thank you to my sixth 
grade science teacher, Mr. Gill, 
for his lesson on rain forests and 
the impact humans have had on 
them,” says Melissa Kalvestrand, 
the new executive director of 
the Land Trust Accreditation 
Commission. “I’ve been an 
ecologist at heart and by training 
ever since, thanks to him.”

Growing up in a suburb of Philadelphia, 
Kalvestrand also credits her family for 
how she feels about nature. “I love being 
outside—biking, canoeing, hiking, camping, 
gardening or reading in a hammock all 
recharge me mentally and physically.”

Kalvestrand first joined the Land Trust 
Accreditation Commission in fall 2009 as 
a review specialist focused on reviewing 
accreditation applications. Over the past 
10 years she consistently took on more 
responsibilities at the Commission—first 
as review manager and then as associate 
director of reviews.

In 2018, Kalvestrand was promoted to 
deputy director, overseeing the accreditation 
review process and facilitating the accredita-
tion decisions for over 100 applications each 
year. She partnered in developing, interpret-
ing, reviewing and revising the accreditation 
program requirements and maintaining the 

Requirements Manual. She also 
co-facilitated the public participa-
tion process resulting in the 2017 
revisions to Land Trust Standards 
and Practices.

When the Commission’s found-
ing executive director Tammara 
Van Ryn left, Kalvestrand saw an 
opportunity to grow and develop 
her experiences and passion for the 
Commission’s work. She applied 
for the executive director job and 
was selected in January 2020.

“The Commissioners are thrilled 
to welcome Melissa in this new 
role,” says Commission Chair 
Bruce Runnels. “The executive 
director search was an extensive 
and thorough process, welcoming 
applicants from across the country. 
Melissa’s passion for our work and vision 
for the future combined with her depth of 
experience made her an outstanding can-
didate. As the newly elected Commission 
chair I am looking forward to working 
closely with Melissa as we work with the 
Land Trust Alliance to ensure the vital 
work of land conservation.”

Kalvestrand’s passion for the great out-
doors has fueled a life filled with exploring 
and traveling. “My husband is a biology 
teacher, and we love to see the spark in our 
9-year-old’s eyes when she is the first to spot 
a bird or a lizard or to find that one perfect 
rock to skip in the stream.” Kalvestrand 
hopes to cross nine more states off her list 
in the future to reach her goal of seeing all 
50 states. She makes sure to stop at every 
National Park she comes across. So far 

she’s visited 16, including ones in Hawaii, 
Alaska, Montana and Arizona.  

Kalvestrand looks forward to building on 
the accreditation program’s successes and 
leading the Commission in its now second 
decade. “The Commission will engage 
with accredited land trusts in new ways 
to improve their return on investment in 
the program. Over my tenure, I have seen 
firsthand how the accreditation process and 
related investments from land trusts and 
the Alliance have strengthened the entire 
land trust movement. That strength is what 
will help the land trust community be more 
resilient to the stress of the current times.” 

She looks forward to connecting with 
land trusts and hearing the stories about  
the people and the special places they work 
to protect. 

Meet Melissa
THE NEW EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE LAND TRUST  
ACCREDITATION COMMISSION IS NO NEWBIE
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T  he pandemic has dealt nonprofits around the world a significant 
blow; however, many nonprofits and the organizations that support 
them have sent out messages containing advice, resources and hope 
to help with recovery.

fundraising WISDOM

The Land Trust Alliance collected advice on navi-
gating federal resources made available to land trusts 
to create its COVID-19 Resources for Land Trusts 
webpage (www.lta.org/covid-19) and has been compiling 
other advice and lessons to put on the Learning Center 
gleaned from multiple sources, including that collected 
during meetings of land trust leaders.

To begin with a hopeful message, here’s one from 
a March 18 email from the National Council of 
Nonprofits. When the world was starting to realize 
just how bad things could get, the Council was  
calmly asserting the global need for nonprofits 
(emphasis added):

You matter. Indeed, the work that nonprofits do will 
matter even more in the weeks and months ahead as 
the novel coronavirus disease reshapes everyone’s daily 

lives. Yes, that work is being challenged in ways and 
at a scale we’ve not experienced before, with demands 
shifting while resources change in amounts (dollars) 
and locations (people). But the core of our work and values 
has not changed: we exist for people in our communities.

Keep in Touch
A common thread in advice we’ve been seeing is: Keep 
in touch. Donors need to hear from you. They need to 
hear that you care about them and they need to hear 
how the land trust they support is doing.

Impact Communications, a fundraising creative 
agency based in Washington, D.C., posted “10 Tips 
for Communicating with Donors During a Crisis” on 
its blog, opening with advice about “what can you do 
NOW to strengthen donor relationships and minimize 
the impact on your campaigns?” 

COMPILED BY Christina Soto

Like other land trusts, 
Bayou Land Conservancy 
understands the value 
of photos for connecting 
people to the land. Images 
from its preserves are 
featured on Instagram.

Keep Fundraising

JOANNE BRADBURY SUZANNE SIMPSON SUZANNE SIMPSON
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Here are two tips from Impact:
1. Conduct a regular, short com-

munications meeting that includes 
people, across multiple departments, 
who communicate with your donors 
and the public. This might be daily or 
two times a week. Especially now, it’s 
important for your messaging to be 
consistent from all departments.

2. Make sure that the fundraising mes-
sages you are sending deliver a clear 
and compelling description of YOUR 
urgent need for funds. If donors are 
forced to support fewer charities, make 
sure they understand why your organiza-
tion should stay on the top of their list.

“But urgent does not mean panicked,” 
clarifies Elizabeth Ward, the Alliance’s vice 
president of communications. “Donors want 
to know that you have a plan for advancing 
your work in the face of the crisis. They 
want to see that you are strategic. Yes, you 
urgently need support, but it’s not a message 
of  ‘Help, we can’t make payroll.’ It’s ‘Our 
work is important, and with your support 
we can make it through this crisis.’ ” 

Julie Whelan Capell of Mayes | Wilson  
& Associates, LLC, which has specific 
expertise working with conservation-
minded individuals, organizations and  
land trusts, writes:

… we’ve gone from business as usual, 
to social distancing measures that have 
forced most organizations to cancel or 
postpone the special events, lunches and 
donor engagement activities essential to 
meeting end-of-year income goals.  

In this situation, it’s tempting to 
throw previous plans out the window, 
downsize fundraising staff, cut back on 
spending and wait the crisis out. In the 
2008 financial crisis we learned organi-
zations that reduced their fundraising 
efforts suffered the most. Organizations 
that did not stay in touch with their 
donors, were not transparent, or oth-
erwise failed to communicate why they 
deserved continued donor support did  
not survive the downturn.  

What to Say
David Allen, of Development for 
Conservation, has been a staple at the 
Alliance’s Rally: The National Land 
Conservation Conference for several years. 
Like Mayes | Wilson, he knows land 
trusts and land conservation. He has been 
writing blog posts on his website with 
advice on fundraising during this crisis, 
but he has also offered to be a resource, 
saying “pop me an email at David@
DevelopmentForConservation.com.”

In his post “Coronavirus and Fund-
raising – Letting Emotional Words Flow,” 
Allen shares his picks of language contained 
in emails he’s seen from land trusts to their 
communities and donors. He is practicing 
what he preaches. “Share. What are you 
doing that the rest of us can learn from? In 
the comments to last week’s blog, one writer 
was livestreaming the release of a red-tailed 
hawk. Another was sharing a monitoring 
visit on social media. What are YOU doing?”

A message from Tim Gliddon of the 
accredited Maine Coast Heritage Trust 
takes the long view:

I don’t know how this pandemic will play 
out—none of us knows—but there’s one 
thing I’m able to promise you: the land 
we’ve protected together will still be here 
when we are on the other side of this. 
And, in the midst of so much uncertainty, 
we continue to protect and care for land 
along this coastline we love.

Jill Boullion of the accredited Bayou 
Land Conservancy in Texas says that BLC  
is creating content such as a weekly “Ask An 
Ecologist” segment on Facebook Live and is 
also encouraging supporters to share photos 
of how they are social distancing in nature 
by tagging BLC on Instagram. She says:

As I write this from my home office, the 
thought of a walk in my neighborhood 
later today makes me happy. Like me, 
you know that access to outdoor space is 
important to our health and well-being, 
perhaps now more than ever. Bayou Land 
Conservancy’s public preserves, and the 

Spring Creek Nature Trail, have been a 
lifeline to families during the corona-
virus crisis. Thanks to you for making 
these special places possible!”

Heidi Habeger of the accredited 
Groundswell Conservancy in Wisconsin, 
tells Allen, “Our board specifically asked  
us to send something to supporters, in addi-
tion to what had already gone out (two good 
news announcements on project closings), 
so [Executive Director] Jim [Welsh] took 
advantage of our eNewsletter to do that.  
Our goal is to continue to provide ‘good 
news’ and show how their gift is being used.”

And Allen continues to hear from land 
trusts with good news. “One story was of  
an endowment donor who was making 
six-figure pledge payments. The outreach 
resulted in her releasing at least one of the 
payments from restrictions, allowing the 
land trust to use the money for more press-
ing operational needs,” he writes. Allen 
reminds us that donors care. One wrote 
to the land trust they support: “Thanks 
for the words of encouragement. I find 
strength walking these bluffs every day. 
The Conservancy has an enduring mission 
that will only gain more importance and 
appreciation on the other side of this crisis. 
May you and your staff and your families 
stay well.”

This is how you fundraise in a crisis. 

Websites

Impact Communications: 

www.impactdc.com 

Julie Whelan Capell: 

mayeswilsonassociates.com

David Allen: 

https://developmentforconservation.com/

first-thing-tuesday
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State land trust associations are critical partners with the 
Alliance,” says Erin Heskett, Land Trust Alliance vice 
president of conservation initiatives. “Our organizations 
complement each other, and our partnership enables us to 
strengthen critical programs and support for land trusts 
across America.”

Although the Alliance has been connecting with state land 
trust associations on a regional basis during the COVID-19 crisis, 
“it quickly became apparent that our partners desired a broader 
conversation among their peers nationwide,” says Heskett. “We 
now convene national monthly Zoom calls with the state land trust 
association community to discuss critical issues and challenges they 
and their land trust members are facing.” 

The Texas Land Trust Council has been working on several 
fronts. “We partnered with our Alliance regional staff to host joint 
calls to discuss issues that our members are facing,” Executive 
Director Lori Olson says. “We discussed the Payroll Protection 
Plan and Small Business Association loan programs to make sure 
that all our trusts were up to speed on what to do and how to apply. 
We have been discussing shifting events from in-person to virtual, 
and are sharing tips and experiences that we are gaining. The key 
with all of these conversations is that we are learning from and 
sharing with each other.”

Rupert Friday, executive director of the Rhode Island Land 
Trust Council, says, “We’ve been talking with our members about 
the value everyone is seeing in having places to get outdoors and 
take walks to manage stress, anxiety and fear during the COVID-
19 crisis and the shelter-at-home requirements.”

The Council has provided guidance to land trusts—“How to 
Walk Outdoors Safely During COVID-19” with frequently asked 
questions—that they can use in their enewsletters, as well as sign 
templates that they can post at trailheads. ExploreRI.org, which 
highlights blueways and greenways around the state, has seen 
tremendous growth. “The use of ExploreRI as measured by the 
number of unique visitors to the site increased over 300% in March 
2020 compared to March 2019,” Friday says.

People need the outdoors more than ever, but in some regions 
the spaces available could not handle the influx of visitors. “When 
we began to see crowding and closures of trails and parks due to 
violations of the social distancing guidelines, Heart of the Lakes 
teamed up with the Michigan Recreation and Park Association 
and Michigan Trails and Greenways Alliance to develop a joint 
communications campaign for getting outside during a pandemic,” 
says Alyssa Walters, outreach coordinator of Heart of the Lakes, 
Michigan’s land trust association. “The campaign was shared across 
multiple social platforms and to each organization’s membership.” 

And for land trusts looking for information on virtual expe-
riences, Walters says Heart of the Lakes created the Social 
Distancing Adventure Hub, which has a collection of helpful 
links and inspiration “to help our members, friends and support-
ers through these tough times. Categories feature both indoor and 
outdoor activities; what some of our members are doing; what to 
read, watch and listen to; resources for physical and mental health; 
and even inspiration for parents and children.”

Land trusts also needed guidance on stewardship and operations. 
“Once the Stay Home, Stay Safe order began tightening the reins, 

resources & TOO L S

Listening, Learning, Sharing

BY Christina Soto

STATE LAND TRUST ASSOCIATIONS MEET 
THE NEEDS OF THEIR MEMBERS DURING
THE TIME OF COVID-19
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CONNECT WITH US! 
www.facebook.com/landtrustalliance 
www.twitter.com/ltalliance
www.instagram.com/ltalliance

Listening, Learning, Sharing

questions from our members on spring stewardship activities began 
to hit our inbox,” says Walters. “Heart of the Lakes and its board 
held a virtual meeting to facilitate conversation on how each organi-
zation was shaping its internal strategies to reflect the new orders… 
with the main priority surrounding the health and safety of their 
employees and their families.”

The Pennsylvania Land Trust Association began holding two 
roundtable discussions via Zoom each week addressing various 
facets of conservation work and organization operations. As a result 
of cancelling its annual conference normally attended by up to 400, 
PALTA has offered a series of 15 free-of-charge webinars with 
more under development. 

The Maine Land Trust Network convened regular remote 
gatherings for land trust staff and board members around key issues, 
such as managing preserves in the face of increased use, planning 
around the event and summer program season, contingency plan-
ning and organizational issues, fiscal sustainability, crisis manage-
ment and more. It also offered trainings in partnership with other 
nonprofit agencies.

Sometimes land trusts just need a space of their own. MLTN 
created a dedicated online forum for land trust leaders to share ideas 
and discuss potentially sensitive information not appropriate for a 
public forum. It also made direct calls to land trust leaders to check 
in, find out what challenges they are encountering and offer support.

MLTN’s Donna Bissett says her favorite story involves a Zoom 
meeting to discuss events and programming in the face of COVID-
19. “Land trusts shared how they were doing things to help out 
their communities. This included working with teachers to provide 
online content for students, creating virtual preserve visits for those 
who couldn’t get out, and some things that had very little or even 
nothing to do with land conservation but were supported by their 
organization’s leadership as part of their role serving the commu-
nity. It was inspiring.” 

Many state associations serve another role for their members: 
advocacy. And that hasn’t stopped. “PALTA is leading efforts to 
stop a legislative assault on state conservation investments while still 
providing all the technical assistance and other services it normally 
provides,” says Executive Director Andy Loza. The Connecticut 
Land Conservation Council plans to offer Zoom programs 
through the summer—including virtual tours of land trust  
properties with legislators.

Fundraising during the crisis and beyond has become a major 
worry for land trusts, so Gathering Waters: Wisconsin’s Alliance 
for Land Trusts has held weekly Zoom forums that include topics 
suggested by participants, such as budget planning and adjustments, 
and fundraising and messaging to donors, with a fundraising con-
sultant sharing best practices for how organizations should consider 
engaging supporters during this challenging time. 

After convening communications staffers from around the state 
to talk about messaging in a crisis and to get advice from each other 
on managing events and projects in a new reality, the Coalition of 
Oregon Land Trusts also shared a model template for people to use.

Even with all that they do, state land trust associations never 
forget to take a moment to celebrate their members. During virtual 
happy hours for land trust executive directors, the Texas Land Trust 
Council is “using this time to more informally discuss any topics 
that folks raise on the call, answer questions, tell jokes and just have 
fun,” Olson says. “My land trust colleagues are some of my most 
favorite people on earth, so it’s nice just to see their smiling faces 
and share some good conversation.”

Members of the Coalition of Oregon Land Trusts have shared 
photos of their preserves that people can use as their virtual  
Zoom background.

And Heart of the Lakes’ Walters says that after only the second 
week of quarantine, “We were incredibly humbled by the efforts of 
our members who were diligently checking in and getting creative 
in engaging with their communities. The recurring statement that 
we are in this together and we will get through this together had 
never been made so clear thanks to their resilience and dedication 
for what they do best—connecting communities with their natural 
environments.” 

STATE LAND TRUST ASSOCIATIONS MEET 
THE NEEDS OF THEIR MEMBERS DURING
THE TIME OF COVID-19
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A sign provided by the Rhode Island Land Trust Council.
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people & PL ACES
BY Christina Soto

Inclusiveness, 
      Planning and

Optimism:
Gale Spears never considered herself a 
conservationist, but she was drawn in by 
feeling “very appreciative of having local 
ranches and farms in our county for many 
generations, providing both community 
buffers for respite and agriculture to fuel 
our local economy and give farm-to-table 
opportunities for many.”

Now she leads the board of Solano Land 
Trust* in northern California and has just 
joined the board of the Land Trust Alliance.

“In my work with Solano Land Trust, 
I’m keenly interested in preserving the 
character of Solano County and the quality 
of life enjoyed by its residents,” Spears says. 
“We want to keep farming and ranching 
families on their land through wise use of 
conservation easements and policy tools.”

Spears is the communications manager 
for the City of Fairfield, California, and 
a member of the Municipal Management 
Association of Northern California. She is 
a founding member of the Susan G. Komen 
Foundation/Sacramento Affiliate and 
Honorary Commander (Ret.) at Travis Air 
Force Base, where she currently serves on 
the Restoration Advisory Board. In addition 
to her land trust involvement, Spears is a 
community volunteer for veteran, youth and 
breast cancer causes.

During her board service with the 
Alliance, she hopes to “continue to be 
involved in the community conservation 
initiatives that comprise Common Ground. 
In the future, I see inclusiveness and 
greater diversity in our ranks, whether the 
individual or entity self identifies as a ‘con-
servationist’ or not. I am anxious to see how 
our millennials and teens open our eyes.”

New board member Douglas Land 
sees “a tremendous energy within each of 
the land trusts that are members of the 
Alliance. By enhancing the connections and 
relationships among them, I believe we can 

multiply our effectiveness and enhance the 
pace of conservation nationally.”

In 1996, Land purchased a home on the 
top of Storm King Mountain in the Hudson 
Valley. “The mountain is widely considered 
to be the site of the most important battle  
to protect and preserve the natural beauty  
of our historic landscapes,” Land says. “As  
a result, landscape preservation has high 
priority in our community. I was asked to 
join the board of the Hudson Highlands 
Land Trust* more than 10 years ago.”

Land, the founder and managing director 
of the Chesapeake Group, which specializes 

New Alliance Board Members
Embody the Future of Conservation

Gale Spears Douglas Land Kristopher Pickler

36 Summer 2020 SAVINGland www.landtrustalliance.org



in cross-border India-U.S. transactions in the software and informa-
tion services sectors, also serves on the board of the Orange County 
Land Trust* and the Scenic Hudson Land Trust.*  

He says that conservation, in cooperation with effective planning, 
“will be a major component of managing the challenges of climate 
change. The manner in which we steward our open spaces for con-
servation and renewables is essential in meeting these challenges. 
In addition, I think that conservation in urban settings will become 
more relevant in the future.”

Kristopher Pickler, who also just joined the Alliance board, says 
his decision to pursue a career in conservation law was triggered by 
one childhood event at Ocean Isle Beach, North Carolina, in the 
1980s. “I recall one weekend playing in an undeveloped 40-acre sand 
dune field that transected the island from the ocean to the salt marsh. 
We went back a few weeks later and the entire tract was scraped and 
graded for development. That’s the moment when I decided I wanted 
to go to law school to help protect land for future generations to enjoy.”

Pickler is an in-house attorney on the Real Estate Legal team at 
Lowe’s Companies, Inc. He is also a board member of the Davidson 

Lands Conservancy* in North Carolina and a supporter and advo-
cate of the Center for Heirs’ Property Preservation in Charleston, 
South Carolina. He is a past board member of the North Carolina 
Coastal Land Trust* in Wilmington.  

“I am extremely fortunate to have met many individuals in 
the land trust community throughout the Carolinas who have 
been mentors to or inspired me during the past 25 years, includ-
ing Walter Clark and Camilla Herlevich,” Pickler says. “Camilla, 
executive director of the North Carolina Coastal Land Trust, once 
told me that nonprofit organizations need all types of excellent  
individuals, from staff and volunteers to boards and donors, to  
make them great organizations. She helped me see the value of  
the board’s role.”

Pickler says fundamentally, his vision of the future is one of 
optimism. “The energy I’ve seen in so many volunteers over the 
years and what that energy can do when harnessed is simply 
amazing. To reach a fuller potential, the future will lie with  
conservation engaging people who have historically been left  
out of the discussions.” •

*ACCREDITED

EDITOR’S NOTE: THE SECTION NORMALLY IN THIS SPOT, EAR TO THE GROUND, GIVES WAY THIS TIME TO A PARTICULARLY FITTING POST ON OUR BLOG FROM CHERYL FOX, EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR OF SUMMIT LAND CONSERVANCY* IN UTAH. ALSO SEE CONSERVATION NEWS FOR HOW LAND TRUSTS ARE FULFILLING THE ROLE ABOUT WHICH CHERYL WRITES.

McPolin Farm, protected by Summit Land Conservancy.
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Our Role
What is a land trust’s role during hard times?

Our open spaces provide relief, solace and strength to the 
people in our community, and our work to address the larger, 
looming issue of climate change is as critical as ever.

But right now, people need help.
As a community-based organization, I feel compelled to  

listen to the needs of the people around me. I hear that they  
need work; they need food; they need hope.

This support starts at home. Our land trust employs eight 
people year-round and a few more in the summer. Across  
the last four weeks, half my staff have become the sole  
breadwinners in their households. 

Our conservation work has not slowed, but we’ve made  
the decision to focus staff time toward actions that help  
our neighbors in need.

This is not about providing our usual services via the  
internet. This is about figuring out how our mission to save  
land can also support people in crisis.

Our conservation team is writing grants for agricultural 
producers.

Our outreach staff is paying first-generation college students 
who have lost jobs in the hospitality industry to help local farmers, 
repair trails and pull weeds.

A land trust’s aspirations toward perpetuity cannot survive if 
our communities don’t survive. Unlike for-profit businesses that 
are judged on the strength of a balance sheet, we are charities.

This is our time to give. 

PUBLISHED ON WWW.LTA.ORG/BLOG/OUR-ROLE ON APRIL 29.

BY Cheryl Fox
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This right here is the closest you can get to 
magic,” said Sherman Dean, who was part 
of a group of diverse people invited to be the 
first to walk in the newly discovered stand 

of redwoods that was long-rumored to be nestled in the 
hills above California’s Sonoma Coast. Now the forest is 
protected by the accredited Save the Redwoods League.

In 2018 the League purchased the land and started 
posting about it on Facebook. Teresa Baker, founder 
of the Outdoor CEO Diversity Pledge, spotted the 
posts and contacted League President and CEO Sam 
Hodder. She knew he was figuring out when to debut 
the forest to the public, so she asked him: “Give it to 
me. Let me do it with a group of people from under-
represented communities.” 

Baker and the group of community leaders and 
outdoor advocates she assembled wanted to share why 
it’s important that they are represented. The story was 
captured on film by The Outbound Collective for its 
#EveryoneOutside campaign. 

“I think all too often people forget that communities 
of color have always been in the outdoors,” Baker says. 
“These are people who work on these issues day in and 
day out, but you don’t see us; we’re in the background 

having these conversations. We’re not out front. And 
that’s the problem.”

In the film, one by one the people walking among 
the giant trees share their thoughts.

“Being in the woods with a bunch of people of  
color, that’s just magical.”  –Endria Richardson

“The more we show we’re out here and that we’ve 
always been out here, the easier I certainly hope it 
will be for folks coming after.”  –Amanda Jameson

“We are standing together, holding each other up, 
kind of like these trees are.”  –Summer Winston

“The service that our parks are providing, redwoods 
and beyond, are fundamental to a healthy society and 
livable communities,” Hodder says. “Reimagining how 
we welcome a diverse public is fundamental to that.”

“I think it’s important that people see us,” Baker 
says, “they see beyond the lens they’ve always looked 
through when they see someone who cares about the 
oceans, the mountains, the forests—and they see me, 
they see José, they see Amanda….”

Watch The Outbound Collective film Here We Stand at 
https://www.snewsnet.com/videos/here-we-stand. 

inspired

Writer and journalist 
Rahawa Haile saw 
resilience and 
regeneration in the 
forest. “I think there’s  
a lot of hope in that.”

SCREEN CAPTURE FROM  
HERE WE STAND

Looking through a New Lens
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Land Trust Accreditation

AT A GLANCE

130+
PARTICIPANTS IN A WEBINAR 

ABOUT NAVIGATING THE ACCREDITATION 
PROCESS DURING COVID-19

8 
MEETINGS HOSTED BY STATE 

SERVICE CENTERS OR THE ALLIANCE 
FIELD STAFF TO DISCUSS 

ACCREDITATION DURING COVID-19

85+
DIRECT OUTREACH CALLS TO LAND 

TRUSTS TO LISTEN TO AND ASSESS THEIR 

IMMEDIATE NEEDS WHILE APPLYING (OR 

PLANNING TO APPLY) FOR ACCREDITATION

WE’RE HERE TO HELP 

All of us at the Land Trust Accreditation Commission recognize 
that the COVID-19 crisis has brought significant challenges to 
land trusts and the communities they serve. Please know that 

we want to do all that we can to help. 
To help land trusts applying for accreditation during this difficult time, we instituted 

extensions for those in the application process or with applications pending this spring. This 

action was the first step in a multitiered strategy to support and help meet the continuing 

needs of accredited land trusts and those pursuing accreditation for the first time. 

• We have spent time actively listening to land trusts from across the country to 

understand the impacts of COVID-19 they face and to help implement customizable 

solutions that respond to the needs of the land trust community. 

• From these listening sessions, common themes and questions emerged relating to  

the accreditation requirements and in response we have created a new document  

to help land trusts. See “Accreditation in the Time of COVID-19” (link below), which  

we will update periodically to reflect any new information. 

www.landtrustaccreditation.org/covid19requirementguidance

Stay in Touch!
1. Email – Contact your reviewer directly, or for general inquiries please use  

info@landtrustaccreditation.org.
2. Send us questions through our “zendesk chat,” located on the bottom right  

of our website.
3. Call us at 518-587-3143. Staff are able to access their voicemail messages.  

Please make sure to include your contact number with a detailed message. 
4. If you are registered in our online application portal, you can send us a  

message through the system.

landtrustaccreditation.org

Numbers compiled as of 5/14/20

For the complete list of 443 accredited land trusts, visit
www.landtrustaccreditation.org/about/accredited-land-trusts 

The Land Trust Accreditation Commissioners. 
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1250 H St. NW, Suite 600 
Washington, DC 20005

www.landtrustalliance.org

RALLY  RALLY  
20202020
Land Trust Alliance · National Land Conservation Conference 

New Dates: October 6–8 | Virtual Event

WE’RE GOING VIRTUAL FOR

A NEW RALLY EXPERIENCE

In prioritizing the health and well-being of the conservation community, 
our staff and their families, the Alliance is transforming this year’s Rally  
into a virtual experience.

Rally will be just a click away—no need to spend time or money traveling.

Visit www.alliancerally.org for rates and registration. The more people  
you register, the more you save!




