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A Green Canopy 
Grows in Cleveland

Cleveland was once known as “The Forest City” for its abundance of lush,  
green foliage. But so many trees have been lost that the city now has an 
18% tree canopy cover—far from ideal. In 2017, the mayor of Cleveland 
launched a new initiative to reforest the city and grow the city’s tree 
canopy to 30% by 2040.
Western Reserve Land Conservancy is taking this challenge to heart 

with its “Reforest Our City” program. In May, the program distributed over 
100 trees to some 80 residents, providing detailed planting instructions 
and materials. Since the program began, more than 14,000 trees have 
been planted and distributed across the city. During the summer, field 
crew and volunteers visit tree planting sites to water, weed and mulch.  
As fall approaches, their work shifts to soil remediation to provide the  
best soil mix for trees to thrive in an urban environment. P 

While the Alliance's annual conference, Rally, will be held virtually instead of in Cleveland this year, 
we can look forward to visiting Cleveland for Rally 2025.

I N  T H E  S P O T L I G H T
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^ Students from 
Cleveland’s East 
Tech High School 
help plant trees at 
an Arbor Day event. 

ON THE COVER:  Aerial photographs and satellite 
imagery offer land trusts a new perspective on the 

lands they steward. See story on page 14.
BIGSTOCKPHOTO.COM/DAVIDZFR
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THANK YOU FOR HELPING SAVE THE LANDS 

PEOPLE NEED AND LOVE ACROSS AMERICA!

Did you know that in addition to making a financial 
donation there are many ways you can support 
voluntary private land conservation in America?

Meaningful Ways You Can Give to the Alliance include:

Donating gifts of stock.

 Making a donation from your traditional or  
Roth IRA.

Including the Alliance in your estate planning.

LEARN MORE ABOUT THESE OPPORTUNITIES AT: 

landtrustalliance.org/giving

If you have a question about any of these options, 
please reach out to Rashida Moore at rmoore@lta.org 
or (202) 800-2249.

1

2

3

MANY WAYS  
TO SUPPORT 
CONSERVATION

OUR MISSION  To save the places people need and love  
by strengthening land conservation across America.
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L E T T E R  F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T

These might be welcome changes or stressful 

ones, depending on each of our perspectives. 

But one constant I look forward to every fall is 

Rally, where we gather—virtually or in-person—

to hear new perspectives and connect with 

colleagues in the land trust community. I hope 

you will join me at this year’s virtual Rally, which 

promises to be another rich and inspiring event.

New
Perspectives 
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ANDREW BOWMAN

EVERY FEW MONTHS the seasons remind 

us that change is the only constant in life. Just as we 

get used to the long days of summer, the air turns 

crisp and the leaves start to turn. 

Lately, I find myself taking stock of life’s changes 

more often—one of the many psychological impacts 

of the pandemic. And change seems more rapid 

and intense than ever before. So much change is 

unsettling, but it brings with it the opportunity to  

see the world in a new way.

This issue of the magazine showcases how 

shifting perspectives can take conservation to new 

heights. Our story on land trusts using satellite 

and aerial imagery to remotely monitor their 

holdings—while keeping staff, volunteers and 

landowners safe during the pandemic—takes this 

literally (see page 14). Other stories highlight the 

transformative power of new perspectives—from 

looking more closely at how land trusts can partner 

with tribes and Indigenous groups (see page 20) 

to how viewing nature through an economic lens 

can help conserve more land (see page 26). 

Of course, fall brings a change in routine, with 

kids back to school and, this year, a return to in-

person work for many land trust practitioners 

who have been away from the office for months. 
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Conservation News
By KIRSTEN FERGUSON

n the United States, wealthier and whiter 
neighborhoods are more likely to enjoy 
the benefits of greenery and shade. 

Low-income blocks in 92% of America’s urban 
communities have less tree cover and are hotter, 
according to a recent analysis by Robert McDon-
ald of The Nature Conservancy and colleagues. 
Trees are linked to a host of benefits, includ-

ing reduced air pollution and improved mental 
health. However, urban tree cover is often 
unequally distributed. The analysis used digital 
images from the National Agriculture Imag-
ery Program to examine tree cover in the 100 
largest U.S. urban areas. It also used Landsat 
imagery to analyze summertime temperatures.
Low-income blocks had 15.2% less tree cover 

on average and were hotter by an average 1.5 
degrees Celsius. The Northeast showed the 
greatest disparity, with low-income blocks in 
some urban areas having 30% less tree cover 
while being 4 degrees Celsius hotter. Blocks with a 
greater proportion of people of color had less tree 
cover and hotter summer temperatures. The link 
between race and urban tree canopy held up even 
after accounting for other factors. Researchers 
estimate the disparity could be addressed by a 
$17.6 billion investment in tree planting and natu-
ral regeneration. The report can be read online 
in the journal PLOS ONE. In addition, American 
Forests maintains an online Tree Equity Score tool 
(treeequityscore.org) that makes it easy to evaluate 
how a community fares and whether there are 
enough trees for everyone. P

I

| Denver residents enjoy a tree-filled park. A  
recent study found a significant disparity in tree 
cover in low-income communities across America.
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Study Reveals 
Disparity in 
Urban Tree Cover

fter Hurricane Matthew in 2016, a flood shuttered Princeville 
Elementary School in eastern North Carolina. In 2020, after four  
years of renovations, the school reopened only to close again in a  

few months due to COVID-19. Students who returned this fall were greeted  
by some new updates—conservation projects installed by local teens.
The Conservation Trust for North Carolina (CTNC) and partners worked 

alongside the town of Princeville, Princeville Elementary School and NC State 
University’s Coastal Dynamics Design Lab to design and install the Seeding 
Resilience project. Supported by the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation’s 
Resilient Communities Program, Seeding Resilience incorporates green  
infrastructure, such as rain gardens, with educational elements to engage  
the community and reduce the damage when flooding occurs again. 
NC State’s Design + Build students installed shaded seating areas, education 

stations and garden planters to support the school’s STEAM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering, art and math) curriculum goals while connecting students 
to nature. Two crews of local high school students, managed by Conservation 
Corps North Carolina, were hired to build rain gardens and a Heritage Trail 
that connects the elementary school to the Princeville History Museum.
“We could not have imagined more inspiring community partners, especially 

in the midst of a pandemic,” CTNC Executive Director Chris Canfield says. “From 
the mayor and town manager to the principal and teachers—they all rolled up 
their sleeves to help. This is only the first of many collaborations to come.” P

A North Carolina Partnership 
Seeds Resilience

^ A youth trail crew from Conservation Corps North Carolina stands along  
the new Heritage Trail they helped to construct, which establishes a walkable 
pathway from Princeville Elementary School to a museum in the town’s center. 
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Land Trust Expands 
Wilderness Area 

t’s not the “Magic Bus” memori-
alized by British rock band the 
Who—it’s a Nature Bus, launched 

by Mohawk Hudson Land Conservancy 
(MHLC) this year to take city residents of 
Albany, New York, to some of the region’s 
most scenic outdoor destinations.
MHLC and Capital District Transpor-

tation Authority partnered on the free 
bus service, which runs every Saturday 
from downtown Albany locations to 
multiple parks and trails, including two 
MHLC properties: Bennett Hill Preserve 
and Normans Kill West Preserve. 
Thanks to the new bus, riders can 

I

Free Bus Takes People to Nature

n July, The Trust for Public Land (TPL) and the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM) announced the expansion 
of the remote Sabinoso Wilderness Area in northeast 

New Mexico, which represents the largest land donation to a 
federal wilderness area in U.S. history.
The wilderness near Las Vegas, New Mexico, includes high, 

narrow mesas and cliff-lined canyons. The deep canyon area, 
surrounded by the wide-open New Mexico plains, is unique 
for the region. The beautiful and rugged landscape has long 
been difficult to access due to surrounding private property. 
The public has only been able to access the wilderness area 
since 2017, thanks to a land donation of 3,600 acres from the 
Wilderness Land Trust.
In 2020, TPL purchased 8,947 acres with plans to donate 

it to BLM as an addition to the wilderness area. In March, 
TPL acquired an additional 908 acres from the Wilderness 
Land Trust to add to the donation. Working with New Mexico 
leadership and partners, TPL has now conveyed the entire 
property to BLM, expanding the existing wilderness area, 
adding a future second public access point and creating greater 
opportunities for outdoor recreation.
The expansion of Sabinoso Wilderness Area will give “nearby 

communities and visitors alike more access to the outdoors and 
nature,” says Diane Regas, TPL’s president and CEO. P

I

> 
(Top) The rugged and remote Sabinoso Wilderness Area in  
northeastern New Mexico expanded in July, thanks to a major 
land donation from The Trust for Public Land.

(Bottom) U.S. Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland (left) with 
Diane Regas, president and CEO of The Trust for Public Land, at 
the recently expanded Sabinoso Wilderness Area in New Mexico.

explore trees at Pine Hollow Arboretum, 
bird watch or fish at Lawson Lake County 
Park, and take in striking views of the 
Helderberg Escarpment from Bennett Hill 
Preserve trails and Thacher Park. The bus 
service started in June and runs through 
Sept. 25 with generous support from state, 
local and private funds and partnering 
conservation agencies and organizations. 
The locations all have easy-to-navigate 
maps and well-marked trails to make the 
user experience fun and accessible. 
“We think this is a great model to 

hopefully replicate in other parts of 
New York state and around the country,” 

says Sarah Walsh, MHLC’s conservation 
director. “Land trusts have the ability to 
reach out to their local transportation 
authority to take similar steps for equity 
and nature connections where they 
work. For us it was just about asking the 
question, and Nature Bus was born.” P
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art scavenger hunt and part 
nature hike, the RIWalks Chal-
lenge encourages people to 

explore Rhode Island land trust trails. 
Hikers search for 30 “creatures” hidden 
along the trails, from a Sweetgum seed 
pod to a Chanterelle mushroom. 
“The program was designed by the 

Rhode Island Land Trust Council to 
motivate people and families to get 

nderwater and overwhelmed—
our new normal?” asks the 
first installment of Rising to 

the Challenge, a six-part climate series 
released by the Potomac Conservancy. 
The summer series explores how 
the climate crisis impacts the Poto-
mac River and its communities. 
The analysis warns that sea level rise in 

the Potomac River and Chesapeake Bay 
region is occurring at twice the global 
rate, and 1,300 acres of low-lying areas in 
Washington, D.C., will be permanently 
underwater in 10 years due to rising 
water levels and higher high tides.
“The warming atmosphere is making 

our region more susceptible to extreme 
rainfall and flooding, and, in turn, it’s 
contributing to an alarming increase in 

Climate Change Threatens Low-Lying Areas

^ Potomac Conservancy’s six-part climate series 
analyzes the “new climate reality” impacting the 
Potomac River watershed and planet.

polluted runoff. If we don’t take drastic 
action at the local level to prepare our 
communities, we’re going to see the 
return of a polluted Potomac that is too 
unsafe for basic recreation and fishing. 
We can’t ignore the climate crisis and 
expect to achieve a healthy, safe river for 
our community to enjoy,” says Potomac 
Conservancy President Hedrick Belin.
Part one of the series and research 

report investigates global versus local 
climate trends. Other chapters in the 
series focus on public health and environ-
mental justice, threats to wildlife, forests 
and agriculture, and climate solutions. 
Demand for locally focused climate 

information and action steps is growing, 
say report authors. Read the full report 
and series at potomacclimatereport.org. P

“U

Conservation News

Making Nature 
Whimsical in 
Rhode Island

^ Peter Burke, Ellen Berren and Victor Lerish 
of Barrington Land Conservation Trust with one 
of the RIWalks steel sculptures that encourages 
people to explore Rhode Island land trust trails.  
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outdoors and take walks. We also hope 
that this will connect new people with 
land trusts and their trails,” says Rupert 
Friday, the organization's recently retired 
executive director (see page 36).
Each hidden item, designed as colorful 

steel pieces by artist Greg Rebis, has a 
QR code for participants to scan on their 
smartphones to track what they have 
found. The creature sculptures were 
intended to “elicit a sense of wonder, 
surprise and mystery,” says Rebis. “The 
resulting designs are whimsical char-
acters—an anthropomorphization that 
dances between fantasy and reality—to 
appeal to the imagination and let people 
relate to our native flora while out in 
nature.” The RIWalks website features 
a list of trails where the creatures are 
hidden (riwalks.org/challenge.php). Partic-
ipants are encouraged to share their 
photos on Instagram and Facebook 
using the hashtag #RIWalksChallenge.
RIWalks is a program coordinated 

by the Rhode Island Land Trust Coun-
cil that encourages people to get 
outdoors, take walks and enjoy the 
many special places conserved by 
municipalities and land trusts. P
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he second largest city in the 
nation is now a certified wild-
life habitat. The designation, 

made official this year by the National 
Wildlife Federation’s (NWF) Community 
Wildlife Habitat program, recognizes Los 
Angeles as the largest city in the United 
States to be a wildlife-friendly city.  
The certification comes at an import-

ant time. Los Angeles is located in the 
California Floristic Province, one of 
the world’s biodiversity hotspots. The 
region hosts over 4,000 species of plants 
and animals—from mountain lions to 
monarch butterflies—but also faces 
environmental threats from pollution, 
habitat loss and climate change.
In recent years, Los Angeles has made 

Los Angeles a Good Neighbor to Wildlife

T

^ A coyote in Los Angeles, recently 
designated a wildlife-friendly city.
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n June, Berks Nature announced a major $28.5 million 
gift that will allow the Reading, Pennsylvania, orga-
nization to emerge from the pandemic stronger and 

better able to serve all members of its community. The funds 
will allow Berks Nature to expand its land protection, watershed 
restoration and recreation efforts, with particular attention to 
involving diverse and urban communities.
“We want to be sure that every child in our community has 

an experience with Berks Nature through our environmental 
education programs,” says Kim Murphy, Berks Nature president. 
“We want to have multiple locations of our Nature Preschool to 
grow our next generation of conservationists and make scholar-
ships available so there are fewer barriers for people to share in 
that experience.”
Thanks to an anonymous donor, $3.5 million will fund a 

rooftop deck and classroom at The Nature Place, a building 
and grounds in Angelica Creek Park that house Berks Nature’s 
headquarters, Nature Preschool and many environmental and 
community activities. An additional $25 million will create a Berks 
Nature Endowment Fund through the Berks County Community 
Foundation to fund the organization’s operations in perpetuity. 
“This endowment gift will put the organization in a position to 

address many of the initiatives in our newly approved strategic 
plan and help meet the ever-changing needs of our community,” 
says Murphy. “We are so grateful for this bright future.”  P

Heading Toward a 
Bold New Vision 

^ A child during a field trip to The Nature Place, Berks Nature’s 
center for environmental education in Reading, Pennsylvania.
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a commitment to enhancing biodiversity 
and supporting wildlife conservation. 
The Los Angeles Department of Sanita-
tion and Environment (LASAN), which 
leads the city’s wildlife habitat work, has 
undertaken many conservation efforts 
to meet sustainability goals, such as the 
creation of an LA City Biodiversity Index.
Anyone can apply to have a garden, 

yard, park or landscape certified as 
wildlife-friendly with NWF as long as 
their space uses sustainable practices and 
provides food, water, cover and places for 
wildlife to raise their young. In Los Ange-
les, many individual residents, businesses 
and schools certified their own sites, and 
then LASAN realized it could have the 
entire city certified by achieving more 

than 1,200 individually certified sites.
For more information about NWF’s 

Community Wildlife Habitat network, 
visit nwf.org/community. P
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Engaging New Federal 
Partners for Climate 
Resilient Communities

CAPIToL CONNECTIONS

By CHELSEA WELCH

Many in the land trust community are 
familiar with FEMA programs, from the 
Pre-Disaster Mitigation Grant Program—
now revamped as the Building Resilient 
Infrastructure and Communities (BRIC) 
program—to its various public assis-
tance programs for disaster response 
and recovery. These grant programs 
assist states and municipalities, often 
in partnership with nonprofits like 
land trusts, to prepare for, mitigate 
and respond to natural disasters. 
The BRIC program received a major 

boost this summer from President  
Biden, who announced that FEMA  
would double the funds available 
through BRIC next year, making $1 
billion available for disaster mitiga-
tion projects. He also pledged to funnel 
at least 40% of the program’s funds to 
socially disadvantaged communities, a 
task that will require FEMA to meaning-
fully address sustained inequities in the 
implementation of many of its disaster 
response and mitigation programs. 
Land trusts are not currently eligible to 

IN A RARE MOVE, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) recently solicited 
input from the public on how to increase climate resilience and environmental justice within 
the agency’s programs. The Alliance’s government relations team seized this opportunity to 
submit comments that highlight the important role land trusts play in disaster mitigation, 
including recommendations for how FEMA could strengthen partnerships with land trusts. 

> The Princeville 
Community Floodprint 
plan was developed 
in September 2020 for 
projects to execute in 
and around Princeville, 
North Carolina, related to 
flood water management. 

be primary applicants for FEMA grants, 
yet in every corner of the country they are 
already working to mitigate and respond 
to natural disasters in their communities: 
• In New England, the Maine Coast  
Heritage Trust provided techni-
cal assistance to the small town of 
Machias as it prepared an appli-
cation for FEMA’s Pre-Disaster 
Mitigation Grant Program.

• The Conservation Trust for North 
Carolina has been working with 
the town of Princeville—which has 
experienced repeated flooding after 
recent hurricanes—to prepare and 
implement a land use plan for a 
FEMA-funded floodplain buyout 
project in the historic municipality. 

• Out West, land trusts are working 
with towns devastated by wildfires 
to secure recovery funds from state 
and federal emergency manage-
ment agencies to restore watersheds 
and rebuild more resiliently. 

• And in Texas, the Galveston Bay  
Foundation helped to establish the 

Exploration Green stormwater park  
as part of a flood-risk reduction  
project with the local water authority. 
There are myriad other examples of 

land trusts stepping up to help commu-
nities prepare for natural disasters, and 
often it’s done without FEMA funding 
despite an alignment of missions.
Land trusts are well integrated with 

communities, have expertise in land 
transactions and stewardship, and can 
often mobilize resources faster and 
with more flexibility than the federal 
government, making them ideal orga-
nizations to assist in natural disaster 
planning and response. Their commu-
nity-centered model of conservation 
also allows for interventions that are 
highly localized and can help begin to 
address some of the systemic inequi-
ties that plague FEMA programs. 
Much of the work land trusts do falls 

into the category of natural or green 
infrastructure, such as wetlands and 
living shorelines. With an estimated 
$7 saved for every $1 invested, natural 
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ZONING + PROGRAMMING
 BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

Combining analyses from the vulnerability assessment of existing 
housing and the FEMA-modeled land-use findings illustrates the 
land-use types that best align with various housing typologies. This 
process also highlights the areas of town that are at the highest risk 
of flooding and require immediate action.

Focusing initial phases of implementation in the areas of town 
that are most susceptible to flooding (“higher risk zone”) will have 
the greatest spatial and visual impact on: i) Princeville’s vacancy 
conditions, and ii) the overall appearance of the town’s civic core. 
Additionally, consolidating vacant and underutilized lots together 
under a shared set of land-use designations and recommendations 
will enable projects to be organized into separate but mutually 
supportive initiatives that work in unison to achieve the goals of the 
broader plan.

The most notable patterns within this proposed housing and 
land-use framework are: i) implementing conservation principles, 

practices, and policies along the Tar River are key to supporting 
outdoor recreation and ecosystem preservation; ii) cultivation 
practices are highly suitable land uses within the higher risk “pier 
zone” of town; and iii) wetland management and planting design are 
the best practices for visually connecting and physically connecting 
places of interest in Princivlle’s historic civic core to the proposed 
developments at the 53- and 88-acre annexes.
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Fortunately, land trusts are already experts  
at securing one of the most highly effective  
forms of natural infrastructure—open space.

Among the Alliance’s 
recommendations 

to FEMA:

Make land trusts eligible 
applicants for Hazard 
Mitigation Assistance 
Grant Programs.

Engage land trusts 
as formal partners in 
voluntary floodplain 
buyout programs. 

Ensure all co-benefits 
of natural infrastructure 
are adequately and 
appropriately valued in  
cost-benefit analyses for 
FEMA grant programs.

Reduce the complexity 
and response time for  
all programs.

Decrease complexity and 
administrative burden of 
the Community Rating 
System of the National 
Flood Insurance Program.

Implement measures 
in the BRIC program 
to better reach and 
serve disadvantaged 
communities. 

infrastructure can provide a more resil-
ient, cost-effective approach to mitigat-
ing the impacts of storms, hurricanes, 
rising seas and other natural disasters 
than traditional gray infrastructure 
can. And natural infrastructure often 
provides co-benefits such as wildlife 
habitat, improved drinking water 
quality, recreational opportunities and 
carbon sequestration, which help to 
mitigate the impacts of climate change. 
Fortunately, land trusts are already 

experts at securing one of the most 
highly effective forms of natural infra-

structure—open space. As the frequency 
of climate-related disasters continues 
to increase, preserving open space for 
both community and ecological resil-
ience will become even more critical.
Preparing for climate change and 

related natural disasters will require 
localized approaches informed by 
expert practitioners. The land trust 
community is well poised to serve in 
this role, and the Alliance will continue 
to push for more federal resources 
to bolster this important work. P 
CHELSEA WELCH is the Alliance’s energy and climate policy advisor.
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VOICED

RAMONA PETERS IS CHAIR OF THE NATIVE LAND 
CONSERVANCY, THE FIRST NATIVE-RUN LAND 
CONSERVATION GROUP EAST OF THE MISSISSIPPI.  
THIS ESSAY IS ADAPTED FROM A PRESENTATION SHE 
GAVE TO THE LAND TRUST COMMUNITY IN JUNE 2021.   

I am a member of the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe.  
We are first contact people; our home territory is  
where the Mayflower landed. 
It was sort of a dream to have a way in which Indig-

enous people could get land back. The Native Land 
Conservancy (based in Mashpee, Massachusetts)  
has an all-Indigenous board so that our worldview is 
represented in the policies we make about acquiring 
land, restoring it, and also how we share it. Five differ-
ent tribal groups are represented on our board. 

Land Can 
Bring Peace

One of our major efforts is to provide access for our 
people to revisit the lands of our ancestors. We’ve heard  
many stories about the past and things that happened in 
certain areas. There are many special places that are still  
of great importance to us.
We have acquired some land but not as much as we 

would like. We’re also gaining access to land through 
cultural respect agreements, which are actually ease-
ments in legal terms. 
Native people find themselves mistreated quite a bit 

when we enter the woods that are not our backyard. Even 
when we go on trails that are conservation land, we find 
ourselves confronted by someone questioning our right to 
be there or what we are up to. Having an actual agreement 
with a conservation trust, private landowner or munici-
pality is a way of protecting our people, especially during 
ceremony. We want to go and commune in special places, 
to give respect, to collect plants and medicines that grow 
only in specific areas, and to do this without harassment 
or interference or even being observed in some cases.
The Dennis Conservation Land Trust shares special 

access with us at Chase Garden Creek, 250 acres of 
uplands and wetlands on Cape Cod Bay. It’s the closest 
parcel where we can freely do ceremonies, to say greet-
ings and give thanks to the right whales that come in 
during the summer. 
Another friend is Northeast Wilderness Trust 

(NEWT). We have an MOU with them to facilitate 
certain ceremonies and journeys that we would like to 
do on their marvelous 322 acres of pine woodlands at 
Muddy Pond Wilderness Preserve in Kingston, Massa-
chusetts. There are not many spaces around here as 
big and vast, so having that level of experience in the 
woods is something we dream of. They also launched 
a program this summer for Indigenous interns. We 
are working with NEWT in a number of ways to try to 
understand the future, to learn things together about 
what the future might look like for all of us in light of 
the climate crisis. How will we behave on the land? 
And something amazing happened recently: The 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts has included special 
language in its conservation restriction purposes that 
includes access for Indigenous cultural landscapes—
places that have value to us, like springs and ponds 
and even certain slopes of hills that were used for food 
storage. It also includes provisions for ceremonies and 
cultural practices and sustainable harvesting of plant life. 
I’m still in awe, this is wonderful news—we need this.
I think land has the power to generate peace. No matter 

what state of mind you are in, if you find yourself out 
in the woods or near the water, peace will come to you 
relatively quickly. P  

< Ramona Peters on a recent visit 
to Muddy Pond Wilderness Preserve.

By RAMONA PETERS
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Together, saving land for us all—for the 
next 40 years and beyond.

OUR COMMUNITY TODAY

Together with our nearly 1,000 land 
trust members we have:

▶   Become a powerful voice on Capitol Hill, 
securing billions of dollars in federal funding 
for conservation.

▶   Published Land Trust Standards and Practices, 
promoting excellence in conservation.

▶   Protected millions of acres of habitat, 
farmland, wetlands, forests and more  
in perpetuity.

Celebrating 40 Years 
of Land Conservation
40 years ago this fall, 40 people 
gathered for the “National 
Consultation on Local Land 
Conservation” forum. They 
examined the goals of private 
land protection, helped 
develop a sense of common 
identity for land trusts and 
explored ways to increase land 
trusts’ capacities.

Without that meeting, the Land Trust 
Alliance wouldn’t exist today.

MAKE A GIFT TODAY 

Visit us at donate.lta.org

Early board and staff members of the Land Trust 
Exchange, the precursor to the Land Trust Alliance.

Photo by DJ Glisson, II/Firefly Imageworks
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Remote monitoring technologies let land trusts 
monitor conserved lands from afar, 

during a pandemic and after

By  MADELINE BODIN

^
A view from above shows cattle on the move in Colorado.  

DJ GLISSON, II/FIREFLY IMAGEWORKS
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t the Upper Savannah Land Trust (USLT), a “plucky 
band of volunteers”—mostly board members—
uses a simple checklist when they walk or drive 
around properties to conduct annual monitor-
ing of 53,000 acres under conservation easement 
in western South Carolina. But Wade Harrison, 
USLT’s part-time executive director and only 
staffer, wanted to lighten their load.
“It’s not practical for even the most enthusiastic 

volunteer to examine every acre of a 5,000-acre property, every year,” 
says Harrison. The land trust’s board had already approved funds for 
a few high-resolution images of some of USLT’s biggest easements, 
so the organization was ready when the Land Trust Alliance offered 
a new opportunity. 
In April, the Alliance announced its first grants, in partnership 

with The Nature Conservancy in California (TNC CA), to support 
land trusts in integrating remote monitoring technologies, such 
as satellite and aerial imagery, into their work of stewarding 
conserved land. USLT is one of 18 land trust projects nationwide 
that were awarded a total of $219,000 in grants.
“The Alliance has been responding to a need in the land trust 

community,” says Jake Faber, who oversaw the Alliance’s remote 
monitoring program from April 2020 to July 2021. 

“In the past few years, remote monitoring systems have become 
cheaper and more accessible,” Faber says. This not only makes 
them a useful technology, but also one with the potential to save 
land trusts money and time. “When you don’t have to travel to a 
property to complete monitoring, your staff has time for other 
conservation priorities.”
 Traditional in-person, on-site monitoring can be challenging to 

achieve every year. Beyond funding and capacity concerns, there 
can be other obstacles, such as scheduling, weather, accessibility 
of properties, safety of field visits and more. Remote monitoring—

^
Wade Harrison of Upper Savannah Land Trust monitors a working 
forest property in Edgefield County, South Carolina. The planted 
loblolly pine trees in the foreground are in their third growing 
season; in a few years the view will be a wall of vegetation.

^
Joel Nystrom (foreground) and Andrew Bushnell on a 

monitoring trip for Colorado Open Lands in a particularly 
remote and difficult-to-access property. 
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^
Aerial image of a ranch in Colorado featuring a braided 

headwater stream meandering through a riparian 
zone dominated by willow species. This image shows 
oxbows and remnants of previous stream channels.
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^
Satellite image of a Northern California ranch under 

conservation easement. The image provides monitoring 
insights on the uses and conditions of the property's 

annual grasslands, oak savannas and vernal pools. 
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which includes any tool, such as aerial or satellite imagery, that 
enables you to make observations about a property without having 
to physically be on site—not only helps alleviate these challenges, 
it can provide a new perspective on conservation. 
“Observing changes on the landscape can be difficult for many 

reasons,” Faber notes. “Often stewards are limited by what they can 
see with their own eyes, and they may miss things—like difficult-to-
reach corners of a property or subtle seasonal changes—by using the 
same in-person methods every year.”  With a more diverse set of tools 
available, stewards can gather a more complete picture of the condi-
tions on a property and often better address emerging concerns.
Beyond offering a more holistic view of a conserved property, 

there are many other reasons that remote monitoring might appeal 
to stewardship teams. “It can be a great option from an equity 
perspective,” adds Faber. “For instance, by making the monitoring 
process more inclusive for people with mobility limitations who 
might have trouble getting out to walk on rough terrain or people 
who feel uncomfortable going to a remote area alone.”
And, as the COVID-19 pandemic emerged, land trusts sought out 

remote monitoring to help keep their stewards and community 
members safe. “COVID-19 brought in the consideration of health 
risks and logistical issues of on-the-ground monitoring during a 
pandemic,” says Joel Nystrom, stewardship program manager for 
Colorado Open Lands (COL). 

Getting Ahead of the Curve
While land trusts have been using remote monitoring for years, they 
often relied on imagery that was freely available from government 
satellites, such as NASA and the European Space Agency. But such 
imagery did not provide the quality of resolution necessary for 
monitoring conservation lands. Commercial satellite images had a 
higher resolution but were expensive, and the resolution was still 
not adequate for their needs. 
Not long after project director Ethan Inlander joined TNC CA 

in 2014, that had changed. Commercial satellite imagery had 
improved in quality and come down in price. Using remotely 
captured imagery became a higher priority. 
Past efforts had involved home-grown approaches to integrate 

remote images with monitoring and reporting management soft-
ware, but TNC CA wanted to develop a new remote-based monitor-
ing platform and workflow, says Inlander. In 2019, TNC CA began 
its first full-scale pilot project, selecting eight of its 25 conservation 
monitors to give the technology a test drive. The eight staffers 
monitored 40% of the chapter’s conservation easement acreage 
among them, Inlander says. 
The 2019 pilot project proved successful. When the pandemic 

struck in 2020 and traditional in-person easement monitoring 
became nearly impossible, TNC CA’s remote monitoring system 
was immediately opened up to everyone who monitors fee and 
easement properties for the chapter. The organization also 
supported the adoption of the program by 13 other TNC chapters 
in 2020, Inlander says. 
“It has been extremely helpful to work with teams across TNC 

and with other land trusts to learn more about how these tools 
can be implemented across such a diverse range of geographies 
and organizations,” Inlander says. “We see great value in sharing 

Satellite image of a 5,000-acre cattle ranch in California 
(top) and the same property photographed from the ground 

(below). Remote monitoring offers insights on the extent and 
severity of damage from a recent wildfire on the property, 

under conservation easement with The Nature Conservancy. 
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Even the imagery itself was more affordable than expected.” He liked 
that every image was from a sunny day, which gives a better view of 
a property than an in-person visit on a rainy day. “It’s a great tool.” 
Still, CCALT is excited to be returning to its usual routine and 

visit every easement in person in 2021. “It’s worth it to get out to 
every property,” Cory says. “We are so relationship-focused here. 
Our staff is accustomed to going and spending hours on each of 
the 539 properties that we hold easements on, catching up and 
building relationships. It was hard for us to set that aside.”
For Julia Rogers of Hudson Highlands Land Trust (HHLT)  

in New York, remote monitoring helped to foster relationships 
with landowners.
“The experience was surprisingly positive,” says Rogers. “Remote 

monitoring lets me spend more time with landowners.” And land-
owners are excited by the aerial images, even landowners who are 
otherwise private and reluctant to answer questions. Rogers says, 
“We’ve had people ask for imagery.” 
In 2020, HHLT staff started using remote monitoring to lever-

age new technologies to enhance stewardship efforts in between 
annual in-person visits. They received a remote monitoring grant 
from the Alliance and TNC CA in 2021 to help monitor their 2,500 
acres of conserved lands under easement plus 515 acres of fee 
lands. Now they are piloting an automated change detection anal-
ysis that compares monthly satellite images and alerts the land 
trust to changes.
But, while in-house expertise helped the project go smoothly 

overall, the cutting-edge change-detection technology has been 
a learning process. One company’s pilot technology didn’t have 
high enough resolution to note changes on HHLT’s smaller ease-
ments, which average 25 acres, but range in size from less than 
an acre to 150 acres. 

what we have been learning, and through our partnership with the 
Alliance, we’re excited to see so much growth in the momentum 
and peer learning opportunities around remote monitoring.”

New Times, Technologies and Techniques
In the early spring of 2020, members of Keep It Colorado—a state-
wide nonprofit coalition of conservation organizations, including 
land trusts—became concerned about how pandemic restrictions 
might affect their ability to perform annual easement monitor-
ing—normally conducted in-person—during the fast-approaching 
monitoring season. 
“Someone suggested remote monitoring using satellite and 

aerial imaging,” says Linda Lidov, director of membership and 
communications. “We asked, ‘How can we help with this?’” In 
response, Keep It Colorado secured $205,000 in grants from Great 
Outdoors Colorado (GOCO) and the Gates Family Foundation to 
fund remote monitoring programs for its members. 
Through the program, 12 Colorado land trusts were able to use 

remote monitoring technologies to steward over 1.6 million acres 
across the state.
One of those was the Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land 

Trust (CCALT), which works with ranchers and farmers to conserve 
agricultural lands on a landscape scale. CCALT holds conservation 
easements on over 1,000 square miles throughout Colorado. CCALT 
was well-equipped when the pandemic struck: Conservation 
Manager Brad Cory has a background in geographic information 
system (GIS) technology and the land trust had already been using 
passenger flights to support monitoring for years, so monitoring 
easements with remote imagery was a logical choice. 
“Early in the pandemic we switched to 100% remote monitor-

ing,” Cory says. “The majority of our staff is on the Front Range and 
many of the properties and families we work with are relatively 
isolated. The last thing we wanted was to make people sick.”
“We had a positive experience,” Cory says of the Keep It Colorado 

remote monitoring pilot project. “It was certainly cost effective not 
paying people to drive all over the state, paying for gas and hotels. 

^
Julia Rogers of Hudson Highlands Land Trust monitors conservation 

easements using aerial imagery at her computer.

^
View of the Hudson River and surrounding mountains in fall.
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“We need to see a few trees coming down or a swimming pool 
coming in,” Rogers says. The grant from the Alliance and TNC CA 
is letting them give a different change detection technology a try.
For Colorado Open Lands (COL), analytical tools available 

through satellite imagery, such as Normalized Difference Vege-
tation Index (NDVI), were appealing, Nystrom says. NDVI uses 
different wavelengths of light to measure vegetation growth, which 
is helpful for monitoring easements where native vegetation is 
an important conservation value, or to ensure the landowners 
conform to guidelines against overgrazing, Nystrom says.
“We have rangeland management experts on staff, but not every-

body who goes out monitoring has that expertise,” he says. 
In a normal year, interns, volunteers, paid contractors and staff 

members visit conserved properties to conduct annual easement 
monitoring. In 2020, because of health risks and logistical issues, 
all properties were monitored remotely, Nystrom says. The move 
saved COL $50,000. 
“If 2020 is any indication, we are believers in remote monitor-

ing and plan to use it as one tool in our monitoring toolbox going 
forward,” Nystrom says. COL used one property as a test for NDVI 
analysis and plans to use it more in the future. In 2021, COL will 
monitor half of its easements in person and half remotely, Nystrom 
says. It expects to save $30,000 over past years’ monitoring costs.

Looking Ahead: A Wealth of Ideas
While the Colorado grant program was pandemic-driven and 
focused on easement monitoring, Lidov says that it nurtured a 
wealth of ideas by the participating land trusts to expand their use 
of the technology. Several land trusts are exploring remote imaging 
to monitor for weed infestations and other vegetation changes, scout 
prospective conservation properties, examine conservation issues at 

R e s o u r c e s
A report, “Remote Monitoring Technologies for Colorado Land 
Trusts,” assesses lessons learned from the Keep It Colorado pilot 
project. Read the report and learn more about the Alliance's remote 
monitoring grant program, including how to apply for the next 
round (due in November 2021), at lta.org/remote-monitoring. P

the watershed level and analyze where to focus restoration efforts. 
For the future, HHLT is talking about how some of remote moni-

toring’s special features would let them look at trends across the 
landscape, such as measuring carbon storage in the region’s forests 
and how climate change is impacting forests.
USLT began their remote monitoring project in the summer of 

2021, so efforts are still underway. But Harrison sees it as prepara-
tion for a future that will lessen demands on their volunteer ease-
ment monitors and help their monitoring system be sustainable 
in the years ahead. “It’s worth it,” he says.
The Alliance continues to expand its work, offering land trusts 

additional remote monitoring support as well. Faber notes that 
“the Alliance is excited to be starting a new program in partner-
ship with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Service this year to design a remote monitoring tool-
kit that will help land trusts and agency partners as they continue 
to explore these tools.”
“Ultimately, remote monitoring is a powerful tool to help make 

land trusts more effective and efficient,” says Faber. “It offers enor-
mous potential for how we observe the landscape, how we monitor 
conservation values and even how we connect with landowners.” P
MADELINE BODIN is a freelance environmental and science journalist.
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On a snowy weekend this spring, Rebecca 
Miles traveled with her mother and toddler 
daughter 100 miles from her home on the 
Nez Perce reservation in Lapwai, Idaho, to 
Wallowa Valley in Oregon, ancestral home-
land of the Nimiipuu people. “We have to be 
able to get out and gather, no matter what 
the weather,” she says. 

Hosted by Wallowa Land Trust (WLT) on a Nature Conservancy- 
owned preserve, tribal members gathered to dig spring roots 
and reunite with other Nez Perce. Miles and her family enjoyed 
the fellowship and harvesting rituals, but also walked in solitude 
“imagining our people walking those steps before us … it was 
medicinal to be out there.” There was time for “reconnecting 
with the land that our ancestors were on. It was such a spiritual 
moment for all of us who came.” 
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| Rebecca Miles and her daughter at the spring gathering.

The weekend concluded with a community potluck where local 
ranchers and farmers joined the Nez Perce for shared food and 
moving words, Miles says, adding that the gathering was “such a 
blessing on both sides.”

“ L a u g h t e r  i s  m e d i c i n e ”
From its formation in 2004, WLT has collaborated on land protection 
with the Nez Perce. Miles got to know land trust staff while working 
as the tribe’s executive director and serving on its land acquisition 
committee. From the start, she recalls, WLT “kept us in the loop 
about various properties and opportunities. They actively sought 
us out and understood they were residing in the homeland of the 
Nez Perce. They didn’t see us just as a stakeholder or interest group.”
“The land trust has a very big role in listening to the tribe and 

going out and protecting properties of mutual interest,” Miles 
adds, citing the decade-long “uphill climb” that conservation 

A BLESSING 
ON BOTH SIDES

The Transformative Power of Partnerships
 between Land TrustS and Tribal Members

By  MARINA SCHAUFFLER
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^ A community potluck held on a local rancher’s 
property as part of the spring gathering.

^ Carla Timentwa and her sister JoAnn Kauffman, both 
members of the Nez Perce Tribe, at a recent land-back 
blessing ceremony in Oregon. Says Timentwa: “We are truly 
fortunate to witness the return of our people to this land.”

groups undertook to protect the 1,800-acre East Moraine of 
Wallowa Lake from trophy-home development. According 
to Miles, that land holds significance for the tribe and will 
help in “restoring history and stories that would have been 
lost. It brings a recognition back to our people.” 
WLT staff are able to “communicate well the intentions of 

the land trust,” Miles notes, even to tribal members who may 
be distrustful. “They make sure they are listening, and are 
constantly asking for permission and guidance.” Interactions 
typically involve “lots of laughter,” Miles adds. “Laughter is 
medicine.” The result has been “creating relationships where 
they couldn’t possibly exist without the effort.” 
The May gathering “speaks volumes” about that commit-

ment, in Miles’ opinion, particularly since a large turnout 
and bad camping weather left WLT scrambling to raise extra 
funds and find sufficient lodgings, food and travel expenses 
(getting help, in part, from the Land Trust Alliance). Miles 
credits WLT’s hardworking staff with having a “let’s do it” 
attitude, modeled by Executive Director Kathleen Ackley. 
“She made it happen; she’s not one of those people who 
would turn anyone away.” 

L o s i n g  t h e i r  a n c e s t r a l  h o m e
For millennia, the Nez Perce enjoyed a peaceable way of 
life that relied on seasons spent in Wallowa Valley gather-
ing foods and medicines, fishing and hunting. After settlers 
arrived in the 1800s, the tribe initially ceded land to the 
federal government in an 1855 treaty to keep peace and retain 
its right to self-governance. But then gold was discovered on 
the tribe’s remaining lands and miners began trespassing. 
A subsequent treaty in 1863, one widely viewed as fraud-

ulent, cut tribal land holdings by nearly 90%. In 1873, Pres-
ident Ulysses S. Grant affirmed that Wallowa Valley was a 
Nez Perce reservation, but two years later he rescinded that 
executive order—putting all of the land in public domain. In 
1877, the U.S. military came to forcibly evict Chief Joseph’s 
band of Nez Perce, launching a war that spanned 1,500 
miles before the band surrendered. The Nez Perce who 
survived were scattered to sites throughout North America, 
with many residing today on three reservations between 75 
and 275 miles from Wallowa Valley: Nez Perce Reservation 
in Lapwai, Idaho; Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reser-
vation in Nespelem, Washington; and Confederated Tribes 
of the Umatilla Indian Reservation in Mission, Oregon. 
WLT staff are mindful of “that terrible history to over-

come,” Ackley says. In 2018, two board members and two 
staff members traveled to all three reservations for listening 
sessions, hearing Nez Perce perspectives on conservation 
and engaging in what she calls “deep, thoughtful and some-
times difficult conversations.” 
Nez Perce participants voiced a need for access to  

ancestral lands—to gather traditional foods and medi-
cines and to maintain the rituals that land requires of 
them. “The conversations broadened our understanding 
of stewardship,” Ackley reflects, as land trust participants 
realized how little they knew of “the ancient knowledge 



|  SAVING LAND MAGAZINE FALL 20212 2

about land management practices of people who evolved 
with this land.” 
The listening sessions sparked the idea for the spring 

gatherings. After a small group came in 2019 (and the 
pandemic forced cancellation of the 2020 gathering), the 
number of tribal members interested in participating more 
than quintupled this year. The closing potluck this year also 
drew greater community participation.
As tribal members forge relationships directly with 

community members, Ackley hopes the gathering will 
become less of a land trust event and one more broadly 
hosted by the entire Wallowa community. “The idea is to 
foster these relationships where Wallowa Land Trust doesn’t 
have to be the middle person,” says Ackley. Miles already 
sees that process underway, with greater trust and learning 
on both sides. 
No one can change that “this is the present-day reality 

of private ownership,” Miles adds, “but we can be compas-
sionate and empathetic to each other.” Ackley reflects that 
“these things take time,” but she has witnessed encouraging 
changes in just three years. “We try to open doors and then 
let some things happen on their own,” she added. “You have 
to be willing to let go of the power.”

“ T h e y  m ay  s e e  i t  d i f f e r e n t ly ”
In the Blue Ridge Mountains of western North Carolina, 
Mainspring Conservation Trust has collaborated for 
decades with Cherokee people in their ancestral heartland. 
Cherokees have lived for more than 10,000 years in a terri-
tory that may have spanned 125,000 square miles. Now the 
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI) resides primarily 
in the Qualla Boundary, a 100-square-mile sovereign nation 
adjoining Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
“Every piece of land we work on is part of their ances-

tral lands,” observes Jordan Smith, Mainspring’s executive 
director. “Some of the most culturally significant Chero-
kee lands are also the most threatened by development, as 
they lie outside the Qualla Boundary.” That recognition has 
informed the land trust’s work to preserve cultural heritage 
since it formed. In 2004, Mainspring forged a cooperative 
agreement with Cherokee basket makers so they could 
harvest rivercane on conserved lands, and subsequently 
it planted large oak and butternut stands for Cherokee use.
When an opportunity arose to protect 912 acres in the 

headwaters of the Qualla Boundary’s drinking water supply, 
Smith brought that project to Joseph Owle, the EBCI’s 
secretary of agriculture and natural resources, to gauge 
the tribe’s interest. 
“We try not to make any assumptions,” Smith says. “A proj-

ect may look great to us, but they may see it differently.” In 
this case, the land was of “high interest,” Owle affirms, and, 
through a partnership that included the land trust, the state, 
The Conservation Fund and the local town, the tribe acquired 
the land earlier this year with the state holding a conserva-
tion easement. “Mainspring carried all the heavy weight,” 
Owle says. “It wouldn’t have happened without them.”

^ Jordan Smith (second from left) of Mainspring Conservation Trust and Joseph 
Owle (far right) of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians at a signing event.

^ The view of Cowee Mound from the Mainspring-owned property.
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<   Artist rendering 
of a Cherokee village 
with council house, 
circa A.D. 1200-1500.
ILLUSTRATED BY ELAYNE SEARS
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Mainspring negotiated with the state to ensure that the easement 
addressed the EBCI’s needs—to practice artisanal resource harvest-
ing, have six primitive campsites and build mountain bike trails 
without harming the forest ecosystem. Getting accommodations 
for tribal uses, Smith says, led to “an interesting conversation” with 
state officials. Conservationists think about protecting high-value 
settings, but “it’s all special to the Cherokee,” Smith notes. “Who 
are we to tell them [about land stewardship]? They took better care 
of these lands than we ever will.” 
Mainspring “considers things from a tribal perspective,” notes 

Thomas Cabe, the EBCI’s forest resource specialist, and demon-
strates “more of a respect to the land and to what that land means to 
people who have occupied it for millennia.” That has helped forge 
a partnership that Owle calls “unique and very fulfilling,” one that 
is “mutually advantageous.”

D i f f e r e n t  L a n d s c a p e s ,  S i m i l a r  S t o r y
Members of the EBCI are descended from roughly 1,000 Cherokees 
who managed to remain in their homeland through the brutal 
decade following the 1830 Indian Removal Act. 
Like the Nez Perce, the Cherokee people had lived peaceably 

with settlers. Discovery of gold on their lands in 1835 brought 
an influx of miners and pressure from Georgia state leaders to 
remove Cherokee residents, despite an 1832 Supreme Court deci-
sion upholding their independence. 
In 1838, President Andrew Jackson authorized the capture at 

bayonet point of more than 15,000 Cherokees who were held in 
forts before being forced to march west to “Indian Territory.” More 
than a quarter of those made to walk the Trail of Tears died.
In the Blue Ridge, the Trail of Tears follows the Little Tennessee 

River, where the Cowee, Nikwasi and Watauga mounds still denote 
the location of Cherokee towns, each of which had a council house 
perched atop a high earthen mound. Siting towns by running water 
was not simply a practical consideration of arable farmland, notes 
Ben Steere, a Mainspring board member and archaeologist at 

NAVIGATING NEW TERRAIN

Land trusts are increasingly playing a role in helping Indigenous people regain access to lands and 

natural resources. Yet conservation groups can inadvertently limit Indigenous participation when 

public access provisions prevent group gatherings or when conservation restrictions prevent tra-

ditional gathering of plants or minerals, whether for food, medicine or artisanal uses. Land conser-

vation groups are beginning to consider using different tools to assure access for these traditional 

Indigenous uses. While land trusts typically have experience interacting with various government processes,  

it is very different to navigate the processes of tribal governments, the intricacies of tribal land ownership,  

and the widely varied relations between tribal and state or local governments.  P

To learn more, review “Tools to expand Indigenous land access” at: firstlightlearningjourney.net/resources.

BY CIONA ULBRICH, co-founder of First Light and senior project manager at Maine Coast Heritage Trust

Western Carolina University. It grew from a millennia-old practice 
of “going to water,” taking ritual baths before significant occasions—
and doing so in waters where your ancestors bathed.  
The riverside mound sites hold great significance for Cherokee 

people today, and Mainspring has helped get three of them back 
into tribal control. When a conflict arose in 2015 over town manage-
ment of the Nikwasi Mound, Mainspring organized community 
members to begin a reconciliation process. That dialogue led to 
formation of a nonprofit, the Nikwasi Initiative, with representa-
tives of the land trust, EBCI, the town and the county. The initiative 
eventually took ownership of Nikwasi Mound and is working on a 
regional cultural corridor with interpretive signage highlighting 
Cherokee history.
Seven miles downstream is Cowee Mound, what Cabe describes 

as a “stock exchange and diplomatic site, where cultures intersected 
and people could reach a meeting of minds.” Mainspring helped the 
EBCI acquire Cowee Mound in 2007, but the view to nearby Hall’s 
Mountain—important to Cherokees and considered part of their 
sacred ancestral ground—remained threatened by development. 
Following an eight-year process, in which the tribe drew support 

from Mainspring, The Wilderness Society and the U.S. Forest 
Service, the EBCI now holds 150 acres on Hall’s Mountain, and has 
plans for an “Immersion School” there, offering young students 
natural resource and cultural resource teaching (in Cherokee 
language) so they can gain what Cabe calls “a more definitive sense 
of what it means to be Cherokee in this place.” 
Mainspring stepped in at critical junctures, including putting 

a payment down while the tribe awaited federal grant funds. “It 
would not have been possible” without them, Cabe says. They were 
a “bird dog catching these opportunities.” 
In the relationship that the EBCI has with Mainspring, Cabe 

notes, we have “absolute deference to each other; the purpose for 
which we’re working is understood.” Both entities, he adds, have a 
multi-generational perspective; the work of partnership is “for the 
now but also for the future.”  P
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^ 
Moonrise over the Chuckwalla Bench, an Area of Critical Environmental Concern. 

1oo,ooo-Acre Milestone 
The California desert is a strange and beautiful place. Working to keep it that way is the Mojave 
Desert Land Trust (MDLT), which recently reached a milestone of conserving 100,000 acres since 
its founding 15 years ago. Much of the group’s work involves acquiring and transferring land  
to public agencies for permanent protection, from 900 acres in Death Valley National Park to 
10,000 acres in Joshua Tree National Park. In fact, MDLT has conveyed more tracts of land to  
the National Park System than any other nonprofit since 2006.

And the work doesn’t stop at the horizon line. Student interns with MDLT’s Women in Science 
Discovering Our Mojave (WISDOM) program are collecting light pollution data to help the Bureau 
of Land Management achieve designation of Mojave Trails National Monument as a Dark Sky 
Sanctuary. Such a designation would help protect and conserve not only views of the dark night 
skies, but the plants and animals that rely on darkness. The data is submitted to Globe at Night, 
an international citizen science effort to raise awareness of the impact that light pollution has 
on energy consumption, wildlife habitat and human health. P
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Jim Bill Anderson won the 
2010 Leopold Conservation 
Award for stewardship of 
his Texas ranch, where he 
enhanced native grasses 
and wildlife habitat on the 
family’s working cattle ranch. 
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By  MARINA SCHAUFFLERRETURN
ON INVESTMENT

HOW PUTTING A DOLLAR FIGURE ON THE VALUE OF CONSERVED
LANDS CAN HELP SAVE MORE OF THEM
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N
 
 
o state in the nation has a larger number of farms or more acres in agriculture 
than Texas. Working lands are a significant economic driver and a “key part 
of our cultural identity,” notes Lori Olson, executive director of the Texas 
Land Trust Council (TLTC). One in seven Texans works in agriculture, and 
the future of those jobs depends on the private landowners who hold 82% of 
the state’s working lands.
Beyond job creation, the economic value of working lands encompasses an 

array of ecosystem services—both goods (such as water, food and fiber) and natural processes (like carbon 
storage, flood control, water purification, nutrient cycling and pollination). While these benefits often go 
unrecognized, they are keystones to public health, agricultural productivity, biodiversity and quality of life.

Conserving lands with abundant ecosystem 
services can yield a return on investment that’s 
“absolutely amazing,” says Chad Ellis, executive 
director of the Texas Agricultural Land Trust (TALT), 
citing a recent study that found a return of $27 for 
every $1 invested in conserved farms and ranches. 
Calculating such values, though, is difficult to do, 

notes Roel Lopez, director of the Texas A&M Natu-
ral Resources Institute (NRI). Over two decades 
spent tracking patterns of agricultural land owner-
ship, he has found that people often witness the 
changing land use in their daily lives without fully 
registering what the impacts may be. “But when 
you see it in terms of maps and data, that’s where 
the aha moment is.”
NRI’s latest “Texas Land Trends” report shows 

that the state’s farms and ranches are starting to 
change hands more frequently, threatening the 
valuable ecosystem services those working lands 
provide. Texas has experienced steady economic 
and population growth that drives demand for rural 
land, which in turn leads to higher market values. 
Between 1997 and 2017, more than two dozen 

Texas communities saw per-acre market values rise 
nearly 300%. A hot real estate market tempts more 

rural landowners to sell, prompting fragmentation 
of large tracts. Nearly all of the state is vulnerable to 
this process since 95% of lands are privately owned.
As of 2020, Texas was leading the nation in the 

conversion of farmland to low-density residential 
use, losing about 600 to 800 acres to development 
a day. Then an urban exodus during the pandemic 
sent sales of rural lands in Texas up tenfold, Ellis 
reports. Land prices increased by about 25%, he 
adds, creating “a lot of pressures” on land trusts.
As development intensifies, Texas land trusts are 

working to ensure that decision-makers, funders 
and residents understand the economic worth of 
threatened farms and ranches. Quantifying the 
value of conserved lands helps shift the metric of 
success from acres conserved to the impacts of 
conservation, says Ellis. One recent study found 
that the collective water retention capacity of all 
the state’s conservation easement lands equaled the 
drinking water needs of Texas for 15 years. Figures 
like that, he says, can awaken people to the signif-
icance of conservation’s value.

The value of water, wildlife and farms
In 2019, NRI, TALT and TLTC collaboratively 
produced a study that estimates the value of three 
key ecosystem services—water, wildlife and agri-
cultural production—on conservation easement 
properties in Texas.
The “Conservation Easements in Texas” report 

helped demonstrate how land conservation 
provides significant savings in water manage-
ment—a major concern given that the state has 
warned about significant water shortages in 
coming decades, due to a warming climate and 
historic drought in the West. Permanently protect-
ing undeveloped lands that can capture rainfall, 
reduce runoff and recharge groundwater is six 
times more cost-effective than other water-man-
agement alternatives, the study concluded. Those 
same easements have the potential to provide 
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A honeybee 
lands on Texas 
bluebonnet. 
Pollination is 
one of the many 
beneficial ser-
vices that land 
conservation 
helps support. 

<
Katy Prairie and 
its many wetlands, 
creeks, ranches and 
open spaces help 
provide critical wild-
life habitat and flood 
reduction for the 
city of Houston. 
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annually about $5.8 million from hunting and $63.1 million in 
agricultural commodities.
Aimed at policymakers, the conservation easement document 

filled a gap by helping demonstrate “what’s the cost if we don’t 
invest in conservation,” Ellis says. The groups hosted a rollout 
event for state legislators and staff. According to Olson, the ease-
ment study helped land trust staff speak in a language legislators 
understand and value, in terms of return on investment. “There 
was no quantitative valuation [of ecosystem services] prior to 
this,” says Olson.
Findings from the conservation easement study dovetailed with 

a report TLTC issued that year titled “Valuing Economic Benefits of 
Texas Conservation Lands,” in which consultants assessed the fiscal 
impacts of water quality, water quantity, flood prevention and rural 
economies (defined by agricultural production and wildlife leases). 
The scope of lands in that study was large, including the more 

than 1.6 million acres of permanently conserved lands in TLTC's 
statewide database—an essential tool for these types of analyses, 
says Olson. It found that “lands put into conservation with the 
help of Texas land trusts are estimated to provide more than $1 
billion in [ecosystem service] benefits to Texas taxpayers each 
year,” with the largest return coming from flood prevention and 
damage reduction.
Knowing that a 28-page study would not be read by many legis-

lators or funders, TLTC distilled the report into a four-page info-
graphic widely distributed by local land trusts around the state 
(see accompanying graphic). “It’s so compelling,” observes Mary 
Anne Piacentini, president of the Katy Prairie Conservancy near 
Houston. “We hand it to people and they quickly understand it.”
In 2020, NRI, TLTC, Texas Water Resources Institute and several 

regional conservation groups released a retrospective examina-
tion assessing the value of agricultural easement lands conserved 
through the Texas Farm and Ranch Lands Conservation Program, 
which the state Legislature has funded with $4 million each bien-
nium since 2015. It found a 27:1 return on investment for state 
taxpayers, with the annual value just from agricultural commodities, 
water regeneration and wildlife consumption topping $10 million. 
While affirming the valuable public benefits of conserved lands, 

this report also highlighted the growing threats to lands not yet 
protected. It predicted that land conversion will accelerate “over 
the next decade as Texas nears its largest intergenerational land 
transfer to date with over 68% of its landowner base over the age 
of 55. The majority of these lands will likely pass to younger gener-
ations who may have less experience, lack financial capital or the 
motivation and interest needed to sustain family operations.”

Data + interactive dashboard = better advocacy
Building on increased knowledge from the initial reports, NRI and 
its land trust collaborators are embarking on an ambitious effort 
to integrate ecosystem services data into an existing interactive 
dashboard that offers accessible infographics depicting data on 
land ownership, land values and population growth—searchable 
by county, river basin or ecoregion.

LANDS PUT INTO CONSERVATION WITH THE HELP OF TEXAS  
LAND TRUSTS ARE ESTIMATED TO PROVIDE MORE THAN $1 BILLION  

IN BENEFITS TO TEXAS TAXPAYERS EACH YEAR.
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(Above left) Cattle on the Anderson  
family ranch in the Texas Panhandle. 

(Above right) A conservation easement 
protects 423 acres of Donop Llano River 
Ranch, located in Mason County, Texas. 
According to the “Texas Land Trends” 
report, Mason County is in an area of 
rapidly increasing fragmentation.
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By presenting data more holistically, the dashboard can account 
for the wide range of ecosystems, land types and climates within 
Texas, Ellis says. And while reports capture a static snapshot in 
time, the dashboard will be continually updated. 
The expanded interactive dashboard will enable planners, conser-

vationists, municipal officials and others to calculate an average 
value per acre in their county based on 13 ecosystem services, 
including benefits like carbon storage, air quality and recreational 
opportunities. For land trusts, which Lopez thinks are “probably the 
biggest user of this data,” the dashboard could illustrate the value lost 
due to fragmentation, making a stronger case for funding. 
“We find the information we gather from it so valuable; access 

to the data and charts helps so much,” Piacentini says, noting 
that the data has been especially helpful in grant research and 
grant applications. 
It’s absolutely critical to get ecosystem services data at the county 

level, Piacentini adds. She wants to work further with NRI to get 
that data brought to an even more localized scale—so that benefits 
such as nature tourism, local foods and carbon storage are clear 
to local officials.
When the new dashboard of ecosystem services is finalized, 

Piacentini hopes that NRI will offer training in how to use it most 
effectively, recognizing that almost no land trusts have statisticians 
on staff. 
Katherine Romans, executive director of the Hill Country Alli-

ance, a convenor of conservation groups in central Texas, anticipates 
that the expanded dashboard will aid advocacy work, helping “make 
the case for public investments in conservation.” Texas is the only 
state in the country, she notes, that does not give counties land use 
planning authority.  That leaves investments in land conservation 
as their only available tool. Land trusts in her region use data on 
ecosystem services primarily with county commissioners, advocat-
ing for bond measures and other public funding for conservation.
Relying in part on NRI data, the Hill Country Alliance and its 

partners are completing their own metrics report that assesses 
how that region has transformed over the past two decades. The 
results, Romans says, confirm what Texans statewide have been 
experiencing: “A dollar spent [on land] today only goes a third as 
far as it did in 1998.”
That figure alone, Romans notes, helped persuade one local 

county to put a parks and open space bond measure on the ballot 
recently, despite uncertainty about the pandemic’s financial reper-
cussions. Voters came to realize that the cost of public investments 
in land conservation would likely only grow with time. 

Collaboration leads to better results 
The ongoing partnership with NRI has brought a wealth of benefits 
to land trusts around Texas—as they work to persuade legislators, 
funders and the public of the previously untabulated values of 
conservation lands. Being allied with a university institute that 
Piacentini describes as “very well-respected among legislators 
and academics and at local levels” gives conservation data more 
legitimacy in the eyes of decision-makers. “Some of that credibility 
rubbed off on us,” Piacentini jokes.
Not every state is fortunate enough to have a natural resources 

institute with two decades of land trends data, but all of them 
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The return on investment in land conservation—
from taxpayer savings to protection of water 
resources—is illustrated in this infographic.

have a land grant university and most have a geospatial library or 
repository. Lopez suggests starting there and establishing “a basic 
understanding of the problem and what’s driving it.”
Piacentini also advocates that land trusts forge partnerships with 

local universities, noting that the Katy Prairie Conservancy has 
three such collaborations underway. In talking with academics, 
she says, “you find out whether you’re asking the right questions 
… Universities are great places to test your hypotheses.”
If neither the land trust nor the university has resources for 

research, a joint proposal can sometimes be successful, funding 
research to be done by graduate students. The Katy Prairie Conser-
vancy recently received a $7 million Natural Resources Conservation 
Service grant to protect coastal prairies, in which NRI is a partner 
helping to monitor and present data.
Teaming up with NRI was a natural partnership for the Conser-

vancy, Piacentini says: “Through collaboration, we get a better 
product than we would have on our own.” P
MARINA SCHAUFFLER is an environmental writer and columnist in Maine. 

––––––
This article is one of a series developed in collaboration with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service Coastal Program that highlights how evaluating economic benefits can advance 
habitat conservation and create stronger conservation stories. Learn more at  
fws.gov/coastal/pdfs/LTA_USFWS_Economic_Benefits_Brochure.pdf.
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BOARD MATTERS

The Changing
Nature of

“Things are really changing rapidly,” 
says Marcia Hickson, the Land Trust 
Alliance’s senior director of human 
resources. “We just don’t know how 
things are going to play out, so we’re 
making the best decisions we can with 
the information we have at the time.”
Since the pandemic began, Hick-

son has worked closely with the 
Alliance’s management and leader-
ship teams to wade through these 
unknowns. They have been sharing 
ideas and information, striving to 
balance business, legal and personnel 
considerations, always with a focus on 
keeping employees safe and healthy.

“I don’t think there are any right or 
wrong responses to this situation,” says 
Hickson. “You have to know your culture 
and your organization. At the Alliance 
we strive to create a supportive culture.”
Among other things, this has meant 

increased flexibility around work hours, 
an added focus on mental health and 
stress management, and extra paid 
time off for recuperation during the 
height of the pandemic in January. 
For Oliver Bass, president of Natural 

Lands in Pennsylvania, the experience of 
leading a 90-person staff during this time 
has brought new lessons in humility. 
“You have to get comfortable with 

the limit of one’s knowledge and one’s 
ability to control the circumstances,” 
he says. “In this situation, not only do 
we have no control over the course of 
the pandemic, the circumstances keep 
changing. You need a willingness to 
learn, to adjust, to reach out to others.”  
An important aspect of that humility 

is trying to understand the different 
ways that people might respond to 
change—for instance, some staff might 
be happy to be back to work in-person, 
others might not. For Bass, having a 
network of land trust peers to share and 
connect with has been invaluable.
“Very early on in the pandemic the 

Alliance brought the land trust lead-
ership council together and an email 
group began. We have been exchanging 
emails throughout,” says Bass. “Through 
this I’ve been able to talk to land trusts 
across the country about how they are 
doing things. It’s been a lifesaver.”
“All land trusts are different,” adds Rich 

Cochran, president and CEO of Western 
Reserve Land Conservancy in Ohio. “We 
work in different geographies, do differ-
ent types of work, serve different commu-
nities and have different work cultures. 
There’s no one-size-fits-all approach.”
Cochran recommends any organization 

be attuned to the values of people on staff 
and the local community and consider 
developing some guiding principles 
around how to address these tough deci-
sions. Perhaps the most important princi-
ple is to recognize that nothing is final.
“We make a plan, we try it for a 

period of time, we survey people and 
pay attention to how they are feeling 
and how the pandemic is evolving. 
Managing through this pandemic is a 
process, not an event,” says Cochran. 
He finds it helpful to explain that a 
decision is not forever. “Expressing 
this to people takes the edge off.”
Says Bass, “I tell our staff all 

the time, ‘We’re in the midst of a 
global experiment in work, and 
nobody has all the answers.’” P
DARCI PALMQUIST is editor at the Land Trust Alliance.

––––––
Visit the Alliance’s Learning Center for resources such as 
“Board Governance in the Time of COVID-19,” a “Return 
to Work Checklist,” “10 Tips for Working from Home”  
and more. Log in and explore at tlc.lta.org.

O
rganizations—from board members and executive 
directors to human resources staff—are grappling 
with questions of how to care for staff and ensure 
the continuity of business during a time when the 
ways we work are changing almost daily. Among 
these is the question of when and how to return to 

in-person work environments.

By  DARCI PALMQUIST
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By BOB NEALE, LESLIE RATLEY-BEACH and SARAH SIGMAN

Safeguarding Conservation

While such a high 
level of damages and 
fee recovery is rarely 
awarded much less 
collected, Sonoma 
Land Trust’s historic 
win offers three key 
lessons for other 
land trusts:

1. ACT PROMPTLY AND 
PROPORTIONATELY. 
Land trust staff communi-
cated quickly and clearly 
with the successor owners, 
documented those commu-
nications and conditions on 
the protected property, and 
followed Land Trust Standards 
and Practices, which provided 
the factual foundation for a 
strong legal case. 

2. HAVE A VERY 
STRONG COSTS  
AND FEES CLAUSE.  
Do not negotiate away any 
part of it. The Land Trust  
Alliance has suggested 
language and a Practical 
Pointer on negotiating to  
keep your costs and fees 
clause strong. 

3. STAND STRONG.  
This was a huge effort by  
the land trust and its legal 
team with Terrafirma support. 
Despite enormous pressure, 
drain on capacity and a 
wealthy determined oppo-
nent, Sonoma Land Trust 
stood resolute. 

Historic Court Ruling
Upholds Conservation
SEVEN YEARS AGO , Sonoma Land Trust found itself in the regrettable position 
of having to enforce a conservation easement in court. The organization persisted 
and ultimately won despite repeated appeals, with a final ruling in the spring of 2021. 
Their story offers a cautionary note and important takeaways for all land trusts. 
The 34-acre property at the center of the dispute had been placed under a conser-

vation easement in 2009, then sold in 2013. But the new landowners willfully violated 
the easement and caused extensive damage. They uprooted three mature oaks and 
attempted to move them to an adjacent parcel for landscaping around a house they 
were building. Two trees died after being moved, and another tree died when crews 
could not move it because of large boulders entangled in its roots. To move the trees, 
the owners had built a one-third-mile road across the length of the property, killing 
12 smaller trees and other vegetation and scraping soils and native plant communities 
to bedrock in some locations. They also dumped dredged pond sediments from the 
abutting parcel onto the conserved land, introducing invasive weeds.
Despite requests from the land trust, the landowners refused to develop and imple-

ment an adequate restoration plan, leaving the land trust no choice but to file a lawsuit 
backed by Terrafirma Risk Retention Group LLC. During the seven years of litigation, 
numerous groups banded together in support—the California Council of Land Trusts, 
the Land Trust Alliance, Save the Redwoods League, Sierra Foothill Conservancy and 
The Trust for Public Land filed a joint amicus brief, and the state attorney general also 
filed an amicus brief representing several state agencies involved in land conservation.
Ultimately, Sonoma Land Trust prevailed, recovering $586,289 in damages, $37,226 

for costs, $2.96 million in attorney fees and additional costs, and over $500,000 in 
interest. In the process, it won two appellate court opinions in favor of conservation 
easements. The trial court ruled that the landowners had engaged in “truly extraor-
dinary” violations of the conservation easement, and the appellate court’s published 
opinion on attorney fees and costs strongly affirmed the enforceability and impor-
tance of conservation easements. Sonoma Land Trust is now in the process of restor-
ing the damage on the protected property using funds awarded in the case. P

BOB NEALE is stewardship director for Sonoma Land Trust. LESLIE RATLEY-BEACH is director of conservation defense for the Land Trust Alliance.  
SARAH SIGMAN is a partner at Shute, Mihaly & Weinberger.
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Bulldozers and 
other machin-
ery attempting 
to uproot and 
transplant one 
of the mature 
oak trees on 
the property.
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Relevance and Conservation
By  MARC SMILEY
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S
 
ustainability for land trusts is more than a good idea. It is fundamental to our auda-
cious promise of perpetuity. Becoming a sustainable land trust may come down to  
a simple equation of relevance and relationship-building over time—two critical  
principles for fundraisers and development directors to build into their programs. 
Relevance and equity-focused programming go hand-in-glove. A focus on relevance 

opens up constituencies in ways that land trusts too often neglect. Relevance requires  
a focus on inclusion, reinforcing the relationship-building priority at the heart of 
sustainable resource development.

This last year brought a lot of uncomfortable adjustment and learning to conservation groups 
everywhere, but relevance never rang with greater significance than during these most difficult 
times. A conservation easement that no one sees rarely excites the crowd. In challenging times, 
 this quiet community benefit may in fact come across as tone-deaf.
On the other hand, access to nature, perhaps conservation’s strongest calling card, became a 

clearer priority for families, health care providers and others seeking meaning and respite in 2020. 
Nature’s health benefits emerged front and center, and land trusts were able to prove their value  
at a core community level.

< Kids get to be 
scientists while 
their parents 
help with easy 
stewardship 
projects as part of 
Mississippi Valley 
Conservancy’s 
Naturehood Con-
nections program.
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THREE CASE STUDIES FOR  
BUILDING RELEVANCE FROM  
THE GROUND UP
Three land trusts are at the front-end 
of their community investment strat-
egy. By expanding their notion of 
conservation, all three are growing 
their base of support and delivering 
on their promise of perpetuity.
In the heart of the greater Yellowstone 

ecosystem, the Gallatin Valley Land 
Trust (GVLT) developed several layers 
of partnership to create several layers of 
conservation benefit in Highland Glenn 
near Bozeman, Montana. The city owned 
a large developable property without 
any permanent protection, which it 
delivered to GVLT with the edict, “Go 
crazy—build trails and do what you can 
to get people to use this area,” explains 
Matt Marcinek, GVLT’s community 
trails program manager. “So we did.”
And (good) crazy is exactly what 

followed. GVLT collaborated with the 
local hospital, Gallatin Mental Health 
Center, to intentionally build trails with 
an inclusive community mindset. The 
trails were sited specifically to provide 
a nearby low-income community with 
access to nature. The local ski club, 
Bridger Ski Foundation, joined forces 
to support winter trail maintenance.  
“This place is now being used in ther-

apy—hiking these trails is a prescribed 
activity for patients at the mental 
health center,” Marcinek explains.  
“We’re connecting to segments of 

people who wouldn’t give to conserva-
tion,” he adds. “They see us working in 
these spaces—community health and 
affordable housing—and they’re will-
ing to step up in their support of us.”
Another health partnership can be 

found along the Big Muddy up north. 
The Mississippi Valley Conservancy 
in Wisconsin partnered with its local 
health care providers to highlight the 

wellness benefits of getting into nature. 
More than just sharing information, the 
Conservancy teamed up to sponsor the 
Trail Trek Challenge, encouraging access 
to conserved properties with hiker-
friendly trails. Extending its ongoing 
push to link people to the land with 
monthly events, the program encour-
aged local businesses to connect their 
own health promotions to these events.
The Conservancy has a huge commit-

ment to connecting people to nature in 
long-term relationships as part of its 
conservation vision. “If we want people 
to care, they have to be engaged with 
these places,” explains Carol Abramson, 
executive director of Mississippi Valley 
Conservancy. “The relationships we’re 
building are going to be the next gener-
ation of leaders in conservation.”  
Its Natural Connections program 

provides self-directed stewardship 
opportunities—family-friendly projects 
that clean up trails, ensure safe access 
to nature and promote a better experi-
ence for everyone. Sign up and get the 
code, and your family can be its own 
stewardship team, with the benefits 
extended in all directions from there. 
In the beautiful Land of Enchantment, 

the New Mexico Land Conservancy 
(NMLC) demonstrated all the best 
lessons in leadership, coalition build-
ing and political organizing by helping 
one of the state’s poorest communities 
begin to build a public trails program.  
The creation of the Silver City Trails 

and Open Space Coalition was a labor 
of love and grit by Ron Troy, a program 
manager with a stake in the commu-
nity and a passion for trails. Taking 
the challenge of a LOR Foundation 
grant to focus on physical and mental 
health, Troy went to work organizing. 
For more than three years, he put in 
the sweat to make a coalition thrive. 
“He knew all the controversies. He 

knew all the players. And he could get 
them all to cooperate on this project. 
That’s not something they were used to 
doing at all,” explains Sandra Halpin, 
NMLC’s communications manager. “It was 
successful because of the time and love 
and just who Ron is. It really mattered to 
him, and he could get them to agree.”
The effort was catalytic—individual 

leadership led to a broad coalition that 
fostered commitment from public offi-
cials. Three years, hours of meetings and 
multiple iterations of trail maps later, 
the spark has lit a fire at Grant County, 
which has committed to a comprehen-
sive trails plan, potential capital trail 
investments and long-term stewardship. 
A relevant need was clearly identified, 
and the county was then ready to act.  

COMMUNITY CONSERVATION 
OR FUNDRAISING?
Are all of these community organizing 
strategies or fundraising strategies? Do 
these projects reflect a commitment 
to equity and inclusion or to sustain-
ability? Could it be all of the above? 
Their value may be the breadth of 
benefits they provide and the intrin-
sic connection they demonstrate 
between relevance and sustainability.
Land trusts that see themselves as 

community problem solvers will be 
seen by their communities as vital 
contributors to their community’s health 
and wellness. In terms articulated by 
psychologist Abraham Maslow, architect 
of the eponymous “hierarchy of needs,” 
community needs, just like individ-
ual needs, have priorities. The more 
conservation is seen as foundational 
to the needs of the community—rather 
than merely the icing on the top—the 
more willing people will be to invest.  
That underlies the strong case for 

support of conservation. If people are 
going to support a place, they have to love 
the place. If they are going to love the 
place, first they have to know the place.  
Getting more people to know and love 
the places land trusts conserve—and to 
conserve the places people know and 
love—is to build a community relation-
ship that will sustain a vision of people 
connected to nature in perpetuity. P
MARC SMILEY is a founder and principal at Solid Ground Consulting.

Reduced to a bumper sticker, the relevance 
message is simple: For every problem in the 
community, conservation can be part of the 
solution. But land trusts must choose that path.
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RESOURCES &  TOOLS

Climate change will impact natural systems and commu-
nities differently, whether that means more wildfires and 
extreme heat or flooding and increased precipitation. People 
with low income, communities of color and other histori-
cally marginalized or underserved populations will suffer 
disproportionately. A recent Land Trust Alliance webinar, 
“Understanding Climate Vulnerability,” considers questions 
of equity as they relate to climate change. The webinar covers 
new tools available to help land trusts understand the dynam-
ics and risks in their communities. Access the webinar (fee 
program) on the Alliance’s Learning Center at tlc.lta.org.  
One resource mentioned in the webinar is the Neighbor-

hood at Risk Tool, developed by Headwaters Economics 
to help communities identify at-risk neighborhoods and 
make informed decisions about climate change. Users 
can see where flooding, urban heat and hurricanes will 
impact the most vulnerable at the neighborhood level 
for every U.S. community. Access to socioeconomic and 

A Spotlight on Vulnerable Communities 
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By  KIRSTEN FERGUSON

NEW INSIGHTS FOR LAND TRUSTS ON CLIMATE SOLUTIONS AND COMMUNITY RESILIENCE

Conservation in A
Changing Climate

^ The Northeast Forest Network’s Forests Make Us Healthier toolkit helps land trusts communicate 
the importance of permanently protected, climate-resilient and well-managed forests. 

Climate change is intensifying, and a 
hotter future may be inevitable, accord-
ing to a landmark study released in 
August by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change convened by the 
United Nations. But among the alarming 
results, the survey found a glimmer of 
hope. There is still a small window to act 
if we work urgently. Land trusts are crit-
ical partners in the international effort 
to promote natural climate solutions and 
help communities adapt. The following 
resources point the way forward.
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Connect with us! 
facebook.com/landtrustalliance 

twitter.com/ltalliance
instagram.com/ltalliance

Climate-Smart Investments

In July, World Resources Institute (WRI) launched a study positing 
that rural America will gain from investments in the new climate 
economy, including clean energy and natural climate solutions 
such as efforts to restore trees to the landscape. The working paper, 
“The Economic Benefits of the New Climate Economy in Rural 
America,” describes how natural climate solutions will boost our 
environment and economy. The report presents a detailed analysis 
of the rural economic impact of federal policies that invest in the 
new climate economy, potentially generating $21.7 billion per year 
for rural economies. View the report at wri.org/research/benefits- 

federal-investment-rural-america and watch a webinar on the topic at 
wri.org/events/2021/7/revitalizing-rural-america. 

Communicating About Climate  
Change and Conservation

It has never been more important to highlight the link between land 
conservation and climate change solutions. But with such a weighty 
topic, embarking on climate change conversations can sometimes 
feel tricky. In response to requests from land trusts, the Alliance 
and the Conservation Trust for North Carolina developed an online 
climate communications guide with tools to help organizations 
navigate climate discussions and integrate climate-themed messages 
into their everyday work. Visit lta.org/climate-communications. Another 
communications resource is “How to Talk About Climate Change,” a 
report from the Alliance and the Open Space Institute that provides 
helpful guidance for land trusts on how to communicate about the 
greatest challenge of our time. And don’t forget to visit the Alliance’s 
Conservation in a Changing Climate website for the latest infor-
mation on nature-based solutions, climate adaptation strategies, 
advancing climate resiliency, renewable energy siting and more. 
Visit climatechange.lta.org.
Forests are vital to community health in many ways, from 

removing air pollution and providing safe drinking water to less-
ening climate-related health risks. The Northeast Forest Network 
recently released a Forests Make Us Healthier toolkit to help land 
trusts communicate the importance of permanently protected, 
climate-resilient and well-managed forests. The kit includes a fact 
sheet, social media resources, email templates, infographics, an 
image library and more. Access the toolkit at standupforforests.org/

amplify-forests-make-us-healthier. P

Making the

Goal a Reality

Locally led private land conservation is essential to 

reaching the 30x30 goal, a commitment proposed by 

scientists and adopted by the Biden administration 

to conserve 30% of our nation’s lands and waters by 

2030. The president’s executive order on the topic 

recognizes the importance of voluntary private conser-

vation in achieving 30x30 and commits the federal 

government to collaborating with non-governmental 

stakeholders and landowners.

While the 30x30 goal presents an exciting oppor-

tunity to advance long-held conservation priorities, 

critics have politicized the discussion of conservation 

easements, seeking to stigmatize them as government 

overreach rather than a voluntary exercise of individual 

property rights. To set the story straight, land trusts and 

their landowner partners can write letters and op-eds 

to news outlets in their communities. The American 

Nature Campaign collects resources and media stories 

that help clarify how partnerships between conser-

vation organizations and private landowners are 

consistent with individual private rights and benefit 

communities by protecting wildlife, natural habitat  

and agricultural production. Visit natureamerica.org.

For additional messaging assistance on 30x30,  

the Alliance has developed an online toolkit with  

FAQs and information on the essential role of land 

trusts in achieving 30x30. Learn more at landtrust 

alliance.org/30x30. And a recent analysis from  

U.S. Nature4Climate explores how natural climate 

solutions are framed within 30x30, “America the 

Beautiful” and the broader conservation dialogue on 

social media. For examples of conservation topics that 

drew a lot of attention online and suggestions for how 

to lead and shape the conversation around climate 

and the 30x30 initiative, visit usnature4climate.org. P

––––––
CORRECTION: In the spring issue of Saving Land, the article 
“30x30: Putting Private Land Conservation on the Map” contains 
two errors on page 14. The United States lost 24 million acres of 
undeveloped land between 2001 and 2017 (not 2011 and 2017, as 
printed), and the size of the gap between the 12% of the country 
protected and the 30% goal is closer to 400 million acres, not 4 
million acres, as printed.

30X30

climate data to visualize problems allows communities to 
better adapt to long-term climate change. Explore the tool 
at headwaterseconomics.org/apps/neighborhoods-at-risk.
For additional information on building durable communities 

in the face of climate change, the U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit 
contains a wealth of online resources at toolkit.climate.gov. 
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PEOPLE &  PLACES

The Land Trust Alliance would not 
be nearly as effective at serving our 
members in the field without strong 
partnerships with land trust state 

associations. These collaborative relation-
ships depend on solid teamwork, respect 
and trust. Our effectiveness rests on clearly 
defined roles and responsibilities, knowledge 
sharing and a lot of strategizing. Together, 
we celebrate the land conservation wins and 
we bemoan the losses. And thanks to people 
like Glenn Marx, Will Whelan and Rupert 
Friday, there are far more wins than losses. 
Glenn Marx is retiring after 15 years as 

executive director of the Montana Association 
of Land Trusts (MALT). How does one even 
try to describe Glenn Marx? He’s politically 
brilliant, diplomatic, compelling and convinc-
ing, smart and strategic, a gifted (and funny) 
storyteller who is deeply committed to the 
work of the Montana land trust community. 
He is the type of person who does most of the 
work while deflecting most of the praise. 
Marx’s impact on private land conser-

vation reaches far beyond Montana’s 
borders. He has played critical roles in 
national policy efforts such as the Farm 
Bill, the Land and Water Conservation 
Fund, the Charitable Conservation Ease-
ment Program Integrity Act and more.
“Glenn’s legacy is evident across Montana 

in local community parks, once-in-a-lifetime 
landscape scale projects like the Montana 
Legacy Project, and policy that enhances the 
pace, professionalism and permanence of 
private land conservation in Montana and C
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Rupert Friday.

^
“For 15 years I’ve 
had the best job 
in Montana. Every 
day, land trusts 
make Montana 
a better place to 
live, work and 
play, and I’ve 
had the honor of 
helping them—
just a bit—do 
that. How lucky 
can you be?”
Glenn Marx

Moving
On: 

By  WENDY NINTEMAN and  JENNIFER MILLER HERZOG

Three Leaders of 
State Associations 
Retire
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Leading the Way to Equity

A TOP PRIORITY for the conservation commu-

nity is increasing diversity, equity, inclusion and 

justice (DEIJ) in the workplace and on the land. 

This means not only making workplaces more 

inclusive and equitable but ensuring that every-

one has access to nature and all its benefits. 

Nia Keith is taking on this charge as Mass Audubon’s 

new vice president of DEIJ. In her new role, Keith, who 

was previously the organization’s climate change 

education manager, will help guide efforts to create 

a positive, inclusive and equitable work environ-

ment and improve access to nature for everyone.

"I’m excited to be stepping into this new role. 

The environmental movement has a lot to reckon 

with—climate change and racial injustice for start-

ers,” Keith says in a statement. “I’m honored to be 

working in an organization devoted to tackling these 

tough issues with authenticity, resilience and hope.” 

Keith co-founded and served as an officer with Profes-

sionals of Color in the Environment (POCIE, pronounced 

“posse”), a statewide professional organization that 

promotes DEIJ integration in the environmental sector. 

Her leadership on climate justice and DEIJ will help 

Mass Audubon to “realize its commitment to becom-

ing a more inclusive and more equitable institution,” 

says David O’Neill, Mass Audubon’s president.  P
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throughout the country,” says Gavin Ricklefs, MALT board 
president and executive director of Bitter Root Land Trust.
Like Glenn, Will Whelan is a highly skilled political strategist 

and a great storyteller. In a relatively short time, Whelan built 
a foundation for the Idaho Coalition of Land Trusts (ICOLT) 
as a strong and guiding force for conservation in Idaho. As 
ICOLT member Katie Cox, executive director of Kaniksu 
Land Trust, puts it, “He leads with open hands, ready to walk 
alongside the organizations he supports. Will’s wisdom, 
prudence and good judgment have been reflected in the work 
and rewards that have been possible under his leadership.” 
Lovina Englund, executive director of Palouse Land 

Trust, adds, “Will brought an entire career of insight and 
experience to the state coalition membership and has been 
instrumental in helping ICOLT chart a course towards a 
future that his members can see themselves in. He’s uncom-
monly good at finding common ground to unite diverse 
people working to advance conservation across Idaho.”
Whelan’s response is typically subdued but heart-

felt: “I feel so lucky to have known Idaho’s amazing land 
trust leaders and to have the chance to be their advocate. 
This job has been fun and rewarding from day one.”
And Rupert Friday retires after 17 years leading the Rhode 

Island Land Trust Council. Friday was the council’s first 
executive director, helping to galvanize support across the 
state for land conservation and to build the next generation 
of conservation leaders. Friday mentored and connected 
Rhode Island’s 45 land trusts—many of them all-volunteer 
driven—and served as the “eyes and ears to all that was going 
on in Rhode Island regarding the environment, open space and 
protection of our natural world,” says Paul Roselli, president 
of the Burrillville Land Trust, in a recent ecoRI News article. 
Rhode Island may be the smallest state in the nation, but 

it is also one of the most densely populated. Friday led the 
way on smart growth, receiving Grow Smart RI’s award for 
outstanding leadership in June. He also played a central role 
in supporting state legislation for local land conservation, 
achieving an impressive record of success as an advocate. 
Friday championed getting people outside to connect with 
nature through initiatives such as the RIWalks Challenge 
(see page 8) and the annual Rhode Island Land Trust Days. 
We will miss his deep knowledge, quiet confidence, steady 

hand and sly sense of humor. As to what he’ll do next, Friday 
says, “I have no specific plans. I’ll probably spend more time 
helping land trusts with their trails.” Not a surprise, and 
yet another great reason to get outside in Rhode Island.
All three of these leaders have made significant contri-

butions to the land trust community, nationally as well as 
in their states and regions. We wish them well, knowing 
that our community won’t be the same without them.  P
WENDY NINTEMAN is the Alliance’s western division director of field programs. 
JENNIFER MILLER HERZOG is the Alliance’s eastern division director of field programs.

––––––
See a list of all state land trust associations here:  
landtrustalliance.org/state-associations

^
Mass Audubon appointed Nia Keith 
as vice president for diversity, 
equity, inclusion and justice in July.   
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ACCREDITATION CORNER

But even with this support, Westmore-
land’s decision to go through the process 
was not undertaken lightly. “In general, 
the process is intimidating,” Tichy says. 
While her organization made every effort 
to follow best practices, challenges often 
arose with older acquisitions. “As an 
organization that had been protecting 
land for more than 20 years as volun-

teers, it was necessary to pull together 
documents and create policies to meet 
standards.” 
While that can be an investment of 

time and resources for any land trust, 
it is particularly true of all-volunteer 
land trusts without full-time, dedicated 
staff. “The turnover of volunteers made 
the process challenging,” Tichy admits. 

Accreditation at Any Size: 
How All-Volunteer Land Trusts Make 
Accreditation a Reality 

Fortunately, Westmoreland was able to 
turn that challenge into an opportunity 
to share information more freely, work 
together as a team and treat accreditation 
as a “promise to do better.” As a result, 
Westmoreland achieved accreditation in 
2013 and renewal in 2019. 
Since 2013, Westmoreland has received 

318 acres in land gifts, which Tichy sees 
as a reflection of the rigor that accred-
itation represents. “We believe our 
donors see us as a stable, dependable 
and committed organization, capable 
of protecting the lands that they hold 
dear,” she says. “Accreditation illustrates 
to potential donors that Westmoreland 
Conservancy is an organization commit-
ted to excellence.” 
While many all-volunteer land trusts 

might view accreditation as out of reach, 
Tichy urges them to reconsider. Commis-
sion Executive Director Melissa Kalves-
trand agrees. “One of the Commission’s 
core values is service, which highlights 
our commitment to working coopera-
tively with land trusts of all types and 
sizes,” she says. 
“The accreditation process is rigorous,” 

Kalvestrand admits. “But every land trust 
has found opportunities to strengthen 
their practices as a result. The accredi-
tation process truly seeks to understand 
the unique story of an organization while 
ensuring conservation excellence through 
verified implementation of Land Trust 
Standards and Practices.”
Tichy feels that her organization is 

stronger for going through the accred-
itation process and credits her team of 
hard-working volunteers with making it 
all possible. “All-volunteer organizations 
are run by people who make the time to 
achieve their goals, and the process can be 
wearing on both the individuals and the 
organization.” By putting in the work after 
normal business hours, Westmoreland’s 
volunteers were able to exceed those goals 
and make accreditation possible for the 
organization. “I personally believe West-
moreland Conservancy to be a stronger, 
more focused organization than before.”  P
CAITY PINKARD is a freelance writer and communications  
manager at Conservation Strategy Fund.

––––––
This is the first story in a series that will explore how  
land trusts of any size can achieve accreditation.

By  CAITY PINKARD

^ Westmoreland Conservancy’s Shelly Tichy (center, in yellow jacket) 
with volunteers and members of the Potter family at Potter's Reserve. 

In 2010, the Westmoreland Conservancy, an all-volunteer land 
trust based in Pennsylvania, was presented with an opportunity 
to have a consultant help guide them through the accreditation 
process. “Accreditation was a topic discussed at several board 
meetings, as the movement became increasingly visible,” recalls 
Shelly Tichy, the current president of Westmoreland Conser-
vancy. “Ultimately, the board decided to pursue the opportunity.” 
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landtrustaccreditation.org

Have you seen our new Handbooks? 
We’re excited to debut updated versions of the Applicant Handbooks. These road-
maps for the accreditation process outline each step, including what happens at the 
Commission after you hit submit. 

Check out our new handbooks at:
landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/applicant-handbook. 

Newly formatted and updated applications
Welcome to a better way to access all the application information you need! 
The applications for 2022 have been updated to reflect changes to the Requirements 
Manual announced in March. To help streamline the process, we have put together  
reference packets for first-time and renewal applicants that consist of everything  
you need to prepare.
Ultimately, registration, pre-application and application responses and  

documentation are submitted online via our Accreditation Management System. 

You can find the first-time application at 
landtrustaccreditation.org/first-time-accreditation/useful-documents  
and the renewal application at landtrustaccreditation.org/renewal/useful-documents. 

 

BY THE
NUMBERS

33
ACCREDITED

75K 
ACRES IN 

CONSERVATION 
EASEMENTS

15K 
ACRES IN FEE 
PROPERTIES

$89K 
AVERAGE 

OPERATING 
BUDGET

ACCREDITED LAND TRUST LIST GROWS TO 453
Accreditation involves a rigorous evaluation that ensures applicants are operating at 
the highest conservation standards. Through the pandemic and environmental crises 
of the past year, land trusts continue to invest their time and resources in the accredita-
tion process. We are inspired by all accredited land trusts and what they have achieved. 
Congratulations to the latest round of land trusts who have successfully completed the 
accreditation process!

NEWLY ACCREDITED
•  Agricultural-Natural Resources Trust  (CA)

•  California Waterfowl Association  (CA)

•  Grassroots Gardens of Western New York  (NY)

•  Guadalupe Blanco River Trust  (TX)

•  The Escondido Creek Conservancy  (CA)

•  The Goshen Land Trust  (CT)

•  Tewksbury Land Trust  (NJ)

•  Trust for Virgin Islands Lands  (VI)

•  Western Wildlife Corridor  (OH)

ALL RENEWALS
•  Beaufort County Open Land Trust  (SC)

•  Central Colorado Conservancy  (CO)

•  Champlain Area Trails (NY)

•  Finger Lakes Land Trust  (NY)

•  French and Pickering Creeks Conservation Trust  (PA)

•  Kaniksu Land Trust  (ID)

•  Kentucky Natural Lands Trust  (KY)

•  Licking Land Trust  (OH)

•  North Salem Open Land Foundation  (NY)

•  Otsego Land Trust  (NY)

•  Rangeley Lakes Heritage Trust  (ME)

•  Rio Grande Headwaters Land Trust  (CO) ♦
•  RiverLink  (NC)

•  San Diego Habitat Conservancy  (CA)

•  Save Mount Diablo  CA) 

•  South Kingstown Land Trust  (RI)

•  Upper Saco Valley Land Trust  (NH) 

•  Wallkill Valley Land Trust  (NY)

•  Wallowa Land Trust   (OR) 

•  Western New York Land Conservancy  (NY)

•  Western Rivers Conservancy  (OR)

List as of August 2021 
♦ Second Renewals

ALL-VOLUNTEER 
LAND TRUSTS
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October 5–7 | Celebrating Cleveland

National Land Conservation Conference · Land Trust Alliance
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THE PLACE TO BE
Don't miss out on your choice of 60+ workshops focused on emerging 
topics in land conservation, plus so much more! All workshops are 
recorded and registrants will have access to them until March 1, 2022.

No matter where you are in your conservation journey, there's something
at Rally for everyone.

Register today at alliancerally.org.


