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serves to create a more just, balanced and healthy world by exploring,

honoring, and deepening the connections among land, people and 

community. We are activists in a new land movement that integrates

conservation, health, justice, spirit and relationship.
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As I write this, twenty leaders from around the country
are gathered in the old timber frame barn at Knoll Farm.
Among them is a rancher, a state legislator, a migrant farm
labor advocate, an urban gardener working with youth, a
watershed ecologist, an environmental studies professor, an
indigenous rights advocate, a faith leader, a land conserva-
tionist. They are here to find ways to weave together their
very different perspectives, values, needs, hopes and meth-
ods into a powerful whole. This is difficult, emotional terri-
tory, but it is also healing work. It is, as one participant said,
“essential that there are safe places to have these difficult
conversations, for without them we will not move forward
in this country.”

For years at Center for Whole Communities we’ve been
making the case for a more diverse, inclusive, community-
oriented land conservation movement, the reasons for
which Peter Forbes explores in his essay, “Conservation
2.0.” In our retreats and workshops, we put those ideas into
practice. We try to bridge divides and eliminate the struc-
tures that keep these divides in place.  We create a safe har-
bor where very different leaders and groups come together,
see problems in the context of larger systems, find shared
grammar, language and story, vision more boldly, and move
forward in unconventional alliances. We teach that numbers
alone – bucks and acres – don’t reflect our highest values or
inspire others, and how instead, there are key “doorway”
issues that can allow the conservation movement to enter
the homes of more Americans with a story that is more rel-
evant and compelling. These key issues are healthy chil-
dren, healthy food, and justice and fairness between those
who have these things and those who do not. Finally, we
teach the power of story: Story helps us imagine the future
differently. Stories create community, they help us to see
through the eyes of other people, and they open us to the
claims of others.  We tell stories to cross the borders that
separate us from one another. 

As Peter explains in his essay, the changing demograph-
ics, land use patterns, and economic pressures in this
country have put conservation at a crossroads. It cannot

stay the same and survive; it must adapt and change. This is
not news to most leaders in the movement, and many see
this crossroads as a tremendous opportunity to become
even more effective at nurturing healthy landscapes, for
more people. But even as we hear more and more leaders
around the country speak loudly and clearly about these
new values and ideas, grasping them fully and feeling
inspired to adopt them as their own, we also know how
hard it is to turn idea into practice, value into action. 
The “why” is being seen; the “how” is harder to grasp.  
The practice is full of obstacles, including the time it takes
to change the way one works, the funding risks inherent in
changing one’s standards of measurement, the difficulty of
navigating a new set of relationships, the need to retain loy-
alty of one’s existing membership, and balancing the desire
to do more of what one is good at with the desire to do
one’s work differently. 

With all of this in mind, Whole Communities is begin-
ning a deep inquiry into how the crossroads is being
mapped around the country, gathering the hopeful stories,
relating the challenges, and providing resources to nurture
this exciting new direction that has begun to take shape.
We want to look at what we might take away from the
examples we see, to help others begin this exciting process
of broadening the movement to include land and people in
the most inclusive sense. 

The goals of our study might be best expressed as a set
of questions:  What is the role of people and community in
conserving and in keeping land conserved? How well do
conservation organizations represent the communities they
serve? How well do the communities they serve match
where they are located? What’s the range of policy on pub-
lic access to protected lands? What do conservation organi-
zations mean by community engagement and what are they
doing on the ground? How do they perceive the crossroads
of our movement at this exciting time, and what challenges
do they face? How are they reaching out to others, and
across what divides? What are the best methods and
approaches for doing this new kind of conservation work?

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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What does it mean when the world’s largest biodiversity
conservation organization — The Nature Conservancy —
talks about its role in alleviating human poverty? Is this a
moral, strategic, or marketing dialogue, or all three? 
What does it mean for conservationists when a regional
land trust in California decides to collaborate with migrant
farm workers? What does it mean for conservationists when 
a suburban state-wide land trust on the east coast merges
with an urban gardening organization? What can we learn
from a rural land trust providing below-market-priced 
timber from its protected lands for affordable housing?

Are these conservation organizations leaving their 
mission and becoming something different, or is the 
conservation movement itself creeping into a new mission?

This is evidence of what I’m calling Conservation 2.0.
We are in a new era of American demographics and global
politics, one that asks conservation for a new form of lead-
ership. Version 1.0 of conservation was all about buying
and protecting land because that’s what the times most
needed. The language and skills of the era have been 
technical and legal, and its goals have often been focused
on counting bucks and acres as the measure of success. 
We are deeply indebted to this period in the history of our
movement for giving us our systems of national parks,
wildlife refuges and conserved land all across the country.
Conservation 2.0 is predominantly concerned with how, 
as a nation and a culture, we relate to that land.

Conservation 2.0 is about conserving land with a new 
set of tools on a much larger scale; it is about reconnecting
people and land, knowing that a community’s health is
reflected in the health of the land. The skills needed in this
practice of conservation include story, dialogue, cultural
competency, dismantling racism, political agility and move-
ment building. The opportunities for change open to us in
this version is an expanded membership, greater public
understanding, deeper collaborations, more funding, more
legislative victories, and the chance to move beyond saving
individual parcels of land to re-creating a land ethic
throughout our country. This is the extraordinary power of

conservation today: to help create healthy people and
whole communities, while at the same time build stronger,
more resilient support for conservation itself.

Conservation has made many significant contributions 
to American society — in land protection, in law, and
hopefully now, in culture itself. In the first era, we saw the
land but not the people. In this new era, we value most the
relationship between the two.

Our movement has been on a long journey. Emblematic
of the beginning of that journey is this story: John Muir
arrived in Glacier Bay, Alaska by canoe with a Presbyterian
minister in 1879. Muir was awed by the vast forces at work
in this sweeping landscape of mountain, glacier and sea.
Being in Glacier Bay made Muir feel fully alive, and he
translated his experiences in a series of popular articles sent
in installments to the San Francisco Bulletin even before 
he got back to California. Muir’s writing led directly to the
creation of Glacier Bay National Monument in 1925 and
helped establish the dominant theme of the early conserva-
tion movement: Keep safe what you find valuable by
removing people and other species that may threaten it.
Our national park system is indebted to these first efforts 
at forming a practice of conservation. 

No one, tourist or Tlingit, isn’t grateful that Glacier Bay
remains today a largely healthy and whole ecosystem. Muir
had a powerful vision that served nature well, but his vision
was incomplete: he saw the landscape and not the people.
On that first trip to Glacier Bay 125 years ago, as he tells it,
Muir purposefully rocked the canoe so that his Tlingit
guide would be unable to shoot and harvest a deer. Muir
wrote this account to make clear his values, but today it
seems a sad parable of two people unable to hear each
other’s stories about different ways of being in relationship
with a place they both needed and loved. 

In 2008, with a growing human population and appetite
felt everywhere on this planet, it is no longer possible to
protect land and nature from people. No property boundary
will survive a suffering, greedy humanity. Today’s conserva-

C O N S E R V A T I O N  2 . 0
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We are grateful to all those leaders we’ve had the great
privilege to know, collaborate with, and learn from as part
of this work, and we want to especially thank those who
gave generously of their time for the survey and interviews.
We hope readers of this preliminary report will be in touch
with us to add comments, thoughts, and stories. 

With appreciation,

Helen Whybrow
E D I T O R

Helen Whybrow is the co-founder and publications director at 

Center for Whole Communities. She can be reached at

Helen@wholecommunities.org.
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Our inquiry began with a survey we conducted, in col-
laboration with the Land Trust Alliance, on the nature and
extent of community engagement among traditional land
trusts around the country. The excellent response to that
survey gave us a sense of where we are starting from. That
survey is included here. Preceding the survey is a report on
the themes and trends we found. This was prepared by
Danyelle O’Hara, drawing from the survey and on many
more in-depth follow-up interviews she initiated. 

This summer, we are also traveling to several sites around
the country to document innovative practices for communi-
ty engagement and gather the voices and stories of those 
in the center of the experience. Shamina de Gonzaga and
Gala Narezo will be profiling the work of leading conserva-
tion organizations on the West Coast, in the Southwest, 
on the East Coast and several others in between. The book
that willl result from our inquiry will be released at the
Land Trust Alliance Rally in 2009. It will include case 
studies and many more voices speaking about what it
means, and what it requires, to do “whole communities
work” successfully.
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tionists, seeing land under greater threats than ever, speak
of protecting land through “landscape-scale conservation,”
but how do these bigger approaches “save” land from 
climate change or acid rain or a public that simply no
longer cares? And when the human response to a park or
wildlife refuge is to develop all the land around the “pro-
tected” land, what have we achieved? To be meaningful and
enduring, the work of conservation must seek more than
working on a larger scale or with tougher legal statutes; it
must engage the hearts, minds, and everyday choices of
diverse people. The massive, vital work of conservation
today is to reweave this still spectacular landscape with the
human experience.

There are both moral and strategic imperatives for this
shift to Conservation 2.0. The leaders who accept these
imperatives as invitations are shaping a more vibrant and
inclusive practice of conservation by regularly asking this
question: What is the work of conservation most needed
now, and how do we really “save” land today? For many, 
the answer to this question includes people and community.
Yolanda Kakabadese, the former president of the World
Conservation Union said, “The slogan of poverty reduction
is not a fair presentation of the work of conservation
groups. We work for society. I don’t work for the tree or 
for the species alone. They are important because they
serve society.”

Conservationists have made a strategic error in assuming
that our work is more a legal act than a cultural act, 
assuming we can protect land from people through laws as
opposed to with people through relationships. The fact 
that we’ve put so much emphasis on law and the legal 
system, and relatively little emphasis on relationship and
community is why conservation easements all over the
country are being challenged, and why imminent domain
threatens more and more conserved land by taking it for
other purposes deemed more valuable by the community.

How is it that those of us who care about people and 
the land have ended up at odds with one another, unable to
find common ground? The response to this question, in a
word, is divides. A forest ecologist might call this fragmen-
tation. There’s the urban/rural divide that has pitted city
people against rural people. There’s the divide between 
rich and poor. There’s the black and white divide: people 
of color in the United States are three times as likely to 
live in poverty as whites. And here’s the most difficult part:
our movements for change are as divided and fragmented 
as our culture. Let me draw a map of some subgroups 
within the environmental movement. This graphic is
inspired by the work of Van Jones. We call this the Whole
Communities map.

First, there is the divide between those whose orientation

is largely toward people and those whose orientation is
largely toward nature. This divide is worsened by the frac-
ture between those who have privilege and those who do
not. If you have financial resources and care about nature,
you may be interested in conservation, endangered species,
wilderness, rainforests and these types of issues. If you’re
privileged and focused on people, you may be more inter-
ested in renewable energy, consumer choice and green
buildings. If you have little privilege and care most about
people, perhaps you are interested in public health,
Hurricane Katrina, democratic participation and hunger.
Lastly, if you have little privilege and care most about
nature, you may be interested in clean air, access to parks
and urban greening.

The point is this: All of these concerns are critically
important, and none will succeed without the other. Those
who care about endangered species will not make enduring
progress without those who care about Katrina. The com-
plexity of today’s problems makes it unlikely for any effort
to succeed in isolation. To focus on a single issue, like land
conservation, is today both a privilege as well as a source of
isolation. And focusing on a single issue can lead an organi-
zation to be overly competitive, more prone to exaggera-
tion, and less adaptive and resilient.

Our ability, as a movement, to reach more Americans
and conserve more land in an enduring fashion is wholly
dependent today on our capacity as individual leaders and
coalitions of organizations to bridge these divides and to
recognize new allies. This re-making of the landscape of
conservation itself, addressing who’s in and who’s out 
and who’s served and who’s not, is the hallmark of
Conservation 2.0.

T H E  M O R A L  I M P E R A T I V E

Because of conservation’s success, the community legiti-
mately expects conservation groups to go beyond narrow
mission statements about conserving land. When conserva-
tionists control a percentage of the land in a community, a
region and even a state, it shouldn’t be surprising that the
public looks to conservationists to have ethical positions on
housing, growth, wealth and the future. Increasingly a
diversity of people are challenging conservationists to
explain how they can control so much land and not look
more like the community itself. This call to conservationists
is to make visible the ethics of not only how they work but
why and for whom. 

An unintended result of the early efforts at conservation
has been to exclude many Americans. Conservation must
now be defined by the full awareness that our past efforts
removed people from the land, primarily the rural poor,
people of color, and native people. People have forever
asserted their values over other people in politics, econ-
omics and, sadly, in conservation too. At Yosemite, the
Ahwahneechee were forced out of the valley but later
brought back in to the park to change bed sheets, serve
Coca-Cola, and dress up as the more recognizable Plains
Indians. At Great Smokey Mountains National Park, almost
7,000 rural people were told to leave only to have their
barns and cabins re-assembled in a Mountain Farm Museum
where actors play at hill-country life. And more recently, 
to create the Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve in
Alaska, a 100- year practice of homesteading was stopped
and people removed from their land. Partly as a result of
this history and partly because of ongoing practices that
inadvertently make some welcome and others less welcome,
Frank and Audrey Peterman could travel through 12 
national parks in 3 months in 1995 and see only two other
African-Americans. What have we lost as a nation and as a
people when conservation became a segregated movement? 

The result, too, is that dispossessors are compromised
along with the dispossessed. No conservationist will ever
reach his or her goal without first gaining a broader sense
of history and justice and embracing Saint Augustine’s 
wisdom that one should never fight evil as if it is something
that arose totally outside oneself. If you’re the one losing
your land or access to land, it matters little if the taker is a
robber-baron, a land speculator, or a conservationist. 
Today, we must acknowledge this dispossession of native
people and others, such as Black family farmers, without
whom some significant portion of conservation would not
have been possible, and that to heal this wrong — and to
heal ourselves — requires not guilt but awareness, humility,
and the courage to go forward differently.

T H E  S T R A T E G I C  I M P E R A T I V E

In purely strategic terms, are conservationists winning or
losing the land-use race in America?  Conservationists have
been enormously successful in protecting land, marshalling
the money and skills to purchase more than 30 million acres
of land across America, but Americans are no closer, by and
large, to that land or to the values that the land teaches. 
As a result, conservation continues to be swept aside by 
the homogenizing and insulating effects of technology,
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organizations have their own specialized niche, but they
also collaborate, adapt and act interdependently. They
know their own success is dependent on those with whom
they once competed. For these leaders, “survival of the
fittest” doesn’t mean survival of the toughest, or survival of
the one with the best messaging campaign, or the closest
funding relationships, but those that cooperate and adapt.
These successful organizations are able to quickly form new
alliances, share resources, pick up new tools, and adapt to
changing conditions. The core skills of this new leader are
more relational than transactional; the new skills include
movement-building, story, holding the tension between
process and product, and developing personal and profes-
sional analyses of the role that race, power and privilege
have played in America and in our conservation movement.

When leaders and their organizations work in this man-
ner, new life flows to them. They become less brittle, more
flexible and better collaborators. These leaders are using
their land for food production and buying new land to 
create permanent locations for farmers markets. They are
processing sustainably harvested wood from conserved land
for affordable housing. They are conservationists commit-
ted to building wealth for people with low incomes by 
selling their own restricted land to co-ops, and they are
translating their newsletters and websites into Spanish.

They are committed to making a meaningful response to
global issues like climate change and scarcity of water.

Future generations will look back at the creation of very
different parks like Glacier Bay in Alaska and Central Park
in New York City with the same gratitude: they remind us
of what it means to be human in healthy relationship to the
world. We have been right to act quickly and to save these
places from the grinding, numbing wheel of the industrial
revolution. The vital work today is to re-weave people and
the land with the specific intention of creating a more
resilient community, one that cannot be achieved through
fencing people out but only through the far more challeng-
ing work of inviting people in. We will never replace the
dominant culture of fear and emptiness with a culture of
care and attention until more Americans, of all colors and
classes, carry the land in their hearts and minds. 

Peter Forbes is the co-founder and executive director of 

Center for Whole Communities. He lectures and leads workshops 

around the country on the purpose and practice of knitting together 

a stronger movement for social change and has inspired many 

to change the way they look at conservation. His books include 

The Great Remembering, Coming to Land in a Troubled World,

and What is a Whole Community?. 
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electronic media, urban sprawl, and a culture of fear that
contributes to the opposite of land conservation: destruc-
tion and the divorce between people and the land. Today,
the purpose of land conservation must be to create a 
balanced, healthy people who carry the land in their hearts, 
in their skills, and in their concerns. 

Conservation may have started with a landscape-as-
museum philosophy, and a focus on one set of cultural
needs, but the truth today is that we have conserved vast
expanses of land which hold the possibility of a return in
whole new way, in a manner never achieved before. Writer
and homesteader Hank Lentfer suggests that we need an
entirely new relationship to the land at his home ground 
at Glacier Bay. “Looking at the clear-cut hillsides around
Hoonah, I would be reluctant to return title to the Tlingit,”
he writes. On the other hand, “watching the smoke billow
from the cruise ships idling in Glacier Bay while 2,000
tourists snap pictures with disposable cameras I have to
question the wisdom of the ‘current owners.’” 

How do we translate what we really care about in a way
that brings forth a real response in our neighbors/communi-
ties? How do we expand conservation and make it endure
in America?

This is a particularly important moment in the history 
of the conservation movement. Many of our leading organi-
zations are 25, 30, and 40 years old. They have achieved
tremendous successes, and yet there are signs that some-
thing new is required. Today’s challenges are bigger and far
more complex than when many of these organizations got
started — take climate change for example. A single 
organization is less able to confront the complexity of
today’s challenges, and yet alliances with other groups 
often require new skills and competencies. At the same
time, many conservation groups see their bases of support
staying static or even shrinking as their demographic,
white, up-scale and 65 age and up, becomes a smaller and
smaller part of America.

Even more challenging is the perception of relevancy.
Conservationists have vital work to do. Wealth has 
consolidated to the point where the richest 1 percent of 
our population now controls one-third of the nation’s
wealth, creating a more dangerous and immoral divide
between haves and have-nots. By 2050, 51 percent of
United States will be non-white (major cities like SF will be
majority non-white within the next 10-15 years.) There are
political and strategic reasons to collaborate with new
groups. All the polling data and election results suggest that

people of color are the strongest supporters of conservation
measures. But how often do their constituents see the 
benefits of land conservation?

As conservationists aspire to speak to a broader range of
Americans, we must understand that people are looking first
for a response to these everyday realities. What conserva-
tionists do, provide people with a relationship to land, is
still medicine for that which most ails our culture. Our
healthy relationship to land is the means by which humans
generate, re-create, and renew transcendent values such as
community, meaning, beauty, love and the sacred, on which
both ethics and morality depend.

But somehow this important work is criticized for being
elitist and the providence of just the wealthy. How did that
unintentional outcome arise, and why is it a critique that
has stuck? What is keeping us from becoming something
new?

A substantial part of the answer, unfortunately, is success.
In learning how to play the games of real estate, public
finance and tax law we’ve picked up some tremendously
powerful skills. It’s taken formidable focus to hone those
skills, but the downside of that focus is that other parts of
one’s vision are left out. For successful conservation groups,
so much time and energy has been focused on what and
how that it’s been easy to lose sight of why and for whom.

Our success has also arisen from an ability to understand
and use political and economic power, and the land trust
movement has plenty of both. Not only can it effectively
buy and control land, but it can change tax laws. And with
that power comes an equal responsibility to use it equitably
for all species and all people. In an age of visual metaphors,
what is the face of land conservation today? Is it a man or a
woman? Is it white or a person of color? Does it wear a
crisp white shirt or a sweat-stained t-shirt? Or is it all of
these?This moment of becoming something new asks some-
thing entirely different of every conservationist. This call 
is not to do more, not to do bigger, but instead to pause
long enough to reconsider the very questions that have
motivated conservation, and to allow fresh answers to
evolve about why and for whom we do our work. It is to
ask the question, “What is a whole community, why should
we care, and how do we get there?

A  N E W  L E A D E R S H I P

There is a new breed of conservation leaders who run their
organizations more like an ecosystem than a business. Their
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with communities, as well as the very emergent nature of
community engagement work among land trusts, this report
is a modest effort to reflect back to land trusts some of the
different approaches to community engagement being 
tested around the country. The report, which is based on
interview and survey data, also highlights the opportunities
surfaced through community engagement, as well as the
challenges inherent for land trusts in pursuing it. In short, it
draws a portrait of where the movement is today, newly
arrived at an exciting crossroads, and beginning to make
forays down paths that have great opportunity, as well as
challenges, for re-imaging conservation on a greater, more
inclusive, longer-lasting scale. 

F I N D I N G S

I. Land Trusts operate in areas of changing 
demographics and land use patterns

A . U S E S / E C O N O M I C S  

Obvious perhaps, but important to note, is that land
trusts operate more and more in areas of shifting
demographics and land use patterns. The ownership,
use, and economies of landscapes around the United
States are changing quickly and dramatically. Some
quick examples to illustrate this include:

Rural Midwest: Large-scale industrial agriculture 
continues to grow even larger and become more 
of a player in the landscape.  

Northwest: In the forest communities, logging com-
panies have much control over the land, yet many 
of the mills have shut down, forcing communities to
look for other revenue, such as tourism.  

East Coast urban: Land use and land access issues
changing with changing demographics and dramatic
fluxuations in housing market. 

West coast: Issues with tourism versus agriculture in
many coastal areas, the rising price of land making
many smaller communities feel like they’re losing
their character and the opportunities they had for
agriculture and for middle and working class people.  

B .  R A C E

Of the fourteen organizations interviewed, seven 
are in historically “white landscapes” – Iowa (Iowa
Natural Heritage Foundation), Wisconsin (Natural

Heritage Lands Trust), Maine (Maine Coast Heritage
Trust), Vermont (Vermont Land Trust), Oregon
(Connecticut Land Trust), Washington (Columbia
Land Conservany and Cascade Land Trust), and
Idaho (Wood River Land Trust) – where relatively
small populations of color tend to be clustered in
urban areas, and where rural areas have remained pre-
dominantly white, even with the growing Hispanic
labor force. Among states in the interview pool with
higher populations of color, like Massachusetts 
(The Trustees of Reservations) and Pennsylvania 
(The Nature Conservancy-Pennsylvania), rural areas
have remained largely white. In California, the rural
landscapes where the land trusts interviewed work are
predominantly white in one (Brentwood Agricultural
Land Trust) and in the other there is a significant non
owning Hispanic labor force (Big Sur Land Trust). In
the south (Black Family Land Trust), rural communi-
ties have historically been African American, white,
and reflect the national trends with growing Hispanic
populations. In Santa Fe, New Mexico (Santa Fe
Community Trust), the white population is concen-
trated in the city and the rural population is com-
posed principally of Indo-Hispanic families who have
been engaged in farming and ranching since the
colonial era.

C .  C L A S S

Class is closely linked to the economic uses of the
land and to race. In some of the states where land
trusts were interviewed, the rich and poor divide in
rural areas is stark, with a fairly clear line separating
big ranchers and growers, forestry companies, corpo-
rate agriculture and everyone else. In states where
small-scale farming has remained the norm, like
Vermont, rural class is more complex – very wealthy,
middle class, and low income people all share the
landowner title. This trend of low income landowners
with few assets other than their land is similar among
African Americans in the south and Indo-Hispanic
families in New Mexico, where the land has been
passed down through the generations for many cen-
turies. In New Mexico, these Indo-Hispanic families
share the same community as with the predominantly
white and wealthy urban Santa Fe community, 
relative newcomers to the area. In the Big Sur region
of California, the coastal community is wealthy and
predominantly white, as are the rural grower and
rancher communities. However, the rural labor force
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P R E F A C E  

There’s really been a dramatic transformation – if you’re 
uncomfortable with the idea of change, it’s unsettling.

ANDY KENDALL,  THE TRUSTEES OF RESERVATIONS 

It is a critical moment in the history of land conservation.
Awareness is growing among land conservation professionals
that much of the long-term success of their work depends
upon the ability to develop a vision for conservation that
resonates with the communities they serve and work in. 
But even more than this, the success of conservation
depends upon the conservation sector’s ability to develop
relationships with these same communities that allow for the
co-creation and co-ownership of the vision. As such, land
trusts and others are seeking models and tools to increase
their effectiveness in working with and in communities. 

In an effort to help establish a baseline for developing
models and tools, the Center for Whole Communities, in
partnership with the Land Trust Alliance, conducted an
online survey of land trusts throughout the United States.
The data presented here, and the full survey attached to the
end of this report, is based on 361 responses from 39 states
in the country. This response rate represents close to 
a quarter of U.S. land trusts that are members of the 
Land Trust Alliance. Subsequently, the Center for Whole
Communities interviewed fourteen senior staff of land trusts

in depth, building on the data collected in the survey to 
get a fuller understanding of those responses and trends.
The land trusts selected for these interviews represent the
different geographical and cultural areas in which land
trusts operate across the country. The purpose of the survey
and interviews was to better understand how land trusts
perceive and engage in the communities they serve and of
which they are a part.

The survey and interviews provided a space for practi-
tioners to reflect and report on different types of communi-
ty, rationales for community involvement, and approaches
for engaging the community. Through these reflections, 
we heard again and again the need for a broad range of case
studies and examples of land trust work in and with commu-
nities. While individual land trusts want and need to 
understand how community engagement works in their 
specific communities and places, they also need models of
how other organizations with missions similar to their own
and in familiar landscapes are doing this work. 

Recognizing that there are no “set” strategies for working

L A N D  T R U S T S  A N D  

C O M M U N I T Y  E N G A G E M E N T

A  R E P O R T  B A S E D  O N  S U R V E Y  A N D  I N T E R V I E W  D A T A

P R E P A R E D  F O R  T H E  C E N T E R  F O R  W H O L E  C O M M U N I T I E S

Danyelle O’Hara     May, 2008

This survey was conducted in collaboration with the Land Trust Alliance and with the help of 

Mark C. Ackelson, President of the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation, as a part of his Kingsbury 

Browne Award from the Land Trust Alliance and Fellowship from the Lincoln Institute of Land 

Policy fellowship. We are deeply grateful for their partnership. 

We would also like to give special appreciation to those who participated in the survey, and who 

gave generously of their time to the interviews. We welcome any feedback on this study. 

Thank you. 
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over the past few years, we’ve revised the constituency 
to be future generations in the Bay Area who want 
and need a source of food.” 
KATHRYN LYDDAN, 

BRENTWOOD AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST

The Trustees of Reservations’ charter has always been to
serve the state of Massachusetts, but it hasn’t always
executed its mission with attention to diversity in the
state. This has changed significantly over the past ten
years as the organization has set about raising its aware-
ness and building its capacity to live into its mission. 

“We see our mission as providing access across the 
state to all people in urban, suburban and rural 
communities. Historically the organization may have
had that same mission, but didn’t pursue it with 
success in urban and diverse communities.” 

ANDY KENDALL,  TRUSTEES OF RESERVATIONS

III. Support and Membership

Whom a land trust serves is deeply entwined with who
supports the land trust. Most of the larger, more estab-
lished land trusts reported that their support base is
from a wealthy, white, rich, over 50-year-old urban pop-
ulation that does not necessarily live where the land
trust operates. As land trusts begin planning and moving
toward change in their constituency, they find that edu-
cating their support base (including boards of directors)
about the reasons and opportunities for this change is
critical. Although this process of explaining the needs
for a new direction is not always easy, it is often met
with support. When asked about this topic, most direc-
tors reported that their boards are “very supportive.” 
For example, both Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation
and Big Sur Land Trust have recently completed strate-
gic planning processes with community engagement as
an important dimension. 

According to the survey responses, land trusts consider
membership to be the most effective method for provid-
ing feedback to and informing the land trust’s work.
Thus, as land trusts seek to expand and diversify their
constituencies, it follows that the membership base
should reflect these changes, bringing in new voices and
viewpoints of what is relevant to the work. What is
shown to be extremely important is that as land trusts
expand their reach they also adapt their approach and

work with, not for, their new members, understanding
and listening to what is needed before coming in 
with a plan. 

The reasons for expanding the membership base go
beyond expanding constituencies, however. Other
important considerations include increased name recog-
nition; more perceived relevance so that people see the
land trust as part of the fabric of the community rather
than a rarefied type of operation supported only by the
elite; and increased access to diversified sources of 
funding and influence that might result from this
enhanced relevance.

Jane Arbuckle of Maine Coast Heritage Trust put it 
this way: “Trying to broaden the membership base has several
reasons – one, financially, we’ve had a core of generous donors
and now they’re old, so financially we’ve got to broaden that
base. But in addition, politically we need a broad base of 
support to get land legislation passed. To get more land, we 
need more people who know and like us and want to give land.
Finally, there’s stewardship – people who live near conserved
lands supporting them is the most important tool over the 
long term.” 

Expanding the membership base will involve re-thinking
and possibly changing the definitions and boundaries of
what members are and do. For example, as a land trust’s
membership changes to reflect the race and class 
diversity of the communities they serve or seek to serve,
that land trust must make a shift from thinking of mem-
bership as less about financial support and political
power to more about stewardship, ownership, and other
ways of supporting the land trust. Many find this added
dimension challenging. 

What the interviews revealed is that although most 
land trusts are eager to expand their memberships, 
none wants to lose the base of support they currently
has. Thus, expanding membership must include ample
education among staff and board about new recruitment,
as well as strategies for retaining support among those
who are not yet necessarily on board with the new
directions the land trust seeks to move. Finally, some
land trusts reported that as their visions grow they 
are exploring new sources of support to lessen their
financial reliance on their membership and increase
their programmatic flexibility.
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is mostly Hispanic, and behind the “lettuce curtain”
in the Salinas Valley, the urban communities are pri-
marily Hispanic and have few financial resources. In
another example that points out the complexities of
land use and class, the white farmers in Brentwood
County, California, an agricultural community forty
miles from the Bay Area, operate at a much smaller
and tenuous scale than the corporate growers in the
Big Sur region. These farmers have become more and
more vulnerable in the face of development interests
that have played a key role in Brentwood County’s
tremendous growth (from 14,000 to 75,000 between
1990 and 2005). 

II. Where, and whom, do land trusts serve? 

Land trusts operate, often, in areas of shifting demo-
graphics and complex interplays between land use, race,
and class. One of the goals of this survey was to get a
snapshot of how that reality is also reflected in land
trusts’ work. The survey and interviews showed that
there is not always alignment between where a land
trust works and who has historically benefited from the
land trust’s work. For example, Daniel Claussen of the
Santa Fe Conservation Trust reported that historically
they have served the ”Santa Fe upper class crowd,
landowners,” though that is changing. Mark Ackelson of
Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation described that they
work mostly in the rural environment but that most of
their members are urban dwellers. 

The question of where a land trust works and who it
serves becomes more complex the more geographically
dispersed the land trust is. Those doing statewide or
regional work pursue their missions across large and often
complex landscapes. As Mark Ackelson added, “We oper-
ate statewide, so this whole issue of who is our community
has been really challenging our thinking.” Some land
trusts have chosen a community or demographic approach
– rather than a landscape approach – from the outset, and
thereby narrowing their focus. The Black Family Land
Trust in the rural south, the Brentwood Agricultural Land
Trust in northern California and the Santa Fe Conser-
vation Trust, in Santa Fe are all examples of land trusts that
work in specific regions or communities, with specific
populations. Another solution some land trusts have found
is to have both conservation easement programs and 
community programs. The conservation programs may
continue serving the traditional constituency while the
community programs reach beyond it. 

Most land trusts interviewed and many survey respon-
dents appear to be at a dynamic crossroads, particularly
in terms of who they seek to serve – what was true ten
or even five years ago may be completely different now.
Of the fourteen land trusts we interviewed, eleven 
indicated rethinking their constituencies. While in the
past many land trusts protected land for urban-based
elites interested primarily in maintaining their quality of
life, many of those same land trusts seek to broaden and
deepen the base of people they serve and multiply their
reasons for protecting land. In doing so, they increase
the relevance of their work for a larger portion of the
population and find that they gain greater support 
and name recognition, as well as address broader 
social issues.

For example, Santa Fe Conservation Trust initially
worked with the white Santa Fe community, and
increasingly is working with Indo Hispanic agricultural
communities outside of Santa Fe and Hispanic commu-
nities in the city. ”Now we’re just beginning to really target
the Indo Hispanic agriculture community and doing outreach
with tribes as well,” reported director Daniel Claussen.

The Big Sur Land Trust initially worked with the
wealthy from Carmel most interested in stemming
growth to maintain their lifestyles. They have now
expanded this to a diverse range of stakeholders (grow-
ers, ranchers, elite Carmelites, urban youth of color
from Salinas, Hispanic rural workers, etc.) in Big Sur and
the Salinas Valley. “The lettuce curtain is the divide between
the Salinas Valley, which is majority Latino (it just tipped that
way in recent years) and the coastal communities (Carmel,
Pebble Beach, Monterey, and Big Sur) … We’re trying to
bring the lettuce curtain down.” says Bill Leahy.

The Vermont Land Trust has always served a range of
people across the state, but is now in the process of
identifying new methods and approaches to reaching
deeper into the class (and increasingly race) issues,
understanding how privilege works, and learning how
conservation can be an effective agent for broad based
community change. 

Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust started out with a
focus on saving predominantly white middle class family
farms in Brentwood County, but is now expanding to
Bay Area underserved families concerned about obesity. 

“While we may have spent the first few years 
thinking the farm families were the constituents, 
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[We have to] overcome the fact that we’re looked at as
an elitist, coastal organization. Land conservation is
seen as a luxury that most can’t afford. 
BILL  LEAHY

V. Access to Protected Lands

This survey addressed the issue of land access because it
is one of the most fundamental measures of a land trust’s
engagement with a community. How accessible are its
protected lands, and who is most likely to use them?
What are the barriers to public access and how might
those be overcome to make land conservation less 
exclusive? We found a range of responses.

A. Almost all of the land trusts interviewed do ease-
ments for private landowners and cannot control
what kinds of access private landowners will allow.
Most land trusts reported that private landowners do
not generally allow public access.

B. Most land trusts interviewed take multiple approach-
es to use and access of lands they protect and own or
that are in public ownership. All interviewed allow
some level of public access to at least some of their
sites, and most allow more than that. 

Our general rule is that we allow traditional uses 
[i.e. fishing and hunting] of the land. We made that
decision because it’s just how you have to get along 
with the community. 
ERIC ALLEN,  COLUMBIA LAND TRUST

We really focus on making sure the people who live
where the preserves are know about them. We’re 
conserving them for those people – to continue their 
traditional uses. 
JANE ARBUCKLE,  MAINE COAST HERITAGE TRUST

For the most part we actively invite access to the land
we protect. Hunters and fishers – we actively invite
unless there’s a reason not to. 
BILL  KUNZE,  THE NATURE CONSERVANCY-PENNSYLVANIA

Access is sometimes prohibited or strictly limited 
due to fragile ecosystems that cannot support 
extensive human activity.

Some of our land has protected species, we don’t 
even tell people about that land. 
ERIC ALLEN,  COLUMBIA LAND TRUST

Some land trusts manage access to their sites with
careful attention to carrying capacity.

C. Survey responses indicated that 15.5% of land trusts
post “No Trespassing” or “No Entry” signs on their
land. Among that 15.5%, over half (51.5%) said that
they post less than a tenth of their land; 14.7% said
they post a quarter of it; 13.2% said they post about
a half; and 20.6% said they post more than half of
their land.

D. Certain land trusts have programs specifically focused
on public access and have plans to expand these pro-
grams (VLT, BSLT). The Trustees of Reservations
seeks to increase the diversity of people who use
their sites, all of which allow public access. 

Public access programs are not without their 
challenges, and in some ways might even seem char-
acterized by them. For example, while trails programs
tend to serve a broad range of people, INHF high-
lighted that they can be contentious, drawing even
deeper dichotomies between constituencies that are
already at odds, for example, rural and urban 
residents. They also bring into focus different feel-
ings about how the land should be used, and tensions
about the pace of change. In rural Iowa, where small
towns are dying, communities are losing their 
railroads, farms are in crisis, there is a lot of turmoil,
and more change is looked at with fear and great
resistance. There’s still an attitude that every acre
ought to be farmed. One key strategy Iowa Natural
Heritage Foundation has employed for managing
conflict in their trails program is to slow down 
their work. “Since we’ve become more attuned to these
issues, we’ve begun slowing the progress down and engaging
our neighbors … In one case, where we started out [seen as]
opposition, now we’re joining the communities,” explained
Mark Ackelson. 

VI. What do land trusts mean by community
engagement? 

In an effort to get a greater understanding of how land
trusts define what they do, how they do it, and how
they might describe community engagement, we asked a
set of questions related to this in the survey and inter-
views. We came away with a broad array of responses,
showing again the different approaches among tradi-
tional land trusts, as well as the different geographies
and landscapes in which they operate. We found from
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IV. What is the rationale for working with 
communities?

The survey revealed a widespread awareness that land
trusts need to be engaged with the communities they
serve, whether or not they are already doing so. While
93.4 percent of survey respondents said that they con-
sider number of “acres conserved” an indicator of their
success, 84.6 percent also said that collaborative efforts
with the community was a critical indicator of success.
These figures indicate that there is significant overlap
between the perceived importance of protecting land
and engaging communities. According to directors of
land trusts we interviewed in more depth on this ques-
tion, the rationales and aspirations for community
engagement and how they articulate with land protec-
tion vary widely. Some key themes that we can pull out
from these responses include:

Community engagement allows land trusts to be good
neighbors, for public relations and public support for
the land trust’s work. This category of rationale might
also include a desire to be more relevant in the commu-
nity and / or an interest in accessing a broader base 
of funding. 

“We want to be better known in the community. We
have very poor name recognition – not necessarily a
bad reputation, just no reputation at all. We want to
figure out how to be known and be relevant.” 
J IM WELSH,  NATURAL HERITAGE LANDS TRUST

Community engagement is seen by some as a critical
means to the end goal of conservation – a way to unite
people around the connection to and stewardship of 
the land.

I see us becoming a land conservation organization that
truly believes that working with the community is the
only way to conserve land. 
JANE ARBUCKLE,  MAINE COAST HERITAGE TRUST

However, the reverse is also true: some see conservation
as the means for community engagement and communi-
ty building – conservation as a tool for bringing the
community together and ultimately building capacity to
define and address community needs.

[The] greatest challenge and most important need to
bridge is ownership from the community. So often envi-
ronmental and conservation work happens from the top

down, from the outside. The big challenge is how do we
as organizations support the visions and facilitate a
more cohesive vision emerging from the inside out. Re-
conceptualizing and restructuring how we approach
projects, strategic planning, and fundraising for that
matter, as well as organizational board membership –
from the inside out. Flipping traditional project work on
its head. 
DANIEL  CLAUSSEN,  SANTA FE COMMUNITY TRUST

How do you build capacity and infrastructure around
people making decisions and taking action? … 
GIL  L IV INGSTON,  VERMONT LAND TRUST

How do we become an extension of the community …
the executive arm of communities empowering 
themselves? 
DANIEL  CLAUSSEN 

Community engagement is seen by others as a way to
build capacity for community-centered conservation
where communities define their own conservation goals. 

We’re excellent on the deal side, excellent on the 
advocacy side, people know us, but we tend to do deals
to communities. [We] need to figure out how to engage
people in the choices about what gets protected, how it
gets protected. 
GIL  L IV INGSTON

The Trustees of Reservations has always thought we
know what land to protect and that peoples’ thoughts
aren’t that important. [We now] know, because of our
strategic focus on engagement, that it’s what people 
view as important places that need to be protected. 
ANDY KENDALL,  TRUSTEES OF RESERVATIONS

If you read our plan it’s not a land and acre plan, it’s 
a partnership plan … We want to make room for a 
lot of people to influence the specifics of it … work 
with our partners to define where we are working and
what the “opportunity map” is. 
BILL  LEAHY,  B IG SUR LAND TRUST

To work in a more diverse community requires not only
cultural competency and visionary leadership, but the
willingness to change the organization from within in
order to overcome perceptions, approaches, or histories
that have been divisive. 
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We’re one of the few organizations that can do it
because we’re taking a nonpolitical approach to land
use. We pick projects that can bring members of the
community to have discussions about projects that 
meet a lot of needs. When the project is done, we can 
see that we’ve brought together the rancher, Latino, 
and environmental communities. 

BILL  LEAHY,  BSLT

There are significant challenges in trying to play the
role that BSLT seeks to play, not the least of which is
cultivating trusting relationships among the different
players. An example given earlier that came up often
in the course of this study is that many land trusts
must overcome the fact that they are seen as an elitist
white organizations by relatively poor communities
of color, some of whom they seek to serve.

Just because we say we’re going to do this doesn’t 
mean that we have folks rushing over to join us. 
There are huge trust, language, and skin color barriers. 

BILL  LEAHY,  BSLT

To use another example of this approach to commu-
nity conservation, The Wood River Land Trust
(WRLT) is using land as an organizing mechanism to
initiate a conversation about land use and collabora-
tion in Sun Valley, Idaho. With the help of the
Center for Whole Communities, a consortium was
formed to facilitate dialogues among the different
nonprofit, governmental, and private organizations
about how their respective activities overlap and
impact (both positively and negatively) one another.
This sharing and greater awareness across sectors has
led to increased cross-pollination among programs
and a collective sense of working toward a common
good. The challenges include turnover in the consor-
tium, uneven expectations which lead to uneven
effort, and a desire on the part of some to do projects
and create action versus that on the part of others to
keep the consortium a place for discussion rather
than project implementation. 

D .  E N G A G E  I N  U R B A N  I S S U E S  T H AT  I M PA C T

C O N S E R VAT I O N  ( A F F O R D A B L E  H O U S I N G ,

S M A R T  G R O W T H )

Some land trusts are working with their communities
on social issues that include land and conservation

less directly but no less significantly. For instance,
Cascade Land Conservancy (CLC) is working with
multiple partners to make cities in the Washington
Cascade region appealing and affordable places to
live, work, and raise families. One of CLC’s key
strategies is to help identify and create opportunities
for affordable housing in cities. Santa Fe
Conservation Trust (SFCT) is also working with cities
and counties on affordable housing master planning.
SFCT can help guide and offer incentives through
open space preservation, and in doing so, possibly
leverage a greater percentage of affordable housing in
certain developments. Vermont Land Trust also works
on affordable housing issues by helping to identify
tax credits and other incentives. 

We heard often that partnering in sectors that are
new to land trusts is challenging. For example,
Natural Heritage Land Trust (NHLT) reported that
their partnership with the affordable housing commu-
nity has felt like a forced marriage because they have
yet to find areas of common ground. Because land
protected by NHLT tends to be in rural areas where
bus lines don’t run and access to work, shopping,
school, and other destinations would be difficult, the
obvious role of providing land for affordable housing
is perhaps not the most useful role NHLT could play.
In order to effectively partner, it may be necessary for
land trusts to build capacity in affordable housing
policy, tax credits, and other areas so that they have a
menu of things to bring to the partnership table, as
mentioned in the following section.

E .  W O R K  W I T H  C O M M U N I T I E S  T O  I D E N T I F Y

W AY S  C O N S E R VAT I O N  C A N  B E N E F I T  T H E M

A N D  T H E I R  A G E N D A S .  

Some land trusts are helping communities gain 
access to new programs and/or funding, or can help
underserved groups build capacity and have more of
a voice in decision making. To play this role fully
requires that land trusts bring a certain level of
expertise, including the information about (and even
access to) funding and other benefits, as well as 
connections, innovations, and imagination to lever-
age what others bring to the table. Examples include:

Santa Fe Conservation Trust (SFCT) is working
with rural Indo Hispanic agricultural communities
to understand and take advantage of agriculture tax
credits. This makes the community work SFCT is
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the survey that the work of land trusts, as they define it,
falls into some general categories, all of which includes
this notion of community engagement: 

A . C O N N E C T  P E O P L E  W I T H  L A N D  

P R O T E C T E D  B Y  L A N D  T R U S T S

Examples of programs linking urban people with rural
land include: Trustees of Reservations (TTOR) makes
its property available for use by partner organiza-
tions, such as the Boys/Girls Club and the YMCA for
youth camps; Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation
(INHF) convened an initiative to provide transporta-
tion for urban kids to participate in nature programs;
Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust seeks to provide
fresh produce from Brentwood County farmers for
Bay Area kids.

Providing Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
farms with a land base for their operations allows
land trusts to make connections with the agricultural
sector. INHF and Natural Heritage Lands Trust are
looking at CSAs as a potential area of intervention,
while TTOR already does it on a large scale. In fact,
TTOR sees CSAs as a critical strategy for getting
people onto the land. 

B .  C O N N E C T  B O T H  R U R A L  A N D  U R B A N  
P E O P L E  M O R E  D E E P LY  W I T H  T H E  L A N D
T H E Y  I N H A B I T

Rural: Both Santa Fe Conservation Trust (SFCT) and
Black Family Land Trust (BFLT) seek to help tradi-
tional farmers and agriculturalists move to the center
of the conversation about conservation by helping
them see themselves as the “true conservationists”
with a role to play in setting the conservation agenda
in their respective states. 

[We want to] help articulate a land conservation 
ethic that already exists within the landowning and
agricultural community. Help the larger New Mexico
culture understand that this heritage of traditional 
agriculture is the foundation for conservation in 
the state. 
DANIEL  CLAUSSEN,  SFCT

The challenge is to help [African American] 
landowners see that they have been the conservationists
– they have stewarded some of North Carolina’s most
precious natural areas. 
DANNETTE SHARPLEY,  BFLT

The aspiration on the part of land trusts to help com-
munities of color and other marginalized communi-
ties come to the agenda-setting table is significant
given that these communities have historically been
excluded from those conversations and decisions.
Though critical to breaking down the cultural and
social barriers to conservation, to be more inclusive
also presents challenges from the outset: the conser-
vation sector has often been perceived as having
played a role in reinforcing exclusion, and therefore
has to be very skillful and aware in its approach, if it
wants to work differently:

[The] legacy of black landownership is one of hard
fought gains, scandalous, unjust loss. Conservation
groups represented overwhelming by wealthy white 
professionals look like any other groups that have been
trying to take their [African American] land for 
generations. 
DANNETTE SHARPLEY,  BFLT

Urban: The Bronx Land Trust (BLT) is chartered to
bring the community together through community
gardens. The methods and approaches BLT uses
include outreach, technical assistance, conflict 
resolution, and capacity building to help community
members make use of the resources available to them.
BLT also facilitates broader inclusion by helping to
identify alternative roles for traditional garden 
“gatekeepers” (people involved with gardens over
such a long period that they begin to see the 
gardens as “theirs” rather than the community’s), 
as well as for youth, whom elders often fear and 
distrust. 

C .  D E V E L O P  A N D  U S E  L A N D - B A S E D  P R O G R A M S

T O  S E R V E  A S  O R G A N I Z I N G  M E C H A N I S M S

F O R  C O M M U N I T Y  B U I L D I N G ,  P R O V I D I N G  A

L I N K  A M O N G  D I V E R S E  C O N S T I T U E N T S .  

An example of this is the work at Big Sur Land Trust
(BSLT). They are involved in (and often initiate) 
land based projects that bring together a broad base
of the community, such as municipal governments
together with nonprofits, large scale growers and
ranchers, and the wealthy coastal community. BSLT 
is able to play this role because they have intention-
ally taken a nonpolitical stance to the very political
issue of land use.
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For example, SFCT has found that glossy brochures and
aggressive outreach aren’t effective in the Indo Hispanic
agricultural communities they are working in.

Relationship building, capacity building, and community
organizing take time and resources and may be a serious
challenge for small land trusts that have access to fewer
resources. This study revealed clearly how some organi-
zations have the budget and capacity to hire staff to
focus on things like exploring economic benefits to 
conservation, learning new and beneficial tax credit 
programs, and reaching out to underserved communi-
ties, while for others, doing this kind of work will
depend on their ability to form partnerships. 

VIII. Partnerships to enhance competence and
extend reach 

“One way we’ve been able to accelerate [our work] is
by finding good strong partners. We have a culture of
having to do it all ourselves, and that’s limiting …
Turning this thing up in magnitude is about thinking
beyond our four walls.” 

ANDY KENDALL,  TRUSTEES OF RESERVATIONS

Some key lessons around partnerships that were articu-
lated in interviews include:

1. A merger of two organizations requires the 
willingness and ability to merge not just financial
resources and databases, but the cultures of the
two organizations coming together. This involves
recognizing the value of both and not letting the
bigger one (or more culturally dominant one) 
subsume the other. 

2. Being clear about the strategic advantage the 
land trust offers in a partnership pushes a land
trust to remain true to its mission. This requires
maintaining a balance between building enough 
capacity to interface effectively with partners 
on the issues being addressed through the 
partnership and staying focused on the expertise
and knowledge the land trust brings to the 
relationship.

When you look at a big project like this [childhood 
obesity in the Bay Area] … you have to remember
what everyone’s mission is. Our piece of it in working
with these counties with farmers is to do the research 
and say ... do we have the supply to meet this

demand? How does the economics of this work for
farmers? Can they make more money? Will it 
improve the economic sustainability of urban edge
agriculture? Folks in the communities will figure out
who needs to get the food, distribution to them, 
education about nutrition, etc. 
KATHRYN LYDDAN, BALT

3. Partnerships can result in new resources and 
initiatives that wouldn’t otherwise have been
tapped:

The emergence of new partnerships in sectors that 
conservation has not traditionally partnered with
means that there is access to new resources and that
different and more innovative types of work can 
get done. They leverage one another’s resources. 
This extends to funders, who are now speaking the 
hybrid language of cross sectoral work. 
DANIEL  CLAUSSEN,  SFCT

Overall, we heard that land trusts are finding a great
level of interest in and receptivity to partnerships and 
to what they can bring to the table 

Overall, the community is way ahead of us on this.
They’re like, “What took you so long?” And they are
very excited about it. Folks want to come on board,
they see a role for themselves. This is coming from 
business people, the ranching community, we’re even 
getting a glimpse of it in the grower community (who
are really fierce property rights people) … There’s a 
lot of pent up demand for this that is very exciting. 
BILL  LEAHY,  BSLT

Wealthy nonprofits operating in Vermont that could
have a connection with land, but haven’t, so now 
we’re connecting with them. Women’s organizations 
– all low income, women coming out of incarceration 
– developing a housing project that we could partner 
with them on … Interesting constellation of different
organizations hitting low income communities around
health, food issues. It’s an opportunity to connect with
younger people because it’s more like mission work, 
it’s more tangible. People are very receptive. 
GIL  L IV INGSTON,  VLT

Critical ingredients in a partnership include a willing-
ness to be open, take risks, and think outside the 
conservation box:
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doing legitimate to their board and it gives them
credibility in their community. 

A number of land trusts are working with afford-
able housing organizations to help them under-
stand and take advantage of open space tax credits. 

The founding premise of Black Family Land Trust is
to use traditional conservation tools to help stem
and reverse the loss of land among black farming
families in the south.

Some land trusts, such as Maine Coast Heritage
Trust and Vermont Land Trust are seeking to iden-
tify revenue streams through land based and/or
agricultural enterprises and develop models for
helping others to incubate profitable enterprises
that allow them to stay on the land and continue
traditions of sustainable working landscapes. There
is no cookie cutter formula, as the solutions are dif-
ferent in different landscapes. In Vermont, agricul-
tural opportunities are supported by Vermont’s
wholesome and clean ”brand”, a fairly intact con-
nection to the land, a tradition of working land-
scapes, and proximity to urban markets. This
model will be difficult to replicate in places that are
more rural, or are less rural and have lost much of
their working lands to sprawl. 

VII. Changing Organizations 

What we saw from this study is that a shift in orienta-
tion towards community engagement requires a new
organizational culture, which must not just be under-
stood, but ultimately owned and implemented, by both
board and staff. A new organizational structure may
begin with a board and staff that are more representative
of the community the land trust is engaged in, but it
doesn’t end there. It requires a great deal of education,
training, dialogue, and redesigning that takes into
account the issues of power and privilege as they play
out around land, and that includes skill-building to
reach out and build new alliances. 

Gil Livingston of Vermont Land Trust put it this way:
[We need to be] engaging staff in the larger constellation of
values that drive the organization. [We] need to figure out a
way to have a direct conversation about land and privilege. 

At one end of the spectrum of how a land trust must
change, is that board and staff must have the under-
standing to explain and promote the new values of the

organization to external audiences. This includes 
funders, who must understand and be willing to support
a fundamentally different metric of success. Some land
trusts interviewed indicated observing changes of this
nature in the foundation community.

… funders with different areas of focus that historically
don’t cross over are starting to  think more holistically
about the approaches they support. 

DANNETTE SHARPLEY,  BFLT

Another needed change in approach that was mentioned
is an orientation toward the long term. This is also criti-
cal in community engagement work, and is fundamen-
tally different from the timeframe required for conduct-
ing real estate deals. This requires a fundamental shift in
the way that an organization views its mission, does its
work, and allocates its resources.

Some [of the lesson] is learning that some things work
themselves out with time. Some is realizing that this is
the long haul. 

KATHRYN LYDDAN, BALT

We have to figure out where to put our resources. It
takes a lot of time [so] there’s always an interesting sort
of tension … how much can we do? We’re stable finan-
cially and we’re able to do more. A lot of land trusts
just aren’t, local land trusts are often month to month.
I’m on the board of one … I know all this stuff, but I’m
not implementing it on that board because I know the
organization just doesn’t have the resources. 

JANE ARBUCKLE,  MCHT

To approach conservation as a mechanism for communi-
ty building, land trusts are finding that they must take
more of a community organizing approach to conserva-
tion. In addition to all the technical skills required to do
conservation work, relationship and community building
work require (among other things) patience, listening,
adaptability, availability, and the ability to do one-on-
ones. BLFT has learned that what is most effective is
taking time and learning the language – in a figurative,
literal, cultural, and social sense – of a community. 

What we heard is that the skills and approach to work
described above may not be readily available in tradi-
tional land trusts, which are often based in a practice 
of transactions. Community engagement and the 
relationships that are at its base are not transactional.
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There are opportunities for real partnerships so long 
as we’re comfortable spending time with people we 
normally wouldn’t and thinking about things that 
are not traditionally land conservation. There are 
big opportunities. 

BILL  LEAHY,  BSLT

I actually think this is a much more exciting way 
of going about land conservation. The traditional 
bread and butter deal making land conservation is 
quite limiting. 

ANDY KENDALL,  TTOR

As critical as partnerships are to land trusts’ ability to
truly engage communities and affect change, bringing
all of the necessary groups to together to identify 
common ground remains a relatively new kind of 

challenge that many recognize and that most sectors
(conservation and others) have not yet mastered:

It’s going to take an effort that is much larger than 
the organization [SFCT]. How do you bring all 
the different groups together to see the commonalities – 
right now there is no venue and there is no discussion.
They want the same thing and they don’t see how 
to get it – [we] must identify and leverage the 
common ground. 

DANIEL  CLAUSSEN,  SFCT

That, it seems, is the work ahead. From this crossroads,
most seem to agree that it will take great skills – many of
them new – to move forward, but that the rewards and
opportunities for a new, more inclusive movement are not
only great, but essential.
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