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fellowship Perspective

Mark C. Ackelson

We hear a lot about com-
munities these days, 
and as individuals we 
likely belong to or live 

in several communities that may have 
shared values. In communities where 
peoples’ values and interests are not 
necessarily shared, however, interactions 
and decision making may be more 
complicated. 
 Working within the land trust net-
work, many of  us have been accultur-
ated to consider natural communities to 
the exclusion of  our human surround-
ings. to be most effective, however, we 
must deal with the complete range of  
communities and all their human and 
ecological complexities.

creating the Land trust community
In 1980 Boston attorney Kingsbury 
Browne became a fellow at the lincoln 
Institute of  land Policy. He traveled 
across the united states to explore the 
role of  nonprofit organizations in pro-
tecting land, water, wildlife, and agri-
cultural, historic, and scenic resource 
areas in their local communities. Browne 
found hundreds of  organizations, refer-
red to as land trusts, scattered across 
nearly every state, but most had little  
or no connection to one another. 
 Browne and the lincoln Institute 
later convened leaders of  many land 
trusts to explore ways to build a net-
work to strengthen their effectiveness. 
out of  that gathering grew the land 
trust exchange, which is now known  
as the land trust alliance and has  
become the voice for the national land 
conservation community. more than 
1,700 land trusts are found in every 
state, responding to local or regional 
conservation needs as defined by the 

communities of  which they are a part. 
together these organizations have  
protected some 40 million acres. 

Linking Land trusts to Local  
communities
In my position with the Iowa natural 
Heritage Foundation (InHF), I have 
dedicated my life to protecting natural 
resources. I have worked with colleagues 
and partners to conserve and restore 
special places primarily for their ecolog-
ical, scenic, and public use values. the 
Foundation’s work is supported primar-
ily by urban residents, but almost all  
of  our work occurs in rural areas. 
 other land trusts work in urban   
or urbanizing neighborhoods, wilder-
ness areas, tourist sites, or landscapes 
with diverse agriculture. some land 
trusts work entirely within one commu-
nity, county, watershed, or state, while 
others work nationally or internation-
ally. some work to protect community 
gardens and parks, high-quality natural 
areas, entire ecosystems, greenways and 
trails, water quality, wildlife habitat, or 
historic sites. Defining, understanding, 
and engaging the human communities 
in many of  these diverse settings can  
be challenging but also rewarding.
 one major difference between InHF 
and most other land trusts is our trails 
work, which can be controversial and 
difficult to manage. trails require tena-
city, complex financing, and political 
will, but they connect people and com-
munities to each other and to nature. 
they also help build networks of  users 
among local advocates, volunteers, and 
civic leaders who work together to  
acquire, develop, manage, enhance,  
and integrate trail use into the fabric of  
the community. InHF’s trail work has 
helped me appreciate this rich land/
people/community connection.

 Conservation activity is sometimes 
framed as protecting land from people 
through laws and legal systems. But if  
we do not help to build relationships 
between people and the land, our ef-
forts will be challenged and may very 
well be lost. as Iowa-born conserva-
tionist aldo leopold (1949, viii) stated, 
“We abuse land because we regard it  
as a commodity belonging to us. When 
we see land as a community to which 
we belong, we may begin to use it  
with love and respect.” 
 the way we interact with land and 
water says a lot about our future and 
our relationships with each other. land 
trusts already respect our natural com-
munities, but we need to respect our 
human communities as well. We appre-
ciate the interconnected web of  nature, 
but too often think of  it as something 
abstract rather than part of  the social/
community web.

a study of community
In early 2008 I helped explore these 
issues in a survey of  land trusts under-
taken in a collaboration between the 
land trust alliance and the Center  
for Whole Communities (2008). the 
purpose of  the survey and interviews 
was to better understand how land trusts 
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perceive and engage with the commu-
nities they serve. the report data came 
from 361 respondents in 39 states,  
representing nearly a quarter of  the 
land trusts in the country. respondents 
understood the need to engage commu-
nities in their work, even if  they were 
not already doing so. 
 the survey and interviews showed 
that there was often, but not always,  
a lack of  connection between where  
a land trust operates and the primary  
beneficiaries of  their work. the results 
help us understand where the movement 
is today, and what paths it is exploring 
for becoming more inclusive. 
 For example, many land trusts are 
working to shift from protecting species 
and landscapes to engaging their broader 
human communities. Case studies help 
us understand how land trusts have  
arrived at their current goals and strate-
gies for engagement, and how they are 
expanding their mission and partnerships 
to do this work more effectively. the 
reflections and stories of  those inter-
viewed provided valuable insight into 
the thinking of  land trust leaders. 
 land trusts are almost universally 
working in areas with shifting demo-
graphics, land use, and land ownership 
patterns. many of  these changes are 
happening quickly as rural landowners 
are increasingly older and absentee.  
up to 50 percent of  these lands could 
change hands within the next 20 years. 
escalating land costs make it more dif-
ficult for landowners to compete with 
ever-expanding urban areas, industrial 
agriculture, and second homes. 
 We can no longer afford to assume 
that the values that motivate most of   
us in the land trust community (such  
as species diversity and open space) are 
those that motivate the human commu-
nities we serve, including past and cur-
rent land conservation partners and 
landowners. We have to listen to their 
needs and values, and find where they 
mesh with the land trust’s mission. 

 By engaging with the various com-
munities of  which it is a part, a land 
trust increases its understanding of  the 
broader social and environmental work 
that needs to be done, and can better 
respond to local needs. sharing resources 
with neighbors and exchanging man-
agement strategies can be beneficial not 
only to the stewardship of  the land, but 
also to the deep relationships to land 
that are crucial to a long-term conser-
vation agenda. Community engagement 
can also help expand public support for 
the land trust’s work. 
 the survey also queried the issue of  
public access to protected lands as an 
indicator of  the land trust’s engagement 
with its community. since many land 
trusts use conservation easements (vol-
untary perpetual legal conservation 
agreements), the protected land remains 
in private ownership and public access 
is often at the discretion of  the owner. 
lands owned outright by land trusts  
or acquired in partnership with public 
agencies generally are open to some 
level of  public access. 
 allowing traditional uses of  the land 
(such as hunting, fishing, hiking, and 
appropriate forest and agriculture man-
agement) reinforces the sensitivity to 
and connections with the local com-
munity. this can help demonstrate and 
reinforce appropriate management of  

the special resources while also connect-
ing local residents more deeply with  
the land.

Looking ahead
many land trusts are taking a longer-
term view of  their work in the context 
of  community needs by collaborating 
with various constituencies to identify 
ways that conservation can benefit  
other agendas, such as low-income 
housing, public health, local food sources, 
economic development, and under-
served residents. these efforts may re-
quire a reorientation of  the land trusts 
themselves, a new focus on partnership, 
and a willingness to bring in new con-
stituents to support a broader commu-
nity agenda.
 land trusts have long recognized the 
importance of  communities. now the 
definitions are expanding and land trust 
leaders are learning how to understand 
those communities and their diverse 
needs. remembering that our land busi-
ness is indeed a people business will 
help us develop stronger communities 
and greater long-term support for con-
servation. Integrating land trusts, and 
our missions, with the communities we 
serve is good for natural resource con-
servation and good for communities 
across the country. 
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