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ABSTRACT 

 
 
Completed as a series of manuscripts, this dissertation reflects four aspects of my research and 
exploration of the intersection of conservation and sustainable development as practiced by 
conservation land trusts and community landcare groups, as well as by faculty and staff at land 
grant universities interested in furthering such efforts. The first paper included in this dissertation 
explores “Conservation 2.0” strategies being developed and employed by land trust across the 
US to integrate social and economic development goals into their conservation missions.  The 
second paper explores one of these Conservation 2.0 strategies, the support of ecological 
entrepreneurship by land trusts, in greater detail. The third piece emerged out of five years of 
engaged research with one community landcare group in the region, Catawba Landcare, in the 
form of a dynamic content management system (CMS)-based website which was built to capture 
the development path and history of the organization, as well as to facilitate its path forward. The 
fourth and final piece of this dissertation is a collaboratively written piece that examines the 
relationship between Catawba Landcare and Virginia Tech using four theoretical lenses for 
community capacity building and a model for engagement for land grant universities to build and 
strengthen social infrastructure in their neighboring communities.  In total, this collection of 
works chronicles a larger endeavor to explore place-based sustainability and the role of 
institutions and civil society in constructing a more sustainable future for themselves.
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 

The research described in this dissertation began as part of my master’s thesis to capture and 

describe the emergent landcare movement in the eastern United States as a developing form of 

collaborative conservation.   What has become evident over the course of the last five years, and 

what has inspired the other research paths of this dissertation, is that landcare is but one of many 

emerging strategies to address the sustainable development of communities. Sustainable 

management of land and natural resources remains a critical challenge, but there appears  to be 

increasing recognition among individuals, organizations, and institutions that environmental 

concerns cannot be addressed in isolation from the social and economic systems in which the 

environment exists.  Landcare emerged in Australia in the 1980s as an effort to galvanize 

Australian communities around the care and management of their shared resources, yet it has 

been empirically linked to its capacity to build social capital in communities, resulting in greater 

adoption rates of best management practices among farmers (Cary, Webb et al. 2000; Sobels, 

Curtis et al. 2001). Three of the four landcare groups which have emerged in the Appalachian 

region over the last several years have rallied around the concept of landcare as a means to 

explore sustainable economic development options for their communities and for landowners.  

Landcare, it became apparent, is about more than caring for land – it is about people working 

together to care for the shared places where they live and work, now and for the future.   It is 

about identifying the issues most pertinent to the area and developing locally relevant strategies 

and solutions for addressing them.   

 

Using the concept of landcare as a touchstone, I expanded the scope of my research to explore 

how other organizations and institutions that had traditionally maintained a focus on 

environmental issues were integrating social and economic development objectives and 

initiatives into their programs and missions.  Because my interest in the issue had stemmed from 

landcare and its roots in land management and natural resource conservation, conservation land 

trusts seemed a suitable type of organization to examine more closely. Indeed, I found that 

several land trusts across the US were employing tools and strategies that integrate principles of 
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sustainable development into their conservation work.  This line of inquiry led to the two papers 

which comprise Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation.   

 

In order to examine the activities and programs of land trusts at a national scale, I worked with 

the Vermont based Center for Whole Communities in order to conduct a secondary analysis of 

data they collected through a nationwide land trust survey in 2007.  Based on this analysis, I 

developed a typology of strategies and programs land trusts are developing in order to achieve 

integrated outcomes – to conserve land and resources while also strengthening local economies, 

revitalizing communities, ensuring access and political voice for residents, and facilitating more 

cooperative and long-lasting approaches to regional development. This typology of what I refer 

to as “Conservation 2.0” strategies serves as the basis for a series of case studies featured in a 

paper presented in Chapter 2 entitled, “Conservation 2.0 practiced by land trusts in the US.”  

This paper is co-authored by my committee chair and advisor, Dr. R. Bruce Hull.   

 

Chapter 3 presents a paper which digs deeper into one aspect of Conservation 2.0 in particular, to 

explore the role of conservation land trusts in supporting economic development initiatives 

which maintain environmental goals – or what we specify as supporting “ecological 

entrepreneurship” (Marsden and Smith 2005).  In this study, I identify and examine conservation 

land trusts that were actively involved in supporting ecological entrepreneurs through various 

roles in what I termed “ecological entrepreneurship support networks.”  This paper is also co-

authored by my committee chair and advisor, Dr. R. Bruce Hull. 

 

Chapters 4 and 5 return to the origins of my interest in the subject of integrated conservation and 

development by examining more closely one landcare group in particular and the role that 

Virginia Tech has played in building the capacity of this group and community.   For the 

majority of my tenure as a graduate student at Virginia Tech, first as a master’s student in the 

Department of Political Science and then as a doctorate student in the Department of Forest 

Resource and Environmental Conservation, I have been engaged with Catawba Landcare as both 

a student and an advocate of the concept.  Since 2006 when I first got involved with the landcare 

initiative at Virginia Tech, I have been involved to varying degrees with Catawba Landcare, a 

group of neighbors and landowners located in the Catawba Valley.  The duration of my 
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involvement has allowed me to observe and partake in the development of the group and several 

of the accomplishments they have achieved.  In the interest of capturing that institutional 

memory and providing a dynamic tool that will continue to serve the interest of the group and 

movement, I developed a content management system (CMS) based website for the organization, 

which is presented and discussed in Chapter 4.   

 

Chapter 5 presents a case study of this engagement with Catawba Landcare from the perspective 

of a land grant university’s role in building social capacity in surrounding communities.  

Drawing from Flora and Flora’s (1995) assertion that a strong and “entrepreneurial” social 

infrastructure is a critical component for facilitating lasting change and development in 

communities (particularly rural communities), this study explores the case of Virginia Tech’s 

involvement in facilitating and supporting Catawba Landcare using three theoretical frames – 

Heifetz’s (1994) concept of “holding environments” as a safe and facilitated space where social 

learning can occur; Marsden and Smith’s (2005) concept of “ecological entrepreneurship,” which 

also incorporates and builds upon ideas from Chapter 4; and the concept of Learning Action 

Networks (Clarke and Roome 1999; Stephenson 2011) in which otherwise disparate goals and 

partners are linked under common goals and collectively learn how to manage the situation at 

hand.  Using these three theoretical frames, this paper posits landcare as a model of engagement 

for land grant universities thus contributing to the construction of social infrastructure.   

 

This paper was collaboratively written by a team of researchers who were all involved in varying 

capacities with VT’s work with Catawba Landcare, and whose perspectives were all integral to 

forming the case and the paper.  Dr. David Robertson served as the director of VT’s Landcare 

Center since its inception, having visited Australia and worked with the USDA to secure the 

initial resources to support the emergence of the landcare groups in the region.  Dr. R. Bruce 

Hull served in an advisory role to the groups, to VT’s relationship with landcare, and to my 

engagement with the groups.  Dr. Max Stephenson brought a deep theoretical understanding of 

the relationship between institutions and civil society, both to VT’s landcare initiative as well as 

to my research with the landcare group.  Finally, one of my fellow doctoral students, Kim 

Cowgill, who is pursuing similar research interests was involved in helping to develop the 

theoretical frameworks for this case.   
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The four pieces which comprise this dissertation are artifacts of a much larger intellectual 

challenge that I have faced over the course of this degree program.  Wrestling with broader 

theoretical concepts such as sustainability, place, social capital, networks, collaborative 

governance, community and economic development, and the role of civil society have informed 

much more than these articles – it has fundamentally altered my worldview and has inspired my 

goals for the future. 
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Chapter 2 

Conservation 2.0 practiced by land trusts in the US 
C.E. Kimmel and R. B. Hull 

(as of March 2011, under review with Landscape & Urban Planning) 
 
 

 

Abstract 

Legal and technical tools for land conservation at the single parcel scale often fail to address 

broader underlying issues driving land and resource use, conversion, and exploitation more 

broadly. This study examines four conservation land trusts in the United States which are taking 

an expanded and integrated approach to their conservation missions, what Peter Forbes calls 

Conservation 2.0 in his 2008 manifesto to land trusts entitled “Building a New Movement.”  

Using a multi-case study design, we describe the strategies and practices developed by these 

organizations, examine their motivations, and document the lessons they have learned and which 

other institutions may find beneficial as they consider adopting similar approaches. 

 

Introduction 

 

Increasing emphasis on sustainability and balanced consideration of economic, social, and 

ecological costs and benefits presents a challenge for organizations traditionally focused on 

protecting the environment by insulating it from market pressures seeking to develop it, and 

defending against human impacts. Familiar strategies employed by land conservation 

organizations include placing land in public ownership (i.e., as a park or preserve), and 

purchasing, transferring, or dissolving development rights on a parcel of land (see Bengston et al. 

2004 for a review of public sector policies and strategies).  This study speaks specifically to the 

dissolution of development rights particularly through conservation easements, a tool commonly 

used by conservation land trusts.  While conservation easements provide an effective means of 

protecting land from development, we argue that unless they are employed as part of an 

integrated strategy, easements alone do little to address the broader social and economic drivers 

that determine land use.  Addressing the US land trust community, Forbes (CWC 2008) critiques 

the limited and limiting impacts of such legal and technical tools as the conservation easement, 
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advocating instead for more inclusive strategies that build support for stewardship and reconnect 

people to their environment.  Concerns about long-term and large-scale impacts of conservation 

easements secured by land trusts have raised other concerns, including questions about future 

regional infrastructure and development needs (Mahoney, 2001), accessibility to land and 

resources by people in different socio-economic groups (Cashin, 1999; Knaap and Frece, 2006), 

the ability to  manage land for ecological health (Richardson, 2010), and the continued economic 

viability of working landscapes (Kimmel & Hull in review).   

 

In his appeal to land trusts, Forbes (CWC 2008) employs an analogy to computer system 

upgrades — a 1.0 system to a 2.0 system — to distinguish between the narrow technical 

strategies of Conservation 1.0, and the more holistic and integrative strategies of Conservation 

2.0 (C2.0) which aim to have broader spatial and social impact.  The purpose of this study is 

three-fold:  1) to describe some C2.0 practices being developed by respected land trusts; 2) to 

examine motivations for land trusts that adopt C2.0 practices; and 3) to document what lessons 

they have learned, and what other institutions might glean from their experiences.  Using a multi-

case study design, we examine select land trusts that have defined or redefined their mission and 

activities based on an expanded interpretation of the goals of conservation and the broader role 

land trusts can play in constructing sustainability for communities where they operate.   

 

Land Trusts 

 

Land trusts are a category of organization established in the US to facilitate private land 

conservation and stewardship.  Following funding cuts for public land acquisition during the 

early 1980s, land trusts and their associated market-based tools rose to prominence as a means of 

conserving land while keeping it in private ownership (Fairfax et al., 2005). There are two types 

of land trusts – community land trusts focus primarily on reserving land for community 

commons and affordable housing, while conservation land trusts conserve land for its ecological 

and productive value (Campbell and Salus, 2003).  This study examines the latter, particularly 

those land trusts working at the local and regional scale.   These organizations are loosely 

networked through an umbrella organization, the Land Trust Alliance (LTA), which defines land 

trusts as “a nonprofit organization that, as all or part of its mission, actively works to conserve 
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land by undertaking or assisting in land or conservation easement acquisition, or by its 

stewardship of such land or easements,” (LTA website). This definition makes explicit the 

purpose of land trusts as a function of the tools involved, namely the conservation easement, 

which poses concerns as discussed in the introduction.  The conservation easement allows 

landowners to voluntarily agree to permanently dissolve the development rights for a particular 

property, often in exchange for monetary returns such as tax credits (Gustanski and Squires, 

2000; Pidot, 2005).  Other tools used by land trusts include fee-simple acquisition and the 

purchase (Buckland, 1987) or transfer (McDonald et al., 2007) of development rights (PDR and 

TDR). 

 

We focus on land trusts in this study on innovative conservation strategies for several reasons.  

First, they maintain an explicit commitment to environmental concerns, a dimension of 

sustainable development sometimes under-addressed.  Second, they are autonomous 

organizations – the only standardization among them is voluntary compliance with LTA 

accreditation standards (standards which rely heavily on conservation easements).  This 

autonomy affords them flexibility to innovate in response to the contexts in which they operate.  

Two other reasons we focus on land trusts are because they are distributed across the US, and 

because they are a well respected institution that can provide reputable insights for other 

conservation organizations interested in pursuing similar goals and strategies.   

 

Methods 

 

This study describes four cases where land trusts have expanded the scope of their programs and 

activities beyond the traditional focus of pursuing conservation easements into what we refer to 

as Conservation 2.0.  We do not contend that these cases are representative of the larger land 

trust community, but instead provide unique and compelling examples of how such conservation 

organizations can extend the reach of their efforts both spatially and socially. As such, we 

employed a methodology that allowed us to identify and develop four descriptive critical 

instance case studies (Morra and Friedlander, 1999; Yin, 2003).  These cases are used to 

illustrate each of the four strategies and then are discussed in aggregate to provide insights for 

other organizations. 
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To identify land trusts employing C2.0 strategies that could serve as the foci of our case studies, 

we began by conducting a secondary analysis of land trust survey data collected by the Center 

for Whole Communities (CWC) in 2007 (see CWC 2008 for their report using these data). We 

reviewed these data to identify activities distinct from conservation easements or land 

acquisition.  The survey had been distributed electronically to senior staff and board members 

affiliated with the approximately 1,700 land trusts represented by the LTA.  As the survey was 

distributed to multiple contacts within each organization, 361 individual responses were 

returned, representing 286 unique organizations, mostly clustered along the coasts. 

 

We use open axial coding (Corbin and Strauss, 2008) to code and sort open-ended responses to 

the CWC survey into four broad categories of emphasis and associated activity beyond pursuing 

easements (Figure 1).  These four focal areas included: 1) directing and influencing physical 

regional development; 2) addressing social and community concerns; 3) improving economic 

viability of working landscapes and strengthening local economies; and 4) providing/ facilitating 

political representation of community-voiced concerns regarding place-based decisions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Programs and activities of land trusts indicated in the survey which fell outside of the 
realm of legal and technical conservation of land were categorized into four broad 
categories – 1) influencing physical regional development, 2) addressing social and 
community concerns, 3) improving economic conditions, and 4) providing and facilitating 
political representation of community voices. 
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Of the 286 land trusts surveyed, 91 appeared to be engaging in one or more of these activities. 

We researched these organizations further, examining websites and available literature to 

determine the extent to which these activities comprised a core component of the organizations’ 

efforts.  Thirteen organizations indicated a strong commitment to goals broader than land 

protection alone.  From this narrowed sample, we returned to the typology presented in Figure 1 

as an organizing framework, sorting organizations based on what appeared to be their most 

significant emphasis.  Organizations were compared within categories to identify the strongest 

example of each, based on the scale of projects and explicit statement of broader priorities in the 

organization’s mission and values.  The four organizations selected as case studies were the 

Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust in the Bay Area of California, the Big Sur Land Trust in 

Central California, Cascade Land Conservancy in Washington, and the Piedmont Environmental 

Council in Virginia, all of which graciously agreed to be included in this analysis and 

presentation.    

 

Multiple sources of data were utilized to develop the cases. In addition to the public façade 

presented on the organizations’ websites and responses to the CWC survey, we conducted semi-

structured telephone interviews with Executive Directors and senior staff members of these 

organizations in 2010.  The interviews were recorded with pertinent sections transcribed for 

accuracy.  Documents provided by the organizations, including public and internal publications 

and reports were also read, coded, and analyzed.  After developing the case studies and 

extracting themes and lessons we shared preliminary drafts of our ideas with informants to solicit 

additional information and perform a member check of the accuracy and validity of findings.  

 

Results 

 

Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust – sustaining both farming and land to farm 

 

The Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust was established in 2002 to implement the agricultural 

land mitigation program of the City of Brentwood in Contra Costa County, east of the San 

Francisco Bay area.  At the time, Brentwood was growing rapidly, with a 158% population 
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increase between 1990 and 2000, and urban expansion that had claimed close to 20% of prime 

agricultural land in the surrounding county since 1984.  The local environmental community was 

concerned about the rate of development and loss of working lands in an area renown for its 

orchards and vineyards.  In 2002, the Brentwood City Council approved an agricultural 

mitigation program, in which a fee was levied when developers converted agricultural land to 

residential use.  The mitigation fees went towards supporting the land trust [BALT] to pursue 

and acquire conservation easements on farmland (City of Brentwood, 2002).  

 

As the organization had formed out of a politically motivated land preservation ordinance, 

BALT’s Executive Director Kathryn Lyddan was faced with the dilemma that there was little 

demand for conservation easements from farmers.  The combination of restrictive top-down 

policies enacted to protect agricultural land and spiking property values in the region, 

compounded by global market competition and high input costs,  meant that agricultural 

production in the region had become cost-prohibitive.  Though farmers recognized the threat 

development presented to the future of their farms, they also saw that development offered the 

potential of large financial returns.  A response Lyddan frequently heard when talking to farmers 

about conservation easements was,   

We can’t imagine why we would put an agricultural conservation easements on our land 

and promise to keep our land as farmland forever when we don’t think we will be able to 

continue making a living farming here (recounted by Lyddan). 

 

The board members of BALT, mostly farmers in the region, “took the position that it was 

important to create economic sustainability for local farmers, otherwise we were just conserving 

open space that would not remain as farmland,” explained Lyddan.  Based on this identification 

of priorities, BALT pursued two strategies to increase farm profitability: 1) revise restrictive 

zoning and permitting that had been established to limit development but were also limiting 

business options for farm operations, and 2) build and expand local markets and supply chains 

for locally grown products.  BALT took an active role in reforming permitting and zoning 

regulations in the region which allowed farmers to increase the scope of their on-farm activities.  

Previously, producers were not permitted to sell products not grown or processed directly on 

premise, and were limited to very small farm-stand size retail spaces. Loosening these 
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restrictions has allowed farmers to expand into agri-tourism, production and sale of value-added 

products, and other activities that keep their farms profitable.  Additionally, BALT has become a 

key stakeholder in building and strengthening local food networks for the region.  They 

administer the local “Buy Fresh Buy Local” campaign, and connect producers and consumers 

through community-supported agricultural (CSA) programs and institutional buyer networks.   

 

Through its work supporting the business of farming, BALT has earned the trust of many area 

producers who were initially skeptical about the land trust.  As a result, BALT has begun 

attracting more interest in easements.  Lyddan explained that when she started this work,  

Local farmers were skeptical about the land trust and the easement program.  Working 

with farmers on zoning and permitting reform and agricultural marketing has built trust in 

the community. Six years later everyone knows about BALT and they’ve worked with 

the BALT Board and me.  You build trust on the stuff that everyone can agree on 

(Lyddan). 

The organization now holds six easements with four more underway. 

 

Big Sur Land Trust – shifting focus from the 5% to the 95% 

Working in Monterey County, California, the Big Sur Land Trust formed in 1978 with the 

mission “to conserve the significant lands and waters of California’s Central Coast for all 

generations.”  For the majority of its 30 years in operation, this has meant working with wealthy 

landowners to preserve the coastline for which Big Sur is widely celebrated. As BSLT Executive 

Director Bill Leahy explained,    

We have done such a good job protecting the coastal lands that we have ignored and 

forgotten about the interior. And when we look to the interior, we see some of the poorest 

communities – communities that don’t have access to open space or parks in their cities 

and because of that, have no interest or no real connection to land trust work… I like to 

say that we served 5% of the population in our old construct, and we need to figure out 

how to serve the 95% -- because it’s the 95% are who are ultimately going to be 

responsible for taking care of all of these places (Leahy). 
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Shifting the focus of BSLT from “5% to the 95%” is reflected in the new vision and strategies 

implemented by the organization since Leahy assumed leadership in 2003.  The communities 

which are part of ‘the interior’ are largely Latino agricultural communities along the Salinas 

River Valley, termed the “salad bowl of the world” because of its ideal growing conditions for 

cool season crops.  The cultural divide that exists between interior agricultural and affluent 

coastal communities is locally referred to as the “lettuce curtain” (see Leadership Monterey 

Peninsula project website).  In 2004, the BSLT agreed to their first major land acquisition project 

on the other side of the “lettuce curtain,” an 816-acre ranch 3.6 miles southwest of the City of 

Salinas,  

We weren’t thinking about justice and fairness when we did it.  We were probably 

thinking more in a tactical sense - this is a way to expand the membership base of the 

organization.  As we got into it, we started to understand that there were deeper issues 

that could be affected and there was an opportunity to really rethink the land trust and its 

role in the community (Leahy). 

 

Thus began BSLT’s shift towards projects focused on reconnecting people to the land.  At a 

2006 retreat facilitated by the CWC, board members and members of the community discussed 

the “future direction of the land trust, its role in the community, and the many forces of change 

affecting our land and water conservation mission” (BSLT 2007).  A new vision and set of 

guiding values resulted that “expands the notion of who benefits from our work” (ibid): 

We see a future for our communities in which rich natural resources, working landscapes, 

prospering human communities and the unique character of place are conserved and 

cared for through collaborative partnerships and mutual support (ibid). 

The new vision was followed by a “set of values that flow from it,” which states, 

our projects and programs will promote, rather than detract from:  ecological well-being; 

community vitality; stewardship; inspiring stories; healthy people; service; fairness; and 

community resilience/ vitality (ibid). 

 

BSLT’s primary strategy for pursuing their new vision is building partnerships – with 

constituents in underserved communities, new funding sources, local organizations and 

government, and between people and their place.  Leahy acknowledged that with high property 
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values in the region, the land trust “has no prayer of buying enough land to, in effect, preserve it. 

So we HAVE to figure out a way to get the community to embrace stewardship,” (emphasis in 

statement).  Fostering this sense of stewardship across the region, regardless of cultural divides, 

and engaging other partners in the process, has become the primary challenge of BLST,  

Morally, and from a social perspective, the loss of relationship to the landscape, whether 

it’s a privileged or underprivileged person, is something that is threatening the very 

values that our communities used to hold, in terms of understanding the relationship to 

the landscape and the importance of that landscape to their well-being, whether its 

economic or health-wise or spiritually.  That loss of connection is probably most severe 

and most problematic in communities where there are no resources to address it.  We 

have begun to really explore that idea of how a land trust can engage in a community 

where we have not historically engaged, and how we can do it in a way where we are 

inspiring others to join with us (Leahy). 

 

Leahy acknowledges that some of their traditional conservation programs have suffered while 

BSLT has “been ramping up these larger expressions of our work.” At the same time, the 

organization has come to realize that traditional conservation tools such as conservation 

easements are not “the dominant tools in our toolbox any longer. They are very important – they 

haven’t diminished in importance – but there are other tools now that are as important,” (Leahy). 

 

Cascade Land Conservancy – guiding long-range and large-scale vision of place 

The Cascade Land Conservancy, established in 1989 and based in Seattle, Washington, serves 

one of the fastest growing metropolitan areas in the US. In 2005, the Cascade Land Conservancy 

(CLC) announced the launch of The Cascade Agenda, a 100-year vision and strategic plan for 

the Central Cascades region.  The vision and strategies contained in The Cascade Agenda is 

based on two years worth of town hall style “Cascade Dialogue” meetings. The Cascade Agenda 

was endorsed by close to 850 civic organizations, leaders, and citizens in the region, evidence 

that the “big tent” approach taken to develop the regional-scale and long-range development plan 

has benefits for a wide-range of stakeholders in the region. 

 

As Nicholas Bratton, a Policy Project Manager for the organization explained,  
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Quality of life is one of the drivers bringing people to the region and is … one of the first 

things affected by growth.  If quality of life is important to the identity and character of 

the region, it is of broad interest to protect the lands which define that quality:  farms, 

forests, and open spaces.  CLC assembled a wide range of stakeholders to discuss a 100-

year vision, and the long time scale maximized common interests and concerns. It 

became clear that the goals over this temporal scale were interdependent (Bratton). 

 

Two overarching goals drive The Cascade Agenda: 1) protect one million acres of working 

forests and farms, and 265,000 acres of shoreline, natural areas, and parks; and 2) maintain rural 

economies and way of life, and enhance the vibrancy and livability of cities and towns (2007). 

Commenting on the intent and scope of The Agenda, CLC President Gene Duvernoy elaborated, 

If we have any hope of preserving our region’s quality of life, we must find new 

approaches to conservation and community building.  CLC has charted a bold course to 

shape a future that will serve our children and grandchildren over the next century.  The 

Cascade Agenda is a roadmap for a sustainable future that encourages collaboration 

across all sectors and balances environmental, social, and economic needs. 

 

While land conservation remains a critical focus for CLC, it now equally emphasizes policies 

concentrating population growth in urban centers in order to reduce development pressures in 

conservation priority areas.  The land trust operates two urban initiatives, the Cascade Agenda 

Cities program, in which cities voluntarily commit to “improve the livability of neighborhoods—

making them complete, compact and connected—and spectacular enough that people choose to 

live there,” and the Green City Partnership in which the CLC helps forge public-private 

partnerships with municipalities to manage green spaces (CLC website).  With cities such as 

Seattle and Tacoma participating, CLC’s scope of concern spans the entire region.    

 

Piedmont Environmental Council – doing work for the community 

Established in 1972 with the mission of “safeguarding the landscapes, communities, and heritage 

of the Piedmont by involving citizens in public policy and land conservation,” the Piedmont 

Environmental Council is a regional organization focused on conservation of land and 

strengthening of communities in the Northern Piedmont Region of Virginia. Though land 



 
15

conservation is a primary goal, PEC operates under the philosophy that conservation is only 

meaningful and lasting if it is supported by the values of the people who live in the region.  “We 

are doing work FOR the community,” explains Heather Richards, Director of Land Conservation 

for PEC (emphasis in statement). 

 

Many of the projects and initiatives undertaken by PEC are brought to them by citizens or 

community groups concerned about the future of the region, and PEC decides how it can best 

provide assistance. The structure of PEC is unique in that it maintains a land trust as one element 

of the organization designed to respond to community needs within the region, so in many ways, 

PEC’s land trust emerged as a C2.0 approach to conservation. The organization emphasizes 

connectivity, relevance within a larger context, and commitment to place,   

We make the connections between issues, working effectively in an interconnected 

world, with strategies that take into account the links between air, land, and water, 

between city and country, between nature and people. We make the connections between 

local issues and the bigger picture — advocating for local, state, and national policies that 

can help people in the Piedmont achieve their best vision for their communities. Most 

importantly, we make the connections between people and what’s happening in the world 

around them—so they can take part as active citizens, rather than passive by-standers to 

change (PEC 2009).  

 

The PEC presents their strategy for conserving the Piedmont as a comprehensive four-pronged 

approach of helping citizens to 1) envision the future Piedmont, 2) protect the land, 3) confront 

challenges, and 4) build better communities.  In 2010, the organization’s priority list included 

clean air and water, conserving land, energy solutions, historic and scenic landscapes, thriving 

communities, transportation solutions, and wildlife and fish habitat (PEC website).  While it 

seems an ambitious list for a single organization, the emphasis on helping and enabling citizens 

to do this work is critical to their success.   

 

Staff members work fluidly across programs and initiatives to provide necessary functions, 

enabling the organization to tackle a broad set community concerns.  When asked about the 

organizational structure’s effectiveness in delivering conservation outcomes, Richards explained 
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that “the multiple components of PEC enable us to address areas and concerns that one tool alone 

can’t address,” and that while conservation is a key component to their strategy, she added, 

“conservation is a means to an end, not the end in itself.” 

 

Discussion 

 

In comparison to a traditional “1.0” approach that focuses on deploying technical tools to protect 

the environment from the impacts of people, organizations practicing C2.0 embed their 

environmental conservation goals within a broader regional and community context, determining 

success not just as a reflection of acres conserved, but in terms of the landscape-scale and 

community-wide impact. One reason we elected to focus on land trusts as a unit of analysis for 

this project is they are embedded in a local context and are able to respond to local issues, which 

seems to be a significant motivation for them developing and implementing C2.0 strategies. 

 

Each of the four organizations have developed strategies appropriate to the conditions and 

drivers underlying land use and land stewardship in their communities, targeting specific factors 

hindering long-term commitments to conservation.  BALT was hindered in their conservation 

success by the economic viability of working lands, so their C2.0 approach drew on economic 

development tools to create a hospitable environment for farmland conservation.  BSLT 

recognized they were catering to a small minority of the population in their region and drew from 

community building and social justice strategies to begin broadening their base of support.  CLC 

was faced with the reality that urban and regional growth was threatening undeveloped areas in 

the Cascades regions, and committed themselves to large-scale regional planning and urban 

renewal to redirect growth into high-density areas to preserve outlying areas.  On the east coast, 

PEC is using smart growth and conservation advocacy work to promote lasting results and an 

active and supportive citizenry.  Each of these C2.0 strategies is designed to address the 

overlapping areas between conservation and the most pertinent economic, social, and political 

limitations.   

 

These land trusts are not committing to this integrated conservation work independently, but 

have taken deliberate steps to engage partners to help them achieve these goals.  Some of the 
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partners listed by these four land trusts, including arts organizations, adjudicated youth 

programs, urban municipalities, development and investment firms, and energy companies, are 

not what we think of as natural allies of the conservation community. However, by broadening 

their mission and looking holistically at regional conservation and sustainability, these land trusts 

have found common ground to enlist new partners in the work of creating more sustainable 

places.  

 

Another important characteristic of these four land trusts is their deliberate inclusion and 

promotion of community voice in developing their priorities and strategies.  BSLT and CLC 

each hosted town hall style meetings to gauge community interest and concerns, which guided 

the development of their strategies.  BALT had little choice but to respond to the concerns of the 

farming community in their region, and PEC was created with the very purpose of promoting 

community activism.  Rather than advocating a priori solutions to land use conversion (i.e. 

conservation easements) or responding only to a narrow slice of their population, these land 

trusts have opened up their process to the broader community.  As Leahy of BLST explains: 

The community is way ahead of us – don’t underestimate the community support you are 

going to get.  Don’t be afraid to invite the community in to help you think about what a 

land trust should be for the 21st century.  That scares even some of my board members, 

and it can be a scary thing, but I think the community will race to support any land trust 

who is interested in going in this direction.  

 

The motivations and challenges faced by these land trusts provide lessons for other organizations 

and institutions interested in pursuing these goals.  Insofar as motivations, each organization that 

made a deliberate shift from a C1.0 to C2.0 approach (all except PEC, which began with a C2.0 

philosophy) reported a distinct point at which they were forced to question the long-term efficacy 

of their traditional approach to land conservation.  For BALT it occurred in the beginning, when 

the reality of low demand for conservation easements became evident; for BSLT, it was with the 

introduction of new leadership who brought different values and perspectives to the organization; 

and with CLC it was at their fifteen year anniversary, reflecting on the long-term impacts they 

could realistically anticipate going forward.   
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Though precipitating circumstances were different for each organization, the decision to adopt 

C2.0 strategies emerged from concerns about both long-term commitments to land conservation 

and stewardship, as well as the continued viability and relevance of land trusts themselves.  

BSLT’s emphasis on shifting from the “5% to the 95%” is an example of the first motivation, 

where the organization recognized that to ensure long-term support for conservation and 

stewardship in a socio-economically diverse region, they would need to expand their 

constituency beyond the affluent coastal communities.  Maintaining and improving 

organizational relevance seems another motivation, though it is better described as strategic 

planning for the organizations.  Leahy of BSLT described the difference between their old and 

new approach in these terms, “I think our old story was pretty boring, quite honestly, to most 

people – and irrelevant.”  Richards of PEC similarly explained that PEC exists to “do work for 

the people” and that any conservation results (and efforts) are “determined by the values within 

the community – the PEC is trying to ensure those values are maintained.” 

 

Despite best intentions, there are real and perceived risks, tensions, and challenges when 

adopting new strategies.  BSLT and BALT reported a tension between what is conventionally 

understood to be the role of a land trust—pursuing conservation easements—and the C2.0 roles 

they are assuming. Executive directors for both of these organizations indicated a struggle to 

reconcile their emerging C2.0 missions with the traditional C1.0 tools and strategies that have 

come to define land trusts, particularly under LTA accreditation standards.  CLC, which 

publicizes its ambitious conservation goals in The Cascade Agenda and its continued use of 

easements, as well as its expanded approach to stewardship and innovative market-based 

conservation strategies, did not report such a tension.   Neither did PEC, which added a land trust 

program to its available services after it had established a reputation with its other programs.  

Richards of PEC expressed that this has actually made them a leader among land trusts, 

providing guidance on how to address emerging sustainability issues such as where to site smart 

grid infrastructure. 

 

Another challenge faced by these organizations is effectively reaching and building trust with 

new, often underserved, constituents.  Executive directors for BLST and BALT were emphatic 

that this is “slow work” requiring patience, a different metric for measuring success, and a 
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willingness to “fail forward” and learn from their mistakes.  Both were also explicit about the 

importance of building trust within the community before their conservation work can begin.  In 

the Center for Whole Communities report, Leahy stated, “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,” (2008) – barriers these organizations’ feel are surmountable over time.  

 

One likely concern for institutions looking at the prospect of expanding the scope of operations 

is finding new donors and resources, or worse, alienating existing ones.  None of the 

organizations reported any overt conflict with board members or donors as a result of adopting 

C2.0 goals and strategies.    Indeed, the three organizations that made a deliberate change from 

C1.0 to C2.0—BSLT, BALT, CLC—reported attracting more diverse forms of support than their 

previous missions had allowed, largely from foundations and corporate sponsorship.   Leahy of 

BSLT reported that incorporating a social agenda into their conservation work has created 

projects with “multi-dimensional public benefit outcomes.” As such, they have attracted 

significant foundation support, and have engaged private donors not otherwise interested in 

strictly conservation oriented projects.  Likewise, The Cascade Agenda, with its “big tent” 

approach and broad appeal to regional stakeholders, has attracted the support of large corporate 

sponsors in the region including aerospace corporation Boeing and finance giant HSBC.   

 

BALT did face a loss of support when the City of Brentwood withdrew public funding for the 

organization in 2007, reporting it was an inefficient use of public resources (Sherbert, 2007). 

Recall, however, that BALT is an unusual arrangement, established not as a membership 

organization, but through a local ordinance designed to mitigate the development of agricultural 

land.   Defined and financed under such a narrowly prescribed mandate, the C2.0 activities which 

BALT found necessary to gain support among the farmers did not align with politically 

identified and motivated goals identified for the land trust.  Despite the loss of city funding, 

BALT has attracted other municipal and foundation support to continue their work.   
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Conclusion 

 

We began this article describing an increasingly complex set of challenges the environmental 

and conservation community must address if they are to contribute to global sustainability.  We 

argued that the legal and technical tools designed to protect the environment from people are 

insufficient as they do little to address broader social, economic, and political drivers of 

environmental degradation and land use conversion.  These concerns are familiar to readers of 

Conservation Biology (i.e., Berkes 2004). We specifically examined alternative strategies that 

integrate conservation and development goals practiced by land trusts in the United States.  In 

identifying and examining organizations that are expanding their mission and activities beyond 

legal and technical conservation of land, and assuming a broader role in shaping the future of 

their communities and regions, we hoped to highlight the opportunity to better ensure long-term 

commitments to conservation available to all land trusts and related conservation organizations.  

 

The strategies presented here are hardly new, but it is the adoption of a holistic perspective 

which is different and deserving of the C2.0 label.  By situating their organizations as actors 

improving the overall well-being of their communities and regions, these land trusts strive to 

make their missions and programs relevant to a larger audience with landscape-scale impacts. 

The outcome is a more integrated approach to conservation, not only preserving and protecting 

land, but also addressing social, economic, and political drivers influencing land use decisions.  

Such strategies enable land trusts to do more than build sand castles on the beach, likely to be 

washed away by the rising tide of development and global climate change.  Such strategies build 

capacity for conservation and communities to weather the storms ahead. 

 

We appreciate that legal tools such as conservation easements are seen by many as the only 

permanent way to conserve land, but we ask whether that is enough to ensure the future vitality 

and sustainability of a place.  Each organization included in this study continues to use and 

promote conservation through purchase or trading of easements and restricting development, but 

their conservation objectives and tools are framed within a broader regional and social context, 

with an explicit acknowledgement that long-term and large-scale sustainability requires 

strengthening connections and relationships between people and their environment.  The same 
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features that help us understand Conservation 2.0 as an alternative form of conservation set 

within a social context also helps us identify the roles and functions other organizations and 

institutions can play to promote sustainable development.  Most organizations can adjust their 

existing goals and strategies slightly and build meaningful partnerships to better address the 

challenges we face. 
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Abstract 

 

Changing social and economic drivers of land use require a more integrated approach to land 

conservation that addresses both the land and the socio-economic context of land use.  Technical 

and legal conservation focused at the single-parcel scale is insufficient.  This research examines 

ecological entrepreneurship, discussed by Marsden and Smith (2005), as an integrated 

conservation strategy that targets environmental as well as economic goals. Specifically, we 

explore the roles and functions that must be provided by Ecological Entrepreneurship Support 

Networks (EESNs).  In particular, we look at land trusts engaging in these efforts. Through a 

series of case studies, we examine the roles and functions, as well as motivations and challenges 

faced by land trusts involved in EESNs.  The lessons learned through these case studies are 

intended to inform broader sustainable development efforts.   

 

Keywords:  ecological entrepreneurship; integrated conservation; land trusts; landcare 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

Sustaining the capacity to profitably maintain and manage agricultural, forest, and open 

landscapes is a challenge societies must solve because these landscapes are multifunctional: in 

addition to economic and social benefits generated by merchantable natural resource products, 

these lands sustain cultural amenities, traditional lifestyles, food and energy security, and a vast 

array of ecosystem services (Brandt and Vejre 2004; McCarthy 2005).  Sustaining this capacity 

in the United States means reconciling competing forces acting on privately owned land and 

resources, land owners and managers, and the local social and economic infrastructure.  Trends 

towards globalization, industrialization, and urbanization have profound and widely discussed 

implications for land, communities, and economies (Marsden, Banks et al. 2002; Marsden and 
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Smith 2005; Marini and Mooney 2006), particularly as they apply to resource and land-based 

industries (Porter, Ketels et al. 2004).  Keeping land-based production both sustainable and 

profitable is challenging in the face of declining returns on investment for producers (NCSSF 

2005; Hart and Lawrence 2009), increasing input and labor costs (Taylor and Koo 2008), and the 

ensuing ‘race to the bottom’ for resource-based economies (Marsden, Banks et al. 2002).   

 

This research focuses on the concept of ecological entrepreneurship, or entrepreneurship in 

which “key actors are committed to preserving cultural, ecological, and environmental integrity 

yet find new pragmatic ways to create economic benefits” (Marsden and Smith 2005, p. 442).  In 

their introduction to the concept, Marsden and Smith examined two farming-centered producer 

networks in the EU to demonstrate “how local innovation and non-conventional thinking can 

foster sustainable economic, environmental, and social development,” (p. 441).  These authors 

use the term ‘ecological,’ as do we, to refer to the inclusion of ecological considerations in 

decision-making processes, not necessarily measurable environmental impacts.   

 

We are interested in sustainability outcomes similar to Marsden and Smith (2005), but here focus 

specifically on land conservation strategies in which market-based activities promote the dual 

goals of profitability and land conservation.  Because ecological values are insufficiently 

captured in market prices (Gutman 2007; Kroeger and Casey 2007), we support the argument 

that such entrepreneurship requires support from external partners, including those with an 

explicit interest in conservation outcomes (Ginn 2005).  So whereas Marsden and Smith looked 

at the dynamics of networks comprised of entrepreneurs themselves, we are interested in the 

regional support networks formed around these efforts – Ecological Entrepreneurship Support 

Networks (EESNs) – and the roles and functions which must occur within these networks.  In 

particular, we are interested in the roles and functions, as well as motivations and challenges, for 

conservation organizations to participate in EESNs.  We focus specifically on conservation land 

trusts in the US engaging in this work because they work at a local and/or regional scale, they 

bring an explicit ecological interest to the work, and because their approach to conservation 

through private landowners seems compatible with market-based entrepreneurial tools. 
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Contributing to resolution of the longstanding tension between the ideological goals of 

preservation and conservation is a secondary purpose of this paper (i.e., the infamous rift 

between John Muir and Gifford Pinchot (Norton 1991), the controversies over the “wilderness 

critique” (Cronon 1995), and the “death of environmentalism” charge (Nordhaus and 

Shellenberger 2004).  Preservation-oriented strategies that restrict development using easements 

and public ownership have been effective for the last century, but are they sufficient to ensure 

sustainable development over the long-term?  A growing chorus of critics, including Marsden 

and Smith (2005), have been arguing for more comprehensive conservation strategies that 

address land and resources issues alongside of the social and economic dimensions of 

communities, all of which must be addressed if land, and the benefits that flow from them, are to 

be conserved in the face of changing and challenging economic and social context (Minteer and 

Manning 2003; Nordhaus and Shellenberger 2004; Freyfogle 2006; Berkes 2007).   We see the 

support of ecological entrepreneurship as one pragmatic strategy for achieving these broader 

sustainability goals.   

 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Non-sustainable land use trends in the US 

 

In the face of a growing population, urban decentralization, and economic globalization, land use 

in rural areas of the US is changing, raising concerns about ecological and community resilience.  

Many areas in the US which traditionally relied on agricultural production and natural resource 

management face growing development pressure and increasing property values from exurban 

expansion (Barnard, Wiebe et al. 2003) and decreasing profit-margins in the ‘race to the bottom’ 

triggered by an industrial production regime and global competition (Daniels 2000; Marsden, 

Banks et al. 2002).  As a result, the ecosystem services provided by the open spaces, forests, and 

farmland in these areas, such as water filtration, pollination, habitat, carbon sequestration, and 

cultural amenities are also at risk (Maestas, Knight et al. 2001; Hansen, Knight et al. 2005; 

Grimm, Foster et al. 2008).  As the political economy of production and development changes, 

we see four non-sustainable (ecologically and economically) land use trends emerge:  1) 

consolidation and intensification of production into agro-industrial models to increase yields and 
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profitability in a global economy;  2) low-density residential development of previously 

continuous forest, agricultural land, and open space; 3) permanent preservation or easements that 

restrict management and development options;  and 4) neglect or abandonment of land with out-

migration of people, industry, and wealth, leaving little hope for active management of land.   

None of these four scenarios meet the goal of sustainable development and management of land, 

defined here as maximizing environmental and ecological health while supporting the economic 

and social well-being of communities that live and depend on that land. 

 

The trajectory of land use leading to consolidation and intensification of production into 

industrial models, both for agricultural and forest products, is one that seeks to maximize yield 

and minimize costs to create the highest possible profit differential in a global marketplace 

(Marsden 1998; Marsden, Banks et al. 2002; Marsden 2003).  This production scheme frequently 

marginalizes small-scale operations and operators (Bliss and Kelly 2008), and demands higher 

levels of mechanization and chemical inputs, which can have devastating effects on local 

ecosystems (Matson, Parton et al. 1997) and economies (Friedmann 1982; Atkins and Bowler 

2001; Johnson 2006).  The globalization of supply chains often entails the separation of 

production from value-added processing, reducing value-capture within communities (Ilbery and 

Bowler 1998; Atkins and Bowler 2001; Clark 2005).  As a result, the most productive lands are 

intensely cultivated and marginal lands are converted to the next best use. 

 

The second trajectory moves land previously in production into residential use because the 

amenity value of the land exceeds its value for commodity production, particularly in high 

amenity and exurban areas (Brown, Johnson et al. 2005).  Broadly referred to as a post-

productivist or ‘consumption landscape’ (Ilbery and Bowler 1998; Evans, Morris et al. 2002; 

Marsden 2003), this trend is often characterized by low-density development driven by 

exurbanization (Brown, Johnson et al. 2005; Berube, Singer et al. 2006), the fragmenting of 

previously contiguous fields and forests by new and more frequent property boundaries 

(Radeloff, Hammer et al. 2005a; Irwin and Bockstael 2007), and a greater plurality of landowner 

values imbued on the landscape (Egan and Luloff 2000).  While some new rural residents may 

bring with them a strong conservation ethic, the physical, cultural, and ecological impact of 
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increased and dispersed development affects ecosystem service provision and concerns 

conservationists (Hansen, Knight et al. 2005; Radeloff, Hammer et al. 2005b).  

 

The third trajectory of land use change is permanent preservation of undeveloped and working 

lands including farms and forests.  Limiting economic development through the transfer, sale, or 

donation of development rights or the creation of a legally designated preserve is an effective 

method of protecting land and resources.  However, unless it is implemented as part of a strategic 

vision for the region, it may merely displace land use change and have little total effect on 

regional livability or sustainability (Daniels and Lapping 2005; Korngold 2007).  In addition, 

preservation alone cannot assure the land will remain ecologically productive as many forest and 

farmland degraded over time may require active management to improve the integrity of the land 

and resources (DellaSala, Martin et al. 2003; Foster, Swanson et al. 2003). While management is 

not frequently prohibited on preserved land, that is the case in some instances, raising concerns 

about the ecological conservation efficacy of such tools (Mortimer, Richardson et al. 2007; 

Richardson 2010).     

 

A fourth trajectory of non-sustainable land use change is the abandonment and neglect of land.  

Abandonment generally results when the cost of property taxes and production inputs exceed the 

value of the outputs and a buyer cannot be found, then the cost of abandonment is less than the 

continued cost of ownership and maintenance (Freshwater 2001; Gellrich, Baur et al. 2007).  

Alternatively neglect or, worse, abuse, becomes a possible outcome without opportunities to 

afford and reward stewardship and professional management (Nyland 1992).  Both scenarios can 

result in land that goes unmanaged, which can be ecologically beneficial or detrimental, 

depending on genetic stock, migration patterns, climate change, and invasive species (Bürgi and 

Turner 2002). Regardless, it does little to contribute to the viability of the surrounding economy 

or community.   

 

2.2 Land trusts 

 

Land trusts are a type of organization formed in the US to address land and resources 

conservation issues.  Land conservation began in the US in the mid-19th century mostly through 
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public land acquisition, but when public financing and support for such programs started to wane 

in the 1970s, one response of the nonprofit sector was to form land trusts (Brewer 2003; Fairfax, 

Gwin et al. 2005).  Reagan-era neoliberal emphasis on privatization and small government 

spurred the growth of market incentives for conservation practices on private land.  In the space 

left by shrinking government, conservation land trusts rose to prominence, providing legal and 

technical expertise to facilitate conservation programs and tools with private land owners 

(Fairfax, Gwin et al. 2005).  Between 1981 and 2005, the number of land trusts operating in the 

US grew from 370 to 1,667 – a 315% increase –with organizations operating in each of the 50 

states (LTA 2005). 

 

Land trusts are a broad category of organizations that preserve and protect land and resources 

through various mostly market-based tools and strategies.  There is no legal definition nor a 

single organizational form or mission; instead land trusts are highly reflective of the biophysical 

and political landscapes in which they operate (Fairfax and Guenzler 2001; Brewer 2003).  There 

are two main types of land trust in the US, a community land trust focusing primarily on land for 

community resources and housing, and conservation land trusts, which focus on land protection 

for ecological, aesthetic, and production objectives (Campbell and Salus 2003).  Our focus in this 

research is the latter, specifically those which operate at the local or regional scale. Local 

conservation land trusts are only loosely networked through a national umbrella organization, the 

Land Trust Alliance (LTA), so there is little reliable data on their actual numbers or conservation 

outcomes (Merenlender, Huntsinger et al. 2004; Richardson 2010), though it is estimated that 

these organization have conserved over 37 million acres of land in the US (LTA 2005).    

 

The definition provided for land trusts on the LTA website is organizations which “conserve land 

by undertaking or assisting in land or conservation easement acquisition, or by its stewardship of 

such land or easements.”  This definition points to land trusts’ heavy reliance on technical and 

market-based tools, namely conservation easements that control property rights to achieve 

conservation outcomes.  The conservation easement keeps land under private ownership, but 

permanently dissolves the development rights, with the value of that right sold or donated by the 

landowner for either cash or tax incentives (Gustanski and Squires 2000).  Such easements are an 

effective tool for protecting land from development.  They can keep a modest percentage of a 
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region’s productive land open for traditional land management practices that produce desirable 

multifunctional benefits, but they do little to address underlying forces driving land use change 

or to avoid three of the four non-sustainable land use trends mentioned above.  They generally do 

not address the infrastructure necessary to manage land under easement (Richardson 2010), nor 

do they promote conservation or management of the greater percentage of lands in the region not 

under easement (McDonald, Yuan-Farrell et al. 2007). Conservation easements, on their own, do 

not promote sustainable market conditions for sustainable production of timber, livestock, or 

other products to keep working lands economically viable, nor do they incentivize management 

for market or ecological services.  

 

The conservation easement has been characterized with some trepidation as a neoliberal tool for 

environmental governance and the commoditization and privatization of nature (Logan and 

Wekerle 2008; Morris 2008).  It has also been characterized as a legal and technical tool more 

suitable for defending land from people than for fostering long-term commitments to 

environmental stewardship and sustainable development (Forbes 2008).  Among scholars, there 

is a growing call for conservation organizations to adopt more integrated and holistic 

conservation strategies which extend beyond property lines, and which seek to reconnect people 

with land (Minteer and Manning 2003; Berkes 2004; Freyfogle 2006).  Given the goals and 

preferences of land trusts to protect private property rights, to employ market-based tools to 

achieve conservation outcomes, and to define their work according to the contexts of the 

communities and landscapes in which they operate, we envision land trusts as ideal partners in 

EESNs, supporting ecological entreprenueurship as a complimentary activity to their work of 

keep farms and forests economically and ecologically viable, and of connecting communities to 

land through market goods and services.  Further, we propose that such efforts may have broader 

impacts for sustainability across the landscape than protection at the parcel scale.  

 

2.3 Ecological entrepreneurship and economies of scope as conservation strategies 

 

Proposed by Terry Marsden and Everard Smith (2005) as a strategy for sustainable rural 

development, ecological entrepreneurship exists where “key actors are committed to preserving 

cultural, ecological, and environmental integrity yet find new pragmatic ways to create economic 
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benefits (e.g. employment in the local community)” (442).1  Marsden and Smith emphasize 

networks as a critical dimension for facilitating ecological entrepreneurship, specifically “how 

networks function and evolve to shape knowledge and create a collective willingness to innovate 

to achieve mutually beneficial goals” (441).  With support from external partners through 

EESNs, ecological entrepreneurship networks work to develop specialized scope economies in a 

region.  Economies of scope can best be described in contrast to economies of scale, in which 

rather than intensively producing high volumes of a single good, multiple products or services 

are produced using similar inputs (Van der Ploeg, Renting et al. 2000). 

 

The virtues of economies of scope are reflected in discussions of “multifunctional” landscapes, 

where land and resources are recognized as producing and providing a range of functions 

consistent with local conditions and valued accordingly (Antrop 2004; Brandt and Vejre 2004; 

McCarthy 2005). Besides the relief and flexibility realized in decoupling production from the 

pressures of the global commodity market, producing a range of goods and services with an eye 

towards quality over quantity generally yields a higher premium for producers (Clark 2005; 

Marsden and Smith 2005; Brasier, Goetz et al. 2007). The ability of scope economies to translate 

into practical value for this range of goods and services requires developing both supply and 

demand, an undertaking necessitating cooperation from a range of actors and agencies, or the 

development of ‘economies of synergy’ (Van der Ploeg, Renting et al. 2000; Marsden, Banks et 

al. 2002; Clark 2005; Marini and Mooney 2006; Clark 2009). 

  

Economies of scope utilize associative market arrangements, which emphasize collaboration and 

interdependencies of businesses, including networks, industrial clusters, and associations 

traditionally based on value chain dynamics with enhancing economic outcomes as the sole 

motivation (Rosenfeld 2005).  The ‘new associationalism’ that pursues more sustainable 

outcomes (Marsden, Banks et al. 2002; Clark 2005) means bringing a new set of stakeholders 

and motivations into the network, requiring business managers and producers to “create and 

maintain new associations with a whole range of external actors and institutions” (Clark 2005, 

812).  As it relates to sustainable land and resource management, the goal of these networks is to 

                                                 
1 Ecological entrepreneurship in this sense is distinct from ‘ecopreneurship’ a term often used to describe 
environmentally friendly businesses (Volery 2002)  
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re-order the value-chain of locally produced goods and services, and valorize local capital and 

resources (Marsden, Banks et al. 2002; Marini and Mooney 2006; Brasier, Goetz et al. 2007).  In 

turn, networks enable sustainable forms of localized wealth creation, support more equitable 

methods of value distribution among local producers and processors, and encourage balancing 

conservation and development goals (Marsden and Smith 2005).  Despite the triple bottom line 

rhetoric of such sustainable development initiatives, unless social and conservation outcomes are 

explicitly included as part of the network goals, even new associative arrangements will focus 

primarily on economic performance (Rosenfeld 2002; Rosenfeld 2009). 

 

As a means of illustrating tangible forms of ‘new associationalism’, Marsden and Smith (2005) 

profiled two farming-centered networks.  In that study, organic and other sustainable production 

methods served as proxies for enhanced ‘ecological’ considerations (i.e., it was assumed organic 

and sustainable agriculture produced better environmental outcomes than alternative agricultural 

practices).  In this research, we examine roles and functions of external stakeholders, namely 

land trusts, to support these efforts.  We use the conservation mission of these organizations as a 

proxy for explicit ecological consideration, as measurement of ecological outcomes through such 

activities is outside the scope of this paper.   

 

2.4 Roles and functions in Ecological Entrepreneurship Support Networks 

 

Networks and social infrastructure are critical to the support and success of any form of 

entrepreneurship in a region (Flora and Flora 1993; Van de Ven 1993; Holley 2005).  We 

conducted a review of economic, business, and community development literatures on 

entrepreneurship and their supporting networks to determine the range of roles and functions 

necessary to support entrepreneurship. A stakeholder plays a ‘role’ if they build or maintain the 

network. A stakeholder provides a ‘function’ if they directly assist entrepreneurs working within 

the network.  An overview of these roles and functions are presented in Table 1. 
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ROLES Network Broker Regional Catalyst Entrepreneurial Support 
Organization (ESO) 

 

Serve as scout and connector 
for network and external 
resources 

Facilitates intra-network 
coordination and builds 
support system for 
entrepreneurs 

Provides direct support and 
services to entrepreneurs and 
business climate 

FUNCTIONS Largely provided by ESOs 
 Access to 

education/ 
knowledge 

Access to capital Developing 
networking 

opportunities 

Access to 
support services 
& infrastructure 

Developing 
entrepreneurial 

culture 
Table 1.  Roles and functions within ecological entrepreneurship support networks. 
 

A single network partner can fill multiple roles, but each must be filled. At least three critical 

roles exist:  network brokers, regional catalysts, and entrepreneurial support organizations 

(ESOs).  Network brokers are stakeholders that serve as identifiers and connectors for 

entrepreneurs and other network participants, primarily connecting entrepreneurs to resources 

and expertise external to the network (Huggins 2000; Rosenfeld 2001; Hanna and Walsh 2002; 

Holley 2005).  Regional catalysts are individuals or organizations that facilitate the coordination 

among network stakeholders and who can help build the support system for entrepreneurs (CAN 

2005; Holley 2005).  Entrepreneurial support organizations (ESOs) perform functions to support 

entrepreneurs. They are “organizations, entities and individuals that directly affect entrepreneurs 

and/or the culture and infrastructure in which they do business” (Lowe 2010).  Five broad 

categories of functions exist (based on synthesis of (Allen and Rahman 1985; Dabson 2001; 

Holley 2005; Rosenfeld 2005; Brasier, Goetz et al. 2007; Kauffman 2008):  1) providing access 

to knowledge, innovation, and training; 2) providing access to capital; 3) development of 

networking opportunities; 4) providing access to cost effective support services and 

infrastructure; and 5) developing or supporting a local/ regional entrepreneurial culture.   

 

3.0 METHODS 

 

To explore the roles and functions provided by land trusts supporting ecological 

entrepreneurship, we used a comparative case study approach that includes descriptive, 

exploratory, and explanatory dimensions (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2003). Data collection and 

analysis occurred iteratively, with triangulation of data, coding and recoding, periodic member 

checks across the research team and with informants to ensure accuracy and reliability. We 

included data from a variety of sources including secondary analysis of survey data, archival 
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review of published and unpublished literature, key informant interviews, and direct observation 

and participant-observation. Direct observations were conducted at the Land Trust Alliance 

Annual Meeting in October 2009 and participant observations were conducted namely with the 

New River Land Trust as participants in the discussion surrounding landcare. 

 

Identifying and selecting cases to demonstrate the roles and functions provided by land trusts in 

EESNs required first identifying land trusts involved in supporting entrepreneurial activities. We 

began by establishing a sampling frame of land trusts believed to be using conservation strategies 

related to economic development, which we assembled through a secondary analysis of survey 

data collected by the Center for Whole Communities (CWC) in 2007, augmented with cases 

identified through a review of LTA’s quarterly publication Saving Land.  The CWC survey 

included 286 unique land trusts (see Forbes 2008). We focused only on the 208 survey 

respondents which included the organizations’ name. 

 

The secondary analysis of CWC survey data focused on one particularly relevant question– 

“Which larger communities is your land trust a part of?” 45% of responding land trusts identified 

their organization as a contributing member of their local business community, 57% identified 

themselves as part of the agricultural community, 37% felt they contributed to a development 

community, and 10 land trusts identified with other relevant efforts in open-ended responses to 

the question (not mutually exclusive categories).2 From this analysis, we identified 23 land trusts 

which appeared to actively support some form of ecological entrepreneurship.  Using 

organizations’ websites and supplemental literature, we researched these 23 organizations further 

to develop a deeper understanding of their activities.  Based on this step, we narrowed the sample 

frame to 16 organizations.   

  

We contacted executive directors for each of the 16 land trusts, inviting them to participate in a 

semi-structured phone interview about the nature of their organization’s activities.  Non-

respondents were sent a follow-up email two weeks later.  Executive directors and program 

managers from nine land trusts were interviewed during the fall of 2009.  From these interviews, 

                                                 
2 Other response categories included the environmental community (94%), public governance community (57%), 
real estate community (37%), and smart growth community (52%). 
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we selected three cases that illustrate a variety of roles and functions land trust provide in 

ecological entrepreneurial networks.   Though the three cases profiled here are similar in that 

they describe support of mostly food-based enterprises, this should not be interpreted as the limit 

of entrepreneurial activities. Other land trusts that support community forest operations, 

aquaculture facilities, and artisan markets were also identified, but with less developed markets 

and strategies to support these efforts, they did not provide a well-defined case to demonstrate 

network roles and functions. 

 

4.0 CASE STUDIES 

 

4.1 Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust – California 

 

Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust (BALT) operates in California to preserve farmland in 

Contra Costa County outside of San Francisco.  The land trust was established as a response to 

public concerns about the rate of conversion of farmland to residential use in the region, in which 

developers are levied a conservation fee that is applied to securing conservation easements on 

working farms.  The land trust was formed in 2002 to identify and secure the conservation 

easements and attorney Kathryn Lyddan was hired as the organization’s executive director in 

2003.  Immediately, Lyddan was faced with the problem of little motivation for farmers and 

growers in the region to place their land under permanent conservation, as well as significant 

distrust of an organization that would restrict land use.  Value of real estate for development was 

high and profitability in growing commodity agriculture was relatively low, leaving BALT in a 

conundrum.  Explained Lyddan, “To go in and say, ‘hey, do you want to sell me the most 

valuable part of your land rights for under fair market value?’ was not a good opening 

statement…and everyone would say ‘why would I do that when I can’t make a living farming?’”  

Lyddan recognized that before BALT could get into the business of conservation easements, it 

would need to get in the business of making agriculture work for the region and the landowners, 

and in doing so, earn the trust of local farmers and landowners.   

 

Since 2003, with a board of directors comprised largely of farmers in the region, the organization 

has pursued a dual mission of working to conserve farmland while promoting and strengthening 
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the markets that keeps land working.  A significant barrier to diversifying the agriculture 

industry in the immediate area and developing value-added opportunities were zoning 

restrictions prohibiting commercial activity on farmland beyond growing food and establishing 

small roadside stands.  In an area known for olives, grapes, fruits, and vegetables, the 

possibilities for agritourism and value-added processing as a profitable enterprise for farmers 

were good, so BALT identified broadening this policy as one of its first priorities.  In the last two 

years, they have been successful in gaining the permitting of olive oil production facilities and 

wineries, with allowances for commercial kitchens next in line.   

 

BALT has also served as a key partner in the development and promotion of local food and 

producer networks in the region.  As the Contra Costa County coordinators of the Buy Fresh Buy 

Local campaign for the region, they work with the statewide Community Alliance with Family 

Farmers to produce local food guide for the nine Bay Area counties.  They also collaborate with 

Harvest Time in Brentwood, another local Buy Fresh Buy Local affiliate representing the U-Pick 

operations in the area to develop promotional materials and advertise on behalf of local 

producers.  The organization works with local growers to find direct market opportunities 

through networking events and brainstorming sessions.  At the state level, BALT is involved 

with Roots of Change, a statewide campaign to reform the entire food system by 2030, as an 

advocate for family farmers in the promotion of regional food systems. 

 

In the years since the organization was formed to pursue conservation of working farmland, 

BALT has had success in creating a reputation for working on behalf of farmers to keep working 

land profitable.  In turn, the land trust is beginning to see greater interest in conservation 

easements among its constituents and less suspicion of BALT’s motives.  “Six years later,” 

Lyddan reports, “everyone knows me, they have dealt with me…it was a matter of building trust 

on the stuff that everyone can agree on.”  Going from zero conservation easements for the first 

few years of operation, BALT now holds five significant easements with three more in process.   

 

As a community actor with an explicit mandate to pursue conservation goals that were not 

attainable under existing market circumstances, BALT was quickly forced to operate in the area 

that intersects conservation and economic development by supporting ecological 
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entrepreneurship.  The ecological and aesthetic services provided by working lands were clearly 

valued by the surrounding region, but keeping them working meant making them viable.  

Operating as both a network broker and regional catalyst, BALT works to identify the barriers to 

success, assemble the partners and stakeholders who can work together to negotiate these 

barriers, and support farmers and growers in creating a vibrant local food network.  Through 

their work with campaigns such as Buy Fresh Buy Local, BALT has provided market access and 

visibility for growers, as well as creating networking opportunities for growers, producers, and 

customers to develop mutually beneficial relationships.  Their work in revising zoning and 

permitting policy has created opportunities for greater entrepreneurship among producers and in 

turn, a more entrepreneur-friendly culture.    

 

4.2 New River Land Trust – Virginia 

 

Serving eight rural counties in the New River region of Virginia, the New River Land Trust 

(NRLT) works to protect and conserve the farms, forests, open spaces, and historical places in 

the area that covers most of the Virginia portion of the New River watershed.  Typical of much 

of the Blue Ridge and Appalachian region, the area is mountainous and heavily forested, with 

small farms largely situated on steep and rocky hillsides.  Virginia is unique with its legislatively 

created quasi-governmental agency, the Virginia Outdoors Foundation (VOF), which functions 

as a state land trust to hold conservation easements generated by land trusts and other 

organizations.  With VOF assuming the responsibility of holding easements, land trusts such as 

NRLT can focus primarily on outreach and education, cultivating relationships with landowners 

and other stakeholders, and raising funds necessary to achieve conservation outcomes.  

Through its work with landowners, NRLT has played a critical role in the formation of a series 

of local landcare groups in the region.  Fashioned loosely after community landcare groups in 

Australia (Cary, Webb et al. 2000), these landcare groups have organized to develop locally-

relevant sustainable solutions for their land use challenges.  In 2005, a group of cattle producers 

and large parcel landowners in Grayson County, one of the southwestern most counties in the 

land trust’s region, took the first steps to address their conservation predicament by applying for 

a National Fish & Wildlife Foundation (NFWF) grant to investigate alternative production 

options, with the land trust serving as the fiscal agent pro bono.  Without a land use taxation 
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program for agriculture in their county and with increasing pressure by the second-home market 

on property values and subsequently on property taxes, the current rate of return for conventional 

cattle production was leaving many producers with few options but to sell their land. Grant 

monies were used to fund Jerry Moles, a long-time community organizer and board member of 

the land trust, to help the community explore and organize around a rotational grass-fed beef 

operation.  As part of his grassroots work with local farmers and residents, Moles introduced a 

version of the successful landcare model from Australia.  Out of this effort evolved Grayson 

LandCare, a locally-based group of landowners committed to developing sustainable solutions to 

the challenges they face.   

 

Two other groups have since formed in the NRLT operating region, though with less direct 

involvement by the land trust.  Catawba Landcare is a group focused more on aesthetic and water 

quality issues in the Catawba Valley.  It has been raising awareness among landowners about 

sustainable land management practices, has engaged in considerable stream restoration work, 

and has recently spun-off a local incubator focusing on land-based business development.  

SustainFloyd is another group, focused more on sustainable community economic development 

for their town and county as a means of creating economic opportunities for their citizens 

without imposing negative impacts on their environment.  NRLT has been involved with these 

groups as more of a tacit supporter and partner for organizational activities and programs, 

recognizing the conservation goals of these efforts as complementary to their own.   

 

The ecological entrepreneurial impact of Grayson LandCare is an outstanding example of the 

contribution a land trust can make to the support of conservation and economic development 

goals in a community.  NRLT’s initial support of the self-organized effort was on the basis of 

helping provide opportunities for landowners to increase their profitability with the intent of 

keeping land working and ecologically viable through means other than conservation easements.  

As a result of the brokering and catalyzing services provided by the coordinator supported by the 

land trust through the NFWF grant, Grayson LandCare was able to promote and disseminate best 

management practices that increase ecological and economic benefits, and created a for-profit 

private enterprise that is bringing a higher rate of return to participants than less-sustainable 

methods.  Beyond the injection of increased wealth into the community, it has also increased the 
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enthusiasm for locally produced foods and goods, and brought a broader awareness of land 

conservation benefits.  Grayson Natural Foods is now expanding beyond beef to include lamb, 

pork, and poultry, and is currently exploring the possibilities for a local certified slaughter and 

processing facility to enable a fully-localized production process. 

 

Taking an unconventional approach to land conservation through community economic 

development activities is not without risks.  There are potential liabilities associated with 

affecting the economic fortunes of landowners and businesses, as well as administrative burdens 

that can be challenging for small nonprofits, particularly in tight economic times.   In late 2009, 

after the NFWF grant had been exhausted, NLRT was forced to make tough decisions.  In the 

interest of preserving their original and core mission of permanently conserving land, the board 

of NRLT decided the organization did not have the capacity or resources to continue the direct 

support of Grayson LandCare, though it continues to serve as a supporter and partner in many of 

the region’s landcare activities.   

 

4.3 Taos Land Trust – New Mexico 

 

As the only land trust based north of Santa Fe in New Mexico, the Taos Land Trust (TLT) deals 

with land and landowners throughout the northern area of the state.  Like many areas in the 

country, arable land and access to water is valued at a premium for both farming and 

development, creating a tension between the two, but in northern New Mexico, these features are 

in even scarcer supply.  Add to this tension a rich cultural history with traditional growing 

methods still being practiced by multi-generational landowners, and the land trust is forced to 

deal with a unique set of challenges to achieving their land conservation goals.   

 

Ernie Atencio was hired as the TLT’s executive director in 2003 and brought to the position a 

perspective that blended an education in cultural anthropology and experience in social justice, 

and his own multi-generational roots to the region.  He quickly realized the land and resources 

his organization was charged with conserving were inextricably tied to the culture of the region 

and the people who had lived on and worked the land for centuries.  Conservation easements 

would be of limited appeal unless people could maintain their traditions and livelihoods on the 
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land, and TLT would be ineffective unless its programs were relevant to the diverse constituency 

the programs were meant to serve. Taos County has significant Indo-Hispanic and American 

Indian populations, many of whom are farmers that are older and of a mid to lower income class.  

In an area that caters to a large tourism industry, this population tends to be marginalized and 

difficult to reach. 

 

In an effort to engage these landowners and producers, and make the work of the land trust 

relevant to them, TLT partnered with the Taos County Economic Development Corporation 

(TCEDC) and the Taos Valley Acequia Association (TVAA) in 2006 to form De la Tierra a la 

Cosecha (From Earth to Harvest), with the mission of “Sustaining the land, water, food, and 

culture of Northern New Mexico.”  The three organizations were a strategic partnership, bringing 

complementary skills and expertise to their goal, as well as an ability to engage different portions 

of the population of interest.  The TCEDC is a community institution with 18 years experience 

assisting in the development and promotion of small food businesses in the region.  The TVAA 

is a regional organization that provides technical, legal, and managerial support for the network 

of acequias (traditional irrigation ditches) that weave across the landscape.  Land that is irrigated 

from an acequia is deeded water rights and most acequias in the area are members of the TVAA, 

meaning the organization has access to growers who use the acequias to irrigate their crops.  

Finally, the Taos Land Trust brings an interest in conserving the land from development and 

sustaining the land-based cultural heritage of the area through conservation easements and other 

legal tools, which can provide additional funding to landowners over time. 

 

Through De la Tierra a la Cosecha, the coalition has developed a multi-faceted approach to 

supporting producers of agricultural products and to strengthening the land-community 

connection in the broader community.  They began by conducting an asset inventory and needs 

assessment of the agricultural community to direct their work. Out of this assessment, the 

partnership has hosted a number of public workshops and forums, as well as a comprehensive 

series of training sessions for producers on topics ranging from business planning to regulatory 

issues.  A kitchen incubator is available as part of the project, providing services to more than 

forty locally based value-added food processing operations.  They have also created a local 

brand, Oso Good Foods, which incubator affiliates can use to market their products.  
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Incidentally, one Oso Good Foods salsa producers was approached by Whole Foods to provide 

products for distribution to the region’s stores, but declined because they did not want to add the 

required preservatives to their product.   

 

Another service developed in response to the needs inventory is the Mobile Matanza, a mobile 

USDA and organic certified slaughtering unit that travels to farms and is equipped to slaughter 

livestock on-site.  With this arrangement, the carcass is brought straight to a butcher for direct 

commercial market access rather than selling the live animal to the market or transporting great 

distance to a slaughter facility.  This innovation has reportedly increased producer profitability 

two to three times over their previous methods.  

 

While TCEDC serves as the main ESO in the network by providing direct services to 

entrepreneurs, the land trust serves more as the network broker, reaching and connecting the 

network and landowners with external resources and support.  De la Tierra a la Cosecha has 

received grant funding from major foundations and has received nationwide attention for their 

efforts.  TLT has worked at the state level with other land trusts to achieve a transferable 

conservation tax credit, and to establish a credit cooperative for landowners.  This has provided 

an additional incentive for landowners involved in the coalition to consider placing their land 

under permanent conservation while also meeting their financial needs.  In addition, Atencio 

serves on the Board of Directors of Quivira Coalition, a statewide organization dedicated to 

working in the ‘radical center’ to find and promote sustainable and profitable practices for 

ranchers.   

 

With each partner bringing their expertise, services, and connections to bear, De la Tierra a la 

Cosecha is an ecological entrepreneurial network.  They have developed a strategy for reaching 

out to stakeholders directly involved in working and caring for the land and resources in the 

region, and developing opportunities and tools to keep them profitable and on the land.  
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5.0 DISCUSSION 

 

5.1 Roles & functions of land trusts in Ecological Entrepreneurship Support Networks 

 

Entrepreneurship literature suggests three roles must be present to build a successful 

entrepreneur support network: 1) network brokers, 2) regional catalysts, and 3) entrepreneur 

support organizations. We found that land trusts could effectively provide all three roles.  The 

land trusts we studied worked as network brokers by building connections between entrepreneurs 

and resources, by creating market opportunities, and by advocating for the value of non-market 

ecological outcomes of these activities.  BALT, in their efforts to support local growers, 

capitalized on growing interest in ‘local’ and, through their role as regional coordinator for the 

Buy Fresh Buy Local campaign, drew external support and visibility for entrepreneurs.  NRLT, 

particularly through the efforts of Jerry Moles as the Grayson LandCare coordinator, was 

successful in drawing the interest and support of a number of regional partners including 

Virginia Tech, state agencies, and district Congressmen.  TLT was successful at garnering grant 

funding for the development of their network. Based on these findings, organizations wanting to 

act as brokers for EESNs should pursue funding, advocate for their constituents, and engage in 

policy work to incentivize (or as in the case of BALT, to permit) sustainable land-based 

enterprises.   

 

Land trusts worked as regional catalysts to provide leadership and coordination within EESNs 

by bringing the environmental imperative to the network.  They facilitated the collaboration, 

strategic planning, and communications needed to build the network to support ecological 

entrepreneurs.  BALT, for example, served as a catalyst by helping growers and producers 

organize to maximize their cooperation and outcomes.  Their work with Harvest Time in 

Brentwood supported U-Pick farmers with comprehensive marketing and advertising.  NRLT’s 

support of landcare groups and TLT’s involvement in the creation of De la Tierra a la Cosecha 

as a formal collaborative network both demonstrate possible roles for a land trust as a catalyst.  

Acting as a regional catalyst requires a land trust to think strategically about their goals and the 

goals of the entrepreneurs they are working to support, and to draw in stakeholders and partners 

who can help achieve these goals.  
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Land trusts also worked as entrepreneur support organizations (ESO), providing direct 

assistance to entrepreneurs.  The five functions we identified may be performed by a variety of 

stakeholders or there may be a main ESO that provides the bulk of the services (Holley 2005).  

The land trusts we studied varied in the functions they could provide and the level at which they 

could to provide them. What emerged as important was not the ability of land trusts to perform 

these functions directly, but ensuring that appropriate partners and stakeholders were brought 

into the network to provide these services.  From this perspective, we begin to identify 

opportunities and roles for other potential partners in regional EESNs. 

 

One important support function is connecting entrepreneurs to information services, including 

innovative research, education, and training. Two land trusts performed this function, but did not 

provide the service directly.   In the case of NRLT, the land trust and landcare groups maintain a 

relationship with neighboring Virginia Tech, a land grant university with strong agriculture and 

natural resource programs.   Through this partnership, producers and entrepreneurs accessed 

research findings, organizational strategies, and business planning.  EarthWorks is a land-based 

business incubator sponsored by Virginia Tech that emerged from interest in the landcare groups.  

It provides access training and infrastructure for emerging ecological entrepreneurs. Within the 

De la Tierra a la Cosecha, the TCEDC serves this function, organizing and hosting a 

comprehensive training program for growers and for food enterprises using the kitchen 

incubator.  Information services are an especially important function for ecological 

entrepreneurship because producers and landowners in scope economies must add value to their 

traditional production processes, which often requires innovative information, technology, and 

support.  Partners such as local universities, cooperative extension offices, incubator programs, 

soil and water conservation districts, and other knowledge-based providers can fill this need for 

EESNs. 

 

A second support function is providing entrepreneurs access to capital, a function that land trusts 

are not always able to provide. The organizations we studied provided general support to the 

network through staffing and administrative costs in the case of NRLT and grant writing for 

BALT and TLT, but were not directly involved in accessing capital for entrepreneurs.  Each 
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network seems to include connections to outside financial institutions for this purpose however, 

and some of these connections were brokered by land trusts.  An example is TLT’s relationship 

with the Permaculture Credit Union (PCU) located in Santa Fe, established as a lending agency 

for growers who support the principles of permaculture.  Explaining why they partner with 

independent financial institutions, Atencio of TLT explained that the addition of financial 

interest clouds already complicated relationships between trusts and their landowner partners.  In 

terms of financing the completion of conservation easements, both Virginia and New Mexico 

have a system of transferrable tax credits, which have created greater incentives for landowners 

to participate.  Both TLT and NRLT have established partnerships with organizations to help 

landowner finance the transaction costs for completing these easements and provide brokerage 

services to sell the credits.  PCU is an exceptional example of a successful financing partner; 

other possible partners include local Farm Bureaus, community development corporations, or 

government programs with rotating loan funds for community development.   

 

A third support function is facilitating opportunities for landowners, entrepreneurs, and other 

stakeholders to share ideas and resources with each other, as well as to make connections with 

potential customers or collaborators.  Each of the land trusts we studied were directly involved in 

providing this function.  BALT organized producer forums and meetings to connect producers 

with area chefs and distributors.  NRLT created a forum for landowners and producers to 

collaborate and increase their scale of production, as well as providing a shared platform for 

discussions with landowners about their conservation options.  TLT directly sponsored and 

hosted a number of community and regional events to connect producers, community members, 

and agencies, as well as provided multiple networking opportunities through the efforts of De la 

Tierra a la Cosecha.  Land trusts are particularly well positioned to support this type of 

networking because of their connection to the communities they serve and their outreach 

mission.  Organizations interested in providing this function should consider expanding the 

scope of their public meetings and information sessions to invite diverse partners and address 

topics that speak to ecological entrepreneurship opportunities.   

 

Another common function is providing low-cost support services and infrastructure for 

entrepreneurs, which all of the land trusts we examined provided to varying extents.  BALT, 



 
45

through their involvement with Buy Fresh Buy Local, provided branding and marketing services 

for producers.  Both BALT and NRLT assisted in the production and distribution of a local food 

directory to connect producers with consumers.  TLT, particularly through De la Tierra a la 

Cosecha and the services of an economic development corporation, offered entrepreneurs access 

to low-cost production facilities and equipment.  NRLT, in their pro bono administration of 

grants for the funding of Grayson LandCare and subsequent support of its facilitator, provided 

administrative services, as well as basic office assistance such as producing, copying, and 

distributing materials.  This category of support will be broad depending on the market, and will 

likely require contributions from a wide range of EESN partners beyond land trusts themselves.   

 

Finally, a fifth support function is the maintenance and strengthening of the local entrepreneurial 

culture.  Again, the land trusts we studied provided this function to varying degrees.  BALT 

worked with local politicians and governments to change the zoning and permitting legislation to 

allow value-added processing to occur on-farm.  They actively supported Roots of Change, a 

statewide initiative to restructure and localize the food system of California by 2030, which 

ideally will create incentives for small-scale and ecologically sound production methods.  NRLT, 

through Grayson LandCare, worked with the local officials to host workshops and meetings on 

growing and strengthening the local foods systems through the support of local producers.  TLT 

and De la Tierra a la Cosecha received a lot of attention for their work, evidenced by the 

newspaper articles and online references to the project, thus keeping local entrepreneurs in the 

public eye and creating a culture and market for locally produced goods. This may be the easiest 

support function for land trusts because they typically champion local culture, people, and places 

already.   

 

5.2 Ecological entrepreneurship as an integrated conservation strategy: Lessons for land 

trusts 

 

The political momentum behind sustainable development efforts that blend economic, social, and 

ecological outcomes raises challenges for land trusts.  Their emphasis on legal and technical 

tools to preserve land and protect it from human activity does not address broader economic or 

social concerns that may dominate local politics.  It also does little to address necessary land 
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management responses to changing environmental concerns such as climate change, clean 

energy, and biodiversity loss.  But with a broader mission, land trusts can promote strategies that 

integrate people, economies, and communities with land conservation.  Ecological 

entrepreneurship is one such strategy.  Through participation in EESNs, land trusts are increasing 

or stabilizing the profitability of open land, connecting consumers to producers and thus building 

stronger relationships to the land, making careful land management a more viable endeavor, and 

are protecting the ecological values and benefits of that land.   

 

The ecological entrepreneurship efforts we studied were small operations focused on developing 

value-added market options for producers as a strategy for responding to the four land use 

conversion trends identified in the beginning of this paper. Though the enterprises supported 

through the EESNs in these cases here were mostly food-based, this is most likely because there 

are modest markets already established for locally-produced food. Other opportunities will 

develop as markets mature for local forest or aquacultural products, and in secondary markets 

such as the arts, recreation, and tourism.  By providing additional revenues from land ownership 

and rewarding ecological stewardship, EESNs create opportunities for land uses other than 

industrialization and development, they incentivize careful management of land, and they create 

capacity to manage land that might otherwise be abandoned or neglected.   

 

As with any new business venture, there is risk of failure with ecological entrepreneurship, 

which has the potential to reflect on the network partners supporting them.  Failure can cost 

landowners and investors money, and damage hard-won trust built by network brokers and 

catalysts. Ecological entrepreneurial is not a silver bullet, just one tool among many, with its own 

set of different risks and rewards. 

  

The land trusts profiled here are atypical, as they have elected to take different risks and 

expanded their conservation strategies beyond exclusively conservation easements.  It is too 

early to determine whether these organizations are anomalies or pioneers, but it is clear that they 

are pushing the envelope on the conventional mission of land trusts, and for that reason, their 

motivations are of interest.  For BALT, the expanded mission was deemed necessary to address 

challenges associated with agricultural lands: 
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I think that the traditional environmental community has been focused on open space and 

habitat for the last 40 years, and incredibly successfully so.  That focus on habitat and 

open space has allowed the environmental community to have a very bright line so that 

things are black and white…On one side of it, there is human activity and on the other 

side of it, things are “saved” … I can go so far as saying that the success of that 

environmental movement has come at the expense of agricultural land…. When you start 

to talk to these folks about trying to do this kind of work, it becomes very uncomfortable 

for them because when landscape and human environments are one and the same, it 

becomes a breathable skin… and you can’t draw those lines.  Then you have to start 

talking about things that are shades of gray and in fact, they are slippery slopes... You 

can’t just draw that line and then abandon people on the other side of the line – you have 

a responsibility to those people that you have set on the other side of that line (Lyddan, 

BALT). 

 

Jerry Moles of Grayson LandCare makes a similar argument when he asked: “Is Conservation 

Enough?” (Moles 2009). Likewise, Atencio of the TLT points to a quote by Wendell Berry when 

asked about his motivation – “You cannot save the land apart from the people or the people apart 

from the land.  To save either, you must save both”.   

 

When BALT advocated relaxing zoning restrictions limiting entrepreneurial activities, they came 

face to face with tension that exists between traditional and innovative conservation ideologies.  

Zoning restrictions in their community had been put in place by well meaning conservationists as 

a strategy to preserve and protect land from development. BALT’s efforts to loosen these 

restrictions created gray areas about the land trust as an ENGO and raised questions in the 

community about the land trust’s purpose.  Land trusts promoting ecological entrepreneurship 

will likely encounter similar challenges and will need to clearly articulate their rationale for 

adopting different and broader conservation strategies, less they lose trust in the community.   

 

Land trusts might also be motivated to support ecological entrepreneurship because it provides 

the means to influence land use on properties that will likely never be put under easement, to 
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increase trust and legitimacy within local communities, and to develop relationships with future 

easement grantees.  We are not suggesting land trusts change their mission and focus solely on 

supporting ecological entrepreneurship.  Rather, we are suggesting that land trusts—or other 

conservation-minded organizations—look for ecological entrepreneurial efforts in their region 

and consider ways to support them in ways consistent with the organizations’ strengths, capacity, 

and mission.  Ultimately, enterprises will need to be self-sustaining to achieve their goals, but the 

creation of new ventures will require support of a network of community partners.  These case 

studies should illustrate how organizations such as land trusts might be able to contribute to and 

serve a role in these efforts.  Further research into the biophysical and economic impacts of these 

activities, as well as the contributions of other regional partners, would be beneficial substantiate 

or amend these recommendations.   

 

6.0 CONCLUSION 

 

This study examined innovative partnerships and strategies developed by Brentwood 

Agricultural Land Trust, New River Land Trust, and Taos Land Trust.  It provides insights into 

the roles and functions of partners in ecological entrepreneurship support networks, as well as 

insights into how conservation organizations, particularly land trusts, can support ecological 

entrepreneurship in their region as a means to achieve conservation goals.  We have not assessed 

the on-the-ground impacts of these innovative practices nor their long term efficacy – these tasks 

are left to future study.  Nonetheless, it appears that ecological entrepreneurship may provide a 

strategy for pursuing conservation goals in regions affected by urbanization and globalization, 

for redirecting land use away from fragmentation and neglect, and for engaging the broader 

community in the practice and dialog of conservation.   

 

Ecological entrepreneurship supports communities, land owners, local economies, as well as the 

environment – in other words, it promotes sustainable development.  Through the development 

of scope economies for sustainably produced land-based goods and services, ecological 

entrepreneurship encourages and incentivizes conservation practices and the stewardship of 

landscapes while contributing to the economic vitality of communities.  As one example of 

integrated conservation, the support of ecological entrepreneurship provides a real option for 
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land trusts and other organizations to engage with the communities they serve and have a 

significant impact on the lives and livelihoods of the landowners they work with.   
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Chapter 4 

Catawba Landcare CMS-Based Website 

www.catawbalandcare.org 
 

Introduction 

 

For the majority of my graduate student tenure at Virginia Tech, I have been involved with the 

development of landcare in the US, specifically in the southern Appalachian region.  As an 

emergent type of community-based organization highly reflective of community context and 

individuals involved, I opted to study this concept from a participatory role, working closely with 

one group in particular over the course of five years.  My work with Catawba Landcare over this 

time period has entailed several projects, partnerships, and initiatives that were not being 

archived in any systematic fashion. It is this institutional memory which is critical in telling the 

story of Catawba Landcare, demonstrating to others and themselves the impact of group in the 

community, and for sharing the idea of landcare with other communities around the country and 

world.  It is for these reasons that, as part of my dissertation project, I constructed a 

comprehensive CMS-based website for the group which captures the story of the group to date, 

and which will allow for the story to continue into the future.  This section is intended to reflect 

on the process of constructing that site and next steps for ensuring it remains of value to the 

community. 

 

Background 

 

A significant portion of my time as a graduate student at Virginia Tech has been spent working 

with efforts to support the development of landcare in the United States. As a grassroots-driven 

approach to collaborative conservation and community development which relies on external 

partnerships, there were several angles from which to examine the emergence, formation, and 

implications of landcare in the US – there are international models to use for comparative 

studies; there are various policy frameworks which could be used to explore how landcare could 

be supported from the state and/ or federal level; there are several sociological, economic, and 

community development theories under which landcare concepts and practices can be analyzed.   
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When I began my work with landcare in 2006, it was from a decidedly macro perspective. I was 

interested in describing landcare and how it fit into the larger picture of community-based 

conservation and sustainable development in the US.  The challenge I faced however was that 

the landcare groups which Virginia Tech was involved with were quite young and each was 

developing differently, responding to the unique circumstances of their communities and 

members.  I soon recognized that an a priori description of what defines landcare was 

counterintuitive; that it is an emergent concept that will take the form most appropriate to the 

context in which it develops.  Given this realization, what seemed more informative and 

beneficial given the formative stages of the groups and my interest in exploring their 

development paths was to engage directly with community members involved in building these 

organizations and to conduct participatory action research.  

 

There are four landcare groups in the southern Appalachian region which VT has been involved 

with since 2005 – Grayson Landcare in Grayson County, Virginia; Montreat Landcare in 

Montreat, North Carolina; Catawba Landcare in the Catawba Valley, Virginia; and most 

recently, SustainFloyd in Floyd, Virginia.  Each of these groups have developed out of different 

core interests and concerns, maintain different governance structures, are engaged in different 

activities with different goals, and have developed different types of partnerships to support their 

work.  What they each have in common is what I believe to be the foundation for landcare in the 

US – a community-based approach to developing strategies and finding resources for sustaining 

and improving the environment while creating economic and community-empowering 

opportunities.   

 

My colleagues and I have been involved with each of these groups to varying degrees, but 

because of proximity and close ties with several faculty and staff members in the College of 

Natural Resources and Environment (CNRE), I have been most involved with Catawba 

Landcare.  Interest in starting a landcare group in the Catawba Valley began when an article 

written by David Robertson, one of my committee members from the CNRE, was published in 

the Virginia Forest Landowner Update.  Ned Yost, a valley landowner with particular interest in 

land conservation and restoring water quality in the valley, contacted Robertson about the 
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concept. Yost felt that landcare offered a more neutral platform to bring neighbors of differing 

backgrounds and perspectives together under the common interest of “caring” for their valley.  

Christy Gabbard, a wildlife ecologist with the Conservation Management Institute at VT, was 

hired in 2006 to serve as the group’s initial coordinator and facilitator.   

 

My involvement with the group began in the summer 2006 as a Service Training for 

Environmental Progress (STEP) Intern with the Virginia Water Resources Research Center, 

where I conducted a survey and GIS mapping project for Catawba Landcare, illustrating erosion 

levels along the banks of the creeks and streams that run through the Catawba Valley.  I 

remained engaged with the group following the completion of this project, both observing their 

development and helping to facilitate workshops and projects where it was appropriate.  In 2009, 

Gabbard became the director of the Catawba Landcare inspired Catawba Sustainability Center on 

the site of the old Catawba Hospital dairy farm, and consequently stepped down as the 

coordinator for the group.  Seeing it as an opportunity to really engage with the members to build 

the capacity of the group, I agreed to serve as the coordinator for a year.   

 

Purpose 

 

My graduate studies at Virginia Tech and, specifically, my involvement in the Catawba Valley 

community, are an example of engaged scholarship at a land grant university trying to affect 

civic sustainability through local and collaborative conservation.  The challenge I faced was how 

to synthesize, illustrate, and learn from these multiple lines of inquiry and engagement with 

landcare that I have been involved with over the last five years.  While a research paper alone 

would satisfy the expectations of my academic program, it would fall short of capturing the 

potential and momentum built by the events that have unfolded over this time period.  Instead, I 

have completed a two-part project to capture and reflect on this engaged scholarship: 1) the 

construction of a CMS-based website for Catawba Landcare, which reflects the group’s 

accomplishments, partnerships, and future directions; and 2) a paper written for an academic 

outlet, which explores landcare as a method for engaged scholarship and community capacity 

building from a land grant university perspective, using Catawba Landcare as a case study.   
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While my initial intent was to achieve the objectives of both projects with a single website, and 

then as two separate websites, it became evident that a high quality website requires an enormous 

amount of thought about how it will be used by its audience, as well as time refining what seem 

minor issues but which make the difference between a good and poor site.  As I was uncertain of 

the target audience and their needs for a website containing mostly theoretical content, I judged it 

more sensible to focus on producing a high quality website for the purposes of Catawba 

Landcare, and to follow a more conventional method of academic writing to demonstrate the 

theoretical implications of my work with the group.  As such, the remainder of this chapter will 

reflect on the construction of the website, while the following chapter contains the engagement 

paper. 

 

Website Evaluation 

(See Appendix X for screenshots of site – available at www.catawbalandcare.org) 

 

The usability of a website is highly dependent on the practicality of the information and the ease 

with which users can find what they are looking for – a more difficult challenge than I had 

initially anticipated.  As it turns out, web design is about choosing pieces from countless possible 

options and bringing them together to form a coherent and dynamic system.  While it was 

certainly helpful to have an initial plan for the design of the site, it became a much more iterative 

process, trying different options, seeking input, rethinking how it could work, and exploring 

more options.  The end product is much different originally envisioned, but I hope it is more 

useful to the community as a result.   

 

From the outset, I had established a series of goals for this project, though some of the goals 

were no longer applicable after I decided to write an academic paper for the more theoretical 

components.  This section walks through the goals which still applied, addressing how they were 

met, challenges that I faced in meeting these goals, and any next steps. 

 

Goal #1: to build an accessible and useful site to help people in the Catawba Valley to practice 

landcare in their community.   

Objectives: 
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• create a system which would build and capture institutional memory for the group 

• provide a source of identity for Catawba Landcare both within and external to the 

community 

• foster pride in community and accomplishments by telling their story 

• clearly identify partners & resources in order to demonstrate opportunities for other 

partners and to point to gaps in information and support 

• provide a dynamic yet user-friendly & low-maintenance system.   

 

Structurally, there were a few initial decisions which had significant implications to this primary 

goal.  The very first decision which had to be made was the type of system to use.  In building 

the site using desktop based software which would afford me more design flexibility, it would by 

default be on my computer and therefore inaccessible to others to add to and change without 

going through me.  It became clear that an even more basic objective than those initially posed 

was to create an accessible site which could be updated and added to by members of the 

community.  Based on this criterion, I opted to use Wordpress as a content management system 

(CMS) because of the open-source blogging and CMS platforms I looked at, Wordpress offered 

the most user friendly interface.  Once the structure was in place, it would be relatively easy to 

show others how to submit updates and posts.   

 

The next decision was regarding what combination of pages and blog posts to use in order to 

organize and display the content in a useful manner.  The way I came to conceptualize it was that 

web pages were pages in a book – they don’t change unless they are updated; blog posts are like 

newspaper articles – they are timely and can be archived to look back on as part of a historical 

record.  Both were relevant to the goals of the site, so I used pages to display more static 

information and content that users would need to find quickly, and I established categories for 

posts that would allow information to be archived and readily found.   

 

Determining an intuitive navigational scheme for the site that was true to the primary goal was 

among the most challenging aspects and one which required the greatest amount of feedback.  As 

you can see in comparing the two conceptual maps for the project (Figure 1 and Figure 2), this is 
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the greatest difference between the initial plan and the actual product.  My impression at the 

beginning was that three categories of information was ideal, but in fact, I found that forcing 

content into one of three categories resulted in burying information deeper than it should be.  

Instead, after several discussions with users from Catawba Landcare and others, I ended up 

elevating five categories of information to the top navigational tier so they could be easily found 

and accessed. 

 

Insofar as accessibility by members of Catawba Landcare and the broader community to add 

information, it became clear that the most dynamic aspect of the site, and the one which would 

need the most regular updating, was the events calendar.  The idea is to have landcare events, as 

well as any other sort of community event, displayed on the site, both through the calendar page 

and in the sidebar of many other pages. Rather than hosting the events calendar within the 

Wordpress system and requiring users to log in to the site, I opted to create a calendar through 

the more familiar Google application, which is embedded and synced within the website.  Now, 

anyone with a Google account can add events, which will be displayed both on the calendar page 

as well as in the sidebar of many of the other pages.   

 

As a next step, I am working with Christy Gabbard to hold a short workshop with the members 

of the community and the landcare group interested in learning how to use this site, to teach them 

to access and update these applications. In addition, I have produced very basic how-to guides 

which will be distributed to interested users.  For the interim, I will continue to serve as the 

webmaster until the comfort level of other users increase.  

 

Goal #2 - To explore and demonstrate engaged scholarship as practiced by a land grant 

university and the opportunities community landcare provides for engagement 

Objectives: 

• Build network of linkages to on-ground projects and supporting research & 

engagement at VT 

• Illustrated connections and feedback loops between community issues & university 

• Highlight gaps and opportunities for further research 
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• Create forum for community-solicited questions and problems? 

 

The main mechanism for linking research and scholarship at Virginia Tech and the work in the 

Catawba Valley has been through the Catawba Sustainability Center (CSC), which was 

established in 2008 on the site of a Virginia Tech owned farm in the valley as an “experiential 

showcase… with research plus demonstration projects from multiple Virginia Tech colleges” to 

demonstrate innovative sustainable and profitable land management practices.  While it is 

discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, it is worth noting that the CSC is related to the 

activities of Catawba Landcare in that the very genesis of the center was in response to concerns 

of the member of the landcare group over the future of the then abandoned VT owned farm.  The 

farm, which was previously operated by the Catawba Hospital as their dairy, has a lot of meaning 

to many residents of the valley, both as a symbol of their past as well as their future.  The 

members of Catawba Landcare have been very active in shaping the mission and vision for the 

CSC, and a concerted effort has been put forth by Gabbard and others associated with VT to 

ensure that the CSC continues to serve the needs of the community.   

 

That said, the CSC and its associated land-based business acceleration program VT EarthWorks, 

do not currently have a strong web presence.  While elevating these programs within the 

Catawba Landcare website may create some confusion as to the distinction between Virginia 

Tech programs and the community-based group, I believe it also demonstrates the relationship 

that has been forged through this partnership.  It also provides visibility and access to projects 

happening at the CSC which are of benefit to both the university and the community. 

 

The first few objectives under the broader goal of illustrating engaged scholarship through 

landcare were to build a network of linkages between projects and supporting research and 

engagement at VT, and to illustrate feedback loops that inform both the research and practice.   

While there are numerous linkages created between projects, external websites and papers, and 

press releases written about projects, there are not yet enough tangible research findings to 

consider it a robust network.  A major limitation I found was that while there are many projects 

going on, both at the CSC and more broadly in the community, there are not yet enough products 

that can be linked to this site. I approached a few students and faculty doing research at the CSC 
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and elsewhere about creating very basic websites to describe their projects and post photos and 

findings, but have not had much luck going that route.  What would be useful moving forward 

would be to incorporate an agreement for such websites into projects at the CSC and with 

Catawba Landcare so that these linkages can be made.  This would also contribute to the third 

objective of illustrating gaps in the research.  That said, there are several posts included in the 

site that capture and describe many of the VT projects taking place in the valley, they are just not 

as robust as they could be. 

 

Another feature of the site that was discussed initially was the inclusion of a discussion forum 

that would provide the opportunity for the community to provide questions and feedback on 

research projects and undertaking, which would help identify the gaps in research and the 

overlooked aspects of applying the research findings.  While this technology exists and is 

compatible with the Wordpress system, it is somewhat complicated to both access from a user 

standpoint, and maintain from an administrator standpoint.  It is certainly a feature which can be 

added to the site at a later time should the demand arise, but in the meantime, I decided it would 

be best to roll-out the site as is and let people determine what is and is not useful. 

    

Goal #3 - To design the website and CMS with replicability and scalability in mind 

Objectives: 

• Design a replicable template for other communities to modify and use 

• Construct the site to be easily embedded within a larger framework as well as linked 

across scales into a larger landcare network – open system 

 

The beauty of Wordpress is that it is an open source platform, which means it is free to use and 

relatively easy to learn.  The problem I faced early on was that none of the “themes”, or pre-

designed organizational structures available for Wordpress sites, were configured to 

accommodate my original navigational scheme of three main categories.  After many hours of 

searching, I found a premium site available for purchase which met my criteria.  It was only after 

constructing an initial site that it became evident that the 3-pronged navigational scheme was not 

practical, thus opening up several other options for themes.  So while this exact site is not freely 
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replicable, with more time, it would be rather simple to create a similar format using a free theme 

which could be used by any community group.  Likewise, with the how-to manuals and 

workshop I am developing for the community, it would be relatively easy to make these 

materials available more broadly.  I have included in the footer of the site a link describing the 

general idea behind the site and contact information for myself if viewers are interested in 

pursing something similar.  

 

With regards to scalability, it is worth noting the number of external linkages which can be found 

throughout the website.  This situates Catawba Landcare in the midst of a large network of 

partners, both in the eyes of the user, from a partner’s perspective, as well as from a web crawler 

perspective. This elevates the visibility of the site though internet searches.  It also allows partner 

pages to link back.   In terms of situating the site as part of a larger network of sites, both within 

the landcare network as well as others, this is as simple as announcing its presence, which 

Catawba Landcare will be doing this spring.  I have installed Google Analytics in the site, which 

will allow administrators to monitor how the site is being accessed and where visitors are coming 

from, which will also help to improve the site. 

 

Goal #4 - To develop personal skill set in information architecture and web/ CMS design 

and construction 

 

This project certainly provided me with the opportunity to develop new skill sets.  Beyond web 

design and HTML coding, it also forced me to think about how to organize information for 

different audiences and about the importance of language for reaching different readers and 

achieving different goals.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Designing and creating a dynamic content website is not a typical dissertation product, but it was 

nonetheless challenging.  A website is really a network of small papers which share a common 

thread tying back to a home page.  It is never really finished and there are an enormous number 

of considerations and decisions which have to be made at each step – each of which make it a 
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different product.  I found it difficult to go from a paper writing mindset where you know what 

the paper should look like, to facing technical limitations that force you to make compromises 

and adjustments to the original plan.  Finally, when you are creating a website on behalf of 

others, it has to be theirs, and that can be difficult to remember and honor.  It was a very 

worthwhile experience and I sincerely hope the community which so generously welcomed me 

as one of their own finds it useful in the long run. 

Figure 1.  Original conceptual navigation map for www.catawbalandcare.org 
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Figure 2.  Revised actual navigation map for www.catawbalandcare.org 
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Chapter 5 

Building Community Capacity and Social Infrastructure through Landcare:  
A Case Study of Land Grant Engagement 

C.E. Kimmel, R.B. Hull, K.H. Cowgill, M. Stephenson, D. P. Robertson 
(Being formatted for submission to Higher Education) 

 

Introduction 

 

Land grant universities were established in the United States by the 1862 Morrill Act to promote 

prosperity, educate citizens, and support communities—in short, to build America.  At that time, 

most of the country was agricultural and industrializing, so land grants focused on building 

agricultural and mechanical capacities in the communities they served. Land grant universities’ 

current emphasis on disciplinary research, external funding, and peer-reviewed journal 

publications emerged mostly after World War II (Roper and Hirth 2005).  Today, many of these 

institutions are re-visiting their missions with calls to “return to our roots” (Kellogg Commission 

on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities 1999), fulfill the “civic purposes of higher 

education” (Cress, Burack et al. 2010), practice the “scholarship of engagement” (Boyer 1996), 

and to “step forward as stewards of place” (American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities 2002). 

 

Virginia Tech, the institutional host for the projects described here, is typical of a US land grant 

university seeking to reconcile its 20th century engagement efforts with a 21st century world, 

responding not only to calls for mission revision but also reduced budget allocations.  Like many 

of its peers, Virginia Tech has commissioned internal studies and institutional reorganizations in 

response to changing politics, budgets, and demographics. In 2005, it introduced “Community 

Viability” agents into its statewide Cooperative Extension framework, and charged them with the 

task of strengthening local communities and their economic viability.3 In 2009, Virginia Tech 

commissioned a self-study of the university’s engagement mission using Holland’s keys to 

institutional support.4 And in 2010, the university presented a controversial “blueprint” for 

restructuring the state Extension service in response to declining state budgets and the changing 
                                                 
3 (http://www.cv.ext.vt.edu/index.html). 
4 Holland, B. (1997). Analyzing Institutional Commitment to Service: A Model of Key Organizational Factors. 
Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning. 4, Fall, pp. 30-41. 
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needs of Virginia’s communities.5  As has happened elsewhere, “engagement” has become the 

watchword, and that term now serves to encompass the mission previously associated with 

service, outreach, and extension. 

 

This article seeks to contribute to the re-visioning and re-organization of land grant university 

engagement efforts by focusing attention on a critical but oft neglected function of engagement: 

building social capacity.  We will be describing lessons learned from a multi-year effort of 

community engagement organized around sociological theories for building social capacity, 

promoting social learning, and enabling adaptive management within communities, which others 

have argued are critical capacities needed to engage and shape a sustainable future (Keen, Brown 

et al. 2005).  In particular, we examine how landcare, an international strategy that employs 

community building as a means to promote sustainable development, may provide a mechanism 

for some land grant university engagement efforts in the US. 

 

The lessons we learned have implications that extend beyond the land-based sustainability 

orientation of our case study.  They are applicable to a diversity of engagement missions of 

institutions of higher education.  That is, our conceptualization of engagement, applied here in 

the context of sustainability, applies equally well to other higher education engagement missions 

promoting business development, health, safety and human welfare.   In fact, the landcare 

method we study strives to address all these outcomes and more. 

 

Literature Review 

Communities around the country are working to remain viable in the face of globalizing markets, 

rapid urbanization, and degrading water, soil, energy, and other resources (citations?). Public 

agencies and universities with engagement missions are meanwhile struggling to provide these 

communities the assistance they need. Campbell (1995) summarizes the reasons for alternative 

and innovative engagement strategies: 

• Changing demographics are increasing both the number and diversity of clients that 

cannot be reached by the traditional one-on-one extension approach, particularly with 

shrinking budgets.   
                                                 
5 www.ext.vt.edu/restructuring/index.html 
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• One-size-fits-all solutions are rare, so communities must tailor development strategies 

and tactics to their local advantages and constraints.  

• Communities that recognize their problems and build their own solutions will produce 

more sustainable results.  

• The capacities of nongovernmental organizations, voluntary conservation and localism 

groups, and other forms of civil society are growing, and can be harnessed to support 

community-based sustainable development.  

 

These trends point to the importance of building capacity for social learning and adaptive 

management at the community level to support sustainable development efforts (Keen, Brown et 

al. 2005).  In their review of rural community development practice, Flora and Flora (1993) 

identified three essential components of strong, sustainable communities: (1) robust physical 

infrastructure (i.e., roads, schools, healthcare facilities, sanitation systems); (2) human capital 

(i.e., individual leaders, access to education, entrepreneurship); and (3) a strong social 

infrastructure to facilitate the process of community building and development (i.e., social 

capital, trust building, networks).  

   

Flora and Flora argued the first two components – physical infrastructure and human capital – 

have often served as the chief goals for community development initiatives, but that such 

initiatives will have little lasting impact without the presence of the third component, a strong 

and “entrepreneurial” social infrastructure.   They suggested that because social infrastructure 

exists at the group level and is constructed through complex and dynamic interactions, it can be 

difficult to measure and therefore receives less emphasis and attention in many development 

initiatives.  (We would add that the increased emphasis on accountability has privileged 

programs with outcomes that can be counted, hence we strive to identify potential indicators of 

social capacity.)  These social linkages create the infrastructure through which information and 

knowledge is perpetuated within the community, resources are mobilized, and problems are 
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solved.6 Social capacity enables leaders and entrepreneurs to maintain and utilize the local 

physical infrastructure to meet local challenges. Social capacity builds acceptance and 

expectation for action.  It underpins a community’s capacity to adapt and to respond to changing 

conditions.    

 

Based on decades of work in rural community development, Flora and Flora (1993) identified 

three essential features for strong community social infrastructure:   

• The capacity to engage in constructive controversy and devise workable solutions that 

balance people, place, and economy rather than divide, exclude, or privilege one portion 

of the community over others.   

• The ability to mobilize local capital to invest in regional entrepreneurial activities that 

benefit the larger community.   

• The capacity to attract, disseminate, and direct resources, particularly information, into 

and throughout the community.  

We elaborate on each of these social infrastructure capacities below, suggest how each can be 

enhanced through land grant university engagement programs, and then illustrate them through a 

case study. 

  

Holding Environments: Flora and Flora (1993) suggest communities need a social space in 

which they can engage in constructive controversy. Heifetz (1994) has described this space as a 

holding environment.  It is frequently determined by relationships and exchange of information 

and is often facilitated by an external actor (p. 105).   In the context of land grant civic 

engagement, the holding environment provides a space where community members share ideas 

and think about their future, bring together disparate positions, accept that there are no easy 

solutions to their collective problems, and hold community members’ “feet to the hard work of 

reconciling and compromising among competing values claims and perspectives” (Stephenson, 

2011, p.100; see also Weber and Khademian’s (2008) discussion of Collaborative Capacity 

Builders).   Social learning requires that communities clarify and test shared assumptions and 

                                                 
6 Though these linkages tend to be elusive, there have been empirical studies conducted which seek to quantify 
community capacity as a function of social capital and determine its correlation with positive community 
development outcomes. See Krishna & Uphoff (2002)  
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values, and do so on an evolving basis as learning occurs and circumstances change. Such 

processes often reveal conflicting perspectives and values claims, which are innately stressful 

and often avoided unless a trusted process is in place for people to openly share, listen, and learn.  

A holding environment creates a safe space where the sharing, testing, and reconciling of 

competing claims, concerns, and values can occur. 

 

It can be difficult for communities to mediate conflict from within, in which case an external 

partner can be invited to create and maintain the holding environment. Universities, with their 

legitimacy and resources, have successfully created holding environments (Stephenson 2011).  

Heifetz (1994) identifies five functions these holding environments perform:  

• They direct attention to the problems, issues, or controversies that need to be resolved 

and the opportunities for collaboration.   

• They gather, test, and manage information that helps community members understand 

their problems and opportunities, evaluate whether the risks of inaction merit the risk of 

change, and build confidence that a development scenario is possible and worth the risk. 

• They help frame issues, presenting them as constructive solutions worth considering 

rather than threats to be avoided.   

• They provide a safe forum for conflicting perspectives to be voiced, recognized, and 

respected, rather than ignored and suppressed.  

• They facilitate a decision-making or planning process that leads towards a solution and 

identifies actionable steps.  A holding environment can function as an important forum 

and space in which the groundwork is laid for building long-lasting and self-sustaining 

social infrastructure.  

 

Entrepreneurship: Supporting entrepreneurs to function within and respond to opportunities and 

challenges identified in the holding environment is another role higher education engagement 

efforts can play. Marsden and Smith (2005), as elaborated by Kimmel and Hull (forthcoming), 

examine entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial enterprises that explicitly maintain a focus on 

ecological and social well-being in addition to profitability—or the triple bottom line of 

economics, ecology, and ethics.  University engagement programs can support entrepreneurship 

of this type by serving in one or more of three identifiable roles:  
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• Regional catalysts promote entrepreneurship by identifying opportunities, individuals, 

and institutions and engaging them in a broader support network, either as a contributing 

partner or in creating profitable opportunities market enterprises that support broader 

community and environmental goals (Central Appalachian Network 2005; Holley 2005).   

• Network brokers work more directly with entrepreneurs themselves, connecting them 

with resources and expertise internal and external to the network (Rosenfeld 2001; Hanna 

and Walsh 2002; Holley 2005).  

• Entrepreneurial support organizations (ESOs) directly assist entrepreneurs and networks 

in ways that provide access to information, capital, support services, training, as well as 

promote a local entrepreneurial culture (based on synthesis of Allen and Rahman 1985; 

Dabson 2001; Kauffman Foundation 2008;  

Learning Action Networks:  Another way to think about empowering communities to utilize the 

holding environment to engage in social learning and adaptive management (Clarke and Roome 

1999).  These networks encourage community members to develop, share, and test means of 

cooperation. They function as catalysts that promote assessment, reflection, learning, and action. 

Stephenson (2011) argues that universities can help these networks form, help establish trust and 

shared vision among stakeholders, and build local organizational capacity to assess current 

conditions, devise possible strategies of response, and mobilize action. 

 

Landcare: Landcare provides a framework for organizing these types of engagement practices. It 

is a locally-led, community-based, public agency facilitated strategy to build social capacity to 

respond to challenges of sustainability in a dynamic world (Wilson 2004; Catacutan, Nealy et al. 

2009).  It engages landowners, businesses, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), local 

governments, resource professionals, scientists, consumers and concerned citizens -- “everyone, 

everywhere” as they say in Australia, where the strategy originated in the mutual work of 

‘caring’ for their environment and community.  For the most part, landcare has been employed as 

an organizing concept to focus on land stewardship tasks such as sustainable farming and 

forestry, stream restoration, landscaping, and related activities, but with attention also given to 

landowner and community economic viability.  It is applicable to any place-based efforts to 

improve economic, social, and environmental conditions: the triple bottom line.  
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Landcare has operated in Australia for more than 20 years, involving almost one-half of that 

nation’s farming community and recognized by about 80% of its citizens (Youl, Marriott et al. 

2006).  The approach has been introduced and adapted to local conditions in 15 countries to date, 

including the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Germany, and Iceland (Secretariat for International 

Landcare website). In Australia, landcare emerged as a state-supported mode of government 

outreach and university extension, but one which relies on local initiative.  Neighbors form 

groups, identify problems, propose locally appropriate solutions, and solicit resources, including 

funding and training to implement their proposed strategies (Youl 2006).  Efforts to establish a 

landcare movement in the US are still nascent (see www.landcarecentral.org), but several groups 

have formed, among them Catawba Landcare near Virginia Tech.  The relationship between 

Catawba Landcare and Virginia Tech is the case study developed below. 

 

Methods 

 

We developed a case study (Yin 2003) of Catawba Landcare to explore the university’s role in 

fostering and facilitating the landcare group and its implications for community capacity building 

within the organizational framework provided by the three theoretical components discussed 

above—holding environments, social and ecological entrepreneurship, and learning action 

networks.  This research draws on six years of university faculty, staff, and graduate student 

work with Catawba Landcare, including participant observations by members of the research 

team. Semi-structured interviews with key informants and analysis of documents and project 

reports were conducted throughout this time period. Members of the community were aware of 

our university affiliations and research interest and were asked to provide feedback and member 

checks of our interpretations (Cassell and Symon 2004).  These multiple data streams enabled 

triangulation and corroboration of findings (Weber 1996).  

 

The case is presented in two parts:  the first provides a brief overview of the project and the 

second examines the specific community capacity building strategies and outcomes discussed in 

the literature review.  The conclusion provides reflections concerning how other land grant 

universities may be able to engage in similar efforts.  
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Discussion 

 

Catawba Landcare 

Faculty and staff in the College of Natural Resources and Environment at Virginia Tech (VT) 

became involved with the international landcare movement in 2005 when Jim Johnson, a former 

associate dean to the college, returned from a tour of Australia where he had learned about 

landcare and had become aware of interest at the USDA in developing a similar strategy for 

community-based conservation in the US.  Around the same time, a local community organizer 

in nearby Grayson County, Virginia approached the college for assistance with an integrated 

conservation and economic development initiative in their community (Grayson Landcare 

2007).7  Many faculty from throughout the college had been seeking such an opportunity to 

engage with a community initiative in the region and the timing was right for the ensuing 

“engagement”.  The initial project that spurred this collaboration was a farmer-led effort to 

improve the marketability of sustainably raised beef cattle, an initiative that grew into a 

community group, Grayson Landcare, and business, Grayson Natural Foods.  As VT became 

more engaged in supporting landcare, both as funding became available and as interest grew, 

faculty began integrating landcare language and ideas into proposals and community engagement 

publications. A “virtual” Landcare Center formed to help build capacity within the university and 

beyond.   

 

In 2006, Ned Yost, a resident of the Catawba Valley just east of the Virginia Tech campus, read 

about the Landcare Center in the Virginia Forest Landowner Update (Robertson 2006) and 

inquired about starting a landcare group in his community.  Yost is a local champion of land 

conservation and saw landcare as a non-polarizing way to bring neighbors together around a 

common interest in land management.  Faculty members meanwhile pursued internal and 

external funding to advance landcare in the region and secured some support from the US 

Department of Agriculture.  Some of this money was used to hire Christy Gabbard, an ecologist 

at VT’s Conservation Management Institute, to serve as the group’s facilitator while the Catawba 

group organized, identified priorities, and began sponsoring events.   

 

                                                 
7 Grayson Landcare Newsletter. Feb 2007. Vol. 1 Issue 1 
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The first meetings of Catawba Landcare were informal, attended mostly by Mr. Yost’s 

neighbors. These people invited their friends and neighbors and the group expanded and 

contracted over several months as participants self-selected based on their interest.  Several 

“open house” meetings were held at different venues, featuring experts Ms. Gabbard had secured 

to discuss topics the group identified as relevant to enhancing the triple bottom line of the 

community.  Topics for these gatherings included forest and riparian area management, local 

food processing and marketing opportunities, and possibilities for local tourism.  Beyond 

educating landowners, these meetings provided opportunities for interaction among neighbors 

and the relationships that merged from these began indirectly enriching the members’ sense of 

community. Each meeting’s agenda deliberately included ample time for socializing. 

 

The landcare group undertook on-the-ground projects, including a concerted effort to secure 

riparian buffers along one major tributary running through the valley.  With the cooperation of 

the local agents of the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries, “streamcare” became 

a major focus for the group, which embraced a neighbor-to-neighbor approach to encouraging 

stream restoration work (Kimmel 2010).  

 

As a consequence of numerous discussions, the loose-knit landcare group discovered a common 

interest in the fate of a state-owned but neglected historic farm located at the entrance of their 

valley. Many area residents view the farm as iconic of the community and its addition to the 

state’s “surplus list” of properties raised great concern among community members.  As a result, 

some of the group’s efforts were redirected towards organizing university interest in the property 

on behalf of the community.  Funding from private foundations and government programs were 

solicited.  Within a year, Virginia Tech formed the Catawba Sustainability Center (CSC): “An 

Experiential Showcase for Green Ideas – a place to practice, demonstrate, learn, and teach about 

issues that affect the world today and into the future.” Gabbard became the first Director.  The 

CSC embraced two primary goals: 1) Support projects that showcase innovative land-

management practices; and 2) support new and expanding agriculture and natural-resource 

businesses through VT EarthWorks8, a business incubator and training program that promotes 

sustainable land-based businesses in the region.   

                                                 
8 http://www.vt.edu/spotlight/innovation/2010-11-01-growers-academy/growers-academy.html 
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Courtney Kimmel, an author of this paper, followed Gabbard as the community facilitator for 

Catawba Landcare.  She has worked with landcare members to develop community festivals and 

farmers markets as regular events. She has also helped to foster community- organized 

workshops on an array of topics including gardening, bee and honey business opportunities, 

maintaining wildlife habitat on private land, and developing local food markets. An informal 

steering committee oversees these efforts and meets almost monthly, sharing dessert or potluck 

dinner.  External (university) facilitation is now phasing out as internal capacity has developed to 

sustain the group without continued VT engagement.  A member of the community now serves 

as the group’s facilitator, although the university’s project teams still provides some technical 

assistance when it is requested.   

 

Holding Environments 

As noted above, holding environments are safe spaces in which individuals may share ideas and 

thoughts freely, in which adaptive learning can occur, and which frequently rely on facilitation 

by external partners.   A key function of these environments is to direct attention to the problems 

participants share and to collaborative opportunities for their resolution. Catawba Landcare was 

established to provide a safe and welcoming forum for community members to discuss 

sustaining the land, economy, and community in the Catawba Valley.  Federal, state, and local 

conservation programs had become somewhat polarizing among landowners and skepticism 

about the role of government in private land management had created a barrier to cooperation 

around conservation. Yost and others thought landcare’s emphasis on locally developed agendas 

and on integrated conservation and community economic development would help to overcome 

such concerns of Catawba’s residents.  

 

The first step in establishing a holding environment was to create the expectation of a safe and 

neutral venue for discussion. This required making several distinctions clear to the broader 

community through word-of-mouth, emails, community meetings, and coverage by local 

newspapers:  

• Catawba Landcare was locally-directed and not a university or government program. 
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• Catawba Landcare was not a land trust, which might constrain the agenda to conservation 

easements  

• Catawba Landcare was as much about developing opportunities for community and 

economic development as it was about as sustainable land management practices and 

natural resource conservation.    

Gabbard, as the Virginia Tech representative, facilitated a core group of landowners to begin 

drawing these distinctions. The nascent landcare group hosted meetings at the farms and homes 

of different residents in the valley as well as churches and the local community center, with the 

idea of keeping action local to the valley and emphasizing a neighbor-to-neighbor mode of 

learning and sharing.  Meeting agendas were designed by the informal steering group. Gabbard’s 

affiliation with VT provided a level of credibility to the endeavor, both from the landowner and 

external presenter perspective. An effective holding environment began to take shape. 

 

In this holding environment, community residents identified several common concerns and 

controversies, including concerns about the impacts of grazing, stream channeling, and minimal 

riparian buffers on water quality. Residents discussed tensions caused by conversion of rural 

lands to residential development, which has roots in the struggling economic viability of working 

farms and forests, the effect of increasing property taxes, and the influx of new residents and 

money from the urban areas that bookend the valley. Many landcare members also voiced a 

sense of political alienation and distrust of county governance, as well as skepticism about 

federal government conservation programs.   In part because the valley has two active land 

trusts, many landowners have very strong opinions about conservation easements, which had 

created another source of conflict over sustainability efforts more generally. Some residents 

shared concerns about the scarcity of services from such traditional providers as the Cooperative 

Extension Service, which has steadily scaled-back its programming over the years as its budget 

has been reduced, with a six-month waiting list for assistance not uncommon.  In addition, the 

valley had historically maintained a very closely-knit social structure through churches and local 

institutions, and this sense of community seemed in jeopardy as transportation options improved 

opportunities to worship, work and shop elsewhere, and as new neighbors have moved in.  
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Allowing these issues to rise to the surface, to be recognized and respected, and then to find 

ways to help a community work towards a solution proved an essential step in building 

Catawba’s capacity, and became the next role in VT’s involvement with the landcare group.  

Virginia Tech did not wish to, nor could it, resolve these issues. Instead, Gabbard served as the 

group’s facilitator to help identify and implement strategies that would address these concerns. 

Recall that one function of a holding environment is to provide a forum where issues can be 

framed as opportunities for change rather than as threats to be defended against or avoided. 

Reframing concerns as opportunities, Catawba Landcare and Gabbard were able to obtain 

support from external funders, engage multiple departments at VT and public agencies and 

partners, mobilize volunteers, and excite community members about new possibilities for the 

valley.  Outcomes of discussions in the holding environment were the formation of the Catawba 

Sustainability Center and VT EarthWorks, discussed in more detail in the next section. 

 

A final illustration of a holding environment function is the facilitation of a decision-making or 

planning process that identifies actionable steps.  Catawba Landcare launched several planning 

efforts and initially, Gabbard served as the primary coordinator for all of these activities.  It was 

clear after about a year that this was an unsustainable model and did not foster sufficient levels 

of local ownership in the outcomes.  Beginning in 2009, when Kimmel assumed the VT 

coordination role for the group, a new strategy was developed in which the steering committee 

developed a list of topics its members perceived as appropriate and of interest to members of the 

community, and then each member assumed responsibility for organizing an effort to address it. 

In distributing responsibility for planning the workshops and meetings to members of Catawba 

Landcare, Kimmel (and therefore VT), took a step back from responsibility for maintaining the 

holding environment while community members assumed increased responsibility. 

 

Social and Ecological Entrepreneurship 

Land grant universities can contribute to building community capacity by supporting 

entrepreneurship that complements community-identified goals.  The Catawba Sustainability 

Center (CSC) and its spin-off program VT EarthWorks illustrate how a university can support 

these efforts.  These programs were responses to resident concerns about lack of economic 
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opportunities in the valley, the narrowing profit margins for land-based enterprises, and concerns 

about the abandonment of an iconic farm.  

 

The CSC is administrated by the VT Office of Outreach and International Affairs and led by 

Gabbard.  To build this university center, Gabbard assembled advisory panels, planning teams, 

and working groups populated by members of Catawba Landcare, representatives from local and 

state government, regional organizations, the full range of colleges and offices at Virginia Tech, 

as well as private businesses in the region.  In engaging these partners, VT acted as the catalyst 

to building partnerships and developing opportunities to support entrepreneurship within the 

region.  Examples of projects that have resulted at the CSC include the establishment of research 

plots for native warm-season grasses for forage and biofuel that supports local agricultural and 

alternative energy industries, honey bee research for raising resilient queen bees and supporting a 

pollination and honey-based product industry in the region, soil sensors to monitor nutrient and 

carbon levels to provide real time information to farmers and gardeners about moisture and 

fertility needs, a retail farmers market held weekly during the growing season, and meet-and-

greet networking opportunities bringing together wholesale producers and consumers.  

 

VT EarthWorks is a program that explicitly seeks to promote entrepreneurial activities that 

support social and environmental goals in the region.  Defined as a “business-acceleration 

program for land-based businesses” (e.g., producers of local food, biomass for energy, and 

sustainable wood products), VT EarthWorks was actually developed in the model of and as a 

companion program to VT KnowledgeWorks, which is a business-acceleration program focused 

specifically on technology-based enterprises.  Geared towards helping beginning growers and 

producers to plan for their physical and financial operations, the program is open to anyone and 

offers its members access to low-rent land at the CSC, to networking opportunities to connect 

with buyers, to market access through the Catawba Farmer’s Market and local publications, and 

to education and training through the Growers Academy.   In 2011, VT EarthWorks is hosting its 

second series of the Growers Academy in cooperation with the Virginia Cooperative Extension 

and the VT Business Technology Center to help entrepreneurs think through not only aspects of  

physical production, but also business and marketing planning.  An unexpected partnership 

which has developed as a result of this program is that between VT and a group of Somali Bantu 
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farmer refugees living in the Roanoke Valley, who are now working with EarthWorks to 

establish local plots to grow crops indigenous to their homeland both for their families and for 

market.  A VT doctoral student is working with the group as part of her dissertation research on 

ethnic diversity and local food systems.  

 

Learning Action Networks 

Higher education engagement efforts can be instrumental in forming a Learning Action Network 

(LAN) that builds community capacity.  LANs are comprised of relationships and linkages 

between what might otherwise be disparate stakeholder groups and individuals, enabling 

opportunities for collaboration, mechanisms for exchange and learning, and pathways for shared 

understanding and mutual benefit (Stephenson 2011; p. 104).   Stephenson (2011) points to 

Booher’s (2008) concept of collaborative complex adaptive networks as similar to LANs, 

specifying their need to include institutions, government officials, nonprofit organizations, 

business leaders, as well as families and community members to catalyze effective community 

change.   

 

For each of the projects and initiatives undertaken by Catawba Landcare and the CSC, a host of 

partners from the for-profit, nonprofit, and public sectors have been drawn into the network, with 

each contributing and deriving lessons and resources of mutual benefit.  The advisory committee 

formed to guide and support the CSC provides an example a LAN comprised of inter-sectoral 

and inter-organizational linkages. Committee representation comes from Virginia Tech, 

administrators from the Catawba Hospital adjacent to the property, the director of conservation 

from the Appalachian Trail Conservancy which also is adjacent to the property, a local county 

administrator, a representative of the US Department of Agriculture National Agroforestry 

Center, a regional manager from the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, the 

director of the Virginia Water Resources Research Center, and a member of the Catawba 

Landcare steering committee.  This group has been meeting on a regular basis to develop a 

vision and plan for the CSC, which requires a tremendous amount of communication, exchange 

of ideas, and negotiations of priorities by stakeholders that previously have not cooperated.  One 

result has been to build access to even more partners, such as the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, 

the regional water authority, and a local cement company, the latter two motivated by secure 
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water quality and sustainable energy production.  These and other institutions, agencies, 

businesses, and organizations have been drawn into the LAN in varying degrees of formality, but 

all are establishing themselves as stakeholders of the CSC and of the community’s vitality more 

generally.  In doing so, they are creating linkages among a diverse array of members of the 

community and to each other in unique ways that increase capacity for action and for change.  

VT has played a critical role in catalyzing the formation of this LAN. 

 

An important function of a LAN is to provide a platform from which to gather, test, and manage 

information that helps the community understand its problems and opportunities, evaluate 

whether the costs of inaction merit the risk of change, and build confidence that a development 

scenario is possible and worth pursuing.  Catawba Landcare excelled at this function, perhaps in 

part because of access to the resources of a land grant university. One example is the Streamcare 

initiative.  

 

The valley’s Streamcare efforts began, in part, as a response to residents receiving information 

about stream quality issues.  Water has always been a defining characteristic of the valley.  

Residents know that their streams and springs form the headwaters of several national 

watersheds.  Even the word “Catawba” is of a Sioun dialect, and has been thought to translate 

roughly to “river people” (Moore 2002).  Building on this awareness, a project was sponsored by 

the Virginia Water Resources Research Center (VWRRC) affiliated with VT, in which 

researchers conducted a parcel-scale survey to create a map of the valley that illustrated erosion 

levels along the streambanks.  Among the final products of this project were a series of 

informational brochures with maps that were distributed among valley landowners. The maps 

identified the locations of problematic sections of the creeks. The brochures also included 

information about various opportunities and programs available to help landowners care for their 

sections of streams.  Catawba Landcare subsequently sponsored several workshops, meetings, 

and field trips focused on stream restoration possibilities and cost-share programs. These 

gatherings provided information, allowed questions and concerns to be addressed by residents 

and experts, and encouraged neighbors to share experiences.  Tensions over this issue became 

evident in some of these meetings, with conflicting views expressed concerning government 
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conservation programs and over the exclusion of cattle from streams.  But workshops have 

continued and action has resulted. As of this writing, more than two miles riparian areas along 

the North Fork of the Roanoke River within the valley have been restored. The local chapter of 

Virginia Save Our Streams and the VWRRC have each established water monitoring sites and 

Trout Unlimited has helped organize volunteer labor.  Biologists from the Virginia Department 

of Fish and Wildlife have also expressed great enthusiasm for this effort because it magnifies the 

impacts of their time and investment.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Many communities are struggling to adapt to rapid urbanization and globalization amidst 

resource-scarce conditions. Land grant universities are struggling to assist these communities 

with 20th Century engagement tools and declining budgets.  Programs such as landcare provide 

an alternative model for land grant engagement, one that targets social capacity; rather than 

focusing merely on individual and physical development.  Many 20th Century engagement efforts 

base their measures of success on the number of people who attend workshops, the number of 

brochures requested, schools built, acres treated, meals served, or income generated.  

Engagement that seeks instead to build social capacity is building self-sustaining institutions for 

social learning and adaptive management. We argue just such capacities are increasingly 

necessary if communities are to direct their development trajectories towards a sustainable 

future. 

Building the social infrastructure in communities is the linchpin of this form of engagement and 

critical to securing lasting change.  It enables leaders and entrepreneurs to search for solutions.  It 

perpetuates know-how in the community and directs it where it is needed. It connects resources 

to solutions.  It builds acceptance and expectation for action. It builds capacity for social learning 

such that adaptations continue in response to changing conditions. Communities without these 

capacities are less likely to be sustainable. 

 

Efforts and programs to increase community capacity are difficult to promote and measure, as 

their success resides not in individuals or objects, but in social interactions and networks.  As a 
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result, such efforts are often overlooked and neglected.  We argue that holding environments, 

social and environmental entrepreneurship, and learning area networks are three strategies and 

outcomes that can be constructed, supported, and counted by institutions of higher education as a 

means to engage communities in directing their own futures.    
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Chapter 6 

Conclusions 

 

The four pieces presented in this manuscript-style dissertation serve as cairns marking the path I 

have taken though my doctoral program, the research areas I have explored, theoretical and 

methodological challenges and vistas I have crossed, the directional changes I have taken, and 

the general direction in which I am continuing down this path.  The challenge with this 

presentation style for a dissertation is that, particularly when the pieces examine somewhat 

different aspects of an issue or concept, a significant part of the journey including the linkages 

between projects and the broader theoretical connections and implications which have emerged 

through the inquiry are not always explicitly stated or obvious to the reader. 

 

The format for my preliminary exam was different than traditional doctoral programs, but 

appropriate for my research interests, which are intensely interdisciplinary, and for the 

composition of my doctoral committee, who represent a range of disciplines, perspectives, and 

areas of expertise.  As part of my preliminary exam, each committee members compiled an 

extensive reading list of papers, books, and reports which would provide the theoretical and 

methodological grist to meaningfully dissect, explore, and apply the concepts of landcare, 

community and social capital, sustainability, place, networks, collaborative governance, 

community and economic development, the role of civil society, and many other topics which 

have been addressed (or not) in this dissertation.  The outcome of the preliminary exam was a 

comprehensive literature review and synthesis, resulting in a theoretical paper on what I propose 

as civic sustainability – a broad theoretical framework in which to situate, organize, and map out 

all of the activities reported in the four pieces presented in this dissertation.   

 

The idea behind civic sustainability, based on the synthesis of the more than 100 articles and 

book chapters identified through the prelim process, is that sustainability is an iterative and 

adaptive concept which is unique to a place, is informed by the values of people living in that 

place, and which requires the active participation of all actors in that place to work towards a 

common vision of a more sustainable future for that place.  The larger theoretical framework for 

civic sustainability is not discussed in this dissertation because it is a work in progress.  
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However, it has become the conceptual blueprint which has helped me to link and organize the 

findings presented in the manuscripts included here, and to begin exploring possible next steps 

and opportunities. 

 

The research projects represented in this dissertation has permitted me to explore key 

intersections for understanding and facilitating the construction of a more sustainable future.  

Intersections and relationships between people and the places where they live, between 

communities and the environment in which they exist, between conservation and development, 

between protecting the environment and ensuring social justice, between the missions of 

organizations and institutions and their responsibility to the people whose lives they impact 

These are a few of the critical relationships and ‘gray areas’ that this research has allowed me to 

probe and which I believe require more careful consideration and communication if we as a 

society are to move towards greater civic sustainability.  This research has provided me with a 

theoretical framework in which I am approaching the next phase of my career, as part of a 

research team examining green infrastructure planning and design processes in the United States, 

and in developing opportunities to train leaders for civic sustainability.    
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Appendix A 

List of Annotated Figures 
 

 

Chapter 2 – Figure 1: Typology of Conservation 2.0 strategies being developed   8 
by land trusts in the US.  

• This typology, represented graphically, is based on a secondary evaluation of survey data 
collected by the Center for Whole Communities as part of a nationwide evaluation of 
conservation land trusts and their engagement with communities.  The survey results 
included in Appendix B does not include the open-ended responses, which was the 
primary source for this typology.  Programs and activities of land trusts indicated in the 
survey which fell outside of the realm of legal and technical conservation of land were 
categorized into four broad categories – 1) influencing physical regional development, 2) 
addressing social and community concerns, 3) improving economic conditions, and 4) 
providing and facilitating political representation of community voices.  My selection of 
case studies was guided by this typology. 

  

Chapter 4 – Figure 1:  Original conceptual navigation map for     64 
www.catawbalandcare.org 

• In the initial proposal for this website, I developed this navigational map to guide the 
design and construction of the site.  The idea was to organize the vast array of intitiatves, 
activities, and programs being developed by the organization, and embed it within a 
broader theoretical framework.  However, as the site progressed, I found that 
technological and usability  barriers would limit what was possible and what was 
practical for the site.  As a result, this navigational map evolved into what is presented in 
Figure 2. 

 

Chapter 4 – Figure 2:  Revised actual navigation map for www.catawbalandcare.org       65 

• As the development of the Catawba Landcare CMS-based site evolved, I found that the 
organization of information was critical.  As a result, I changed the basic navigational 
categories, branching the website wider versus deeper.  This is the  navigational map 
which resulted and which can be found on the site today. 
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Appendix B 

Survey questions and results collected by Center for Whole Communities 
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Appendix C 

Select screenshots from www.catawbalandcare.org 
 

Home page: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org) 
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Catawba Landcare: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/catawba-landcare/) 
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Catawba Landcare → Partners: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/catawba-landcare/partners/) 
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Our Valley → Environment: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/our-valley/environment/) 
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Our Valley → Environment → Water: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/our-valley/environment/water/) 
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Our Valley → History: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/our-valley/history) 
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Our Valley – Community: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/our-valley/community) 
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What’s Going On: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/going-on/) 

 

 

 



 
104

What’s Going On → Projects → Catawba Sustainability Center & Earthworks: 

(www.catawbalandcare.org/going-on/csc-earthworks/) 
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What’s Going On → Events → Landcare Learning Series: 
(www.catawbalandcare.org/going-on/landcare-learning-series/) 
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Calendar:  

(www.catawbalandcare.org/landcare-now/) – interfaced through Google Calendars to allow for 
ready updating by many users 
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Landcare Toolbox: 
(www.catawbalandcare.org/landcare-toolbox/) – ongoing list of resources & links 
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Projects & Initiatives → Categories: Agroforestry; Catawba Sustainability Center; Farming; 
VT Engagement; Streamcare 
(www.catawbalandcare.org/2011/02/16/edible-riparian-zone-planting-at-csc/) 
Blog post reporting on student-led tree planting at the Catawba Sustainability Center 
 

 


