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closer collaboration.  With the assistance of the Land Trust Alliance, they formed a working 

group to examine various collaborative arrangements and ultimately concluded that merger into a 
single, regional land trust would be the most effective method by which they could grow and 

respond to the significant development pressures in their region. 

 

The working group, consisting of at least two board members from each land trust, met dozens of 
times for a year to examine alternatives and then to develop detailed governance, financial and 

fundraising plans.  The ideas that came out of the process convinced them that a merged 

organization was not only sustainable, but a wise choice. 
 

The board of directors of the new GPC has representatives from the board of the four merged 

land trusts.  The first executive director and another staff person were hired in 2001, six months 
following the merger.  A half-time administrative assistant was added the following year. 

 

Observations and insights 

The boards of these four land trusts put tremendous effort into the process.  There was much 
work, a long courtship, and an even longer engagement before the merger ultimately took place.  

The individual land trusts did not want to lose their strong grassroots connection with their 

communities, yet all recognized that it would be difficult to sustain each organization 
independently.  The four groups were poised for the merger—all were operated exclusively by 

volunteers who were tired of “carrying the flag” for their organization. 

 
One of the unexpected benefits of the merger was that it forced the GPC to put all new policies 

and procedures in place.  Because there were four different land trusts, there were four different 

ways of doing things.  A lot of attention was paid to those details, which often get overlooked 

when a new organization starts from scratch. 
 

GPC has been fairly successful in keeping an equal focus and recognition of the original mission 

and goals of the four land trusts.  However, GPC has turned into a very different organization and 
finds it hard to achieve the same level of local presence that the individual land trusts once had.  

There was an initial thought that the original land trusts might continue as chapters, but this 

hasn’t happened as the GPC board finds itself focusing on the organization as a single entity.  As 

a result, people have left the organization, and GPC has also lost some members.  But all agree 
that the merger and regional approach were necessary for the survival of the organization. 

 

Helpful contacts 

Don Duprey, Director of Conservation, Great Peninsula Conservancy, 3721 Kitsap Way, 

Suite 5, Bremerton, WA 98312, 360-373-3500, don@greatpeninsula.org 

Ann Haines, Executive Director, Great Peninsula Conservancy, 3721 Kitsap Way, Suite 5, 
Bremerton, WA 98312, 360-373-3500, ann@greatpeninsula.org 

Kate Kuhlman, Director of Development and Outreach, Great Peninsula Conservancy, 3721 

Kitsap Way, Suite 5, Bremerton, WA 98312, 360-373-3500, kate@greatpeninsula.org 

 

 

EXAMPLE 2 – BLACK CANYON LAND TRUST: A MERGER THAT BEGAN THROUGH 

GENERAL COOPERATION (COLORADO) 
 
The merger of the Valley Land Conservancy (VLC) and the Three Rivers Land Trust (TRLT)to 

form the Black Canyon Land Trust (BCLT) began with a memorandum of understanding 

regarding general cooperation and coordination of activities in overlapping service areas (see 
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Sharing Information and Mutual Cooperation, above).  The land trusts—both with part-time 

staff—were located in neighboring counties, but overlapped in service area.  The 1999 agreement 
was the beginning of closer communication between the two sometimes-competing land trusts, 

and jump-started the merger process.  The land trusts combined representatives from their boards, 

pooled their resources and merged organizations a year later.  Legally, the organization kept the 

by-laws and structure of VLC and absorbed TRLT into this framework.  The new organization 
hired an executive director and an outreach coordinator, and kept one pre-existing staff member. 

 

Observations and insights 

At the time, the presidents of the two land trusts had very different visions of what the new 

organization should look like.  It required hard work on the part of five or six core board 

members to instill a common vision among the combined board members.  One of the greatest 
challenges for the board was deciding on a new name. 

 

An additional challenge for the staff has been recreating the decision-making processes of the 

past, and identifying appropriate policies and procedures for the new organization.  The record-
keeping practices of both original land trusts were lacking.  Many past board members are no 

longer with the new organization, and are not available to answer questions or provide 

clarification.  For many of the owners of easement-protected land, BCLT was not the 
organization they had originally worked with. 

 

Ultimately, however, the merger broadened the land trust’s base of support, allowing it to hire 
additional staff.  It also ended the confusion in the public’s mind of why there were two land 

trusts operating in the same region.  Membership increased, and the organization became 

stronger. 

 
Helpful contacts 

Adell Heneghan, Executive Director, Black Canyon Land Trust, 1500 East Oak Grove Road, 

Suite 201, Montrose, CO 81401-5460, 970-252-1481, adell@montrose.net 
 

 

EXAMPLE 3 – SOUTHEAST ARIZONA LAND TRUST: MERGER OF TWO ALL-

VOLUNTEER ORGANIZATIONS 

 
The San Rafael Valley Land Trust (SRVLT) was formed in 1995 to protect working ranchlands 

in a geographically distinct valley in Santa Cruz County as the founders began to feel outside 

development pressure.  A few years later, the Southern Arizona Grasslands Trust (SAGT) was 
created to work on a corridor management plan for a scenic highway that runs through the same 

county.  SAGT’s focus was on scenic viewshed easements.  In 2000, the two all-volunteer land 

trusts merged to form the Southeast Arizona Land Trust (SALT).  The new board of directors 
expanded to include representatives from both groups, as well as members representing an 

expanded service area.  SALT received assistance from the Land Trust Alliance and the Sonoran 

Institute in facilitating the merger and preparing a strategic plan.  A part-time executive director 

was hired in 2001, and became full-time shortly thereafter. 
 

Observations and insights 

Working in the same county, the two organizations looked at merger as an opportunity to 
combine forces and bring board members with similar interests together.  It gave SRVLT an 

opportunity to expand its land protection efforts beyond the one valley.  (The San Rafael Valley 

is truly a working landscape, with no centralized town or community.)  The merger helped 
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expand both boards’ views of land conservation by tying together the protection of working 

landscapes and scenic viewsheds.  SALT has also benefited from taking on a larger area to work 
in and expanding its outreach efforts. 

 

Helpful contacts 

Sheldon Clark, President, Southeast Arizona Land Trust, 520-326-1898 
Stuart Leidner, Executive Director, Southeast Arizona Land Trust, P.O. Box 116, Sonoita, 

AZ 85637-0116, 520-455-5592, sealt@theriver.com 

 

 
 
Merger of many land trusts 

 

EXAMPLE – CHAGRIN RIVER LAND CONSERVANCY (OHIO) 

 

The Chagrin River Land Conservancy (CRLC), with a staff of 13, is by far the largest land trust 

in the greater Cleveland area.  It is, however, not the only land trust that operates in the region.  A 
total of eight land trusts (six of which are all-volunteer) are active in northeastern Ohio.  During 

the summer of 2004, CRLC engaged the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) to help evaluate how 

these organizations could best collaborate to increase the amount of land conservation in the 

region.  BCG interviewed each land trust, as well as several others across the country, and 
recommended a merger as the most effective course of action. 

 

Since that time, the eight land trusts have adopted a resolution to merge to form the Western 
Reserve Land Conservancy.  A steering committee was created, consisting of two members from 

every land trust, to craft a detailed three-year implementation and transition plan for the merger.  

The first meeting took place in February 2005, and the committee hopes to have the plan written 
by June.  BCG is facilitating the meetings, and CRLC has hired a project manager to oversee the 

details of the merger process. 

 

Observations and insights 

By the end of the BCG interviews, it became self-evident to all the parties that a merger was the 

right thing to do.  Northeast Ohio is a single, cohesive socioeconomic unit that needs its own land 

trust.  It just did not make sense to have that many different land trusts operating in greater 
Cleveland. 

 

Helpful contacts 

Dennis Bower, Project Manager, Chagrin River Land Conservancy, 2703 Rocklyn Road, 

Beachwood, OH 44122-2114, 440-729-9621, rdc@crlc.org 

Richard Cochran, Executive Director, Chagrin River Land Conservancy, 2703 Rocklyn Road, 

Beachwood, OH 44122-2114, 440-729-9621, rdc@crlc.org 
 

See also 

Action by Unanimous Written Consent of the Trustees of Chagrin River Land Conservancy 
Chagrin River Land Conservancy: Strategic Framework for SP2007 Regional 

CRLC Strategic Plan, September 2004 

Draft Vision Statement for WRLC 

Summary of BCG Findings: Chagrin River Land Conservancy Strategic Planning, October 
2004 

Western Reserve Land Conservancy: Steering Committee Kick-Off, February 2005 
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When merger is not the right approach 

 

EXAMPLE 1 – COASTAL MOUNTAINS LAND TRUST AND GEORGES RIVER LAND 

TRUST (MAINE) 

 

These two land trusts were founded at about the same time.  The Coastal Mountains Land Trust 
(CMLT) was organized around town boundaries, while the Georges River Land Trust (GRLT), an 

organized around the boundaries of the Georges River watershed.  As a result, the service areas of 

these two land trusts overlap mostly in the Camden region, where GRLT’s Georges Highland 
Path crosses one of CMLT’s land protection focus areas. 

 

Discussions about the possible merger of these land trusts started in 2001 in the face of rapid 
development and due to common desire to increase land protection and stewardship capacity.  

The two executive directors and two board presidents began meeting to talk about areas for 

potential collaboration.  An “inter-merger” committee was quickly formed, consisting of three to 

five board members from each land trust plus their executive directors.  The group discussed each 
other’s major challenges and needs, perceptions of each other, and explored how a new 

organization might be structured and operate.  They conducted a full due diligence review, 

including examination of each other’s bylaws, internal policies, operating procedures, finances 
and conservation holdings.  After eighteen months of exploration and discussion the land trusts 

decided jointly that it was not an appropriate time to merge for a variety of reasons, including 

cultural and historical differences between the two organizations as well as different protection 

priorities and approach.  They did, however, agree that a merger was a good idea in principle, and 
one that should be reconsidered in the future.  Meanwhile, the land trusts keep each other 

apprized of their conservation work and look for opportunities to partner on projects.  Their land 

protection staff meet frequently and the executive directors meet periodically.   
 

Observations and insights 

While it appeared that what each trust would bring to a merged organization would complement 
the contributions brought by the other, the thorough and careful merger process led to the 

conclusion that this was not the right time to take that step.  A closer examination and more 

thoughtful consideration of the cultural and historical differences between the two organizations 

would have been valuable, and may have helped to build the foundation of trust on which all 
successful mergers are based.  In addition, an outside facilitator would have been useful to 

identify and bridge the gap between the two land trusts.  It may also have been helpful to “test” 

the relationship through some other kind of collaboration first, before moving into the merger 
discussions. Partnering on projects would have provided the opportunity for building trust and 

understanding between the organizations. 

 
Helpful contacts 

Deborah Chapman, Board Member, Georges River Land Trust, 36 Mistic Avenue, Rockport, 

ME 04856, 207-236-4148, cci@midcoast.com 

Scott Dickerson, Executive Director, Coastal Mountains Land Trust, 101 Mount Battie Street, 
Camden, ME 04843, 207-236-7091, scottd@coastalmountains.org 
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EXAMPLE 2 – CHATTOWAH OPEN LAND TRUST AND CHATTAHOOCHEE VALLEY 

LAND TRUST (GEORGIA) 

 
In 2000, the new, all-volunteer Chattahoochee Valley Land Trust (CVLT) in Columbus 

approached the larger Chattowah Open Land Trust (COLT) for assistance on several conservation 

easement projects.  Following a series of discussions and meetings, COLT suggested that the two 
land trusts merge to pool their resources and better serve their regions.  CVLT declined, but 

maintained a friendly relationship with COLT and received additional assistance from the larger 

land trust.  Sometime later, CVLT became an “affiliate” organization of the Georgia Land Trust 

(the name COLT uses for its operations in Georgia).  CVLT maintains its own 501(c)(3) status 
and its own board, although two board members of each organization serve on the other’s board.  

It has one staff person, who is an employee of COLT.  COLT serves as the back-up holder for all 

of CVLT’s easements. 
 

Observations and insights 

CVLT’s board consisted primarily of business leaders who wanted to make a difference in their 

community, but were not grassroots volunteers.  It was important for CVLT to keep its own 
identity.  While the merger attempt was unsuccessful, the affiliate relationship turned out to be a 

good arrangement for both parties.  COLT has a presence in the Columbus area and now has 

access to a new pool of financial contributors.  CVLT now has the staff resources to complete its 
many easement projects. 

 

Helpful contacts 

Katherine Eddins, Executive Director, Chattowah Open Land Trust (Alabama Land Trust), 

226 Old Ladiga Road, Piedmont, AL 36272, 256-447-1006, katherine@chattowah.org 
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Other current merger discussions in Maine 

As of this writing, the Friends of the Royal River, a conservation organization active in 
the 12 towns of the Royal River watershed, with a grant from the Horizon Foundation, is 
exploring merger possibilities with the four land trusts operating in the communities of 
Yarmouth, North Yarmouth, New Gloucester, and Pownal. 
 
Helpful contacts 

• Henry Nichols, Executive Director, Friends of the Royal River, P.O. Box 90, 
Yarmouth, ME 04096, 207-847-9399, royal@maine.rr.com 

 
OTHER HELPFUL RESOURCES 

• Considering, Deciding & Implementing a Merger – Land Trust Alliance Rally 
2003 presentation** 

• The Frontiers of Management: Where Tomorrow’s Decisions are Being Shaped 

Today, by Peter F. Drucker.  Published by Harper and Row, 1986. 
• “United We Stand: Land Trusts Find New Strengths Through Mergers”, by 

Kendall Slee, Exchange, Winter 1999 (Vol. 18 No. 1)**  
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SUMMARY – KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL COLLABORATIONS 
 
Collaborations are both a marvelous opportunity to maximize the collective effectiveness 
of land trust work and a supreme challenge because they are so much more complex than 
any one organization.  Collaborations involve many relationships and come at a high 
individual organizational cost.  The benefits of collaborations need to be clearly 
recognized and exceed this high cost. 
 
While every collaboration and partnership is different, there are some common, 
underlying elements that make for successful collaborations: 
 

1. Vision.  It is important to have a common, compelling vision.  It is crucial to 
achieving the ultimate goal of the collaboration.  It is also essential for building 
and sustaining the interests of the partners, as well as the public’s support. 

 
2. Planning.  The partners need to have a clear plan with strong but realistic goals 

and implementation steps.  Unless the collaboration has an effective game plan, 
individual members will lose interest and pull their focus back to their own 
organization’s efforts. 

 
3. Mutual respect and trust.  Collaboration often brings together people and 

groups with their own organizational culture and styles of leadership.  Bringing 
these styles together in one room can be an intense experience.  It is important 
that each individual and each organization be respected for their own uniqueness.  
Creating a culture of mutual respect and support is key. 

 
4. Financial resources.  If the collaboration does not have adequate resources to 

support its work, it may drain the resources of its individual members, eventually 
discouraging participation.  Ensure that the necessary financial resources are in 
place or collected to support the collaboration and the implementation of its 
programs. 

 
5. Leadership.  Identify committed, skilled and supportive leadership to carry 

through on the vision and implementation plan. 
 

6. Roles.  The roles and responsibilities of each partner need to be clearly defined, 
articulated and understood by all parties.  A memorandum of understanding or 
other written agreement that spells out the terms and conditions of the 
collaboration and provides protection for all parties is useful to guide acquisition, 
management or stewardship partnerships.  (See also Practice 8J. Partnership 
Documentation, Land Trust Standards and Practices, Land Trust Alliance, 2004.) 

 
7. Commitment.  Each of the partners needs to be strongly committed to the 

collaboration, not just for their own organization’s sake, but also for the good of 
the entire collaboration community. 
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8. Communication.  Collaboration requires solid, regular communications to avoid 
becoming mired in misunderstanding or getting lost in the onslaught of each 
organization’s own individual work.  This is especially important in a complex 
collaboration, involving many partners and stakeholders.   

 


