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Regional Conservation Partnerships in
New England
William G. Labich, Elisabeth M. Hamin, and Sydne Record

Across New England, a new model of regional collaboration is increasingly being used by land conservation trusts,
watershed associations, state agencies, and others. Regional conservation partnerships (RCPs) serve multiple
purposes, such as coordinating among the various active groups in the region and allowing them to leverage
funding and staff capacity. However, their essential mission is the same: protect more land from development.
We use interviews, geographic information systems (GIS), and statistical analysis on 20 case studies to document
RCP growth and characteristics and to analyze which attributes most contribute to their ability to conserve land.
Along with well-known factors of organizational development, we find that when the territory of the lead (or
“host”) partner organization is well matched to the size of the partnership region, the RCP is better able to
achieve measurable conservation gains.
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I n the past century, New England rap-
idly reforested widespread clearance for
agriculture, which peaked in the late

19th century (Foster and Aber 2004). This
reforestation was so thorough that New
England is now the country’s most forested
region, with 33 million of its 42 million total
acres blanketed by forest, even while south-
ern New England is one of the most densely
settled regions in the country (Foster and
Aber 2004). In southern and central New
England, parcels tend to be small and pri-
vately owned, creating a complex mosaic of
forested parcels amid hundreds of munici-
palities. These mostly forested properties are
subject to increased parcelization and frag-
mentation by first- and second-home devel-
opment and by roads. Forecasts suggest that
in some areas of New England, up to 63% of

private forestland could be developed by
2030 (Stein et al. 2005). With more frag-
mentation and development, forest con-
nectedness and ecological function will de-
cline.

In response to these threats and the
complexity of ownership, a relatively new
and potentially promising model of private-
public collaboration has emerged: regional
conservation partnerships (RCPs). These
are often informal groups of people who
represent conservation land trusts, munici-
palities, state agencies, and others who coor-
dinate their activities to advance the protec-
tion of land within a region or to conserve
specific natural resources that cross town,
county, or state boundaries. As of July 2013,
there were 38 RCPs active in New England
(RCP Network 2013).

Our first research goal is to document
and describe examples of this model of col-
laborative conservation and their common
characteristics as well as what differentiates
them. Our second research goal is to suggest
what sorts of actions and characteristics may
contribute to their ability to protect land
from development.

Literature
Conservation at the regional scale, al-

though often pursued, is considered among
the most difficult of conservationists’ goals
to achieve (Innes 2005, McKinney et al.
2010). It is particularly difficult where a
large proportion of the region’s land is pri-
vately owned (Williams and Ellefson 1997,
Klosowski et al. 2001, Wolf and Hufnagl-
Eichiner 2007). Regional collaboration is an
emerging approach to these challenges. The
concept of collaborations is, of course, well
known and researched across a variety of
fields (Leach et al. 2002, Margerum 2002,
Thompson et al. 2005). Working from the
broad literature on collaboration, Mar-
gerum (2008) describes the essential charac-
teristics of collaborative conservation plan-
ning and management. First, these efforts
engage a wide variety of stakeholders; sec-
ond, they use a consensus-building process;
third, activities include the definition of
problems and goals, as well as actions; and
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finally, they require a sustained commit-
ment to solving the problem. Consensus,
however, “means many things to many peo-
ple” (Leach 2006, p. 574). Care is required
in implementation of consensus-based deci-
sionmaking, because the strength of a single
veto can lead to concretization of the status
quo in favor of those with power, who often
hold the property interests that benefit from
development (Peterson et al. 2005). Pro-
cesses that encourage joint fact-finding and
healthy debate in public view may minimize
this risk (Leach 2006).

In natural resource management, the
focus tends to be on collaborations initiated
by government entities as a way to engage
representatives of other agencies as well as
the public in important management deci-
sions for public lands (Schuett and Selin
2002, Thompson et al. 2005). In fact, most
natural resource researchers find that active
government support for collaborative efforts
is one of the factors critical for success
(Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000, Koontz et al.
2004). The government can lead, follow, or
encourage (Koontz et al. 2004), but often
provides continuity and funding (Hamin
2001).

What makes the research complex is
that collaborations are not easy to pigeon-
hole; each particular partnership is likely to
operate differently. The level of organization
and goals among collaborations differs
widely, from more simple networks to part-
nerships to regional institutions (McKinney
et al. 2010). Most cooperative efforts form
around a specific project or pressing issue in
something more akin to joint ventures, and
then when the particular issue is resolved,
the venture dissolves (Schaeffer and Lover-
idge 2002). These short-term, cooperative
efforts are in contrast to the more open-
ended, long-term RCPs that are the topic of
this article.

There are a number of related explana-
tions for why a natural resource-based col-
laboration will develop. The fundamental
motivation tends to be a threat to common
resources, such as environmental quality
(Lubell et al. 2002). The overriding goal
generally is better management of these re-
sources, creating public value that could not
be achieved through individual action. In
particular, natural resource management is-
sues, which may be beyond the capacity or
authority of any one institution to address
on their own, can prompt new ways of work-
ing across boundaries (McKinney and John-
son 2009). Other key characteristics include

a relatively homogeneous landscape with
significant stocks of human, social, and fi-
nancial capital to overcome the transaction
costs of organizing (Lubell et al. 2002), a
strong landscape character and residents’ at-
tachment to it, and an activist to give it the
catalyzing push (Hamin and Marcucci
2008).

Collaborations tend to seek goals that
include external on-the-ground results, as
well as internal capacity building for their
organization. Genskow (2009), working
from a wide variety of sources, distilled the
outcomes expected from collaborations fo-
cused on natural resource management as
specific accomplishments, increased social
and organizational capacity in the region
and among the partners, and increased legit-
imacy for the resulting actions/policies.
Investigating forest landowner collabora-
tives, Wolf and Hufnagl-Eichiner (2007)
summed up the benefits for participating in-
dividuals: money, information, and legiti-
macy.

Prescriptive advice to partnerships is
widely available in the form of lessons
learned, usually developed through case
studies, polling, or interviewing collabora-
tion leaders. One of the most helpful and
rigorous applications of this is by Williams
and Ellefson (1997), who reviewed 30 natu-
ral resource collaborations, and had activists
identify keys to success. Based on these, they
developed the following list of attributes of
self-defined successful collaborations:

• Development— have specific pur-
pose, goals, and representation from all af-
fected parties;

• Information—exchange research, in-
form stakeholders, etc.;

• Organizational support—regular
meetings, staff, internal and external sup-
port;

• Interpersonal communication—clear
decisionmaking mechanism and culture of
open listening;

• Trust, honesty, respect; and,
• Accomplishments—some specific

outcome, even if it is just a final report.
An important point is that these assess-

ments of effectiveness tend to be made by
giving surveys to organizations and asking
them what is most effective. Helpful as this
is, there is also a benefit to an external eval-
uation of achievement, followed by a search
for shared traits among those with and with-
out a particular indicator of success, in this
case the protection of land as a partnership.
This is our approach.

Methods
We address each of our two research

goals using different methods. First, to doc-
ument and describe this model of collabor-
ative conservation, its spread and character-
istics, we drew from interviews with RCP
leaders, the literature, public documents,
and use of geographic information systems
(GIS). For our second research goal, to de-
termine the sorts of actions and characteris-
tics that may contribute to the ability of
RCPs to protect land from development, we
used grounded theory and then statistical
analysis to identify 12 important variables.
In grounded theory, data are collected,
coded, and analyzed, and then a hypothesis
(or explanation) is developed, rather than
the more common hypothesis-first approach
to research. Grounded theory is particularly
useful when one is asking more interpretive
questions, such as “what are participants do-
ing, and why?” (Corbin and Strauss 2008).
Finally, we modeled the data within a regres-
sion analysis to determine which of these
variables best explained why 10 RCPs had
protected land at the time of the start of the

Management and Policy Implications

Urbanization and climate change are motivating nonprofit conservation land trusts to coordinate their
actions at the landscape scale. In large landscapes dominated by family forest ownerships, land
conservation trusts are cultivating RCPs. RCPs are typically informal networks of people representing
nonprofit conservation organizations and state and local government agencies. They coordinate their
activities to conserve contiguous forests that cross town and sometimes state boundaries in regions
spanning 10,000 to 2 million acres. Our study shows that the success of RCPs is largely dependent on
the organizational capacity and expertise of their partners. The authors of this article encourage foresters
in the private and public sectors to consider the role of RCPs in achieving their own forest conservation
and management objectives (45% of RCPs in our study included productive working forests among their
conservation priorities).
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interviews (December 2009) and 10 had
not. Each goal is described in more detail
below.

Growth and Characteristics of RCPs
In 2009, using the snowball sampling

technique, we asked land conservation trust
professionals whether they knew of one or
more ongoing and informal, multi-stake-
holder collaboration(s) organized to advance
land conservation efforts in a particular re-
gion. We developed a preliminary list of 35
such groups in New England and eastern
New York. People representing these 35
groups were contacted by phone and e-mail
and invited to participate in an online survey
by July 1, 2009. People representing 23
groups took the survey between May 14 and
June 19, 2009. We were most interested in
their membership, missions, and activities.
Five groups were removed from consider-
ation: three because they were no longer ac-
tive, one because it was a statewide biodiver-
sity initiative, and one because it was being
led by one of the authors. After the in-person
interview process had begun, researchers
learned of and added two more partnerships,
for a total of 20.We interviewed the coordi-
nator or other leader for each of these part-
nerships. Structured interviews took place
between Dec. 7, 2009, and Mar. 8, 2010,
and lasted between 60 and 120 minutes
each. Seventy-four interview questions fo-
cused on partnership history, activities, part-
ners/partnership, conservation vision/plan-
ning, funding, communication, and needs.
We categorized all of the interview responses
using the constant comparative technique
(Glaser 1965) and generated data for 45
variables (see Harvard Forest 2012). These
data were used to describe the key character-
istics of RCPs in the areas of partnership ini-
tiation, establishment and growth, organiza-
tion and design, membership, host partner
capacity, partnerships’ regions, and conser-
vation activities. The organization providing
critical financial support to the RCP, which
might include employing the current coor-
dinator, is considered the host partner in our
study. Note that the scope of our study did
not include delving into decisionmaking
processes per se. This would be a good next
step in terms of follow-up research. Inter-
viewees were told that their data would not
be attributed to them or their partnership in
the study. Interview responses were cross-
referenced when possible. For instance, we
checked publicly accessible sources, such as
annual reports and websites, to assure that

the values reported in interviews for number
of acres protected were accounted for.

To more fully document the growth
and characteristics of RCPs and their re-
gions, we collected additional data on 11
variables including number of the host part-
ner’s full-time equivalent (FTE) positions
(staffing as identified by the host partner or-
ganization’s office personnel), size of the
partnership region (the area within which
the RCP partners coordinate activities, typ-
ically defined on a map submitted to the re-
searchers by the partnership coordinators or
leaders and then measured using GIS), per-
centage of the partnership region protected
from development measured using GIS and
a composite protected lands data set devel-
oped by Harvard Forest, and size of the host
partner organization’s territory as identified
by information provided on their website, in
publications, or by their staff. For example,
the territory of a host partner organization
that is a statewide land trust would be the
total land area for that particular state (for a
complete list of the attributes/variables, see
Harvard Forest 2012).

Ability of RCPs to Protect Land
We used two separate methods to iden-

tify which of the 56 variables were most
common to RCPs that had protected land.
Overall, 45 variables were derived from in-
terviews and 11 from spatial data sets (in-
cluding a composite protected land coverage
using The Nature Conservancy’s SA2009,
PAD-US 1.1 [US Geological Survey GAP
program], and one developed by Harvard
Forest) and other sources (websites, personal
communication with host partner organiza-
tion staff, and others). We found that by
December 2009, of the 20 RCPs participat-
ing in our study, 10 had protected land as a
partnership and 10 had not. We applied
grounded theory to the categorical data gen-
erated by the interviews and found seven at-
tributes most common to RCPs that pro-
tected land (1–7 in Table 1). For each of the
11 continuous variables identified using GIS
data sets and other sources, we compared the
median values for RCPs that had protected
land with values for those that had not and
selected five variables that appeared to be
most important (variables 8–12 in Table 1)
in explaining the ability of an RCP in our
study to have protected land by late 2009.

To test whether these 12 attributes, or
variables, explained a significant amount of
the variation in the success of partnerships as

measured by their protection of land, we ran
a logistic regression analysis. With the re-
gression modeling, we chose to model a bi-
nary response (i.e., protection or no protec-
tion of land) as opposed to a continuous
response (i.e., number of acres protected),
because half of the partnerships had not pro-
tected any land.

A logistic regression model assumes
that the predictor variables are not corre-
lated. To check for collinearity between pre-
dictor variables, we ran a log-linear model
for comparisons between two categorical
predictors, calculated point biserial correla-
tion coefficients for comparisons between
continuous and categorical predictors and
calculated Pearson correlation coefficients
for comparisons between continuous pre-
dictors. We excluded correlated predictors
that had correlation coefficients rx, y �0.4 or
rx, y ��0.4 based on the general rule of
thumb that a relationship between two vari-
ables, x and y, exists if �rx,y� �2/�n, where n
is the sample size (i.e., the number of RCPs)
(Newbold et al. 2003, Krehbiel 2004).

The ratio of the host partner’s territory
to partnership region, size of the partner-
ship’s region in acres, age of the partnership,
the presence of partners with access to staff-
ing and funding, the presence of a shared
conservation vision and map, and the num-
ber of FTE positions were correlated accord-
ing to these criteria. We chose to include
host partner’s territory to partnership region
for two reasons: because we were interested
in whether the size of the host partner’s ter-

Table 1. Potentially important attributes
relating to protecting land as an RCP.

1. Partnerships with two or more governance
structures*

2. Partnerships that have partners that represent
municipalities*

3. Partnerships that have partners with access to
staffing and funding

4. Partnerships that involve municipalities in
conservation planning*

5. Partnerships that have a mapped conservation
vision*

6. Partnerships that meet regularly and in-person
versus by phone or on an ad hoc basis*

7. Partnerships that coordinate individual actions to
raise money instead of through a joint capital
campaign*

8. Age in 2009
9. Size of the partnership region in acres

10. Ratio of host partner territory: partnership region*
11. Number of full-time equivalent positions of the

host partner
12. Number of municipalities in the partnership

region

* Variables included in our regression model.
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ritory could be a measure of its organiza-
tional capacity and because Williams and
Ellefson (1997) suggest that organizational
support is an important attribute of success-
ful RCPs. Because these variables are all
highly correlated, the ratio of host partner’s
territory to partnership region may be
viewed as a substitute for the size of the host
partner’s territory, size of the partnership re-
gion, the number of FTE positions of the
host partner, and the number of municipal-
ities in the partnership region. We also
wanted to represent some aspect of the con-
servation vision in the regression model, so
we chose to include “just a shared conserva-
tion vision,” because it was not correlated
with host partner territory to partnership re-
gion as was “conservation vision and map.”
We chose to exclude numbers of municipal-
ities in the partnership region and the size of
the partnership region because they were too
closely correlated with the seven aforemen-
tioned variables that were derived from
grounded theory. We chose to exclude age as
a predictor because the data suggested that
the existence of a partnership over time was
itself not a predictor of whether the RCP
would protect land. The median age at
which RCPs first protected land is 3.1 years,
whereas the median age of RCPs that had
not protected land is 4.5 years.

In sum, our regression model included
7 of the 12 variables (see the 7 variables des-
ignated with an asterisk in Table 1). Our
study does not describe the activities that
would have occurred without the partner-
ships, nor does it compare the pace of con-

servation before and after the partnerships
became established.

Findings—Growth and
Characteristics of RCPs in New
England

Partnership Initiation and Growth
Overall, 70% of the 20 RCPs in our

study were established by individuals who
normally worked within the region. Initia-
tors of the 20 partnerships (may be more
than one per partnership) comprised paid
staff of nongovernmental organizations (16
partnerships), a federal agency (1 partner-
ship), and volunteers (4 partnerships). Initi-
ators invariably became the designated
coordinator for the partnership. In two cases
in which partnerships were initiated by
individuals, the groups later became tax-ex-
empt, nonprofit corporations under Section
501(c)(3) of the US Internal Revenue
Code.

The first RCP was formed by 14 orga-
nizations in 1994 (Figure 1) including the
New Hampshire chapter of The Nature
Conservancy, Society for the Protection of
New Hampshire Forests, Trout Unlimited,
and New Hampshire Fish and Game De-
partment. The second partnership started in
1997. Twelve years later, there were 20 ac-
tive partnerships (in our study) involving
214 individual organizations. Some organi-
zations belonged to more than one RCP.
More specifically, 12 organizations and
agencies participated in at least three part-

nerships between 1994 and 2009. The Na-
ture Conservancy participated in 11 of the
20 partnerships in our study. The Trust
for Public Land (TPL) was a member of
eight partnerships and one statewide conser-
vation organization, The Trustees of Reser-
vations participated in five of the partner-
ships. The number of acres followed a
similar trajectory. In 2009, the combined
territories of partnerships in our study to-
taled 10,685,783 acres, representing 32%
of the land area in forest cover in New
England.

Partnership Organization and Design
Fourteen of the partnerships had host

partners that were conservation land trusts,
including regional land trusts (six partner-
ships), statewide conservation organizations
(three partnerships), state chapters of inter-
national conservation organizations (two
partnerships), watershed associations that
also protect land (two partnerships), and a
partnership of three local land trusts (one
partnership). Other partnerships had coor-
dinators funded by foundations (two part-
nerships), a wildlife sanctuary (one partner-
ship), and individuals [two partnerships,
both of which later formed a 501(c)(3)].
One of the partnerships, now a 501(c)(3), is
also hosted by a business. Another partner-
ship, coordinated by a volunteer, claims not
to have a host partner. We were interested in
the host partners’ total number of FTE po-
sitions as a potential measure of their capac-
ity to sustain the partnership over time. FTE

Figure 1. Emergence of regional conservation partnerships in New England (1994–2009).
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values range from 0.0 to 41.8, with a median
of 2.5 (Table 2).

Host partners identified the importance
of two or more “strong partners” in the part-
nership. Strong partners are characterized as
bringing value to the partnership. The most
commonly identified value is expertise in the
subjects of conservation, natural resources,
land planning, and business. A close second
is “money/staffing capacity” (Table 2).

Although only two partnerships are in-
corporated, half of the informal partnerships
use a variety of nested governance structures,
including a steering committee and working
groups to make decisions (Table 2). Most of
the partnerships’ members meet in person
and at regularly scheduled meetings, al-
though others meet by phone and use e-mail
to communicate on an ad hoc basis (Table

2). Although we understand decisionmak-
ing processes to be important, a deeper anal-
ysis in this area was beyond the scope of this
study.

Partnership Membership
The number of partner groups and

agencies range from 3 to 41, with an average
of 13 and a median of 10 partners. Ten
RCPs had individuals representing munici-
palities, including local land trusts. Regional
conservation partnerships have a wide range
of member affiliations, although there are a
few common partner types. For example,
80% of the 20 partnerships in our study in-
clude regional land conservation trusts, and
75% include statewide conservation organi-
zations (Figure 2).

At least half of the partnerships include
national organizations, state chapters of an
international organization, and watershed/
river associations. Local land conservation
trusts are members of only 40% of the
RCPs, and fewer still include people repre-
senting state agencies. However, in terms of
people participating, the top four partner
categories are, in order: regional land conser-
vation trusts, local land conservation trusts,
statewide conservation organizations (e.g.,
Vermont Land Trust and Massachusetts
Audubon), and watershed/river associations.

Partnerships’ Regions
We were interested in understanding

the diversity of regions within the 20 part-
nerships included in our study, including

Table 2. Organizational attributes of RCPs.

RCP

Age in yr at
time of
their

interview

No. of
partners/

organization

Host
partner

type

Host partner
organization’s

total no. of FTE
positions

Most common
contribution of
strong partners

How RCP partners
meet

Governance structures
that make decisions in

the RCP
Elements of
shared vision

Readiness for land
protection:

conservation vision,
map. land

protection targets

A1 10 13 SLT 38.25 Money/staffing Phone/e-mail, Ad hoc Small cadre WF, LFA, LC, PS Vision, map, targets
A2 11 7 SLT 38.25 Money/staffing In-person, regularly

scheduled
Whole RCP WF, LFA, LC, PS Vision, map

A3 15 14 SCI 26.43 Money/staffing In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, small cadre Not specified Vision, map

A4 6 12 F 2.5 Expertise In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP WF, RSC Vision, map

A5 8 9 RLT 2 Expertise In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, small cadre,
working groups

L, LC Vision, map, targets

A6 7 19 SLT 41.83 Money/staffing In-person, regularly
scheduled.

Whole RCP L, LFA, LC Vision, map, targets

A7 6 4 WA 3 Expertise In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, small cadre LC Vision, targets

A8 4 10 F 0.5 Expertise In-person, regularly
scheduled

Small cadre, steering
committee or board,
working groups

LFA Vision, map, targets

A9 12 22 RLT 14.8 Money/staffing In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, steering
committee or board

L, LFA, PS Vision, map

A10 6 5 501(c)(3) 1 Money/staffing In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, small cadre LFA, RSC, PS Vision, map, targets

B1 1 10 WA 2.5 Expertise In-person, ad hoc Whole RCP L Vision, map
B2 5 6 SCI 18 Expertise Phone/e-mail, ad hoc Small cadre NV None
B3 5 3 RLT 1 Expertise Phone/e-mail, ad hoc Small cadre RSC Vision, map, targets
B4 5 26 WA 10.75 Expertise In-person, regularly

scheduled
Steering committee or

board
NR Vision, map, targets

B5 3 41 NHP 0 Local buy-in In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, steering
committee or board

NV None

B6 3 28 WS 10 Expertise In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP, steering
committee or board

LFA, LC Vision

B7 2 13 RLT 0.5 Expertise In-person, ad hoc Whole RCP NV None
B8 5 3 3LLTs 1.0 Expertise In-person, ad hoc Whole RCP, steering

committee or board
WF, L Vision

B9 4 10 501(c)(3) 0 Money/staffing In-person, regularly
scheduled

Whole RCP WF, L, LFA, RSC Vision, targets

B10 6 4 RLT 1.0 Expertise In-person, regularly
scheduled

Small cadre, steering
committee or board

NV None

All information was derived from the case study interviews of 20 partnerships. Partnerships A1–10 had protected land by their interview (2009–2010); B1–B10 had not. Main elements of shared vision:
NV, no vision; L, protect lots of land from development; PS, prevent sprawl; LFA, large forested areas; WF, working forestland; LC, landscape connectivity; RSC, rural, scenic character of the region;
NR, natural resources conservation. Host partner types: RLT, regional land trust; SLT, statewide land trust; SCI, state chapter of international conservation organization; WA, watershed associations;
F, foundations; 3LLTs, three local land trusts; 501(c)(3), individuals, then 501(c)(3); WS, wildlife sanctuary; NHP, no host partner.
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their size, coverage of portions of one or two
states, numbers of municipalities, and per-
centage of the region already protected from
development. The partnerships’ regions var-
ied greatly in size, ranging from 11,944 to
1,896,689 acres, with a median of 540,403
acres. These areas are most typically found in
one state versus two and comprise portions
of 2 to 85 municipalities, with a median of
25. They vary in the share of the land that is
protected from development (2.5 to 40%
with a median of 23%).

Partnership Conservation Activities
The three main functions that partner-

ships provided to their partners were (in or-

der of frequency of occurrence): fundraising;
coordinating conservation planning and
larger, multi-stakeholder and/or multiparcel
land protection projects; and providing con-
servation services to municipalities (e.g.,
municipal open space planning and grant
writing) and landowners (e.g., assisting with
their estate planning and conservation
needs). All of the partnerships in our study
include one or more land conservation orga-
nizations. Seventy-five percent of the part-
nerships in our study with a stated mission
(12 of 16) include land conservation as one
of its main elements.

Seventeen partnerships have a shared
vision for their region (Table 1). Fewer (12

partnerships) have a map of their vision and
even fewer (9 partnerships) have conserva-
tion targets. The top three outcomes sought
by these partnerships are, in order: large,
contiguous forested areas; protection of a lot
of land; and greater connectivity of pro-
tected lands.

All of the RCPs in our study are work-
ing to conserve land from development, but
as of December 2009 only 10 of them had
succeeded in doing so (Table 3). We define
“protecting land as a partnership” to include
land that was protected through actions of
the coordinator of the partnership in collab-
oration with other partners and of partners
working in coordination. These 10 partner-

Figure 2. Most common partner categories and the percentage of regional conservation partnerships with members in each.

Table 3. Land protection attributes of the RCPs in our study.

RCP

Size of RCP
region
(acres)

No. of acres
protected in
RCP region

No. of acres protected
by the RCP by 2009

Percentage of the
region protected

by RCP

Percentage of the region’s
protected acreage
protected by RCP

Age of partnership
when conservation
effort began (yr)

Years of land
protection

activity

Average no. of
acres

protected/yr

A1 85,800 34,252 8,000 9.3 23 4 6 1,333
A2 68,900 11,344 9,807 14.2 86 3 8 1,226
A3 280,100 46,163 5000 1.8 11 1 14 357
A4 598,800 123,814 26,500 4.4 21 4 2 13,250
A5 49,900 10,399 2,600 5.2 25 3 5 520
A6 1,896,700 431,391 15,960 0.8 4 6 1 15,960
A7 11,900 647 600 5.0 93 2 4 150
A8 332,600 40,051 1500 0.5 4 4 �1 1,500
A9 504,500 163,008 14,755 2.9 9 1 11 1,341
A10 28,100 5,400 5,400 19.2 100 3 3 1,800

Average 6.3 38 3.1 3,744
Median 4.7 22 3.0 1,337

All acreage figures, except the number of acres protected by the RCP, were determined using geographic information systems and data sets that included data layers from three sources: The Nature
Conservancy’s SA2009 protected lands layer; PAD-US 1.1 developed by the US Geological Survey GAP program, May 2010; and Harvard Forest, Harvard University’s database for New England. RCPs
B1–B10 had not protected land as a partnership by 2009 and so are not listed here.
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ships protected from 600 acres to 26,500
acres, representing between 0.5 and 19.2%
of the partnerships’ regions. Although two
partnerships began protecting land within
their first year, on average it took them 3.1
years (Table 3). The median acreage per year
protected is 1,337 acres.

Although 16 of the 20 partnerships in
our study had raised at least $10,000 for
conservation purposes, 8 had raised more
than $1 million in total funding. Five had
raised at least $500,000 for every year they
had been in existence.

We were curious whether the territories
of these host organizations (in RCPs 1A–
10A; Table 3) were significantly larger than
their partnerships’ regions, and whether this
played a part in protecting land. Comparing
the size of the host partner’s territory (in
acres) with the size of the partnership region,
expressed as a decimal, produced a range
from 0.0 to 90.0 with a median of 1.2 for all
the RCPs (Table 4). The “0” values resulted
from two cases: a volunteer is the host part-
ner and a host partner organization with a
very small territory (6,000 acres) hosts a
partnership with a relatively large region
(692,700 acres). The figure, 90.0, results

from an RCP with a territory of 86,000 acres
having a statewide land trust as its host part-
ner. Inspection suggests that the RCPs that
succeeded in protecting land tended to have
a much larger host partner territory than
RCP region, whereas the RCPs that had not
protected land tended to have a large RCP
region compared with the territory of the
host partner organization. This is an issue to
which we return later in the article.

Table 5 shows key characteristics of
RCPs organized by whether they had or had
not protected land based on the interview
results and other data as described in our
Methods section. In comparison with
RCPs that had not yet protected land,
those that had were generally older, had a
mapped conservation vision, had in-person,
regularly scheduled meetings, had smaller
partnership regions with fewer municipali-
ties and a host partner with staffing capacity,
and had a territory equal to, if not larger,
than the partnership’s region overall. This
comparison forms the basis for our regres-
sion analysis that is presented in the next
section.

Findings: Regression Analysis—
Ability of an RCP to Protect
Land

Our second research goal is to identify
the statistically significant variables that
would predict whether the RCP would have
protected land or not by 2009. Based on the
attributes presented in Table 5, we ran a lo-
gistic regression analysis to test whether
these 12 attributes explained a significant
amount of the variation in whether the RCP
protected land. As is described in the Meth-
ods, of the 12 attributes listed in Table 5, 7
were included in the final analysis (Table 6).
Of the 7 attributes included in the final lo-
gistic regression analysis, the ratio of the host
partner territory to the partnership region
and whether or not the partnership had reg-
ularly scheduled meetings were significant
predictors of land protection by partnerships
(Table 6).

Discussion and Conclusions
The literature suggests that regional

conservation planning is very difficult, given
the many different owners and jurisdictions
involved (Wolf and Hufnagl-Eichiner 2007,
McKinney and Johnson 2009, McKinney et
al. 2010). Our study supports this sugges-
tion, but finds that RCPs, at least in New
England, are growing in numbers and can be

effective for conserving land. RCPs serve
multiple purposes, such as coordinating
among the various groups in the region and
allowing them to leverage funding and staff-
ing. However, their essential mission is the
same—protect more land from develop-
ment.

In this research, we sought to learn
more about these RCPs and find out what
best enables land protection. Most studies of
regional cooperation have taken the perspec-
tive of those who do the cooperating. How-
ever, there is no guarantee that what organiz-
ers think contributes to their success is the
same as what external observation will re-
veal. In our study, we investigated their per-
spectives but also tested organizational de-
sign for statistically significant influences on
land protection. Our results showed only
two statistically significant factors: organiza-
tional design and partnership geography.

Our study supports previous research
findings (e.g., Williams and Ellefson 1997)
that organizational support is essential to
success. In particular, our findings point to
the importance of choosing a host partner
organization well-matched to a partner-
ship’s region, with staffing and a shared ge-
ography. Partnerships that meet regularly
and in person and take advantage of govern-
ing bodies, such as steering committees, are
more likely to protect land within 6 years
than those that do not. These organizational
design attributes require staffing capacity.
Presumably these attributes also help RCPs
to coordinate their conservation-related ac-
tivities to connect large blocks of land across
regional landscapes more effectively than
those partnerships that are less well-orga-
nized.

However, when it comes to the 20
RCPs in our study, geography combines
with capacity in unique ways. An RCP is
more apt to protect land sooner if its host
partner organization’s territory is equal to, if
not larger than, that of the partnership re-
gion. This relationship between the two ar-
eas (host partner territory and partnership
region) is shown to be a statistically impor-
tant metric for the capacity of an RCP to
protect land. One explanation for this is that
host partner organizations with territories
smaller than that of the partnership region
(or those short of staff) will require more
time to develop the capacity for effective co-
ordination of both fundraising and land
protection activities across a region larger
than their own territory.

When they share their geography, the

Table 4. Size of the host partner territory,
the RCP region, and the ratio of the host
partner territory to the RCP region.

RCP

Host partner
territory

(thousands
of acres)

RCP region
(thousands

of acres)

Ratio of the
host partner
territory to
the RCP
region*

A1 6,200 85.8 72.3
A2 6,200 68.9 90.0
A3 5,700 280.1 20.4
A4 22,646 598.8 37.8
A5 37 49.9 0.7
A6 5,700 1,896.7 3.0
A7 68 11.9 5.7
A8 1,743 332.6 5.2
A9 454 504.5 0.9
A10 1,513 28.1 53.8
B1 205 860.7 0.2
B2 777 576.3 1.4
B3 203 717 0.3
B4 1,247 641.2 1.9
B5 0 898 0.0
B6 6 692.7 0.0
B7 157 975.3 0.2
B8 36 36 1.0
B9 121 120.9 1.0
B10 119 1,310.2 0.1

Acreages were determined from GIS analysis and from publicly-
accessible sources.
* Example: Ratio of the host partner’s (e.g., state land trust)
territory (8,000,000 acres) to the RCP region (500,000 acres)
would be calculated by dividing 8,000,0000 by 500,000, which
would equal 16.
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host partner has much to gain from fostering
activities throughout the entire partnership
region, including the potential for engaging
and attracting state and federal personnel
and resources and in leveraging local, pri-
vate, and municipal investments in activities
that support their own mission and that of
the RCP. Such an arrangement will mean
greater conservation outcomes earlier in the
life of the partnership and potentially result
in a more sustained effort over time.
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Table 5. Characteristics of RCPs that had protected land or not by 2009.

RCPs that had protected
land by 2009
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land by 2009

Percentage of partnerships with two or more governance structures* 60 40
Percentage of partnerships that have partners that represent municipalities 60 40
Percentage of partnerships that have partners with access to staffing and funding 60 10
Percentage of partnerships that meet regularly and in-person versus by phone or

on an ad hoc basis
90 40

Percentage of partnerships that involve municipalities in conservation planning 40 10
Percentage of partnerships that have a mapped conservation vision 90 30
Percentage of partnerships that coordinate individual actions to raise money

instead of through a joint capital campaign
50 10

Median age in 2009 (yr) 7.5 4.5
Median size of the partnership region in acres 182,950 704,850
Median ratio of host partner territory: partnership region (expressed as a decimal) 13.05:1 0.26:1
Median number of full-time equivalent positions of the host partner 14.8 1.00
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* See Table 1 for a list of the different governance structures used by RCPs. Percentages represent the number of RCPs out of 10 (A1–A10 and B1–B10) that possessed a particular characteristic.
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Regularly scheduled meetings 1 1.0855 1.0855 7.725 0.01667*
Coordinate individual actions to raise money to protect land 1 0.1996 0.1996 1.420 0.25642
Residuals 12 1.6863 0.1405

* Significant predictors of whether or not a partnership protected land.
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