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cooperative structures.  Former LTA president Jean Hocker commented in one issue of

Exchange,

As land conservation becomes more and more urgent, complex, and
expensive, land trusts will need to expand their capabilities and leverage
their resources in every way they can.  Many will join forces with
neighboring land trusts or with other organizations and agencies that share
their goals.  Whether they formally merge, or simply find new ways to
collaborate...land trusts will discover that working with others is often the
best--and sometimes the only--way to succeed (Slee, 1999, p. 18).

Additionally, proceedings from the annual “Rally,” a multi-day conference sponsored by

the Land Trust Alliance which brings together land trust personnel from around the

county, also offered insights into land trust cooperations (Van Ryn et al, 1999). In one

session, the goals of coordinating tasks, sharing strategies, working on joint projects,

pooling financial resources for a special project, and avoiding duplication of services all

were outlined as primary reasons to collaborate (Van Ryn et al, 1999).   Thus, the

encouragement from LTA for collaborative efforts, combined with the support coming

from foundations, has also perhaps played a role in the formation of new landscape-scale

efforts.

A final factor influencing the formation of collaborative efforts has been the

expanding societal awareness of conservation biology and landscape ecology.

Conservation biology teaches that, in general, “the key to making land conservation

effective is to expand our thinking in space, time, and ambition--that is, to think big”

(Noss and Cooperrider, 1994, p. 94).  Elaborate designs for nature preserves, surrounded

by buffer areas and linked by corridors, covering thousands of acres, have been drawn up

(Noss and Cooperrider, 1994).  Unfortunately, land trusts, due to their grassroots origins

and work with voluntary, often parcel-by-parcel transactions, have not always been able

to “think big.”  The problem with a small-scale, piecemeal approach, according to

conservation biologists, is that:

 (an) ad hoc approach to biological conservation has left Canada, the
United States, Mexico, and most other countries with highly fragmented
systems of parks and reserves...not only are most of the protected areas too
small, they are also isolated from other protected areas....the resulting
fragmentation of the natural environment severely threatens biological
diversity.  Modern conservation biology provides abundant evidence that
small preserves, over the years, lose species.  Even the largest national
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parks in western North America are too small to maintain all their larger
mammals (Newmark, 1995).  The lesson learned from experience with
small preserves is this: to be effective, biological conservation must be
planned and implemented on large spatial scales.  Conservation biologists
have learned that nature and wilderness cannot be saved by protecting a
piece here and a piece there” (Soule and Terborgh, 1999, p. 1-2).

This message was brought directly to the land trust community during the 1995 Rally.

Dr. Reed Noss, a pioneer in the field of conservation biology, gave a speech on

ecosystem preservation to the conference and advised, “we need to start thinking about

linking areas together into larger units that might maintain viable populations” (Noss,

1996, p. 17).   

The land trust community has subsequently been asking itself what role it might

play in the preservation of biodiversity. A 1996 issue of Exchange asked,

Is the maintenance of and enhancement of biodiversity strictly within the
province of government agencies and national conservation organizations?
Most experts in the field would reply with a resounding “no.” Private
landowners and land trusts large and small have indispensable roles to
play in protecting America’s biodiversity”  (editor’s note in Trombulak,
1996, p. 5).

However, Diamond and Noonan, looking at the work of land trusts in Land Use In

America, acknowledged that going “parcel by parcel” is not enough, that “whole systems

need to be protected” and thus “many partners are required” (Diamond and Noonan,

1996, p. 252).  The work of landscape scale collaborative initiatives, such as those

examined in this study, can be seen as a step in this direction.  By joining together across

an ecological region, the often small-scale land trusts involved can begin to place their

individual work within the large-scale ecological systems of which they are a critical part.

WHAT CHALLENGES ARE THESE PARTNERSHIPS FACING?

Although the range of factors promoting collaboration discussed above is quite

broad, an equally diverse set of obstacles to collaboration also exists.  On a general level,

Gray found institutional disincentives, such as mission dilution and limited resources, as

factors discouraging collaboration (Gray, 1989).  Additionally, she noted historical and

ideological barriers to cooperation in both participating groups as well as the larger
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society as potentially disruptive.  Finally, power disparities between parties and the

challenges presented by technically complex problems were found to obstruct

collaborative efforts (Gray, 1989).

In their study of natural resource collaborations, Wondolleck and Yaffee

identified important barriers to successful collaboration, including procedural difficulties

(generally referred to as ‘red tape’) and attitudinal barriers (such as mistrust between

participants). Institutional blocks, such as a lack of resources or conflicting missions

among participants, as well as a lack of external support (either political or financial),

also were found to be limiting factors (Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000).

 Griffith also found “the usual suspects” slowing the progress of collaborative

groups, including  “communications difficulties, differences in perceived and real values,

resource scarcity, process concerns, and old-fashioned disagreement on the ‘business’ of

the collaborative” (Griffith, 2001, p. 47).  However, she also explored two primary areas

of structural tension, including anxiety over accountability and economic apprehension.

Accountability regarding administration, process, and representation of the group often

needed clarification to keep the group effort moving forward, as did the problem of what

to do with a non-performing partner.  “Economic apprehension” was found to center on

the disparity of resources between the two partner types.  Griffith felt that the fact that “it

will become obvious that, as a general rule, government employees are paid better, have

better fringe benefits, and enjoy a more generous retirement package than those in the

not-for-profit sector” (Griffith, 2001, p. 59) would become an inevitable conflict point

within the group.

In addition to more general problems with collaboration, such as control over

agenda setting, Endicott found specific concerns confronting the land trust participants in

various public-private partnerships.  Specifically, she found conflict arising over funding

amounts and concerns over stewardship as potential sticking points (Endicott, 1993).

A comprehensive view of these dilemmas can be found in “Cooperation: A

Strategy for Achieving Stewardship Across Boundaries” (Yaffee, 1998).  In this essay,

Yaffee described how participants in collaborative efforts were subject to competing

forces, some of which pulled them away from the group effort and some of which pulled
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them closer in.  Examples of these “centrifugal” forces, pulling participants away from

cooperation, included limited resources and public opposition.  Additionally, the different

traditions and standard operating procedures of participants were found to cause conflict,

as was the ability of participating groups to pursue similar outcomes independently

(Table 1).

Centrifugal Forces
(making cooperation less likely)

Internal Factors
(those relating to the actors/site)

-Conflicting goals and mission
-Different traditions and norms
-Desire for autonomy and control
-Limited resources

External factors
(those relating to the external
environment and context)

-Public opposition, fear, and skepticism
-Preexisting allegiances and relationships
-Lack of agency support
-Government policies and procedures
-Opportunities to proceed independently

Table 1: Factors Restricting Cooperative Behaviors (Yaffee, 1998).

HOW CAN THESE OBSTACLES BE OVERCOME?

First, according to Gray, gaining an understanding of the history of the shared

problem the group is coming together to solve, as well as of the prior relationships

between the stakeholders, can help place collaborative groups on the road to success

(Gray, 1989).  Once these areas have been explored, an analysis of “member factors”

(such as the inclusion of all stakeholders, with sufficient stakeholder incentives), as well

as “process factors” (such as agreement on the scope of the collaboration, ripeness of the

issue, timing, and maintaining good relationships with constituents) can help smooth out

difficulties (Gray, 1989).

Wondolleck and Yaffee found similar key lessons for success, including building

on common ground, creating opportunities for interaction between participants, utilizing

effective processes, and seeking support and resources from numerous sources

(Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000).  Additionally, a willingness to try new things, forging a

sense of commitment to the problem and the process, and being proactive also were

found to help collaborative groups succeed (Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000).  Along

similar lines, Endicott recommended fostering a sense of urgency, presenting a
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persuasive vision, providing successful examples, having a broad based alliance, and

having a “champion” for each effort as ways to overcome obstacles that may arise

(Endicott, 1993).

Again, a broad summary of elements making cooperation more likely can be

found in “Cooperation: A Strategy for Achieving Stewardship Across Boundaries”

(Yaffee, 1998).  Among other factors, shared goals, opportunities for gain, and innovative

structures were found to act as “centripetal” forces, keeping groups involved (Table 2).

Centripetal Forces
(making cooperation more likely)

Internal Factors
(those relating to the actors/site)

-Opportunities to gain through
collective action
-Perception of common problems or
threats
-Shared goals or sense of place
-Entrepreneurs and champions
-Relationships
-Effective processes and process
management
-Innovative structure to maintain
cooperative relationships

External factors
(those relating to the external
environment and context)

-Opportunities, resources, and
incentives
-Public pressure or interest
-Technology

Table 2: Factors Promoting Cooperative Behaviors (Yaffee, 1998, p. 305)
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