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Land trusts in the New West: conserving and responding to local geographies? 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1  Overview 

 The agricultural heritage of the American West has been rapidly altered in the past 

decade, coinciding with population growth that exceeds all prior rates in the region (Beyers 

and Nelson 2000; Otterstrom and Shumway 2003). Corresponding with this growth has been a 

shift from natural resource based industries, such as logging, ranching, and farming, to 

recreation and service-based economic activities. The effects resulting from these two major 

changes have led to increased ‘consumption’ of the Western landscape, making land use 

decisions increasingly complex, and in some cases, highly contested (Lurie n.d.; Ringholz 

1996; Holmes and Hecox 2004).                                                                                                      

 To meet both public and private goals for land conservation in this New West, land 

trusts have become increasingly active in Western States, with over seven million acres 

protected by land trusts in the last decade alone (Wiebe, Abebayehu, and Kuhn 1999). 

Because political leanings in the West tend to reflect more conservative property rights 

orientations (Jackson-Smith, Kreuter and Krannich 2005), public planning tools that have been 

applied successfully in some parts of the country (i.e. agricultural zoning) have not met much 

public support. Farmland protection programs have been able to garner support in areas where 

both agriculturalists and non-agricultural newcomers have realized the benefits of land 

protection, namely retaining land in agriculture as well as keeping open spaces (Daniels and 

Bowers 1997). For the West, however, and especially considering current downward 

economic trends in domestic agriculture, the appropriateness of protecting agricultural land is 

questionable as well as the use of working lands protection for conservation purposes.                                         

 Land use solutions will also have to address particular Western environmental 

conditions (high mountain, grassland, and riparian ecosystems), resource needs (recreation and 

agriculture), and social limitations. Understanding that the Western public has interests that 

correlate to unique property rights orientations (Jackson-Smith, Kreuter and Krannich 2005) 

increased research on private solutions to land use issues is essential to understanding how to 

make optimal land use decisions. As the traditional sectors of the economy transition to 

service and recreation-based markets, new knowledge regarding the appropriateness of private 

land conservation will help build the limited working knowledge of policy decisions in these 

areas.                                                                                                                  

 This research project will focus on the relationship between the emerging role of land 
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trusts and rapid growth and change in the West. Teton County, Idaho, Teton County, 

Wyoming, and Sublette County, Wyoming, and each of their associated land trusts, will be 

used as case studies. Even though a large percentage of Western communities are 

experiencing growth and development pressures, these counties provide particular insight into 

the phenomenon of high concentrations of land trusts in areas of the West that already have 

high rates of public ownership and protection, as documented by Albers and Ando (2003). 

Each county has also experienced varying levels of agricultural activity throughout their 

respective histories, with transformations over time bringing about the current local economies 

and land use patterns that exist today.  

 

Figure 1: Map of Study Area 

1.2  Setting the Scene: Creating a New West landscape 

 As researchers attempt to quantify and describe landscape changes as a result of rural 

development and growth, it is apparent that some rural areas are altering more rapidly than 

their neighbors. These areas are, for the large part, known for their natural amenities, 

including national parks and monuments, national forests and wilderness areas, mountains, 

water bodies and scenic vistas. Because not all Western rural communities boast such 
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amenities in addition to the fact that increased migration to the West has occurred largely 

because of the desire to live around and near such features, the West is experiencing a 

concentration of amenity and leisure-minded migrants in specific landscapes, such as the 

Grand Teton Mountains in Idaho and Wyoming and the Rocky Mountain communities of 

Colorado (Otterstrom and Shumway 2003, 461). As more amenity-seekers migrate to these 

areas, the end result has commonly been the gentrification of the surrounding communities as 

land and home values skyrocket and long-term residents are forced to out-migrate to more 

affordable and suitable housing and employment.                                                     

 From a wider historical perspective, the growth of the rural West has been consistent 

from the turn of the century, although it has varied in concentration. While American West is 

typically described as having a primarily rural and politically conservative population, the 

overall pattern of population growth has been city-oriented (such that the majority of the 

Western population has been living in metro areas) since the 1920s, even despite the boom 

periods of the 1970s and 1990s (Otterstrom and Shumway 2003, 450). With this in mind, then, 

the current period of rapid rural development of high-amenity rural areas appears to be 

working largely against the grain of the majority of the American West. The ability of 

amenity-rich landscapes to escape the common trends of metro-growth has troubled 

community members and policy makers alike. This explains, at least in part, why customary 

methods of rural planning and preservation of agricultural land and open spaces have proved 

to be exceedingly complicated in their implementation, if used at all.                 

 In general, the restructuring of farms and ranches, which has typically consisted of a 

move towards consolidation, capital intensive production and processing, and hired labor 

(Jackson-Smith and Gillespie 2005),  reflects the larger issues of rural restructuring in the 

American West, namely how changing patterns of populations and land use ultimately change 

the character, economy, and environment of rural spaces. In order to maintain or preserve 

remaining parcels of land to serve as working farmland, save an ecological habitat or species, 

maintain a scenic viewscape, or otherwise contribute to community character or economic 

vitality, different planning and zoning regulations and other tools can be implemented at local, 

regional, state and national levels. In the particular case of high amenity regions in the rural 

American West, many communities and private organizations have taken on the 

responsibilities of growth management in these areas, a perhaps unsurprising development 

considering the very localized and unique situations that can arise in places with deeply rooted 

identities. 
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1.3  Responding to a New West: New questions and conservation  

 As the “neglected” geography (Knight 1999), private lands are thought to be of the 

highest conservation value. Because the reality of some public land ownership is that the lands 

are low quality and less desirable, consisting of dry, sagebrush steppe expanses, private lands 

are the key to conserving valuable natural resources and viewsheds. Wilderness areas and 

parks have also been based somewhat on anthropocentric values concerned with scenic 

waterfalls, mountain tops, and charismatic wildlife, while the ecological integrity of the 

greater landscape relies on private property for migration corridors and watersheds. As public 

planning efforts attempt to undertake some protection, the diversity of stakeholders and 

limitations of the public process do not allow planners to be the end-all answer to 

conservation. Likewise, the funding obstacles of resource agencies (in addition to public 

concerns about the matter) prohibit the acquisition of land at park and wilderness boundaries, 

leaving these lands vulnerable to ranchettes, ski resorts, and airports.                     

 While conservation concerns are a part of the equation in land-use planning of 

Western communities, agriculture also plays an important role in decision-making. As private 

lands in the West have a high conservation value, this means that the most productive farm 

and ranchlands are also most often located in the same biodiversity-rich areas (Hansen and 

Rotella 2002). Moreover, even though the agricultural heritage of the West is often touted as a 

major cultural resource, communities undergoing rapid change struggle with balancing 

agricultural values and new demands (Smith and Krannich 2000). Marginal agricultural lands 

are frequently converted to residential developments, and perhaps rightly so in some cases, but 

questions about open space and quality of life still remain (Paquette and Domon 2003; Hunter, 

Boardman and Saint Onge 2005). If conservation easements serve primarily as a type of 

subsidy for otherwise defunct operations, fiscal conservatives question the use of easements as 

a worthwhile and ethical use of taxpayer funds. Land trusts and conservation groups argue that 

there is value in saving agricultural operations with easements.     

 Researchers’ approaches to different Western geographies, as summarized by Travis 

(2007), regularly characterize old and new social groups (lone eagles, service classes, ski 

bums, developers, long-time residents, seasonal residents, amenity buyers) (see Beyers and 

Nelson 2000; Ghose 2004; Hart 1998; Nelson 2001; Smith and Krannich 2000; and Yagley, 

Moore and Pinder 2005), although one major group is often left out of the equation of invested 

citizens and land use decision makers. Land trusts, despite the fact that they do not commonly 
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have direct control over properties (few have fee ownership), do have a vested, legal interest 

in vast acreage throughout the West and will continue to have such interest in perpetuity. In a 

region of seemingly constant change and turnover, land trusts can serve as important and 

significant factor in land-use and land tenure. However, the small pool of literature on land 

trusts has yet to be fully incorporated and acknowledged as contributing to an understanding 

and analysis of this “New” West.                               

 Previous research on land trusts has examined spatial distributions of operations based 

on cultural geographies (Wright 1993), legal and biological concerns of conservation 

easements (Campopiano 2006; Kiesecker et al 2007; King and Fairfax 2006; Mahoney 2004; 

Rissman et al 2006; Tenenbaum 2000; Thompson 2004), collaborative efforts with community 

groups (Campbell and Salus 2003, Ohm 2000), and a more economic analysis of nationwide 

distributions (Albers and Ando 2003). This research aims to integrate the themes of agrarian 

change, ecological impacts of development, and private conservation efforts in order to 

demonstrate that the New, ever-evolving West can benefit from understanding the influence 

and opportunities that land trusts provide, while also addressing their weaknesses and 

inabilities to fix all problems.                                      

 The end result of this study demonstrates at local and regional scales how land trusts 

have become major players in the land-use, land tenure equation of select Western 

communities and how their operations are unique to the cultural, physical, and economic-

political geographies of their service areas. While the West tends to be lumped together as one 

large entity with regard to policy decisions and ideas about private property rights, as 

mentioned by Travis (2007), Pendley (1995), and Jackson-Smith (2005) and documented by 

Feldman (1993),  this research demonstrates a high amount of variation in the processes 

occurring in and shaping relatively small areas of the Western states -- lending itself to further 

studies on the interaction between different scales of land patterns in this region as well as 

how communities are approaches the challenges of a New West thus far.  

1.4 Objectives and Chapters  

 As indicated above, there are numerous questions that arise from studies of Western 

land use and the actors involved in making decisions about growth and change at different 

scales (see Albers and Ando 2003; Lachapelle, McCool and Patterson 2003; Ghose 2004; 

Nelson 2001; Merenlender et al 2004, Chipeniuk 2004; Hart 2006; Kline and Wilchens 1996; 

Knight, Wallace and Riebsame 1995; Starrs 1998; Walker 2003; Walker and Fortmann 2003; 
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and Wulfhorst, Rimbey and Darden 2006). In relation to land trusts, for example, do land trust 

operations vary based on geographical location and their service area? Do land trusts appeal to 

and serve a diversity of Western landowners? And, what overall roles do or can land trusts 

play in conserving a diversity of Western landscapes? In this study, case studies of three 

counties, each with an active local or regional land trust, are used to examine these questions 

with the following objectives: 

1.  To determine the strategies, tools, and goals of the land trusts in each of the three 
counties (Teton County, Idaho, Teton County, Wyoming, and Sublette County, WY)  

2. To determine the tools and objectives of public planners in the study areas  
3. To evaluate the activities of land trusts based on local geographies: natural resources 

and amenities, population, development, agriculture and other industries, and land 
ownership patterns.  

 In addressing these objectives, this study hopes to contribute to broader, on-going 

discussions about multifunctional Western landscapes and post-productivist agricultural lands. 

This discussion ultimately contributes to ideas about the need for place-based conservation, 

especially in places where policies, cultures, and economy are often beyond the scope of “the 

local.” To accomplish this, the next several chapters will outline the literary origins of the 

research (Chapter 2), site and landowner profiles of the three counties (Chapter 3), 

methodology of the case study and interview approach used in the study (Chapter 4), data 

analysis of the interviews (Chapter 5) a discussion of results (Chapter 6), and concluding 

remarks (Chapter 7). 
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2.  Literary and Contemporary Origins 

 This study originated from previous work in many disciplines, including geography, 

planning, rural sociology, agricultural economics and conservation biology. These areas have 

approached land use problems in different ways, with methods ranging from regional analyses 

and Geographic Information Science (GIS) to economic modeling and qualitative surveys and 

theoretical underpinnings from productivism and political economy, post-productivism, post-

structuralism, multifunctionality, and political ecology. In all, this research is a nexus of 

debates and explorations of exurban development and rural sprawl, the conservation, heritage, 

and economic values of agriculture, and the people involved in making land-use decisions—

all of which engage in dialogue on gentrification, ecology, class, and public policy. Combined, 

these issues help to answer a question about what makes and defines a landscape, exploring 

the way humans use, feel about, and choose to conserve their surrounding natural resources.  

2.1 Origins in Geography  

 The most important contributions to this research have come from the geographical 

tradition and its role in developing landscape inquiry methodologies and more philosophical 

foundations related to exploring human-nature relationships. Landscapes and variations in 

land use practices have long been a focus of geographical research and theory. Although early 

studies employed an environmental determinist approach that limited human activity and 

ability in relation to the physical resources and climate of the area they inhabited, this changed 

with a shift in the field to recognizing a human-nature connection that was more bi-directional 

than previously acknowledged.                                                                                            

 The humanist and behaviorist approaches that began to develop in the 1960s sought to 

reconcile the relationship between humans and the land that had been disregarded in 

quantitative analysis. Variations in human behavior remained unaccounted for in quantitative 

theories (Golledge and Stimson 1987, 3), whereas humanist and behaviorist “geography 

bestows a major role to human awareness, human agency, and human existence” (Martin 

2005, 423), thereby effectively eliminating the idea of a purely economic man (Ilbery 1985, 

28). This side of the geographic discipline has strongly shaped the design and intentions of 

this study. As geographers continued to explore behavioral geography, important contributions 

to theories of “environmental perception” and “sense of place” were made that are now once 

again moving to the forefront of debate. The idea of place-based conservation, or conservation 
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that acknowledges the human experience, is becoming more popular among scientists, 

planners, and policy-makers. This literature is examined more closely subsequently in the next 

section of this chapter.                                                                                                

 Geographical research combining agriculture and conservation can be found in 

Thornthwaite’s examination of the 1930s Dust Bowl advocated the soil conservation 

movement in farming (Johnston 1987, 187), and the first ideas about rural and agricultural 

land conservation followed soon after in the 1950s as urban growth and transportation 

improvements sprawled throughout rural areas and it became apparent that these lands needed 

closer regulation (Napton 1989, 342).   As the agricultural system continued to evolve as a 

global commodity in the second half of the 20th century, geographical research began to work 

from assumptions that countered an environmentally based approach. As summarized by 

Merrill, geographers presupposed “that the sole purpose of agriculture is the production of 

high yields; that fossil fuels will supply agriculture with all of its energy needs; and that 

agriculture will only operate efficiently within an industrial milieu” (in Ilbery 1985, 14). 

However, after the energy crisis, which was then followed by an economic recession, new 

ideas about the future of agriculture inexorably shifted to the growing notion of 

‘sustainability’ (Wilbanks 1994) as these developments also coincided with the growth (and 

financial profitability) of the organic agriculture industry (Guthman 2005). The problem of 

rural and agricultural land conversion and fragmentation continued to be a threat to both the 

environmental and economic health of the agricultural system (Smith 1975). Present day 

geographic research still examines the land use and planning issues associated with 

maintaining the ecological, social, and economic viability of farming and ranching in 

America.                                                                   

 The post-productivist approach is one of the most recent paradigms employed in rural 

and agricultural geographic studies. As Grigg wrote in the mid-1990s, there was a need for the 

construction of a “geography of the food system, [covering ] not only the production of food 

on farms but also the geography of input production…  and the processing of the raw 

materials raised on farms” with additional attention to the distribution and consumption of 

foods (1995, 2). Post-productivism, albeit a loosely defined concept, originated out of 

literature in the early 1990s that explored agricultural restructuring and the changes occurring 

in the family farming system (Evans, Morris and Winter 2002). Ilbery and Kneafsey (1997) 

attempt to summarize the approach as one that consists of studies examining 
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the shift in emphasis away from quantity to quality in food 
production; the growth of alternative farm enterprises,…state 
efforts that encourage the development of more traditional, 
sustainable farming systems through agri-environmental 
policy; the growing environmental regulation of agriculture; 
and the progressive restructuring of government support for 
agriculture. (in Evans, Morris and Winter 2002) 

 Encapsulated in this way, the post-productivism paradigm is a logical evolution of 

previous approaches that have trended towards developing the relationships between 

environmental concerns, government regulations, sustainable alternatives, and economic 

restructuring of the agricultural system. Studies of food culture (Bell and Valentine 1997) and 

geographies of consumption have flourished under this approach as never before in the 

discipline (e.g., Winter 2004, 2005; Watts, Ilbery and Maye 2005).                   

 Over time, critics of post-productivism, such as McCarthy (2005), found that the 

model was unable to address regional and local variations as well as the fact that many areas 

deemed to have undergone a post-productivist transition were still involved in productivist, or 

working lands, activities. From here, the theory of multifunctional landscapes has taken hold 

in current literature. As defined by McCarthy, multifunctionality is “the idea that rural 

landscapes typically produce a range of commodity and noncommodity use values 

simultaneously, and that policy ought to recognize and protect that entire range of values” 

(2005, 773-774). Dobbs and Pretty (2004) apply this idea to recent agricultural policy in the 

US by acknowledging the fact that the Conservation Security Program of 2002, unlike the 

Conservation Reserve Program, pays farmers to keep land in production while also employing 

more environmentally sound practices that retain ecological values (2004, 233; in McCarthy 

2005, 775-776). Although the origins of the multifunctional approach are in western Europe 

(Abler 2004), applications to the US have become more frequent, including the study of 

working forests and easements (Klein and Wolf 2007). Related to the West, multifunctionality 

is also now being applied to new ideas about land management, taking into consideration such 

activities as trophy hunting ranches, fishing ranches, and open space and scenic values in 

addition to more traditional farming, ranching, and mining. Whereas the approach has already 

been extended to working forest easements, it seems likely that conservation easements on 

working agricultural lands might also be included in meeting the requirements of a 

multifunctional approach to land management.  
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2.2 Environmental Perception, Sense of Place, and Place-based Conservation 

 Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan stated, “What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place 

when we endow it with value” (1977, 6). And it was another fellow geographer, Robert Sack, 

who asserted that places are “fundamental means by which we make sense of the world and 

through which we act” (1992, 1). Together, these are likely to be the two most quoted 

passages in new literature emerging on the connection between what geographers have called 

“sense of place” and what others are calling “place-based conservation.”                                                               

 As mentioned previously, behavioral geographers working in the field of 

“environmental perception” in the 1960s and 1970s provided a foundation for the more 

modern idea of place-based conservation. This is due to what Aitken et al (1989) define as the 

“underlying rationale” for the approach,  that “understanding the geography of space and place 

requires knowledge of the way in which people experience, perceive, organize, and ascribe 

meaning to information about the environment, as well as how people act upon this 

information.”  These studies are important to this research in that the way landowners feel 

about their property and the surrounding landscapes have implications for their own 

conservation activities as well as support for policies that affect where they live and play. 

Similarities with this approach can be found in more recent literature on place-based 

conservation.                                                                                                                  

 In the last ten years, land managers have increasingly pointed to the idea of place-

based conservation as a tool that helps to make decisions regarding natural resources and that 

address the specific “senses of place” of different individuals in a community, county, or 

region. Williams and Stewart (1998) defined sense of place “as the collection of meanings, 

beliefs, symbols, values, and feelings that individuals or groups associate with a particular 

locality” (19), although many researchers have different definitions and models for what 

inherently makes a “place,” and consequently what contributes to a “sense of place.” For 

example, Cheng, Kruger, and Daniels (2003) describe place as “not simply an inert container 

for biophysical attributes; place is constructed—and continually constructed—through social 

and political processes that assign meaning” (90). The authors give examples of biophysical 

processes such as nutrient flows, migrations, and hydrologic regimes while characterizing 

social and political processes as human interactions that extend to laws and cultural norms as 

well as values and beliefs (2003, 91).                               

 Also common to literature on place-based conservation is the exploration of conflict 
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between groups that maintain different senses of place for the same location. This, of course, 

would pose obstacles for decision-makers, like land managers, who in the best scenario could 

devise a compromise between the groups. Most attribute the development of these different 

groups to differences in population characteristics, mainly newcomers, long-term residents 

and tourists, although there are also divisions according to occupation (agriculturalist versus 

technocrat), income levels, or recreational pursuits (snowmobiling versus backcountry skiers). 

Williams and Stewart (1998) address this issue by describing the ingroup versus outgroup 

situation where “insiders are those who know what a place means to a group” and outsiders 

are commonly policy-makers, like local planners, “that assign meaning to a place and 

therefore tend to discount them” (19). Likewise, Cheng, Kruger, and Daniels (2003) identify 

strong ingroup-outgroup effects in rural areas where there has been significant growth and 

change and newcomers commonly battle with long-term residents. For regions like the Greater 

Yellowstone, tourists, whether regulars or one-time visitors, also create senses of place that 

might be contradictory to other groups, demonstrating that it is only the meanings that are 

local, not the holders of those meanings (Williams and Stewart 1998, 19).                                                             

 With this in mind, it is apparent how place-based conservation efforts might benefit 

New West communities whose demographics and land use patterns are quickly changing. In 

such locations, conflicting senses of place can lead to what Stedman (2003) refers to as place-

protective behaviors, or those actions taken “when attachment and satisfaction are based on 

preferred meanings that are threatened by potential changes to the setting” (2003, 567). The 

development of local environmental and interest groups are common outcomes of place-

protective behaviors, and it is proposed here that the formation of local and regional land 

trusts also fulfill this call to action. However, when land trusts and conservation easements 

enter the scene, there are likely to be concerns over the issue of perpetuity on easements 

placed on locations that hold strong attachments for some groups. Understanding that “both 

ecosystems and places are dynamic, with a past, a present, and a future (Williams and Stewart 

1998, 20), no one is able to foresee will happen to that sense of place when a place changes. 

As posed by Davenport and Anderson (2005), “What happens when landscape change 

threatens place meanings and emotions?” (2005, 630). This concern is at the forefront of 

debate in the New American West.  
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2.3  New Geography and the New West   

 One of the biggest challenges facing New West academics has been determining the 

rates and drivers of change in the region. The more common way of approaching the 

economic and demographic patterns of the American West has been the examination of 

growth in terms of specific periods, such as  done by Shumway and Davis (1996), classifying 

the so-called ‘rural renaissance’ of the 1970s, the rural decline of the 1980s, and the ‘rural 

rebound’ since the 1990s.                                     

 Certainly one of the most notable forms of restructuring in rural communities has been 

the shift from traditional or extractive economic activities to service-oriented activities, like 

those that support the recreation and tourism industries. As asserted by Otterstrom and 

Shumway (2003), it is this shift from traditional to service-sector activities that sets apart the 

“new” Mountain West from the “old,” especially as counties, like all of those of the Rocky 

Mountain region of Colorado, depend on services for the majority of their employee business 

income (2003, 459). While it is shown from census data analyses that the service-industry and 

non-labor incomes have significantly impacted the traditional activities of rural communities, 

in the West these traditional industries should not be neglected as contributing to rural 

character and income. In a study conducted by Beyers and Nelson, the researchers found that 

“the transformation to a New West may be overstated, as sectors associated with the Old West 

are still alive and well” and that there has been a development “of a newer West, as new 

economic activities are emerging alongside more traditional resource based industries” (2000, 

465).           

 All of the studies mentioned above belong or relate to what geographer W.R. Travis 

(2007) refers to as the New West School. According to Travis, New West researchers 

typically “believe that landscape amenities now have a large effect on where people and jobs 

locate, and that development proponents, when they finally internalize this paradigm, will 

work to protect environmental as well as economic amenities” (2007, 53). Another common 

belief is that the post-extractive and postindustrial economy is largely driven by individuals 

and firms that can now operate anywhere, benefiting from technological advances in 

communications and transportation. However, as many researchers and analysts have come to 

recognize, “with environment and quality of life fueling regional growth, the one force that 

might defeat the region’s success in the postindustrial economy is, simply, a loss of that 

regional charisma” (Travis 2007, 27). Unfortunately for simplicity’s sake, there cannot be a 
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single Western land use policy. Each local community and county controls their own land use 

decisions as well as the tools they use for land use planning and management— which are also 

likely to be inconsistent between different places. This is in addition to differences in “their 

eagerness for intervening in the choices of private landowners” (Travis 2007, 65). Important to 

this research study, therefore, is examining the possibility of extending this idea of local 

differences to the roles and strategies of land trusts that operate on local scales. Even Travis 

concedes that “we do not know the current extent of protected private land in great geographic 

detail” (2007, 70) and that regional descriptions and statistics “tell us little about the essential 

geography of western settlement” (2007, 75).                                                                                                         

 Despite the difficulties in characterizing the vast differences of Western settlements, 

Travis has devised four main geographies of the New West, including Metro Zones, Exurbs, 

Resort Zones, and the Gentrified Range. The last two, Resort Zones and the Gentrified Range, 

are perhaps the most relevant to this study, with Teton County, Wyoming most resembling a 

Resort Zone and its three-part geography: 

1. The core resort, and adjacent facilities such as ski areas and gold courses 
2. The staging areas (and the roads and highways that link them to the 

resort), in outlying towns and rural areas, to which many resort workers 
as well as commercial land uses don’t suit resort style (e.g., self-storage 
facilities; roofing, plumbing, and landscaping companies) are banished 

3. A sprawling amenity zone, something like an exurb, including high-end 
residential developments (often large-lot, large-house second home 
developments), outlying golf courses, fishing properties, and, more and 
more, trophy ranches. In places this zone envelopes the towns of the 
staging area, thus raising their real estate prices, too. (Travis 2007, 146) 

 As will be described more thoroughly in the next chapter, the Resort Zone is an 

almost tailored description of Teton County, Wyoming, and, to an extent, it also begins to 

accurately describe neighboring Teton County, Idaho and Sublette County, Wyoming as 

staging areas.  Both Wyoming counties are also partially characterized by the Gentrified 

Range, where the land “avoids subdivision because the new owners buy land precisely to own 

a ranch: not for production, not for development, but for recreation, privacy, bragging rights, 

and maybe for conservation” (Travis 2007, 157). If the ranch should be purchased as a hobby 

or second or third home site, the buyers are then referred to as amenity ranchers (2007, 157).                             

 As the West continues to grow and rapidly change, more New West literature 

abounds. A large portion of the research and analysis continues to attempt to determine what 

is driving the change, a sort of chicken-or-the-egg approach concerning environmental 
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amenities and job development. However, a lesser amount of current research has started to 

apply the current understanding of Western land use issues to practical, on-the-ground 

solutions (or compromises). This study will attempt to demonstrate one such solution or 

compromise using local land trusts, examining how they are attempting to navigate New West 

challenges and opportunities and what their future might look like.  

2.4 Land Trust Basics, Conservation Easements, and Conservation Biology 

 Broadly defined, a land trust is a non-profit organization whose objectives in land 

conservation and/or preservation can range from local and regional to state, national and even 

international scales (Gustanski 2000). The goals of land trusts can vary significantly based on 

the types of properties protected as well as the tools used to protect them. For example, a trust 

may focus on any one or combination of “scenic vistas, urban parks, gardens, greenways and 

wildlife corridors, open space, wetlands and groundwater recharge zones, farmland, cultural 

and historic lands, habitat, and river corridors” (Gustanski 2000, 12-13). The tools used by 

land trusts correspond to these strategies and can include conservation easements by purchase 

or donation as well as outright land acquisition or purchase (Daniels and Bowers 1997; 

Gustanski 2000). In the case of acquisition, land trusts might also choose to then transfer 

management or ownership of a property to a neighboring public lands agency (Daniels and 

Bowers 1997).                                                                                         

 The number of land trusts have continued to grow since the first was developed in 

1891, with more rapid increases in the past few decades (Daniels and Bowers 1997). This can 

be attributed to increases in “environmental awareness, dismay with urban sprawl, and a 

response to decreasing government willingness to regulate or acquire private property” 

(Fairfax et al. 2001, 152). With almost twenty-percent of federally threatened and endangered 

species only exist on private land (Wilcove et al. 1996, in Merenlender et al 2004, 66), land 

trusts can provide an essential service to help protect land that would be otherwise left 

unmanaged or protected by public agencies. Moreover, trusts have the ability to create 

specific, location-based goals for each property based on the natural resources present on the 

parcel as well as the financial requirements of the landholder (Merenlender et al 2004).  

 A closer examination about the differences between public and private approaches to 

land-use decision-making provide an understanding of how and why land trusts have managed 

to become an actor in amenity landscapes. Planning literature concerned with the Western 

region commonly compares the abilities of public agencies to address growth and 
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development issues. For example, state and federal agencies may be ill equipped to make 

effective and accepted regulations in rural communities where local industries, activities, and 

attitudes may be contradictory to the regulation. This is especially the case in the West where 

public planning, even at the municipal level, is seen as counter to a “culture that emphasizes 

individual rights and principles of the free market” (Lurie and Clark n.d., 204) and where 

“different traditions and values span the spectrum from extreme property values to common 

property traditions” (Theobald et al. 2005, 1908).  With specific reference to amenity 

landscapes, where there are unusually large amounts of natural resources, the large number 

and variety of agencies and conservation organizations located in one area can make it 

increasingly difficult to come to a public consensus on acceptable management practices 

(Theobald et al. 2005). Although land trusts are included in these masses, they have an 

advantage in that they are able to operate despite political opposition or bureaucratic red tape 

since they are only technically responsible for upholding their own legal and financial 

obligations, not those of the general public (although their end product has to contribute to the 

general public benefit in order to meet IRS standards for a non-profit organization).  

 Because trusts vary significantly with regard to “internal variables,” such as 

membership, funding, staff, tools, and reputation (Merenlender et al 2004, 71), they also have 

varying rates of success, as defined in funds and acres, across the country (Tenenbaum 2000). 

“External variables” outside of the control of a trust can also affect their success, including the 

physical geography of the area, land market, economic structure, current land use regulations, 

historical land tenure, and the activities of other organizations (Merenlender et al 2004, 71).

 In order to tackle ecological obstacles, land trusts will have to remain flexible in their 

protection tools. Conservation easements are the most cited tool used by land trusts in the 

West (Brewer 2003). In a study on easements conducted by Rissman (2007), it was found that 

easements that were created to serve as buffers to nature reserves were more likely to occur on 

ranch, farm, and forest lands, indicating that conservation organizations have identified 

working lands as significant contributors to the achievement of conservation activities. This 

could mean greater acres conserved for land trusts operating in Western states as the idea of 

conservation becomes to be seen as less contradictory to traditional Western economies. In the 

end, although easements have been designed to protect resources in perpetuity, it is unknown 

how they will be handled in the legal system as landholder turnover rates continue and new 

buyers that were “not involved in the original transaction want to use their lands in ways 

circumscribed by the easement” (Fairfax and Guenzler 2001, 153). Land trusts might find it 
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most beneficial to incorporate ideas about adaptive management into the drafting of easements 

so that future landholders and easement enforcers are able to take into account landscape 

changes as well as advances in science and technology (Rissman 2007).    

 Related to the idea of place-based conservation, Kline (2006) points out that 

communities have the ability to direct conservation efforts in that they provide the needed 

support to get programs off the ground. This is due to the fact that “when communities worry 

about the magnitude, location, rapidity, and appropriateness of environmental changes caused 

by development” (Kline 2006, 647), they are more likely to take action and procure funds for 

preservation programs, whether through taxes, bonds, or private donations. Of course, an 

individual’s support for conservation activities depends on factors such as value orientations 

and attitudes (Kline 2006). Because property rights orientations (or PROs) have largely 

affected public lands management in the West (Krannich and Smith 1998; Jackson-Smith, 

Kreuter and Krannich 2005), especially with regard to rangelands, lands trusts can provide a 

way around the negative attitudes toward government intervention by operating within, and 

maneuvering around, the land market.        

 Land trusts must also compete with the cultural geographies in which they operate, as 

demonstrated in the work done by geographer J. Wright in the 1990s. Although much of the 

academic literature concerning the land trust industry has focused on the legal issues and 

economics of conservation easements (Merenlender et al 2004; King and Fairfax 2006; 

Mahoney 2004; Newburn et al 2005; Parker 2004; Thompson 2004), Wright has been the 

primary (and perhaps sole) researcher who has focused on the spatial and qualitative nature of 

land trusts. In his study comparing trusts in Colorado and Utah, Wright (1993) concluded that 

differences in land trust distributions and quantities between the two states could be attributed 

to vastly different human geographies, i.e. urban yuppies in Denver versus Mormon 

conservatives. This lack of research on land trusts themselves has not gone unacknowledged, 

however, as Merenlender et al (2004) state: 

There is a clear need to describe and develop hypotheses regarding this 
diverse body of conservation organizations and strategies. A host of external 
and internal variables affect how land trusts conserve land. It is not clear how 
these variables interact with one another and affect what is conserved or how 
it is conserved… Similarly, we do not know how land trusts of different sizes 
interact with existing government and other private institutions and which 
characteristics of land trusts are associated with effective private 
partnerships. (2004, 71) 
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          This research, although limited to three land trusts, attempts to build the working 

knowledge on land trusts; their strategies, organizational structure, relationships, and 

obstacles, as suggested above. Combined, all of the literature mentioned in this section has 

contributed to the approach and subject areas covered in this study; including geography’s 

landscape analysis approach and work on sense of place, place-based conservation, 

multifunctionality, the conservation biology and rural sociology of New West landscapes, and 

continued work on land trusts and conservation easements. With regard to the case study 

design of the study, the following chapter will provide an overview of the methodology, 

inclusive of relevant literature on qualitative methods.  
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3.  Site and Landowner Profiles  

 This chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section summarizes aspects of 

the general Greater Yellowstone and Western region. The second section reviews 

characteristics of the counties involved in the study, along with statistics relating to population 

growth, industry, and land use.         

 The last sub-section for each of the counties is a compilation of recent studies that 

have examined landowner preferences, priorities, and opinions on land use, conservation, and 

policy makers in each of the three counties. While the original design of this project intended 

to include interviews of landowners in each of the counties involved in the study, the scope 

and numbers of interviews needed to accurately reflect landowner opinions of those who had 

worked with the land trusts, no less the wider community, was determined to be larger than 

the project timeframe and researcher capabilities.     

 Despite this reduction in scale, it is acknowledged that landowner views of land trusts 

in Western states would be a welcome and needed addition to land trust and conservation 

easement literature. To not undervalue the importance of landowners in a land trust study, 

however, the last section sub-section provides a basic understanding of landowner views and 

opinions on conservation activities in the area. In doing so, a rudimentary understanding of the 

general public develops so that land trust operations identified in this study can be explained 

in a wider and more accurate context.  

3.1 General Study Area Descriptions  

 Before more specifically describing the three study areas, it is worthwhile to mention 

the institutions and ideas that have shaped the landscape of the West in modern history. 

Foulke, Coupal, and Taylor’s (2005) report on “Trends in Wyoming Agriculture” considers 

the “open range” concept as important to development of agricultural land use in Wyoming, 

especially as someone with as little as 160 acres could become a “cattle baron” due to his 

access to thousands of acres of open rangeland (2005, 12). With the Enlarged Homestead Act 

of 1909, the allowable homestead acreage increased to 320 acres and the resulting impact was 

estimated at a 38% increase in farms in the state of Wyoming over the next decade (2005, 12). 

Then, again, in 1916, the Stock Raising Homestead Act was passed and the allowable acreage 

was doubled to 640 acres, although it was estimated that there were still 15,929,460 acres of 

available land in state as of 1930 (Layton 1988; in Foulke, Coupal and Taylor 2005, 13). With 
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the passage of the Taylor Grazing Act of 1934 all public lands were closed to homesteaders 

(2005, 13).          

 Currently, the three counties included in this study are a part of what is termed the 

Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE). For the purposes of this study, however, where both 

natural and human interactions are key, this term is less applicable to describing the landscape 

at hand.  Nevertheless, in order to remain consistent with the literature, the term is used 

throughout this document. In general, the GYE contains Yellowstone National Park and Grand 

Teton National Park, as well as several national forests, BLM lands, wilderness areas, and elk 

refuges. Combined, the GYE spans portions of Idaho, Wyoming, and Montana, making up 

twenty counties in all and containing approximately 370,000 permanent residents with an 

estimated average of 2.54 persons per square kilometer (Gude et al 2006).   

 The area known as Jackson Hole was originally the summer hunting grounds for 

Native American groups including the Blackfoot, Bannock, Crow, Snake and Arapahoe 

(Teton Conservation District 2004, 9). Throughout the early part of the 1800s, the area was 

relatively devoid of white inhabitants. Eventually, the area attracted fur traders and trappers on 

the hunt for beaver pelts, until the market collapsed in the 1830s (Knight 1994, 19). Beef cattle 

operations followed, especially as the Union Pacific Railroad enabled a nationwide market for 

rangeland beef. In 1886, a prolonged drought followed by a harsh winter effectively killed off 

an estimated 40-60% of Wyoming cattle, contributing to the 1887 crash in the beef market 

(Knight 1994, 21). Around the same time (1872), Yellowstone National Park was created, 

with Grand Teton following in 1929. Since then, the region has continued to serve the tourist 

industry, whether through service industries that support park visitors or via dude ranches and 

backcountry outfitters. Nevertheless, traditional agriculture has remained in the picture, 

although with interest, profitability, and influence waning.     

 The following study site profiles serve as broad introductions to the historical and 

present landscapes of each of the three counties, including information on population, industry 

and economy, physical geography, and land use and ownership trends. Although statements 

related to agricultural industries are typically referred to as either farming or ranching, it 

should be noted that the North American Industry Classification System defines a farm as 

“any operation that sells at least one thousand dollars of agricultural commodities or that 

would have sold that amount of produce under normal circumstances.” Because this definition 

of farms does not make a distinction between crop farming and livestock ranching, references 

to farming and ranching throughout this study are intended to help make this distinction.  
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3.2 Sublette County, Wyoming 

 Sublette County, Wyoming, is considered an  average-sized Western county, with 

over 3 million acres. About 81% of the county, however, is considered public land, with the 

BLM making up 41%, the USFS controlling 37%, and the state controlling 4% of the land 

area (Schneider et al 2002, 9). Most of the county in is located within Colorado River Basin, 

with the Green River as the main water source. The Town of Pinedale is the County seat and is 

situated 78 miles from Jackson, Wyoming and approximately 108 miles from Grand Teton 

National Park, although it is also one of the main access points to the Wind River Range and 

its associated wilderness area. Additionally, Sublette County includes access to the Wyoming 

and the Gros Ventre Ranges. Precipitation varies by location, but averages 8 inches in low 

areas and 60 inches at the highest elevations (Sublette County Comprehensive Plan 2005, 52).  

 

Figure 2: Map of Sublette County 

 3.2.1 Population  

 Pinedale was incorporated in 1912, although it had served for many decades prior to 

incorporation as a gathering point for fur trappers (Rosenberg 1990, 96). Pinedale and the rest 
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of the county continued to grow throughout the early part of the twentieth century, due in large 

part to lakeside tourists, seasonal homes and cabins, and dude ranches. The county’s 

population increased 59% from 1970 to 2000, an amount significantly larger than the national 

average and the median for other GYE counties (Schneider et al 2002; Sonoran Institute n.d.).  

 

 

Figure 3: Change in Sublette County, WY population 1930-2005 

 Like the other counties in this study, the issue of affordable housing is often at the 

forefront of public debate. Although new homes in Sublette County continue to increase, with 

231 new homes in the county in 2006, the average home sale price also continues to rise (State 

of the County 2007). In 2006, the average price reached $264,200 ($326,683 in the Upper 

Green River Valley near Cora) (State of the County 2007), an amount out of reach for the 

majority of the county’s population that can typically only afford a home priced around 

$225,000 (Jacquet 2007). Recently, only about 35% of houses listed are at or below this 

affordable price (Jacquet 2007).  

3.2.2 Industry 

 The county’s growth began with the development of the Union Pacific Railroad as 

settlers moved up from Green River City along the Green River (Rosenberg 1990). Ranchers 
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were the first settlers, raising primarily beef cattle that were driven in from Utah, Oregon, 

Colorado, and Texas (Rosenberg 1990). Despite a short growing season that limited large –

scale crop production, inhabitants  maintained gardens that included a variety of vegetables 

ranging from rutabagas, cabbage, peas and onions to lettuce, cauliflower, and spinach 

(Rosenberg 1990, 57). Forage crops included hay, timothy, oats, and barley.   

 Dude ranching, as in Teton County, WY, became a profitable enterprise in the 

Sublette County at the turn of the century, especially in the Upper Green River Valley near 

Cora, in the northern part of the county. Although traditional ranching operations have 

continued to this day, the Great Depression and improvements in transportation contributed to 

the decline of dude ranching (Rosenberg 1990). Present day cattle operations are largely 

concentrated in the Upper Green River Valley, with cow-calf operations consisting typically 

of 250-300 head of cows (Schneider et al 2002, 6).     

 There have been several shifts in the county’s economy over the past few decades. For 

example, the main employment sectors were Services and Professional (43%) and Farm and 

Agricultural Services (23%) in 1970 (Sonoran Institute n.d.). By 2000, this had changed to 

Services and Professional (48%) and Government (17%) (Sonoran Institute n.d.). During this 

same time period, total net income from agriculture in the county fell from $9.6 million in 

1970 to negative (-)$6.2 million in 1985. Although there has been a rebound in agricultural 

incomes, in 2000 total net income was still -$2.8 million (Sonoran Institute n.d.). As of 2002, 

there were 270 farms and ranches in Sublette County totaling 585,732 acres. 

 

Figure 4: Acres in Farms in Sublette County, WY 1987-2002 
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3.2.3  Land Use and Ownership Changes  

 Despite the fact that there are also numerous non-resident landowners, Sublette 

County also has the lowest population density of any of the GYE counties at 1.2 persons per 

square mile (Schneider et al 2002, 2). This increasing number of non-resident owners can also 

be seen in the fact that the number of local tenants running agricultural operations: in 1954 

tenants ran about one in thirty operations while in 1997 this had changed to one in sixteen 

(Schneider et al 2002, 9). The amount of land in farms in Sublette County decreased overall 

by 8% from 1992-2002.   

3.2.4 Landowner Profiles 

 Several studies have been conducted in Sublette County in order to understand 

resident and non-resident attitudes toward planning and conservation. The most frequently 

used data were collected in a 1996 mail survey of every landowner in the county (52% 

response rate), implemented and supported by the University of Wyoming and U.S. 

Department of Agriculture National Research Initiative Rural Development Section. Several 

publications were produced using this data (McLeod, Kruse and Woirhaye 1998; McLeod, 

Woirhaye, and Menkhaus 1999; McLeod, Woirhaye, and Menkhaus 2001; and McLeod et al 

2003).  Results of the survey indicate that county landowners, whether residents or 

nonresidents, feel similarly about open space, agriculture, and planning. In terms of open 

space, survey respondents listed the following characteristics of open space as most important: 

western livestock culture, solitude, scenery, water quality and supply, wildlife and recreation 

(McLeod et al 2003). Additionally, “maintaining open space and extensive rangeland 

agriculture, with the attending environmental amenities, appears to be a strong, widely held 

planning preference” (McLeod et al. 2003, n.p.). When it came to viewing the actually 

management of private lands, respondents provided the following results (summarized in 

McLeod, Woirhaye, and Menkhaus 1999, 47) in Table 2. 
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How Sublette County, WY respondents view management of private lands: 
Entirely a private matter 21.2% 
Mostly a private and somewhat a public matter 52.4% 
Equally a private and public matter 24.0% 
Mostly a public and somewhat a private matter 1.7% 
Entirely a public matter 0.7% 

Table 1: Sublette County, WY views on private land management (McLeod, Woirhaye, and 
Menkhaus 1999) 

 In terms of planning tools, respondents indicated that they favored the following land 
use policies: 

 

Percent of Sublette County, WY respondents favoring a land use control policy: 
Zoning 61.3% 
Purchase of Development Rights 43.3% 
Cluster Development 58.2% 

Table 2: Sublette County, WY landowner preferences for land use control (McLeod, 
Woirhaye, and Menkhaus 1999) 

 Interestingly, in comparison to similar surveys conducted in other Wyoming and 

Colorado counties, Sublette County respondents showed the lowest support for conservation 

easements or a purchase of development rights program (McLeod et al 2003). Within the 

county itself, support for easements also varied, with the northern part of the county (towns of 

Bondurant, Cora, Boulder and Pinedale) having the highest percentages for support and the 

southern part of the county (Marbleton and Big Piney) having the lowest (McLeod, Kruse, and 

Woirhaye 1998, 20). This may, in part, explain why the Green River Valley Land Trust 

(GRVLT) has yet to work on an easement project in the southern part of the county. Lastly, 

approximately 75% of respondents “would not enroll any of their land in a federally-funded 

and federally-administered conservation easement program” (McLeod, Kruse, and Woirhaye 

1998, 38), which raises interesting questions about how GRVLT is viewed by the general 

public, especially considering its formation which occurred about four years after this survey 

was conducted.          

 Overall, survey respondents “consistently preferred agricultural or recreation/wildlife 

land uses for undeveloped landscapes [and converting] land to residential developments was 

not widely supported” (McLeod, Woirhaye, and Menkhaus 1999, 54). Unexpectedly, both 

resident landowners (about 46% of the county landowners in 1996) and nonresident land 
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owners (27% of which lived outside the state in 46 different states and 7 countries in 1996) 

shared similar views in “their preferences about development type and density, land use, and 

land management” (McLeod, Kruse, and Woirhaye 1998, 38).  

3.3 Teton County, Wyoming 

 The county is located within the Snake River Basin, with the Snake and Green Rivers 

as the main water sources of the region. The Town of Jackson, the county seat, is a well-

known tourist destination, due mostly to its position as a gateway to the region’s two national 

parks as well as being located near a popular ski area.  In sum, Teton County consists of 

approximately 2.3 M acres. Main geographic features include the Teton Mountains which help 

frame  the valley along with the Gros Ventre and Wyoming Ranges. Jackson is located at 

6,200 feet above sea level and annual rain and snow precipitation averages 15.2 and 88-40 

inches (depending on location), respectively (Jackson Hole Net 2008).  

 

Figure 5: Map of Teton County, WY 
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3.3.1 Population  

 The first long-term settlers in Jackson Hole homesteaded on the Little Gros Ventre 

River (now known as Flat Creek) in an area that is now the National Elk Refuge (Moulton 

2007). While there was little population growth for much of the twentieth century, a 276% 

increase (13,454 people) occurred from 1970 to 2000 (Headwaters Economics 2007). Per the 

last census, an estimated 18,251 residents live in Teton County or claim the county as their 

permanent residence.  

 

Figure 6: Change in Teton County, WY population 1930-2005 

3.3.2 Industry and Economy 

 Early homesteaders commonly ran cattle operations and grew hay. Cows and calves 

were able to roam throughout the valley, including what is now Grand Teton National Park. 

The beef markets at the turn of the century were in Omaha and Chicago, resulting in cattle 

drives that moved the animals over Teton Pass in to Idaho where the railroad was located 

(Moulton 2007). The area did not see a significant amount of growth until the development of 

the dude ranch industry in the early twentieth century. Wealthy Europeans and tourists from 

the east coast of the United States began to frequent the ranches and hunting camps on the 

outskirts of Yellowstone and Grand Teton, some of whom decided to stay or build seasonal 

homes (Rosenberg 1990).         
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 The boom in population and housing development is reflected in changes in 

employment sectors. For instance, in 1970, 66% of workers were in Services and Professional 

categories, with 16% in Government (Headwaters Economics 2007). In 2000, Services and 

Professional rose to 71%, with Construction taking the next largest percentage at 14% 

(Headwaters Economics 2007).          

 Agriculture has also changed in the county, although it makes up only a small percent 

of overall industries in the area. Gross farm income from livestock has decreased 10% in the 

period of 1970-2000, with increases in crop production from 11% to 27% in the same period 

(Headwaters Economics 2007). This decrease in gross income is likely attributed to less land 

being available for profitable ranching operations and the increase in profitability of hay 

production as drought continues in the region. In general, the total net income from agriculture 

in the county fell from $2.2 million in 1970 to $1.2 million in 1985, where it remained until 

2000 (Headwaters Economics 2007). In all, as of 2002, there were 110 farms and ranches in 

the County, encompassing 57,089 acres and with an average value of land and buildings per 

farm or ranch at over $1,615,441 (Census of Agriculture 2002).  

3.3.3 Land Use and Ownership Changes  

 In 1929, the Snake River Land Company bought the land for Grand Teton National 

Park at $39/acre (Moulton 2007). Today, it is typical for an undeveloped acre to sell for over a 

million dollars. While the county is experiencing significant pressure to develop land for 

residential uses, both sprawling ranchetttes and affordable housing, there are still considerable 

areas remaining that provide important habitat for big game The amount of land in farms in 

Teton County decreased overall by 7% from 1992-2002, as reflected in the following graph. It 

is assumed that the increase in acreage from 1997 to 2002 reflects the differences in census 

methods that took place between the 1997 and 2002 Agricultural Census.  
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Figure 7: Acres in farms in Teton County, WY 1987-2002 

3.3.4 Landowner Profiles  

 Through the process of updating the comprehensive plan, Teton County, WY, has 

undertaken a Teton County Comprehensive Plan Scenario Survey of local residents. The 

survey included questions concerning quality of life, public trust in local government, 

community participation, overall demographics, and ratings of community characteristics (full 

surveys and responses can be accessed online at http://www.jacksontetonplan.com/survey). In 

sum, more than 90% of survey respondents are full-time residents of the county, with the 

majority having resided in the county for more than a decade (Planet Jackson Hole 2008). 

 Survey participants indicated that the top two issues in the county are affordable 

housing, planning/zoning/rate of growth, with environmental concerns/open space/land 

management coming in fifth (Teton County Citizen Survey Report of Open-Ended Question 

2006, 3). Seventy-three percent of respondents considered population growth in the county to 

be “too fast” (Teton County Citizen Survey Summary Report 2007, 4). Overall quality of life 

in Teton County was described as “Good” (49%) and “Excellent” (38%) (Teton County 

Citizen Survey Report of Results 2006, 6). An interesting part of the survey asked participants 

to rate various community characteristics on a 0 (poor) to 100 (excellent) scale. The results are 

as follows: 
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Characteristics of the Community: Average Rating (0-100) 
Sense of community 59 
Openness and acceptance of diverse 
backgrounds 

47 

Air quality 84 
Recreational opportunities 92 
Job opportunities 51 
Overall quality of new development 34 

Table 3: Teton County, WY community characteristics, measured on a scale of 0 (poor) to 
100 (excellent) by community members (Teton County Citizen Survey 2006) 

 In contrast to similar research questions in Teton Valley, ID, Teton County, WY, 

residents, on average, rated local government quality (rated 65 on scale of 100) higher than the 

state government (rating = 52) or federal government (rating = 39) (2006, 21). At the same 

time, however, survey participants do not seem pleased with the quality of county planning 

and code enforcement: planning rating = 39 out of 100 and code enforcement rating = 49 out 

of 100 (2006, 21). When asked about the statement “The County is meeting the goals of the 

1994 Comprehensive Plan and Regulations,” 46% of participants agreed to the statement, 

while 34% somewhat disagreed and 20% strongly disagreed, resulting in a largely negative 

view of how planning decisions have progressed since the last plan update (more information 

on the 1994 process can be found in Lurie and Clark n.d.).     

 Despite a minimal focus on and rating of importance on environmental and land use 

issues in the survey results, when asked about a theme that would be the “highest priority for 

Teton County and Jackson,” respondents selected “Provide stewardship of wildlife habitat and 

other environmentally sensitive areas” with a 37.9% vote, compared to 26.1% vote for 

“manage growth responsibly” and 17.5% for “meet community’s diverse housing needs” 

(Jackson Teton County Scenarios Survey 2008, 5). Along the same lines, when asked “which 

goal do you think is a higher priority for Jackson and Teton County?” 45.7% of respondents 

selected “preserve more open space” over building more affordable housing (27%) and that 

affordable housing/open space are equally important (25.4%) (2008, 7). Furthermore, the chart 

below includes the percentage of respondents that either “strongly agree” or “agree” with the 

proposed planning tools and policies (2008). In terms of general land management,  when 

asked is “More development and population in the Town of Jackson is OK if this means 

preserving agricultural and natural resource areas in the county,” 43.6% “strongly agree”, 

followed by 34.9% “agree” (2008, 12).  
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Approval/Agreement Rates for Listed Planning Tools and Policies 
Transfer of development rights program 74.7% 
Establish a fund for acquiring open space 
and conservation areas 

69.9% 

Implement stronger standards to protect 
natural resource areas  

82.2% 

Willing to pay more taxes in order to 
conserve open space/natural areas 

70.6% 

Reduce potential development in 
unplatted areas to 1 unit per 35 acres 

54.3% 

Set restriction on annual growth allowed 53.9% 
Designate agricultural lands in Alta, WY 
as areas from which density can be 
transferred to the Town of Jackson 

22.4% 

Designate sensitive resource areas as 
areas from which density can be 
transferred to the Town of Jackson 

61.8% 

Table 4: Teton County, WY approvals rates for planning tools and policies (Jackson Teton 
County Scenarios Survey 2008) 

3.4 Teton County, Idaho 

 The Teton Valley of Idaho is located in the southeastern part of the state, within easy 

reach of Idaho Falls, Jackson, WY, and Salt Lake City. The cities of Driggs and Victor are the 

two main populated areas, situated on the opposite side of the Teton Mountains from Teton 

County, WY. An estimated third of the county is classified as being under public ownership, 

much due to large tracts of the Targhee National Forest (Krannich and Smith 1998). Like 

Teton County, Wyoming, this county is also a part of the Snake River Basin. Elevations reach 

a high of 9,000 feet in the southern Big Hole Mountains in the southwest, and climate varies 

throughout the county based on different areas of elevation: average precipitation at 6,100 ft is 

15.9 inches with average snowfall of 73.7 inches (Dynamac Corporation 2004, 3). July is the 

hottest month with an average of 81.7°F while the coldest temperatures occur in January, 

averaging 6.4°F (Dynamac Corporation 2004, 3).  
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Figure 8: Map of Teton County, ID 

3.4.1 Population 

 Teton County is a relatively small county by Western standards, with only 300,000 

acres (Yagley, Moore and Pinder 2005). The area was mostly uninhabited until the last 

century, with original white residents consisting of pioneers and fur trappers. The county was 

officially incorporated in 1916, with a significant population of members of the Church of 

Latter Day Saints (Mormons) that remains today (Yagley, Moore and Pinder 2005). By the 

1930s, the population had reached about 3600 residents due to agricultural expansion, 

although agricultural decline from the 1940s to the 1970s resulted in population decline 

(Yagley, Moore and Pinder 2005). By the 1990s, the county’s total population had increased 

dramatically, with an approximately 87% increase from 1990 to 2002 (Yagley, Moore and 

Pinder 2005). Today the population is about 7,900, increasing about 295 people per year since 

2000 (Housing Needs Assessment of Teton County, Idaho 2007). By 2010, the population is 
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estimated to reach 10,400, reaching 13,800 in 2015 (Housing Needs Assessment of Teton 

County, Idaho 2007).   

 

Figure 9: Change in Teton County, ID  population 1930-2005 

 This growth has been attributed to the county’s close proximity to the Jackson Hole 

area, a short 30-minute drive over Teton Pass. Commuters, about 30% of the county’s 

population, mainly consist of service-sector migrants and amenity-seekers who are moving to 

the county for its more affordable housing options (as compared to Jackson, WY). This is 

particularly evident in the fact that there is a higher proportion of married-couple families in 

Teton County, Idaho, than in Teton County, Wyoming.   Affordable housing concerns center 

around the fact that in order to buy the average-priced housing unit in the county, the average 

household would have increased its income by more than $140,000 per year (Housing Needs 

Assessment of Teton County, Idaho 2007). Despite this fact, more than a third of all 

residential units in the county were built in the past six years (Housing Needs Assessment of 

Teton County, Idaho 2007).    

3.4.2 Industry 

 Teton Valley is based traditionally in agriculture and other natural resource and 

extractive industries. Throughout the early 1900s, the valley, also named Pierre’s Hole after an 

Iroquois trapper, was “home to approximately 2,500 farmers and cattle ranchers who made a 

comfortable living selling their meat products, chickens, eggs, grains, and farming equipment” 

(Ringholz 1996, 81).   By the time that the 1960s brought enough economic obstacles that 
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agricultural sales “dried up completely” the Grand Targhee Ski Area opened and refocused the 

local economy. The ski area is now a major factor in economic development in the region. In 

fact, Driggs was recently named one of the nation’s “25 coolest mountain towns” (Minkin 

1996, in Krannich and Smith 1998) as well as the number one place to live in the nation by 

Men’s Journal magazine (Yagley, Moore and Pinder 2005).     

 Employment in the county in mainly divided between (1) government, (2) 

construction, (3) trade, utilities and transportation, and (4) leisure and hospitality (Housing 

Needs Assessment of Teton County, Idaho 2007). Despite the focus on ski area development, 

the county still grows barley, seed potatoes, and grains, as well as having several dairy and 

beef farms, making up about 4% of all jobs in the county (Yagley, Moore and Pinder 2005). In 

order to remain profitable, however, these operations have had to consolidate over the last few 

decades (Yagley, Moore and Pinder 2005). Other agriculturalists have either left agricultural 

completely or moved from the county, leaving land available for housing development. 

3.4.3 Land Use and Ownership Changes  

 Although the county has seen significant growth over the past two decades, 

development has not occurred in any single area. It is estimated that only 36% of the county’s 

population actually lives in the three main towns of Driggs, Victor, and Tetonia (Yagley, 

Moore and Pinder 2005). While agricultural land sales only made up 1% of all sales in 2006, 

most real estate sales in the county (about 64%) were of unimproved building sites (Housing 

Needs Assessment of Teton County, Idaho 2007), indicating that a large portion of the land 

sold has already been converted from previous uses like farming, grazing, and open spaces. 

The amount of land in farms in Teton County decreased overall by 2% from 1992-2002, as 

reflected in the following graph. As before, it is assumed that the increase in acreage reflects 

the return of agricultural use to land that was in rotation or otherwise not in cultivation or 

considered agricultural during that time period. 
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Figure 10: Acres in farms in Teton County, ID 1987-2002 

3.4.4 Landowner Profiles  

 In comparison to Sublette County, WY, both Teton County, ID, and Teton County, 

WY, landowner opinions have not been as thoroughly documented. However, a study 

conducted by Krannich and Smith (1998) examined how residents of rural areas in Idaho and 

Utah felt about different land management agencies and decision-makers, including residents 

of Teton Valley in Idaho.  The study found that 

 
residents of all study areas generally believe that federal resource managers exert 
too much control over resource decisions, fail to adequately consider local 
concerns when making those decisions, and have values about resource use that 
are inconsistent with the values of local area residents. (Krannich and Smith 
1998, n.p.) 

 
 With regard to the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), residents in Teton Valley 

indicated the lowest levels of trust among the other study sites, which the researchers 

suggest “may be linked to the fact that those communities have become increasingly 

dependent on economic activities associated with tourism and recreation,” recognizing 

that the BLM “tends to place less emphasis on recreation-oriented land management than 

does the Forest Service” (Krannich and Smith 1998, n.p.). When it comes to state 

agencies, Teton Valley residents also had some of the lowest levels of trust, signaling that 

even though there was little trust in federal agencies that this did not translate into 

acceptance of state agencies either (Krannich and Smith 1998). Finally, when asked about 
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county commissioners, Teton Valley residents had “very near to the lowest [trust levels] 

for other agencies” (Krannich and Smith 1998). This indicates a general distrust of all 

land management agencies and decision-makers that are involved in deciding Teton 

Valley land use policies, from federal to state and county scales.  

 The second study involving Teton County residents is a 2007 “Growing Our 

Communities” EPA Smart Growth report that was developed for the cities of Victor and 

Driggs. Included in the research was a focus group session of 70 Teton County residents that 

discussed challenges, opportunities, and envisioning the future (2007, 11-13). The subsequent 

chart is a partial list of the challenges and opportunities to current growth patterns covered in 

discussions: 

Challenges Opportunities 
Lack of affordable housing Places exist to improve community 

interaction (concerts, farmers market) 
Changing demographics Opportunity for additional local and 

regional cooperation 
Concern over changes to small-town 
character 

Recreational opportunities 

Development paying for itself/impact 
fees 

Increased retail opportunities 

Environmental concerns over large 
parking lots 

New public transportation being offered 
in 2007 over Teton Pass 

Concern over how to move forward city 
and county cooperation 

Making growth “work for our 
communities” 

Not a critical mass of people, retail 
opportunities, jobs and residences 

 

Safety concerns related to traffic and 
children 

 

Table 5: Teton County, ID challenges and opportunities of growth (ICF 2007) 

 Furthermore, researchers also conducted interviews with “community stakeholders” 

and identified the “need for small area plans or neighborhood or district plans” as well as “the 

desire for a distinct edge between the cities and the countryside” (ICF 2007, 12). Overall, the 

study concludes that “Both communities want the benefits that come along with growth” but 

that “They want to make sure that the economic growth also supports the environment, public 

health, and the community as a whole” (ICF 2007, 54).  
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3.5 Statewide Landowner Profiles  

 In addition to county-level analyses, several surveys have also been conducted at 

statewide levels in Wyoming and Idaho.  

 3.5.1 Wyoming  

 In Wyoming, studies were conducted in 2004 and 2007 in order to gauge public 

opinion on conservation and development in the state (see Hulme et al 2008 and Boelter and 

Mays 2004).  Because results from the 2007 study closely follow those of the 2004 study, only 

the 2007 results will be summarized here. In sum, 600 telephone interviews were completed 

with randomly-selected registered Wyoming voters (Hulme et al 2008, 1). The following 

Table 7 lists the conservation issues that were identified as being the greatest concerns to 

Wyoming voters: 

Conservation Issue Voters identifying the issue as an 
extremely or very serious problem 

Water availability for agriculture 57% 
Loss of family farms and ranches 47% 
Natural areas/ranch lands being split up b new 
housing development 

44% 

Water availability for recreation and wildlife 40% 
Decline in number of big game populations 32% 
Natural areas/ranch lands being split up by oil 
and gas development 

31% 

Table 6: Conservation issues of greatest concern to Wyoming voters (Hulme et al 2008) 

 The emphasis on agriculture is indicative of the voters surveyed, with 74% indicating 

“a personal benefit from the presence of farms and ranches” and 26% indicating that their 

“household income is dependent on the farming and ranching economy” (Hulme et al 2008, 

2).            

 When asked about the use of impact fees that would be implemented on development 

projects that impact water, wildlife, or ranches, 74% of participants  either “strongly favored” 

or “somewhat favored” the creation of state law that would authorize the fee (Hulme et al 

2008, 3). Furthermore, this support was not wholly one-sided along political line: 67% of self-

identified conservatives and 86% of liberals supported the idea of impact fees in the state 
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(2008, 3). Lastly, when asked to identify types of conservation projects that should be given 

priority in terms of funding, Wyoming voters indicated the following: 

Conservation Project Extremely or Very 
Important 

Keeping and storing more Wyoming water in the state 86% 
Maintaining the strength of Wyoming’s agriculture and 
tourism industries 

77% 

Preserving wide open spaces and scenic vistas 73% 
Protecting the water quality of rivers, lakes, streams 70% 
Preserving family farms and ranches 67% 
Protecting the Greater Yellowstone region 66% 
Protecting fish and wildlife habitat 66% 
Protecting our farming and ranching heritage 66% 
Preserving our Western way of life 61% 
Protecting the character of small town communities 60% 
Preserving historic trails and ranches 60% 
Protecting rangelands 57% 

Table 7: Conservation projects identified as extremely or very important by Wyoming voters 
(Hulme et al 2008) 

 Overall, based on both the 2004 and 2008 assessments, Wyoming voters are most 

concerned about water, working lands, and wildlife. 

3.5.2 Idaho 

 In November 2007, a survey summary was released by the Idaho Working Lands 

initiative, a coalition of Idaho conservation groups that include the Teton Regional Land  Trust 

(TRLT) and other land trusts in Idaho, as well as the Idaho Cattle Association, Idaho 

Sportsmen’s Caucus Advisory Council, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, the Trust for Public 

Land, and Idaho Smart Growth, among others (The Nature Conservancy 2007). Among the 

400 participants in the study from throughout the state, 83% of participants supported the use 

of tax incentives for working lands conservation, whether farms, ranches, or timber operations 

(Popkey 2007). Additionally, 64% of participants are willing to pay $20/year to fund the 

incentives, with this willingness also transcending political party lines (Idaho Working Lands 

2007). Among the main drivers for supporting tax incentives for conservation listed by survey 

participants were “a desire to protect family farms and ranches,” “a desire to protect lakes, 

streams, open lands, and wildlife for future generations,” and “concerns about the loss of 

natural areas due to the state’s rapid population growth” (Idaho Working Lands 2007). Of the 
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400 surveyed, more than 60% are worried about agricultural land conversion to residential 

uses, the loss of family farms and ranches, water pollution, and unplanned growth and 

development (Idaho Working Lands 2007). Although the survey was partially designed to 

support the initiative’s work on House Bill 262, the Idaho Ranch, Farm, and Forest Protection 

Act, as will be discussed later in this document, the bill was killed by the House Revenue and 

Taxation Committee in March 2008 (Idaho Falls Post Register 2008).     

3.6 Summary  

 In sum, the natural and human landscapes of the three counties have transformed from 

more inhospitable, low human density areas to places undergoing rapid growth and industry 

and land use change. The influx of white American and European settlers, starting with fur 

trappers and homesteaders, followed by the development of agriculture and recreational 

opportunities like the national parks and dude ranches have shaped the current circumstances 

of the population and natural resources. Additionally, this history has created the challenge 

and opportunities for conservation that are at the center of this study.  

 These site profiles serve to help provide the context and background needed to better 

understand the operations of land trusts in this study. As will be shown, there are numerous 

factors relating to local geography that are important to how land trusts operate, determine 

strategies and goals, and address challenges. Moreover, these same factors are different 

between the three counties. In order to facilitate comparisons between the counties, the 

following figure includes some of the local attributes of each of the counties. Factors of note 

include the designation of the counties as either bedroom communities or an employment hub 

(Teton County, WY) as well as political orientations, population densities, and industries.  
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SITE PROFILE COMPARISONS 
 Sublette County, WY Teton County, WY Teton County, ID 

Land Area 4,882.57 mi2 4,007.76 mi2 450.36 mi2 
Persons per square mile 1.2 4.6 13.3 
Percent public land 81% 97% 34% 
2004 Pres. Election Voting 
Results 

78% Republican 
20% Democrat 

45% Republican 
53% Democrat 

61% Republican 
38% Democrat  

2006 Population 7,359 19,288 7,838 
Population Change 1970 
to 2005 

86% 290% 218% 

Per capita income $20,056 $38,260 $17,778 
Income from Non-labor 
sources (2005) 

32% 53.5% 33.1% 

Mean travel time to work 20 minutes 17.1 minutes 26.9 minutes 
Commuting/Employment  Bedroom Community;  

more income inflowing 
Employment Hub; 
most income outgoing 

Bedroom Community; 
most income inflowing

Employment by Industry 
(2000) 

13.6% Farm/Related 
8.2% Mining 
2.3% Manufacturing 
48.1% Services 
10.7% Construction 
17.1% Government 

2.6% Farm/Related 
0.3% Mining 
2.5% Manufacturing 
71.7% Services 
13.8% Construction 
9.2% Government 

20.7% Farm/Related 
0.4% Mining 
3.6% Manufacturing 
46.7% Services 
12.1% Construction 
16.5% Government 

Farms in 2002 (#) 270 110 302 
Types of Farms 2002 
(NAICS Classification) 

Grain: 1 
Greenhouse: 2 
Crops (Hay): 48 
Beef: 135 
Cattle Feedlots: 13 
Hog/Pig: 4 
Poultry/Egg: 3 
Sheep/Goat: 6 
Aquaculture/Other: 58 

Grain: 3 
Greenhouse: 3 
Crops (Hay): 30 
Beef: 30 
Sheep/Goat: 1 
Aquaculture/Other: 42 

Grain: 32 
Vegetable: 15 
Fruit/Nut: 1 
Crops: 94 
Beef: 66 
Cattle Feedlots: 7 
Dairy: 13 
Hog/Pig: 1 
Poultry/Egg: 1 
Sheep/Goat: 1 
Aquaculture/Other: 57 

2002 Organic Farms 0 0 6 
Avg. Estimated Value of a 
Farm (land & buildings) 
2002 

$1,730,391 $1,615,441 $1,205,545 

Table 8:  Site profile comparisons of local variables 
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4. Methodology 

 This study follows a multiple-case study design that utilizes key informant interviews 

as a main method of data collection. While previous research in the field has attempted to 

quantify and model the consequences of growth and change in the American West, this 

analysis relies on a more qualitative approach that mirrors efforts similar to place studies in 

the geography discipline, as examined more thoroughly in Chapter 2. Landscape analysis is 

well-suited for qualitative inquiry due to the fact that related techniques, such as the interview 

and survey, are apt to documenting social, economic, and political changes. Rubin & Rubin 

(1995) defend the approach, claiming that it is “warranted whenever depth of understanding is 

required” and that the use of qualitative interviews is suitable for the exploration of “the 

broader implications of a problem and place in its historical, political, or social context” 

(1995, 52). The first section of this chapter aims to elaborate and explain the use of the case 

study design in this study, followed by a more detailed explanation of interview design,  how 

issues of credibility and rigor are addressed, and, lastly, the methods of data analysis and 

organization.  

4.1 Case study approach: justification and design  

 As described previously, geographical research has employed a case study approach 

to explore different regions, industries, populations, and smaller-scale landscapes. Other 

fields, such as social anthropology, sociology, organizational studies, political science, and 

planning, also commonly use this approach (Blaikie, 2000, 213). In their most general form, 

case studies are used to gain understanding of a larger problem. While a single-case study may 

be used in order to document a unique phenomenon or test a theory, multiple-case studies 

serve to compare cases by treating each study unit as its own entity but also looking for 

commonalities or differences among all cases (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, 105). Because of 

the broad nature of case study design, where numerous factors must, or should, be considered 

in attempting to summarize local events, this type of research design typically includes several 

different kinds of techniques and sources of evidence, ranging from surveys, document 

analysis, participant observation, and interviews (Yin 1994; Stake 1995; Tellis 1997; Hakim 

2000; and Rossman and Rallis 2003).         

 For this project, the case studies of each of the three counties serve primarily for 

descriptive purposes. That is, because only little information is available about land trusts and 
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their operations, an exploratory case study can serve as a valuable “illustrative portrait of 

social entities or patterns” (Hakim 2000, 57). Likewise, the multiple-case study approach here 

also builds the robustness of research findings, “[providing] broad generalizations as well as 

[taking] into account the complexity of the subject matter” (Hakim 2000, 62).   

 One of the biggest concerns regarding the case study approach centers on the question 

of generalizability as it relates to further applications and theory building. Blaikie (2000) 

states that the generalizability of case study design is “enhanced by studying the same issue in 

a number of research sites, using similar methods of data collection and analysis” (2000, 255). 

Study sites and subjects in this research were chosen with the assumption of their 

heterogeneous nature across each of the cases (e.g., each county would provide a unique case). 

Land trusts included in the cases were assumed to be similar in nature where they are 

influenced by the standard practices of the industry or legal (IRS) requirements. Other 

differences, however, would be hypothesized to have originated from geographical or other 

self-directed variations. The end result of this design, then, is that the bond between the 

different cases is that they all differ in areas of their organization that are not regulated or 

required of them by outside forces. Aside from the law, one such force would be the on-going 

development of Land Trust Standards and Practices (S&P’s) that have been developed by the 

Land Trust Alliance (LTA). The LTA has used the S&P’s as the foundation of a new 

accreditation program in order to structure and formalize the land trust industry, addressing 

issues of ethics, board accountability, fundraising, finances, and conservation design and 

stewardship, among other topics. Two of the three land trusts (TRLT and GRVLT) examined 

here were chosen to participate in a pilot study of the LTA accreditation program in 2006 and 

are expected to become accredited in September 2008.       

4.2 Qualitative interviewing: theory, design, and methods 

 The main source of data on land trust operations in the study was the use of key 

informants from each of the trusts. Additional information on the land trusts themselves, as 

well as the wider trust industry, was gathered from peer-reviewed literature, the land trust’s 

websites, white papers and industry documents, and attending two of LTA’s conferences, 

including the 2006 regional conference for the Western region held in Missoula, MT, as well 

as the 2007 national rally for all land trusts held in Denver, CO.    

 Typically, qualitative interviews are a significant source of data in case study analysis. 

In this study, a detailed interview schedule was created that would facilitate structured, open-
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ended question interviews with informants from the land trusts as well as planners, local 

interest group staff members, and landowners. In order to verify the authenticity of the 

evidence collected, the interviews were conducted with at least two informants from the same 

organization when possible, as suggested by Tellis (1997). For example, for each land trust the 

Executive Director and a department head in Land Protection were interviewed with the same 

interview schedule. In the case of local planners, where there is only one planner for each of 

the three counties, one planner from each of the county seats (Driggs, Teton County, ID; 

Jackson, Teton County, WY; and Pinedale, Sublette County, WY) were also interviewed in 

order to help corroborate planning data and maintain consistency.    

 The use of informants is useful in case study research due to the fact that their status 

in the organization or topic at hand generally allows them to speak about “the research setting, 

about how things work in that setting, not just his or her own experiences” (Rubin and Rubin 

1995, 11). With the research arena of the three counties defined, and recognizing that there 

were only three local land trusts associated with each county, the selection of informants for 

this study was relatively uncomplicated and straightforward and a non-randomized sampling 

method was used to access the land trust staff and county and county seat planners. 

 The interview questions themselves were derived from areas of concern or questions 

posed in academic literature from geography, planning, and natural resources management 

disciplines as well as more ‘hot topics’ that emerged from LTA conferences and informal 

conversations. This proved to be an adequate and useful approach to the interview schedule 

design as the use of appropriate terminology and apparent comprehension of various issues in 

planning and land trust operations seemed to show informants that the interviewer was well-

prepared. Rubin & Rubin (1995) suggest that this type of relationship building between the 

researcher and informants “makes it less likely that interviewees will present idealized or 

normative accounts” (1995, 197).        

 All of the interview schedules were identical except where a question would not be 

appropriate or applicable for the organization or individual being interviewed. The schedules 

for the land trusts and public officials can be read in full in the appendix of this document. In 

general, the planner and land trust interviews were based on six major topic areas; (1) the 

history and general structure of the organization, (2) the goals and strategies of the 

organization; (3) the location of protected or vulnerable lands in the service area; (4) the 

history and current state of agricultural practices in the area; (5) describing population changes 

and development in the area; and (6) describing relationships with other organizations, such as 
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between the land trusts and planners, interest groups, or state and federal agencies. 

 In all, 18 interviews were conducted, not including interviews that were with the same 

participants more than once. Handwritten notes were taken for all of the land trust and 

planning informant interviews as the information gathered from the individuals tended to be 

straightforward, in short lists, and with few long responses or embellishments that made the 

interviews conducive to note taking without the researcher appearing too distracted or 

unengaged. This process also allowed for taking note of new questions, concerns, and 

important emphases, as well as actively listening to what was being said, as also mentioned by 

Rubin and Rubin (1995, 127).  

4.3 Data analysis and organization: coding, categories, and themes 

 One of the most comprehensive examinations of qualitative methods, specifically on 

case studies, is Yin’s 1994 Case study research: design and methods. In it, he proposes four 

standards for creating high quality research: (1) show that the analysis of the collected data 

relies on the evidence at hand; (2) include contrary interpretations in the analysis; (3) address 

the most important aspect of the case study; and (4) use your own prior knowledge to further 

the analysis (Tellis, 1997). In order to do this, one of the most popular methods proposed is 

the coding of data into categories and concepts, eventually becoming theories that are 

anchored in the raw data itself (Yin 1994; Rubin and Rubin 1995; Stake 1995; Blaikie 2000; 

and Rossman and Rallis 2003). Acknowledging that case studies are often plagued by a lack 

of “carefully selected robust and central items of data in combination with the various 

questions and issues addressed in the study” (Hakim 2000, 73), this study uses the coding 

technique in order to assure that findings are based solidly on the data and the most significant 

findings that address the objectives at hand.       

 The coding process can be exceptionally complex and time consuming based on the 

material at hand for analysis. Attempts to explain and detail the coding process are limited in 

qualitative methods writing and tend to be loosely defined, most likely to avoid the pitfalls of 

prescribing a one-case-fits-all approach and stifling the creative process of finding emergent 

themes and placing them into categories. That being said, Rubin & Rubin (1995), Blaikie 

(2000), and Rossman and Rallis (2003) probably provide the most comprehensive looks at 

coding practices for qualitative researchers in the field.      

 As mentioned previously, the majority of informant interviews were transcribed into 

handwritten notes during the time of the interview, which typically lasted from thirty minutes 
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to an hour and a half in length. Immediately following the interviews, the notes were then 

typed into computer spreadsheet documents, each cell containing the notes that corresponded 

to a single question on the interview schedule. Separate spreadsheet files were kept for each 

category of informant: land trust staff member, planner or interest group member, and each 

county had its own tab within the file. Within the week following an interview, these notes 

were then used to develop a written profile of the informant and the organization they 

represented. In this way, there were both paper and digital copies of the exact notes taken as 

well as a more reflexive and comprehensive summary of the information received from each 

informant. Each informant was given a non-identifying code to ensure confidentiality and all 

digital files were labeled in the same manner.      

 When most of the interviews were completed, the coding process began. In order to 

get the data into a workable form, all of the transcripts (digital notes for each interview) were 

put into the left-hand column of a word processing document, labeling each of the lines. 

Because of the number and length of interviews in this study, this method of data organization 

was not as burdensome or time-consuming as a study with a large number of long transcripts 

might be. The first step in coding was to make several, thorough reads through the entire 

document (approximately 100 pages) and noting parts of seeming importance or pattern. This 

is called ‘open coding,’ and it is perhaps best described as “taking apart an observation, a 

sentence, a paragraph, and giving each discrete incident, idea, or event, a name, something 

that stands for or represents a phenomenon” (Straus and Corbin 1990, 63). Because of the 

nature of the questions and notes were such that the interview responses were rarely complete 

sentences, the word document used for coding included bulleted lists that were organized by 

question. This facilitated the open coding process described above due to the fact that 

individual ideas and incidents were already separated, unlike what would be found with a 

word-for-word transcript of a conversation.       

 The next step in the coding process is a second round known as axial coding. During 

this stage, the codes made during open coding are further refined and examined for their 

relationship(s) with other codes and categories of codes. This is where numbering the lines of 

the entire document helps to document where all codes are located and their proximity to other 

codes, which could be useful for recognizing patterns and relationships. Once codes are 

grouped, the final stage is to explore their linkages, which, according to Turner, allows for the 

researcher to “develop ‘local’ and ‘grounded’ theoretical patterns to account for aspects of the 

data under scrutiny” (1994, 196). Stated less formally, this last step essentially aims to 
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undercover the “regularities, variations, and singularities” throughout the collected data that 

relate back to the original research questions (Rossman and Rallis 2003, 240). The results 

section in Chapter 5 represents the end result of the coding process as described above. The 

codebook used in this study, as proposed by Miles & Huberman (1994), can be examined in 

the appendix of this document.         

 Once coding was completed, the sections of text related to each code were 

electronically separated and listed by code in a spreadsheet document so that they could be 

viewed separately. An analysis of each code was conducted so that frequency of use, relation 

to other codes, and other means of comparison could be included in the results. For example, 

in the family of codes labeled “Obstacles,” codes relating to land trust obstacles (OB-LT) were 

broken down further into obstacles relating to staffing, funding, working with people, etc., and 

then the frequency of use could be used to propose which obstacles were most prevalent 

among the land trusts.  

4.4 Triangulation and Credibility  

 Qualitative methods, like quantitative methods, require a system of checks-and 

balances to ensure that the data collection, analysis, and inferences and conclusions made are 

appropriate and defensible from a scientific standpoint. Triangulation provides the practices 

required to make certain that accuracy is maintained throughout the study, from generating the 

interview schedule to data interpretation, and validity is confirmed (Stake 1995; Tellis 1997). 

Usually this is accomplished by the incorporation of several types of data and information 

sources. For this project, informant interviews were also corroborated and compared to census 

records and other documents in addition to making sure that participants reviewed the data for 

any inaccuracies or misinterpretations. As defined by Rubin and Rubin (1995), credibility 

increases as it can be shown that “core concepts and themes consistently occur in a variety of 

cases and in different settings” (1995, 90). This is a fundamental concept behind the process of 

coding as well, seeing as how the in-depth examination and organizing of interview data limits 

researcher interference and distortion.  

4.5 Other Possible Limitations  

 There are several obstacles to overcome by researchers that conduct informant 

interviews. Generally, as described by Hakim (2000), the conversation between the informant 
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and researcher is based on the assumption of equality or that the researcher is somehow 

inferior (2000, 73). In order to address this issue, a large amount of background reading and 

research was necessary, and the attendance at industry conferences and reading of 

Comprehensive Plans for each of the county seats and counties proved to be adequate 

preparation. In the few cases where informants took on a more superior and teacher-like role, 

it was found that the information received was comprehensive. However, this was not 

considered unwelcome to this type of exploratory study as compared to an informant who 

might be reluctant to provide additional details or was vague in their responses.   
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5. Data Analysis 

 Once the coding process of the interviews was completed (see Chapter 4 for review), 

the most frequently used code categories were examined further in order to determine if 

relationships existed between certain codes. Relationships were identified through the 

evaluation of the close proximity of two or more codes throughout the transcripts within the 

answer to a single question. Proximities between two or more questions were not used as a 

method of analysis due to the fact that the interview schedule was highly structured and 

progressed based on predetermined themes that could misrepresent the frequency of some 

codes being used by the participants.        

 This chapter serves to consolidate and organize data gathered through the interview 

process. Using the relationships that arose from coding, as described above, there are six (6) 

major concepts that developed. They include:  

1. The formation of a local land trust is dependent on local geographies.  
2. The operational strategies of a local land trust reflect the landowner 

needs of its service area.  
3. Limitations to the acceptance of land trust activities are within the 

realm of local geographies. 
4. Limitations to the effectiveness and acceptance of planning are 

related to both local geographies and external institutions.  
5. Local land trusts can help create opportunities for farmers and 

ranchers but cannot sustain agriculture by themselves.  
6.   The future success of a local land trust depends on its ability to    
       evolve.   

 In order to demonstrate how the results support the above themes, this chapter is 

divided into six sections that explore each of the concepts. Because of the confidentiality of 

the participants, quotations from interviews are not attributed to individuals by name. Instead, 

quotations that used in this chapter are only attributed to the organization or planning 

department that the participant is associated with.  

5.1  Concept One  

The formation of a local land trust is dependent on local geographies. 

 In response to questions about the history and function of their organization (coded as 

DEF-LT, refer to Code List in the appendix), land trust staff customarily described how their 

local counties organized to address concerns about growth and development and what their 
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driving philosophies meant to their operations. As summarized in Chapter 2, local geographies 

include the biophysical attributes of each county as well as population dynamics, 

policy/economy, and residents’ land management preferences.  

5.1.1  Sublette County, Wyoming  

 According to participants, the Green River Valley Land Trust (GRVLT) was started in 

1998-1999 with the technical support of the Jackson Hole Land Trust (JHLT) and The Nature 

Conservancy (TNC) serving as a fiscal agent. TNC had tried in previous years to begin 

operations in the county but was not well-received by the public. JHLT did hold several 

conservation easements in Sublette County at the time of formation, but the easements have 

since been transferred to GRVLT. When asked about the driving forces behind the formation 

of the land trust, participants explained that there were concerns about water rights and access 

issues as new subdivisions were being developed in the Upper Green River Valley and around 

Cora, WY. As more developments were going in, there was concern in the agricultural 

community that access to water for cattle and hay would become increasingly complex as 

more people became involved in the usage and withdrawal of water from the Green River 

system, especially those downstream.       

 GRVLT interviewees also mentioned that local landowners “saw growth and didn’t 

see a market-based, voluntary way to protect the community,” which a land trust could 

provide. When asked about the formation of GRVLT, one participant at JHLT remarked that 

the area needed “someone to talk to talk,” something that JHLT could not provide due to their 

perception as catering to the Jackson Hole crowd. Today, GRVLT is solely focused and acting 

on projects only in Sublette County, despite the fact that there have been requests from 

landowners outside of this area. One staff member explained that “all private land in this 

county is valuable and a high priority.” Sublette County also contains important migration 

routes for big game as well as high quality fisheries—in addition to one of the fastest growing 

natural gas fields in North America—such that keeping a focus on the area is likely to give 

staff more work than staff capacity can handle as well as bring in funding from mitigation 

funds and organizations concerned with conservation threats stemming from mineral leasing.  
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5.1.2 Teton County, Wyoming  

 Jackson Hole Land Trust (JHLT) in Teton County, WY, was started in 1980 at the 

grassroots level as “the spread of development lent itself to a new conservation method,” as 

one JHLT interviewee phrased it.  Although the land trust was not seen as viable or accepted 

by the whole county (supporters were referred to as Green Weenies), the community, as stated 

by a JHLT staff members, eventually “realized private lands were the most valuable and the 

most used and that the areas from the parks to town were to be developed.” Even the more 

conservative agriculturalists became a big part of the process as development pressures 

“brought the ranchers and the Green Weenies to the table together.” Now, the land trust 

believes that it is a “known entity throughout the county and in good standing.” JHLT staff 

stated that the function of the organization in the area is to “ensure open space and work with 

the  to know where lands are and what landowners want to actually do with their land.”  

 While critics of the organization point to the high percentage of land already set aside 

for conservation purposes in the county (when considering the national parks), one staff 

member summarized the trust’s position on the use of easements by stating that “With 97% of 

land here public, people don’t need to be able to access everywhere.” Indeed, the first 

easement was on a dude ranch located on the national park border and is considered a “true 

donation” since it took place before the development of tax incentives.  In an area where land 

values were skyrocketing, this “true donation” is indicative of the appeal of the land trust at 

that time. Despite the willingness to work with JHLT, the organization currently faces an 

obstacle with the actual size of its service area which is surrounded by national forest, the 

National Elk Refuge, and two national parks. With an estimated 12,000 acres remaining that 

are eligible for conservation easements, 8,000 of which are owned by 4 families, JHLT is 

expanding. One participant explained, “For protection, there is limited acreage, so we have to 

grapple with an expanding service area” by starting up an office in Dubois, Wyoming where a 

new director was recently hired in what JHLT terms their “Wind River Program”.  

 

5.1.3 Teton County, Idaho 

 Teton Regional Land Trust (TRLT) in Teton County, ID, was formed in 1990 “in 

response to population and development pressures due to a late 80s building boom,” as 

summarized by one TRLT participant. Local concern with development and “loss of 

resources” began to mobilize community members in the county, coincidentally at the same 
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time that a separate and similar effort was being undertaken in Fremont County. In 1994, the 

two groups merged, changing the organization from the Teton Valley Land Trust to Teton 

Regional Land Trust. The staff members describe their operations as “providing tools for 

conservation,” with a “mission to conserve and steward natural and agricultural lands” and 

“protect the very best lands” and “the cream of the crop.” The service area now includes an 

estimated two million acres and several different watersheds, each with its own obstacles, 

varying amounts of agricultural activity, and development pressures.   

 Although TRLT is now more trusted in the county, the formation of the land trust, 

first locally then regionally, was not an easy sell to the agricultural crowd. One TRLT 

interviewee explained that the organization was initially seen as an “East Coast conspiracy” 

and that agriculturalists in the area were conservative and cautious due to private property 

rights concerns. Since then, however, the land trust has benefited from employing local 

residents on its staff with strong community ties, especially the former executive director who 

is from a fourth generation farming family and was with the trust from 1990 until 2007. 

Currently, there are no plans for changes in the service area of TRLT, although the strategies 

for dealing with different portions of the current area are in the works. As Teton Valley and 

the communities of Driggs and Victor continue to grow rapidly and land values increase, 

conservation easements are becoming a harder sell. Other areas, like in nearby Fremont 

County and the Henry’s Fork watershed, have yet to experience strong development pressures 

and still have large parcels of land in agriculture that are available for conservation easements.  

5.1.4 Synthesis and Analysis  

 As summarized above, each of the three land trusts in the study were formed within 

local geographies and with the interest of local inhabitants. Because of the unique physical 

geography of the Greater Yellowstone region, each of the land trusts is also dealing with 

geographic barriers to expansion and connection with each other, as has been a criticism of 

land trust protection strategies. For example, Sublette County is essentially a valley enclosed 

on three sides by three different mountain ranges to the west (Wyoming Range), north (Gros 

Ventre Range), and east (Wind River Range), not to mention the patchwork networks of BLM 

and state lands that spread throughout the county’s low-lying areas. In Teton County, WY, as 

has been discussed, only 3% of county land is privately owned, which has pushed JHLT to 

expand outside of the county to nearby Dubois on the eastern side of the Wind River Range. 

JHLT also continues to hold easements in Bondurant, WY, technically in Sublette County and 
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in the service area of GRVLT, although the two trusts have an understanding that it is the 

interested landowner who decides which trust he/she will work with on a project. As for 

TRLT, its service area, too, borders both national parks and also includes those communities 

such as Alta that are actually in Wyoming but have been severed from the rest of the state by 

the Teton Range. These mountains have also created a network of waterways in the Teton 

Valley that in turn have created a mosaic of agricultural land uses as well as vacation home 

meccas.           

 In these ways, the mountainous and biologically-rich terrain has created unique 

obstacles and opportunities for each of the trusts. Close proximities to public land, valuable 

watersheds and fisheries, and wildlife migration corridors bring in tourists, second home 

owners, sportsmen, recreationists, environmental groups, resource extracting industries, and 

federal and state agencies. Each of the land trusts appears to cater to a least a part of local 

populations, as will be discussed below, explaining at least partially the way and manner in 

which each of the trusts were formed. As for the purpose of formation, this is also related to 

the founding interests of the organizations as well as the conservation values of the area and 

the lands that those values occur.  GRVLT still remains agriculturally and rurally focused 

while JHLT has maintained its emphasis on open spaces and scenic values associated with the 

dramatic landscape of the Tetons. TRLT continues to work on mitigating the effects of 

development in sensitive wildlife and watershed areas, especially in lieu of the fact that it has 

been recognized as the most important region for migrating birds by the Audubon Society and 

the Idaho Department of Fish and Game. Despite this local focus, however, there continue to 

be institutional and political barriers that land trusts must deal with in order to be self-

sustaining. While this section has reviewed how local forces brought about the formation of 

the land trusts, subsequent chapters will also examine how external forces have the ability 

determine the future of these land trusts.  

5.2 Concept Two 

The operational strategies of a local land trust reflect the landowner needs of its 
service area.  

 As mentioned above, interview participants from the land trusts frequently associate 

their driving philosophies or missions with how they run their organization. This association is 

what has been termed a “strategy” in this study. After the initial coding process, the interview 
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notes were re-coded to indicate a strategy of land trust. This section is largely based on the 

relationships between the STRAT-LT code and the “land trust process” code, PRO-LT. More 

information on the definition and frequency of these code relationships can be found in the 

appendix.          

 As an additional note to this subsection, it is important to recognize how participants 

in this study describe and perceive the general public residing in their service areas to start 

with. In Sublette County, participants described the local population as “suspicious,” “very 

conservative,” driven by property rights concerns,” as preferring “incentives over regulation,” 

“independent,” not approving of “extra bureaucratic levels involved in their land,” and “short-

term and short-sighted.” In Teton County, Wyoming, residents were described as a dichotomy 

of newcomers who are pro-growth and long-time residents who do not want change in 

addition to ranchers who are “independent and don’t want to ask permission.” Lastly, in Teton 

County, Idaho, residents are described as “conservative and cautious,” “greedy,” “isolated,” 

farmers who are “angry all the way to the bank,” and religious conservatives who “think God 

gave them property rights and not government.” It is acknowledged that these are descriptions 

given by study participants and that the perceptions provided by interviewees do not serve as 

substitutes for actual public opinion.  

5.2.1 Sublette County, Wyoming  

 

 In summarizing their approach, GRVLT staff claim not to be anti-growth, but rather 

an alternative to growth. The organization was described as a way “to assist landowning 

families in conserving their land” and “essentially a landowner service organization.” A 

metaphor used during interviews was that GRVLT is a “vehicle that helps families get to their 

chosen destination,” echoing the sentiment that it is a “landowner choice to pursue the land 

trust.” GRVLT describes itself and conservation easements as a “non-regulatory, non-

governmental way to exercise a private property right.” As “trustees for the general public” 

and “responsible for conservation values into the future,” GRVLT views itself as “ultimately 

responsible to provide public benefit.” With a noticeable emphasis on working lands, staff 

members view conservation easements as a “management tool” that is non-invasive and 

“something that one person can do,” an important idea in an area where growth has been the 

result of expansive oil and gas development. One staff member described the effect of mineral 

development on the land trust by stating that the land trust begins to serve as a “conservation 
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choice to be made by the individual outside the process of mineral development.”  

 GRVLT accepts donated conservation easements, undertakes bargain sale 

conservation easements, and facilitates a conservation buyer program. At the time of this 

study, all but one property has donated an easement, the trust has not been asked to buy land, 

and it has not done any public access projects since they “haven’t come up.” The main focus 

of GRVLT is on “agricultural, ranch, and natural lands” and the related ecological values 

(open spaces, watersheds, and wildlife habitat), as stated in its mission statement. As such, 

GRVLT has developed easement language that reflects these goals. For instance, the first 

reserved right of the landowner mentioned in their easements is “continual agricultural use in 

a way that works for the landowner,” whether grazing or haying. The second reserved right is 

“improved land management.” Typical restrictions to each easement relate to fencing and road 

construction, although neither is prohibited. When replacing fencing, landowners are asked to 

build wildlife friendly structures, and unimproved roads, such as two-tracks, are acceptable 

when the land trust is given notice.      

 GRVLT participants credit much of their conservation achievements as a new 

organization to their approach and operating philosophy. First and foremost, the staff members 

agree that the land trust is more of a “landowner service organization” that focuses on the 

individual’s choice about land, with a “focus on conservation versus protection.” Stemming 

from this philosophy, GRVLT acknowledges that its non-advocacy and a-political status is 

one of its greatest advantages. For example, in terms of conservation planning, the trust does 

not “target lands, draw circles, or define high priority areas,” rather it “understand[s] wildlife 

values and locations, but [doesn’t] identify them.” This method is unique in land conservation 

where it is typical for strategy to be determined by the targeting of certain properties or 

landowners based on predetermined values (i.e. endangered species). One participant claimed 

that GRVLT’s method is “very important in the West where suspicion is high” and 

landowners are wary of someone mapping their property for an unknown purpose. Unlike the 

other trusts in this study, GRVLT does not “mark places on the map,” and instead has decided 

that “It’s a landowner choice to pursue the land trust.” Staff members “have information on 

file to use when a landowner approaches,” such as where a federal or state agency has 

designated a wildlife corridor or critical range. When asked how this approach has worked so 

far, one participant responding by stating, “We’ve conserved 20-21,000 acres this year, more 

than double the total of all previous years, with another 35,000 up for purchased conservation 
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easements.” Another participant added, “It’s all due to patience and the willingness to let the 

landowner create demand.”  

 

5.2.2 Teton County, Wyoming  

 

 JHLT describes itself as a “different beast” from other trusts operating in the region. 

The organization puts significant emphasis on scenic values and does not undertake “full 

ecological easements” or see itself “as biologically focused” although there are wildlife and 

agricultural components to many easements. JHLT staff view conservation easements as being 

“removed from the public process,” an advantage, but they also recognize that easements can 

be intimidating to ranchers who are independent. JHLT claims to have “advantages at the 

ground level working with individuals,” as compared to the public process and zoning. The 

trust recognizes that its work is controversial to local citizens concerned with affordable 

housing, but it was stated that “there are places for development and places for conservation.” 

 JHLT accepts donated conservation easements, undertakes bargain sale purchases, 

facilitates conservation buyers, and also has several (6) properties in fee simple. However, fee 

simple holding is no longer a tool that the trust actively pursues in light of current land values. 

The six properties that had been purchased were acquired in the early history of the land trust, 

just after land values began to rise. The main focus of the trust is “to preserve the open space 

and the scenic, ranching, and wildlife values of Jackson Hole.” Like GRVLT, the trust 

includes a variety of reserved rights for the landowners, including agricultural harvest, 

building improvements, fencing, utilities, chemical use (pesticides for noxious weeds), habitat 

enhancement, and even golf course paths. General restrictions consist of vegetation removal, 

building specifications (height, materials, and colors), grading and filling, feedlots, and water 

rights transfer, leasing, selling, or separating.       

 As for operations, the land trust recognizes that there is “limited acreage” for land 

protection and estimates that “there are only 12,000 acres of land remaining for easements, 

8000 of which are owned by four families.” Consequentially, JHLT has conducted an analysis 

of the acres that are left, sets priorities, and then “overlays landowners to see who’s amenable” 

to working with the land trust. Because of the relatively small amount of acreage available, 

one participant stated that “what’s left is manageable and easy to focus on.” In the past, 

however, there was a “targeted effort on migratory and scenic corridors and agricultural 

lands.” While JHLT is similar to other trusts in the study in that it still “focus[es] on wildlife 
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and agricultural easements,” what makes the land trust exceptional is its emphasis on the 

scenic value of properties, a strategy that “help[s] take more land under easement at the 

viewshed scale.” One last strategy that JHLT has employed, and conceivably the most 

confusing, has been the use of easements on three golf courses in the county. When asked 

about the properties, one JHLT participant explained that the easements are “based on scenic 

values and an ‘insurance policy’ against development that often eventually takes place on golf 

courses.” In a land and housing market like Teton County, where most open spaces, including 

golf courses, are viewed as potential home sites, conservation easements on even seemingly 

questionable lands do, in fact, limit further development and subdivision.  

 

5.2.3 Teton County, Idaho  

 

 TRLT staff state that they only “work with willing landowners and people that want to 

work with them.” The trust believes that the land trust approach is best for high value lands, 

like habitat, open space, and prime farmland, but acknowledges that it “can’t work at the big 

scale.” Participants from TRLT consider themselves working “towards a high public benefit” 

and have a “responsibility with landowners to steward their land and honor their agreement, 

especially post-mortem.”  TRLT accepts donated conservation easements and has also 

purchased easements from some landowners who are “cash thin,” like agriculturalists. The 

trust has also done some bargain sales, and similar to JHLT, the trust also has a little acreage 

in fee simple, but it is not a primary tool. The three fee simple properties amount to 

approximately 150 acres, with the most recent fee simple project having taken place 2 years 

ago in order to “keep the owners on the ground.”      

 With a mission to “conserve agricultural and lands to encourage land stewardship in 

the Upper Snake River Watershed,” TRLT easements vary based on the resources to be 

protected. In general, easements are designed to minimize development, keep farms and 

ranches operational, and may include goals of a management plan without including specifics. 

Building envelopes for future development, such as a home site for family members, are 

allowed but are sited in less-prime soils and near or adjacent to road access. Easements were 

described as being “not prescriptive” and based on Best Management Practices set forth by the 

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) in the case of standard grazing plans on 

ranches. Because the trust works on a large number of working lands projects, it also includes 

the right to direct marketing. Despite this attempt to create agricultural-focused easements, 
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one staff member admits that TRLT easements are “not state of the art” for agriculture, 

especially in comparison to the Colorado Cattleman’s Association. Along with the tools 

mentioned above, TRLT also prides itself on its landscape scale restoration efforts in which 

active management projects are taken on at a level that is “more than within the borders of an 

individual property.” Staff members describe their operations as deeper in stewardship than 

other trusts in the region with the most focus and strength in wildlife.   

 Much of the direction of the trust and the projects that it takes on are “largely 

determined by conservation planning,” and the trust also does “internal mapping of key areas.” 

This is necessary, according to one participant, because of the “two million acres in our 

service area.” TRLT attempts to reach some landowners in the service area by completing an 

annual targeted outreach. In 2007, at the time of this study, the land trust had sent a postcard to 

landowners with parcels over 100 acres regarding the tax incentives that were available at that 

time. Admittedly, they had “to be careful about approaching landowners,” especially those 

that might interpret outreach as intrusive or aggressive.  

 Ironically, although TRLT describes itself as non-advocacy, other land trust 

participants in this study frequently referred to themselves as non-advocacy, unlike TRLT. 

Indeed, the newly formed relationship with the Teton County, ID, planning department could 

appear to some observers as too involved in community (political) affairs. Regardless, TRLT 

has also been working on a transferable tax credit that has been presented in front of the Idaho 

legislature. The Bill, House Bill 262, would allow for landowners to receive a tax credit up to 

$500,000 when putting their property under easement. Landowners could then sell tax credits 

to interested buyers or let them be transferred with the land in the case that the landowner 

wants to sell. 

 

5.2.4 Synthesis and Analysis  

 

 The code relationships between different land trust strategies and organizational 

design developed as interviewees responded to questions about the differences and similarities 

among other land trusts in the Greater Yellowstone region, namely the land trusts involved in 

this study. The table below provides several examples of a “perception” followed by the 

related “strategy.” In general, the differences provided by each of the land trusts in the study 

about each other essentially identify GRVLT as the agricultural land trust, JHLT as the 
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scenic/viewshed land trust, and TRLT as the wildlife and stewardship land trust, representing, 

coincidentally, what each of the land trusts view as its strengths.  

  
Perception of the Land Trust Strategy of the Land Trust 
Not biologically focused like TRLT or 
agriculturally focused like GRVLT 

Focus on visual and scenic values; conserve 
golf courses as an “insurance policy” against 
further residential development that limits 
views 

Advantage to working outside of the public 
realm 

Non-advocacy so that we can get easements 
from everyone 

Landowner service organization  Help families rather than outright conserve 
land; do not target properties or landowners 

Table 9: Perception of a land trust and the related land trust strategy identified in interviews  

 This type of niche marketing appears to be working in each of the three organizations. 

Even though land trust and conservation professionals urge moving away from measuring 

success solely by “bucks and acres,” the numbers speak highly of the strategies of each of the 

land trusts. Since 1980, JHLT has worked on projects on 140 properties that amount to 20,500 

conserved acres. Since 1990, TRLT has worked with 89 families to conserve 23,234 acres. 

And more recently, since 2000, GRVLT has worked on 46 projects that have conserved 

23,546 acres. While it would be unfair to compare the successes of the organizations based on 

these numbers alone, they are indicative of the differences in land use and ownership in each 

of the counties, Sublette County being the biggest county with large, intact parcels still 

available. In Teton County, Wyoming, there are few acres to work with and many of them 

being smaller parcels that are the result of subdivision in the past.    

 In terms of landowner concerns and the organizational strategies of the land trusts, 

each land trust, as described above, attempts to address these needs in varying ways, ranging 

from how it frames its operations (landowner service organization), what types of projects it 

undertakes (public access, golf courses, fishing ranches) and with what tools, and how it is 

planning for the future. Organizational structures, as they exist currently, are likely to change 

in relation to landowner needs. For example, GRVLT maintains a small office of 3 full-time 

staff and contracts out services for grant writing and stewardship activities. GRVLT sees its 

staff growing as the demand from landowners continues to grow, which is also true for the 

stewardship staffs for TRLT and JHLT. All three organizations see the ultimate goal of the 

land trust industry as conservation in perpetuity, which is reflected in the expressed need for 

more stewardship staff in all three organizations in the near future. 
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 All told, most, if not all, strategies that are currently in place by the land trusts will be 

in place indefinitely. Staffing and hiring strategically has been a useful tactic, as in the case of 

looking for board members who are local in order to gain credibility with other local (as will 

be discussed below), long-term families as well as looking to collaborators who are better at 

working with some populations than others. For instance, TRLT, in a partnership on the South 

Fork of the Snake River, is in charge of working with the “more conservative, hesitant” 

landowners, as one staff member claims, “who wouldn’t respond as well with more national 

groups like TNC.” Other strategies, such as focusing on donated easement projects rather than 

outright buying properties in fee, are also likely to remain the standard as the Western public 

tends to have highly irate responses to notions of a net increase in public lands.  

 Lastly, the issue of targeting landowners or properties, i.e. the act of planning in 

advance where conservation should occur based on a variety of factors, is one of the most 

significant differences between land trusts in this study. GRVLT, in its almost adamant refusal 

to target land, most exemplifies the concerns of landowners in its service area related to 

“government conspiracies” and public lands. As a newer organization, and the youngest in this 

study, GRVLT has also been busy with interested landowners that come to the organization—

such that strategic conservation planning has not yet become a priority or necessity. In 

contrast, the limited land base of Teton County, Wyoming, has made it necessary to identify 

the properties that are available for conservation in order to determine the future of an 

organization with a relatively large staff capacity of 10 full and part-time employees. For 

TRLT, conservation planning has been a part of the process due to the biological focus of the 

organization and staff and the need to identify the most sensitive wildlife areas, which is also a 

valuable tool for funding and grants. With a staff capacity equal to that of JHLT, both trusts 

have undertaken conservation planning and targeting activities with positive results, even 

though one TRLT staff member admits that it can be ill-received by certain parts of the 

community. For now, each of the trusts has set goals and strategies that are conducive to their 

current accomplishments. Future strategies will be discussed at the end of this chapter.   

 
5.3 Concept Three 

Limitations to the acceptance of land trust activities are within the realm of local 
geographies.   

 The coding process showed that there were a variety of different obstacles that land 

trusts face, ranging from public misconception, funding, dealing with people, and staffing (see 
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code list in the appendix for details and definitions). This section will explore the latter two 

obstacles, in particular about how they interact with each other to affect the way in which a 

local community “accepts” land trust activities from a land trust perspective. For a breakdown 

of all the obstacles listed in interviews, please refer to the appendix. 

5.3.1 Sublette County, Wyoming  

 As discussed previously, Sublette County residents tend to fit the mold of the 

stereotypical Western resident: independent, politically conservative, and leery of government 

regulation. Indeed, the most frequent obstacle mentioned by GRVLT interviewees referred to 

public misconception, followed by dealing with people and funding. Participants stated that 

“dealing with families and wealth” was particularly challenging, as well as educating the 

public, especially after the New York Times newspaper exposé  (Davies 2003) on land trusts 

which brought panic to the land trust industry and skepticism to many rural communities that 

did not want to be duped by environmentalist outsiders. In all, GRVLT provided the most 

comprehensive list of public misconceptions and fallacies about land trusts that they have 

encountered over the years, as outlined in Table 9.   

 The poor opinion of local planning in Pinedale and the county also contributes to 

misgivings about land trusts and conservation easements, although GRVLT strives to distance 

itself from planning efforts. One interviewee indicated that any interaction with planning takes 

away from land trust assets (namely a non-advocacy status) such that the land trust does not 

allow the use of its name in development proposals that go before planning boards, regardless 

of whether or not there have been discussions of working with that developer on a project. 

This is due to the perception that the use of the organization’s name might help a development 

project go through the approval process because of the appearance of being “green” or 

environmentally friendly, even though that might not be the case.  
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 Land Trust Misconceptions: Sublette County, WY 
A front for government takeover 
A front for public access 
A form of ruling from the grave 
Only for the rich/wealthy 
The trust will interfere with daily operations 
The land trust will own land after a conservation easement 
A landowner cannot reserve building sites or homesites 

Table 10: Land trust misconceptions identified in Sublette County, WY interviews 

 GRVLT attempts to address these issues in a variety of different ways in order to 

develop acceptance, or at least an understanding, in their service area. Unlike older land trusts, 

such as JHLT and TRLT, GRVLT is still new to many local residents. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that in order to address itsobstacles, the most frequent example provided in GRVLT 

interviews is education (mode = 4) as well as working on public image (mode = 2). One 

participant stated that “there are now enough ‘across the fence’ conversations” going on 

among community members such that staff are not having to address every concern or 

question about who they are or what they do. Staff members also say that they are “honest and 

upfront about the whole process,” including costs and timelines, and that solving problems 

with public image “all come down to patient explanation and face time.” 

 A universal thread among all the land trusts in this subsection is the fact that all three 

of them rely on their board of directors and other related groups to help develop and maintain 

a positive image. For GRVLT, the board of directors is a driving force and unique in its 

composition. All board members are “ranchers, business owners, and teachers with local 

commitment,” with every member living and working (no retirees) full-time in Sublette 

County. As a strong governing board, GRVLT participants pointed to the fact that members 

are “ag-based and local focused” and serve as their “boots on the ground,” building 

community support and understanding of what a land trust actually is and does. Combined 

with an advisory board, there is also another group associated with the land trust, the Friends 

of Green River Valley Land Trust. Members of the Friends group are nominated by the board 

and are in charge of sending the newsletter and having meetings to discuss issues and projects. 

Serving as the trust’s “community ambassadors,” the Friends also serve as a sounding board 

for new ideas and allow staff members to get a feel for the sentiments of the county before 

actually making any sort of public announcement. 
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 Finally, because land trusts are required by the IRS to provide a public benefit in order 

to qualify for non-profit status, a concern regarding the land trust industry is to whom exactly 

the organizations are accountable. For this reason, both land trust employees and planners 

were asked the question, “Who do you answer to?” GRVLT participants stated that “as staff, 

we are responsible to the Board of Directors” and that they “sometimes answer to landowners 

and funders, depending on the situation.” This topic also provided an opportunity for further 

discussion; while the land trust acknowledges that they “exist for the public benefit, which 

drives decisions,” one staff member also commented that “questions about the legitimacy of 

the land trust industry brings larger questions about the entire trust structure and private 

charities.”  

 

5.3.2 Teton County, Wyoming  

 

 JHLT interviewees more frequently listed more obstacles to operations than GRVLT 

(mode = 4, versus mode = 26). Typical obstacles included funding (mode = 4), dealing with 

people (mode = 4), and public misconception (mode = 4), as well as image and staffing (mode 

= 1 for each). Related to the changing population characteristics of the county, one staff 

member explained the challenge of maintaining a donor base and reaching out to new 

populations, specifically a “twenty-percent Latino population with no knowledge of the trust” 

and that could not be reached by the typical “high-end cocktail party.” In comparison to 

GRVLT, the misconceptions surrounding JHLT are similar, but not the exact same, as show in 

the chart below.  

 
Land Trust Misconceptions: Teton County, WY 
A land trust takes land that would otherwise be affordable housing  
A land trust controls the property after an easement is put on the land 
An easement automatically allows public access 
A landowner cannot sell his/her land after an easement is put on the land 

Table 11: Land trust misconceptions identified in Teton County, WY interviews 

 Teton County, WY is unique in this study in that the affordable housing debate in and 

around Jackson Hole often points to JHLT projects as going against the public good and 

increasing land values that are already out of reach for the majority of county residents. One 

JHLT interviewee acknowledged that there is “some controversy with affordable housing 

versus open space” but that they are possibly complementary goals in the long run in terms of 
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quality of life. For now, one participant explained that “there are places for conservation and 

places for development” and that “places worked with for conservation easements will never 

be affordable housing.” Public access concerns and the inability to sell myth are also 

prevalent, notably among ranch operators. With consideration to the large amount of county 

land already with public access, as quoted earlier, JHLT maintains that a landowner can 

decide for themselves whether or not to make public access a term of  the easement.  

 When it comes to local planning efforts, zoning is seen as ineffective and the public 

process was referred to as frustrating, a “revolving door,” “convoluted,” and “going with the 

feeling of the month,” referring to either open space or affordable housing. JHLT, however, 

like GRVLT, is non-advocacy and does not have formal relationship with either planning 

office. Staff members view the trust as having an advantage over planning in that the 

organization works with actual individuals and the ground level and “can get into areas zoned 

otherwise.” One staff member admitted that non-advocacy is difficult for the organization, but 

that, again, they “want easements from everyone.” In addition to planning, JHLT has also 

worked hard to assure the public that they are not “in cahoots” with a local and very vocal 

environmental group, the Jackson Hole Conservation Alliance (JHCA). One participant 

explained that “landowners wouldn’t work with the trust if we were associated with some 

interests,” including JHCA. One reason is the fact that JHCA bought several grazing leases in 

the past few years in order to discourage cattle grazing on nearby public lands, an incident that 

outraged the agricultural community. The current relationship between the two groups is 

described as “holding hands under the table.”       

 The most frequently cited tool used to address JHLT obstacles is education. One 

participant explained that they work hard to connect with families to “make sure they know 

it’s not an all or nothing deal” when putting an easement on their property in terms of 

relinquishing all development rights. The interviewee went on to say that, “We don’t have the 

luxury to have the ideal conservation easement without any development.” As for their board 

of directors, members have backgrounds in finance (“helps with fundraising”), architecture 

(“helps with regulations”), media, and law, although the trust does employ its own attorney. 

One participant responded that the land trust does “look for potential members that are born 

and raised in the area,” with 3-4 board members currently meeting this description and about 

“60-65% of board members” classified as year-round residents, a significant difference from 

the board of GRVLT. 
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 JHLT participants listed a number of groups that “keep [them]  in check,” including 

the Jackson Hole Conservation Alliance (“watchdogs”), the Pathways Initiative, affordable 

housing advocates, county planners, their own board of directors, and the community at large 

(“hugely aware”). Interestingly, a large number of these groups are vocal interest groups in the 

county, each with an opinion of the future of land use, quality of life, and community 

character. One participant from JHLT claimed that the diversity of interested groups “results 

in diligence” on part of the land trust and admits that “there are tough landowner requests, but 

the community is a watchdog that keeps them true to their goals.”  

 

5.3.3 Teton County, Idaho 

 

 TRLT interviewees mentioned a variety of obstacles (mode = 12), ranging from 

funding (mode = 4) and dealing with people (mode = 2), to planning, image, and public 

misconception (each mode = 1). The trust admits that it has been difficult “building support 

with second home owners” as well as dealing with conserved properties that change 

ownership. In dealing with people, one TRLT participant stated that the “trust has benefitted 

from having local staff with strong community ties.” Unlike the GRVLT and JHLT, the only 

public misconceptions about land trusts that were identified include the idea that an easement 

automatically grants public access and that they are an “east coast conspiracy.” While TRLT 

certainly engages in public outreach activities, participants identified other issues to address 

more often and listed public education or outreach the least frequently of all the trusts in this 

study. At the same time, TRLT was the only trust to actually list local planning as one of the 

organization’s obstacles and the only trust to mention large scale collaborative efforts in order 

to address obstacles that they face. These efforts will be described in the next section of this 

Chapter.  

 The pace of development in Teton County, ID, is seen as “beyond the control of local 

government,” resulting in bad land use planning and “incredibly bad zoning.” TRLT 

participants explained that even good land use planning is not permanent and is “subject to 

political pressure and change. One interviewee claims that they are “unable to fill the gap left 

by bad planning for open space needs.” In the case that planning eventually creates a sense of 

slowing development, another TRLT staff member hypothesizes that the change could help 

their conservation easement program, stating, “It’s hard to commit to perpetuity when a 

subdivision can go up next door.”  
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 Unlike GRVLT and JHLT, TRLT has also diverged from what the other two 

organizations view as a non-advocacy policy. Even though the trust has a “no advocacy 

policy” and describes their relationship with local interest groups as “not close,” they do 

receive e-mails from a local interest group, Valley Advocates for Responsible Development 

(VARD), about potential new developments. Moreover, they do “have a relationship” with 

local planners and meet with elected officials to “get an idea about priority areas.” The planner 

for the Town of Driggs stated that they do “communicate” and that he has even made 

presentations at trust meetings. The county planner mentioned that the GIS department has a 

“data layer of locations to see how to cluster houses away from a conservation easement and 

analyze subdivisions for maximum public benefit.” The same planner also stated that the “land 

trust shares confidential files to help the county plan” and that this is a relatively new 

relationship.  

 Lastly, the composition of the board of directors includes scientists, farmers and 

ranchers, retired businessmen, lawyers, community newcomers, and a former town planner for 

Park City, UT. The board is also described as “familiar with fundraising and connected to the 

community.” Similar to the other trusts in this study, TRLT’s board is very involved in 

operations and approves conservation easement projects as well as restoration projects that the 

staff presents for consideration.  

 As for accountability, TRLT staff members provided similar answers to that of the 

other trusts, such as local communities, the board of directors (who are “in charge of fiscal 

health and reputation”), and landowners (in terms of stewardship and legal defense) in their 

lists of groups to which they feel accountable. Also included were groups that they partner 

with on projects, such as the BLM. One staff member believes that the sense of accountability 

to these different groups makes the trust “work towards a high public benefit” and “want to be 

ethical and efficient, with the best land.”  

 

5.3.4 Synthesis and Analysis  

 

 An important distinction to make in this section is that this concept states that the 

acceptance of land trust activities is rooted in the local geography. While there are obstacles to 

effectiveness of land trust efforts, the next section will explore how these are primarily related 

to institutions that are external to local geographies. In terms of public acceptance, then, this 

section has summarized those ideas or myths which determine if a community member would 
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find the trust’s activities acceptable or not. For some trusts, like GRVLT, addressing these 

myths is a crucial part of current operations, although it is being slowly resolved. For other 

trusts, such as JHLT, local planning has a strong influence on whether or not open space is a 

priority in the county, thereby affecting how the organization is perceived by affordable 

housing advocates and the general public. And for TRLT, where public acceptance and trust 

appears to have been developed through strategic staffing and a well thought-out Board 

composition over the last eighteen years, the trust can now focus on those obstacles that are 

most important to its long-term viability: planning and state/national policy.  The differences 

in the roles of public misconception are reflected in how frequent misconception was 

referenced in interviews in comparison to total obstacles, as shown in the graphs below.  
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 Figures 11 - 13: Land trust obstacles identified in interviews; percentages represent 
 how often the obstacle was coded for throughout the interviews of each 
 organization out of the total number of codes for land trust obstacles for that 
 organization.  
 
 The frequent use of perspectives on planning (PER-PLAN) imparts the idea that the 

acceptance of land trust activities relies on the way in which people understand local planning, 

with two examples of the response of land trusts to perceptions of planning shown in Table 

12. While it could be assumed that a pro-planning area would also be equally pro-land trust, 

which holds to be broadly accurate, interestingly, some members of anti-planning 

communities, such as in Sublette County, find that land trusts are acceptable for several 

reasons. The first reason is that the lack of local planning makes land trust work important for 

maintaining open spaces and quality of life, an argument that could be made by a pro-planning 

or conservation landowner who does not believe that planning will accomplish these goals. 

Secondly, because land trusts generally maintain a non-advocacy status, especially when it 

comes to local planning and zoning issues, a land trust may also be seen as a landowner choice 

that does not carry with it any bureaucratic oversight from the city, county government, state, 

or federal agencies, therefore appealing to those with conservative property rights orientations. 

This last reason is particularly important to the agricultural community in this region as 

farmers and ranchers look to financially benefit from the conservation values they provide and 

find that federal programs, such as the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), were not 

designed with Western landscapes and soils in mind.    
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Perspective of Planning Relationship/Response to Planning 

Not impressive or supported 
in the community 

Organization doesn’t work with them; work is 
complimentary but mutually exclusive 

Revolving door, convoluted 
process 

Organization doesn’t work with them; prefers 
working behind closed doors, more user-
friendly 

 Table 12: Two examples of a perspective on planning followed by the related response to 
 planning by land trusts 
 
 The sense of accountability that the land trusts have also shape their operations in 

ways that can affect a community’s acceptance of the organizations. The different actors 

identified as contributing to a sense of accountability are shown below in Table 13. With a 

board of directors that are local residents, for example, land trusts are able to present ideas to a 

microcosm of the population, which in turn should help direct the organization to a path that 

the community would find acceptable. Unfortunately for places like Teton County, Wyoming, 

finding “locals” can be a burdensome task. On the other hand, in smaller population places 

like Sublette County, finding residents to serve on the board of directors that are not already 

on the board of another organization is challenging. All of the participating land trusts in this 

study also listed project collaborators and the general public as groups they feel accountable to 

in addition to regulatory agencies such as the IRS, which oversees easement deductions, and 

the Land Trust Alliance, which formulated the land trust Standards and Practices principles. 

Overall, the combination of these different groups shapes the how’s and why’s of land trust 

operations, from dictating which projects are feasible (and legal) as well as which projects will 

be embraced by the community, and therefore funded by community donations.   

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Table 13: The sense of accountability indicated in interviews; numbers relate to the  
 frequency of use with all participants from the organization.  
 

SENSE OF 
ACCOUNTABILITY 

FREQUENCY 

   GRVLT         JHLT           TRLT 
General Public 2 1 2 
Board of Directors 1 1 1 
Partners 0 0 1 
Funders 1 0 1 
Interest Groups 0 3 0 
Regulatory Agency 1 1 3 
Conserved property 
landowners 

1 0 2 
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 In all three counties, the importance of perceived development pressures in the area 

also seems to contribute to how local land trusts are both viewed and utilized as a resource or 

tool. Whether the pressure is related to natural resource extraction (Sublette County) or 

residential development, the fact that all three land trusts were formed and have been 

successful in a historically anti-environmentalism, anti-regulation region speaks to the impact 

that perceived threats can have on counties and residents of all shapes and sizes.  

5.4 Concept Four 

Limitations to the effectiveness and acceptance of local planning are related to 
both local geographies and external institutions. 

 Although some of the perspectives and criticisms of local planning in each of the 

counties have been discussed, this section serves to elaborate on the political, cultural, and 

economic landscapes that planners in these service areas must work in. When asked to 

describe the function and role of planning in their counties, planners often made reference to 

the challenges they face in planning in rapidly changing areas (codes DEF-PLAN and OB-

PLAN). For example, while most participants described their function as “managing 

community development” or “encouraging and coordinating orderly growth and 

development,” they also identified themselves as the “Subdivision Processing Department” 

and “just stomping out fires” until a new comprehensive plan can be implemented.  

 In Sublette County, WY, planners explained that the first planning in the county was 

done in 1978 in which all land was zoned agricultural. As a result, the main activity of 

planners is now doing zone changes until new comprehensive and master plans are developed, 

the last revision having been conducted in 1985. In Teton County, WY, planners indicated a 

much more positive outlook on current and future planning in the area, describing it as an 

“exciting time” of redevelopment pressures instead of new development. The Town of 

Jackson and the County are also in the process of updating their 1994 joint town-county plan, 

with anticipated changes in addressing Jackson-specific issues of affordable housing and new 

development standards for neighborhoods. Much like the other two counties, Teton County, 

ID, planners also imply a struggle to keep up with the demands of growth and change. Several 

studies are currently underway to deal with growing pains, including looking at a capital 

improvement plan, impact fees, and a transportation access plan, which would not allow any 

new access to the state highway. The county, alike the other two, is also in the process of 

creating a new comprehensive Plan.  
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 In general, all planners follow a standard process of receiving an application, review, 

and making a recommendation. Subsequently, the application goes to a planning commission, 

is examined in a public hearing, and then the planning commission makes a recommendation, 

with the final decision made by the county commissioners. The planning tools implemented in 

each county vary greatly, as indicated in the appendix.  In Sublette County, WY, planning 

tools are fairly basic, including zoning and building restrictions and regulations. In Teton 

County, WY, tools expand from zoning and building regulations to greater control over 

densities and the inclusion of Natural and Scenic Resource Overlays to help planners 

recognize sensitive and important areas for community character. In Teton County, ID, 

planners use similar tools to Teton County, WY, with the addition of a Preferred Land Use 

Map (PLUM) that provides a “vision for the future” as well as Planned Unit Development 

(PUD) clustering for open space needs and an Affordable Housing District.  

 

5.4.1 Sublette County, Wyoming  
 

 When asked to describe the obstacles they face, planners provided answers related to 

public perception and attitude, workload and time, and infrastructure, among others. In 

Sublette County, comments about citizens included that they “don’t see the long term benefits 

of quality of life and property values,” the “conservative public doesn’t like extra bureaucratic 

levels involved in their land,” and that the “public won’t allow meddling with the housing 

market.” In turn, planners admitted that they “don’t want to appear no-growth,” especially 

since “planning and zoning are touchy issues with a largely Republican public.” One Pinedale 

official also noted that a major issue at the moment is dealing with water issues and the need 

for “infrastructure upgrades to help connect new developments.”  

 For now, planners in Sublette County are hoping that updated master and 

comprehensive plans will enable them to more effectively manage growth and development 

and avoid “patchwork quilt planning,” or spot zoning. One official also stated that a new plan 

would also serve “largely as a defense against pushy developers.” Several tools and ideas have 

been suggested in order to deal with the obstacles they face, as described above. One planner 

would like to see zoning left in place by using incentives instead. The use of a “density bonus 

for agricultural lands and open spaces,” which has been used in Teton County, WY, is seen as 

a viable alternative to current regulations. For Pinedale, officials would like to implement high 

density zoning in town and in adjacent areas as well as an architectural review board in the 

future.  
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 As with land trusts, the answers to questions about to whom planners are or feel 

accountable to vary slightly among the counties. In Sublette County, Pinedale and County 

planners listed the public, city council, county commissioners (“who hire and fire”) and “a 

fairly ‘liberal’ conservative county.” 

 
5.4.2 Teton County, Wyoming  

 
 Teton County, WY, planners mentioned similar obstacles, focusing largely on the 

“divide in the community” and the lack of “consensus for how to grow or manage growth.” 

Long-term residents were characterized as opposed to change, while “pro-growth citizens 

want high density with increased building heights.” Admittedly, there are “issues with 

transportation and traffic,” although planners contend that they are “bogged down” and have 

“no time to plan for the long term.” One last obstacle that will surely affect the outcome of the 

revision process of the new plan is that it is a “challenge bringing all interests to the table and 

compromising,” a significant problem in an area with hundreds of non-profit groups, federal 

and state agencies, and active and concerned citizens.  

 Teton County, WY, also hopes that a new plan will address current problems. The 

new plan aims to better incorporate affordable housing and simplify the process of dealing 

with building regulations. In addition, there might also be more allowances for development 

and higher densities in some areas, although height and size restrictions would still apply. The 

current re-working of the Comprehensive Plan has so far received little negative attention in 

comparison to 1994 revisions, perhaps due in part to the involvement of an outside planning 

consulting firm, Clarion Associates, which is leading the process, both in Teton County, WY, 

as well as Teton County, ID. In general, planners in the county feel that a new comprehensive 

plan, combined with conservation easements by the land trust, will provide the best option for 

land protection in the area.  

 In terms of accountability, Teton County, WY planners listed “elected officials” and 

“citizens that they represent.” One planner added, however, that his “professional opinion as a 

planner can often conflict with officials and the public.” 

 
5.4.3 Teton County, Idaho  

 
 As for Teton County, ID, planning obstacles are largely related to issues of time, with 

responses that refer to “overwhelming subdivision requests,” having to “do planning for 

several years in one week,” and the fact that “every plot is up for planning,” even calling 
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themselves the “Subdivision Processing Department.”  While planners also mentioned 

problems with infrastructure capacity and the funding needs of growing planning operations, 

like a new GIS department, a good portion of obstacles were attributed to the public. For 

example, planning does not appeal to farmers and ranchers, with one county planner 

explaining, “Why would it? I’m a regulator” and that “farmers don’t understand land use 

planning.” The same planner also explained that the area “struggles with regulation,” but also 

points to the religious beliefs of the population as another challenge to planning efforts. With a 

large percentage of the public affiliated with the conservative-leaning Church of Latter Day 

Saints (or Mormons), one planner claimed that he often has to remind people that “God did 

not give property rights, government did.”   

 As mentioned above, Teton County, ID, is also finding that the use of consultants “to 

bring about change to the Comprehensive Plan” has been a worthwhile investment. Planning 

consultants are often brought into a community to analyze current regulations, solicit and 

organize community feedback and ideas, and facilitate the design of a new plan along with 

local officials. One planner commented that the consultants are “valuable with contentious 

issues” because they are seen as being from the outside and thus “eliminating vested interests 

or agendas.” Both Driggs and county planners agreed that a transfer of development rights 

program is desired in the county, although the city planner is “frustrated at the lack of 

initiative or interest here.” On the other hand, a county planner claimed that there will be an 

eventual TDR program and that they have “just started a discussion about a sending area” (the 

different locations where development should or is allowed to occur) through the development 

of the Planned Land Use Map (PLUM), but strong monetary incentives will be needed. As for 

the Town of Driggs, the main goal for now is to “attract growth in town rather than scattering 

it around” in an attempt to “reduce pressure on sensitive resources.”  

 When it came to questions about accountability, Driggs’ city planner identified the 

citizens of Driggs and city council (which “directs operations”) in his response while the 

county planner included the board of county commissioners (the planner is an ‘at-will’ 

employee who is not bound by a contract).  

 

5.4.4 Synthesis and Analysis  

 

 Planners in all three counties acknowledge that the historical precedents in local 

planning continue to affect the way in which planning is currently done. For example, 
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planners in Sublette County continue to work with the agricultural zoning of the late 1970s 

and both Sublette and Teton, WY counties have been limited in their abilities and 

effectiveness due to the confines of the State of Wyoming planning laws regarding 

subdivisions. Up until April 2008, subdivision law in Wyoming stated that no entity could 

regulate subdivisions on parcels greater than 35 acres. As of April 2008, the law has been 

changed to include parcels up to 140 acres. While this still means that large ranches could end 

up in ranchette-like developments, at least it has been recognized in the legislature that larger-

acre subdivisions at least provide for a semblance of an agricultural future, if need or desire 

be.  

 For Teton County, Idaho, state law is also frustrating to manage. Although there have 

been a flood of lots platted in the county as land speculation increases, problems with 

infrastructure and roads continue to mount. A large part of the issue concerns Idaho law that 

has put a cap on taxes at 3% over the previous year. Additionally, the law also states that 

counties can only tax new construction one time, such that areas that are booming are unable 

to both fully assess and charge for the impact of new developments. Instead, the county has 

been asking developers for voluntary contributions or donations, such as a new fire truck and 

courthouse, but these efforts have been criticized for being uncoordinated and random.  

 Like land trusts, the planners describe having to address public misconceptions about 

planning regulations and explain the benefits of more modern planning tools such as density 

bonuses, purchase and transfer of development programs, and even mixed-use zoning, which 

is a topic in Pinedale’s May 2008 town council election. In fact, town or city councils and 

county commissioners were described as the leading decision-makers regarding local 

planning, next to state and federal regulations, an insight that is particularly worrisome when 

there are no qualifications required to serve on such bodies. In Teton County, Idaho a highly 

contested moratorium on development was passed in 2006. Although the county planner did 

not support the decision, he explained in an interview that he “had to sign an affidavit in 

support of [the moratorium] because it was a formal decision of the county” and therefore he 

had an ethical obligation to his employer. Although the moratorium was quickly overturned in 

a political uproar, Teton County, Wyoming has now approved and implemented a moratorium 

on development until the new comprehensive plan is finalized at the end of 2008. Driven by 

community members, the moratorium is primarily concerned with the approval of large 

subdivisions that include questionable affordable housing components.  
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Definition of Growth and Change Perspective on Local Planning Efforts 

Speculation, too many lots, traffic and 
road problems 

No plans for infrastructure 

Escalation of land values Bad zoning 
Land value and landowner changes, 
uncertainty about subdivisions next door 

Need a transfer of development rights 
program and good zoning 

More and more huge houses on big acreage Wealthy landowners could do more for land 
protection than planning 

Want growth, need development separate 
from oil/gas 

Question the ability of public planning to do 
it right 

Agriculture is dying out Planners only protect in the short-term 
 

 Table 14: Examples of a definition of growth and change from interviews and the 
 associated perspective on planning 
 

 Overall, planners in each of the counties are struggling to balance the needs of 

landowners and local resources as well as the requests of their employers and the laws of their 

states, as described above and seen in Table 14 that examines how people perceive growth and 

the limitations of planning efforts. The decline of agricultural land use in each of the counties 

has also added to the complexity of balancing varied interests (as discussed further in the next 

chapter), especially as planning is seen as both “lighting the match under remaining 

agriculture” as well as attempting to triage the impacts of economic forces beyond the control 

of local geographies.  Similar to land trusts, planners will have to continue to educate the 

public about their abilities and limitations, while also considering the same landowner 

concerns about property rights that make working outside the public realm so beneficial to 

land trusts in the West. All planners interviewed in this study agree that the work that land 

trusts can accomplish is welcome and necessary as they continue to work within the 

limitations of the public they serve and the political and economic landscapes that surround 

them.   

5.5 Concept Five  

Local land trusts can help create opportunities for farmers and ranchers but 
cannot sustain agriculture by themselves.  

 As western counties, the three study sites in this research have followed a similar 

trajectory of settlement, from initial homesteading and resource extraction industries (such as 

agriculture, mining, and forestry) to gradual shifts to more service-based industries as 

traditional sectors have undergone numerous periods of growth and slowing. Each county, 
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however, has experienced these shifts in various degrees, partly explaining the current land 

use patterns of the areas. The following summaries are based on the responses of participants 

to questions related to agriculture, both past and present, understanding that despite any 

inaccuracies, this is how these decision-makers perceive the situation. It should be noted that 

all participants in the study answered “yes” to a question that asked whether or not their area 

had an agricultural heritage.         

 Additionally, while some participants found it difficult to provide a detailed account 

of historic agricultural practices and land uses in their respective counties, all interviewees 

were able to define current agricultural practices (DEF-AG) in some way. One of the most 

interesting results of responses related to defining agriculture was the coding relationship that 

developed. Of all the 9 major code relationships in this study (see appendix), the relationship 

between defining agriculture (DEF-AG) and obstacles to agriculture (OB-AG), that is, 

describing a facet of agriculture and then immediately referencing an obstacle to agriculture, 

had the highest repetition rate (mode = 16). Overall, throughout all interviews, agriculture in 

general was referenced 50 times, while obstacles to agriculture were mentioned 65 times. 

 Lastly, land trust and planning participants were asked to list the best options for land 

protection in their counties. The answers varied between the two groups in each of the 

counties and are summarized in the following chart. The shaded portions refer to land trust 

answers while the unshaded answers refer to responses of the planners. In all cases, 

participants agreed that incentive-based, voluntary measures should be a part of the toolbox 

that is used for land protection and planning.  
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Best Options for Land Protection: Land Trusts and Planners 
Sublette County, WY Teton County, WY Teton County, ID 

Conservation Easements Based on a Natural 
Resource Overlay to 
control densities 

Mix of tools 

Both public and voluntary 
mechanisms 

Conservation easements  Conservation easements 

High density zoning in 
town/adjacent areas 

Revised Comprehensive 
Plan 

Low density zoning  

Density bonus for agricultural 
lands and open space 

New Comprehensive Plan  Transfer of Development 
Rights program 

Leave zoning in place and use 
incentives instead 

Conservation easements by 
the land trust 

Transfer of Development 
Rights program at the County 
level  

New/updated 
Comprehensive/Master Plans  

 Conservation easements by 
the land trust  

  Using consultants to bring 
about change to 
Comprehensive Plan  

Table 15: Best options for land protection identified by land trust employees (shaded) and 
planners (unshaded) 

5.5.1 Sublette County, Wyoming  

          In Sublette County, land trust participants did not feel comfortable commenting on the 

agricultural history of the area for fear of ignorance on the subject. Planners admitted that 

agricultural land should be protected and there are “appropriate and inappropriate land uses for 

agricultural lands.” In order to protect these lands, one planner stated that we should “consider 

irrigation, wildlife, fragmentation (to avoid spot zoning), neighboring property values, and 

proximity to facilities” when making decisions about zone and density changes. In terms of 

agricultural heritage, a Pinedale official noted that “town dwellers see themselves as a part of 

the ranching culture and ranchers see the town as a service.” At the same time, agricultural 

land is seen as the most vulnerable in the county, especially when considering the then current 

Wyoming law on regulation of subdivisions which does not allow county interference when 

subdivisions are greater than 35 acres. (Since interviews were conducted, this law was 

changed to include properties up to 140 acres.)                      

 Planners also admitted that they do not appeal to farmers and ranchers since 

agriculturalists are “not pro-planning or pro-zoning” and “prefer incentives.” The fact that 

“land is intergenerational and has a sentimental value” was also cited as a challenge to public 

acceptance of planning efforts. Despite the fact that GRVLT staff members did not want to 
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comment on the agricultural past of the area, the same participants from the trust agreed that 

agricultural lands should be protected because of the different locations that agricultural exists 

in currently, such as in and around riparian areas and throughout the valley floor, as well as for 

open space, wildlife, and food security.        

  For a largely agricultural county, Sublette County participants mentioned the fewest 

number of obstacles to agriculture. Land trust staff listed four obstacles, each having only 

been mentioned once in all interviews: disease, the age of agricultural operators, predators 

(wolves), and land values. Planners, on the other hand, included the Wyoming law of 

subdivision regulation, zoning changes from agriculture to another use, and uncoordinated 

development. 

5.5.2 Teton County, Wyoming  

 In Teton County, WY, land trust participants described a history of cattle ranching 

that included about 20,000 head in the unspecified past. Current conditions have resulted in 

the downsizing to about 2-3 herds spread between private ranches and public grazing leases. 

One land trust interviewee explained that even in the 1990s there were traffic stops for cattle 

and more hay than in the present. The agricultural heritage of the area involved grazing lands 

that are now part of national parks and wilderness areas as well as early settlers and their 

cow/calf operations and dude ranches. Now, operations are mostly concerned with yearlings, 

although one participant stated that “no one wants to ranch and there is not enough land to 

support it.”         

 Other obstacles to agriculture over time include land value increases and disease. 

What remains of agriculture in the county includes historic dude ranches, hayfields (most of 

which are protected by easements), and hobby ranches that are described as “not here to stay 

because of their economic viability,” referring to the fact that many hobby ranches are not in 

operation because they actually contribute to household income. Ranching families are 

portrayed as “hanging on by a thread” and agriculture “is on the way out” as “farmers and 

ranchers left don’t need to make money,” as explained by various county interviewees.  For 

the most part, as stated by one interviewee at the land trust, the county’s agricultural heritage 

is “romanticized on t-shirts” and “4H keeps the spirit alive.” Local planners echo the 

sentiments of land trust interviewees, describing an area that was heavily agricultural when 

developed, although current “land scarcity and development means less land for ranchers” and 

remaining agriculture is “more hobby farming than an economic force.” With this in mind, 
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one planner said that agriculture will be removed from the new joint County-Jackson 

Comprehensive Plan that is currently being developed and should be completed in early 2009. 

 As the least agriculturally based in current times, Teton County, WY, participants 

listed almost double the amount of obstacles of Sublette County. Land trust staff mentioned 8 

different obstacles: land values, disease, smaller herds of cattle, less land available for 

agriculture, land conversion, climate change, water availability, and the loss of grazing leases 

on public lands. Note that while there were only 8 obstacles mentioned, obstacles in general 

were referenced 12 times. Planners listed similar obstacles: land scarcity and development, the 

fact that the main industry is now tourism, land values, and the fact that agriculture is now 

more hobby farming than any kind of economic force.  

5.5.3 Teton County, Idaho  

 Agriculture in Teton County, ID, started with the Homestead Act that allowed for 

settlement in the area in small parcels. When agriculture was profitable, many operations were 

concerned with summer range because of the area’s location on the wet side of the Teton 

Range. Barley and wheat were also main crops. Current agriculture in Teton Valley is a 

struggle, with “people wanting to stay in agriculture,” although high land values are the main 

challenge. One participant described the industry as “down the tubes and vanishing” in Teton 

Valley, despite the fact that it is doing well along the more remote South Fork of the Snake 

River where farmers are growing winter wheat and barley that is transported to a malt 

distribution center in Idaho Falls. Planners acknowledge that long-term farmers and ranchers 

are moving out and there are not subdivisions on former cattleland that once provided a rural 

buffer around Driggs.          

 For now, the best agricultural land is in sod and the cattle industry has seen some 

success in becoming specialized in Black Angus. There has been a recent rise in local farms, 

notably 3 community-supported agriculture (CSA) operations and organics. In general, 

however, the situation, as depicted by one local planner,  is such that the “agricultural heritage 

is being sold,” farmers are “angry all the way to the bank,” the “area is not cow friendly,” and 

agriculturalists are now advocating for development, arguing “don’t shackle my son to the 

plow.” Land trust participants state that agricultural land should be protected due to the 

benefits to local and regional economies, as well as for amenities to people and wildlife in 

areas like Teton Valley where agriculture is less dominant now. Marginal soils will likely end 

up being developed in the long run, especially as the “County Comprehensive Plan lit a match 
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on remaining agriculture” by allowing for “extreme density” and not providing any incentives 

for farmers to stay. One participant summarized the situation by stating that the debate is now 

about maintaining a “rural character” than an agricultural heritage. This shift relates to the 

realization  that open spaces, and the sense of rurality that they provide, are more likely to be 

publically acceptable and funded in comparison to the preservation of farming and farmlands 

that no longer contribute as much to the sense of place in a rapidly changing county. 

 Of the three counties, Teton County, ID, mentioned the greatest number of different 

obstacles to agriculture (mode = 14). Land trust staff listed 8 different obstacles that were 

mentioned 10 times: second home development, ranchette subdivisions, resort communities, a 

short growing season, decreasing interest in agriculture, the idea that planners do not address 

agriculture as viable, developments that surround open space with housing and fencing, and 

the fact that farmers themselves are advocating for development. Planners identified the 

following obstacles: operators are moving out of the county and transferring operations, there 

is a loss of a rural buffer with subdivisions, farmers are forced out by impacts of residential 

development, climate and soils, an identity struggle among agriculturalists, and a county 

comprehensive plan that allowed for high densities.  

5.5.4 Synthesis and Analysis  

 

 The assertion that land trusts (and conservation easements) are in a better position to 

address the needs of agricultural landowners in comparison to planning efforts was a repeated 

theme in each of the counties. Reasons for this advantage ranged from the appeal of a private 

entity versus public agencies to the compensatory nature of easements and the idea that 

easements pay farmers and ranchers for the conservation values they provide to the general 

public. However, it should be noted that not everyone feels this way. Both Knack (1999) and 

Liffmann, Huntsinger, and Forero (2000) provide examples of how larger scale efforts, such 

as regional agricultural zoning and federal tax relief ranching programs, respectively, are 

better options for agriculture and individual landowners. While these are valid points in 

general, at the time and locations of this study, neither of these alternatives is available to the 

farming and ranching communities. As mentioned previously, the planners of Teton County, 

Idaho, and Teton County, Wyoming, do not anticipate including the agricultural industry in 

the new comprehensive plans.      

 Unfortunately for agricultural landowners, these options have varied rates of success 



79 

 

as well as various benefits for farmers and ranchers looking long-term. As shown in this 

section, the multitude of obstacles to agriculture in each of the counties is largely out of the 

control and jurisdiction of local actors. In the chart below, all of the obstacles mentioned in 

interviews are divided into general categories. The percentages relate to the number of times 

that category of obstacle was mentioned in relation to all obstacles to agriculture.  

 

 

Figure 13: Obstacles to agriculture identified in interviews related to the frequency of mention 
of the obstacle in relation to the overall number of obstacles indentified in interviews.  

 

 While some of these obstacles can certainly be partially addressed at local scales, such 

as encouraging planning that considers adjacent land uses, overall many of the obstacles are 

part of a larger network of problems that affect agriculture on regional and national scales. 

Housing markets, the reintroduction as well as delisting of wolves, regional droughts, 

brucellosis (a contagious and incurable disease that affects the reproductive tract of ungulates), 

and increasing average age of agricultural operators are factors (biophysical, political, 

economic, and cultural) that are external to and beyond the scope of the local geographies in 

which planners and local land trusts normally operate. In the end, land trusts can help assist 

agricultural landowners and their families make decisions about the future use of the land in 

ways that public planning cannot. However, the reasons that these landowners end up in the 
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offices of land trusts likely depend on the obstacles that they are facing in order to stay in the 

industry or keep their land from being subdivided and developed.  

 
5.6 Concept Six 
 

The future success of a local or regional land trust depends on its ability to 
continue to evolve to meet changing conditions in its service area. 

 When asked about growth and change, one of the main topics of interview discussions 

related to how participants envision the future of the area and what the participants thought 

about the future of their organizations. These passages were coded as defining the situation of 

growth, or DEF-GROW. The two code relationships that developed in the coding of passages 

on growth were the relationship with land trust obstacles (OB-LT; mode = 4) and the 

relationship with perspectives on planning (PER-PLAN; mode = 6). That is to say, that the 

most frequently used topics associated with talking about growth were the obstacles that land 

trusts face as well as how participants felt about planning.     

 In addition to defining growth, it also became apparent that in talking about the future, 

land trust participants regularly spoke about collaborative efforts and funding opportunities as 

well as organizational change, whether in staffing or service area, and developing new tools 

for conservation. The following section explores the definitions of growth and change and the 

envisioning of the future from both land trust and planning viewpoints.  

5.6.1 Sublette County, Wyoming  

 Sublette County participants viewed growth and change as both positive and negative. 

GRVLT interviewees referred to a “legitimate development threat” that has resulted in “land 

speculation leading to empty subdivisions.” Planners also pointed to ”greed-driven 

development” and landowners who are “looking for a quick buck and subdividing land,” even 

though “lots are not needed.” While oil and gas development has provided an influx of traffic 

and people in Pinedale, it was stated that “gas workers are not moving here permanently” and 

it is in fact the middle class (typically young couples with children) that is expanding, not the 

upper class as would be expected in an amenity market. Affordable housing was mentioned as 

one challenge that has come with new growth, especially in light of the fact that the “number 

of people that qualify for the minimum $200,000 house is decreasing.”   

 With an anticipated increase in population of 30% in the next 5 years, one land trust 
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staff sees the impact as partly positive, with more people to educate, a bigger donor base, and 

“more people to want to protect the area and open spaces.” GRVLT interviewees also accept 

the idea that if the “area is not growing, it’s dying” and there is a need to “develop separate 

from the boom” and “learn how to manage incoming money.” Despite the problems that 

growth has brought to the community, GRVLT sees a bright future by “making it right now as 

an organization and individuals,” declaring “it’s our community, our land, our area.” For now, 

the impact of growth has had some positive consequences for the land trust. As GRVLT staff 

members said, the “legitimate development threat” facing the county “makes a compelling 

case for funding and projects” and “some landowners feel shut out of the public process of oil 

and gas development” such that they “start to listen more to the land trust.”  

 As an organization, GRVLT anticipates an increase in staff in the future “with an eye 

toward the demand in the community” for more projects. Hiring is most likely to take place in 

fundraising and the lands program, especially as the land trust currently contracts out these 

positions with grant writers and a natural resources consulting firm. In terms of GRVLT’s 

focus, participants said that they did not foresee a change in emphasis, but that they “might 

help more in assessing habitat and securing grants once a property is conserved.” One 

interviewee mentioned that the organization is looking at new tools as they develop, such as 

term (15- or 30-year) easements but that conservation easements currently have the most 

traction in the county. Additionally, even though they have not been implemented yet, one 

possible new direction for GRVLT could come in the form of public access projects if there is 

sufficient interest. When asked to describe relationships with other trusts in the region, one 

GRVLT participant stated that they “look for opportunities to collaborate if our mission is 

addressed” and that relationships with other trusts are important “more so now than ever. In 

terms of funds, “opportunities for funding are enhanced through collaboration.”  

5.6.2 Teton County, Wyoming  

 JHLT participants defined growth and development in terms of the influxes and 

outflows of people in the region. For example, thirty-somethings and young adults, described 

as recreationists, professionals, and starting families, are moving to Idaho in order to find 

affordable housing. For those residing in the county, there is a great disparity in living 

conditions, ranging from a migrant population that lives in poor, crowded conditions to 

retirees who are living in the area more and more as well as amenity owners and part-time 

residents. There is a current labor shortage in the service industries, due in most part to the 
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inability of workers to afford housing. Planners acknowledge that there are “more jobs 

available than houses,” and a new bus line for neighboring Alpine and Teton Valley serves as 

an example of a housing crisis as workers look further and further away for accommodations.  

Although one planner sees the current situation and future of Jackson as being solved by 

redevelopment rather than new development, others fear the total loss of the middle class. This 

is in contrast to the growth in Pinedale, where the middle class is moving as they are pushed 

out of the more expensive and competitive housing market around Jackson. With the continual 

rise of the bedroom communities of Alpine and Driggs, one participant believes that they will 

eventually become sustainable without Jackson and that parts of the community will be lost. 

 JHLT has felt the impacts of growth, especially in terms of hiring new staff. In the 

future, the organization expects to see increases in the fundraising program and changes in the 

stewardship program. While stewardship was described by one staff member as “not high 

profile” and “the more quieter side of operations,” it does have “to happen in perpetuity,” 

making it a long-term investment in terms of staff and finances. As mentioned previously, 

although JHLT is also looking to expand its service area with a more regional focus, 

participants also acknowledged that they do not anticipate much change in their actual 

operations or tools used for conservation. Lastly, JHLT foresees a future of working on 

landowner relationships, specifically in terms of its conservation buyer program and as 

conserved properties are sold and change hands. One participant explained that “it is usually 

the third generation of owners that causes serious issues,” likely because they “haven’t read 

the conservation easement, don’t want it, or have lost the sense of value.”  

5.6.3 Teton County, Idaho  

 When discussing growth and change, TRLT interviewees often cited the limitations of 

what they are able to accomplish as an organization in the area. Increasing land values have 

made it “more difficult to help traditional landowners who want to sell” and often results in 

farmers that need help but that “want or need too much money that the trust can’t afford.” One 

TRLT participant described the future of Teton Valley as “heartbreak,” saying that the trust 

has already had to take a “defensive posture.” One major issue is that many subdivisions have 

already been approved and platted, something that the land trust can do nothing about. 

Planners acknowledge this speculative real estate market and admit that there are another 8000 

lots on the docket to be approved. Not all developments are created equal, however, with one 

planner pointing to a new “community-oriented development” in the area, a trend he hopes 
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will continue. For the most part, though, growth descriptions centered on an influx of 

“displaced urbanites and ski-town 30-somethings” as well as “environmental refugees from 

the south and other high risk situations.” Of course, there are also second home and seasonal 

landowners who “buy up 2.5 acre lots or condos and townhouses.”    

 A more recent land use has also involved wealthy residents who are building “more 

and more 18,000 square foot houses on 1,400 acres.” In the future, the land trust anticipates 

that Teton Valley “will continue to grow rapidly” as development pressure grow in 

surrounding areas.” Planners also see a “likely future of a maze of unmaintained roads and 

weed factory subdivisions,” with “no feeling of a community, but still a thriving city near a ski 

hill.”            

 As for TRLT, growth in Teton Valley has “made it difficult for conservation 

easements,” as stated by one staff member. While the organization attempts to “build support 

from thousands of new landowners,” including amenity, seasonal, and new buyers, it 

anticipates adding 10 to 25 new conservation easement projects each year. Staff will need to 

grow, which an endowment is available for to fund, but it is likely that there will be “lost 

opportunities” due to factors outside of the control of the trust itself, like escalating land 

values that put easement purchases out of reach. TRLT plans to keep the same focus on 

working land and habitat, but the organization also expects to work more with developers, 

especially as some conservation easements are required by the county for open space 

requirements in new developments. Like JHLT, TRLT also anticipates having to work with 

conservation buyers to ensure positive relationships between new owners and the trust. One 

interviewee described its efforts to meet with a real estate agent as soon as a property goes on 

the market and then also meet with the new owners as soon as possible. Currently, there are 

two properties for sale, one of which that has changed hands twice and now is with “a willing 

landowner.”  

5.6.4 Synthesis and Analysis  

 The growth and changes occurring in each of the counties varies in impact and 

consequences. Likewise, the citizens of the counties in the region have responded in different 

ways, ranging from proactive to reactive to angry protests and irate letters to the editors of 

local papers. This has especially been the case with the recent proposed, and not approved, 

moratorium on development in Jackson. Land trusts, in as much as they are technically non-

advocacy organizations, address growth problems and opportunities, as has been described 
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above.           

 JHLT, having been in existence the longest of the three land trusts in this study, and 

most land trusts in the nation for that matter, has developed an extensive toolbox for managing 

the impacts of growth for the benefit of the trust. For example, JHLT has implemented a 

transfer fee in which 1% of a sale of a conserved property in Teton Village, from the second 

sale onwards, goes to the trust to their stewardship fund, which “covers the ability of the trust 

to pay for stewardship if the rest of the trust goes bunk.” In the past, JHLT also had the option 

of applying an easement amendment fee for landowner requests that requires the changing of 

the terms of the easement; although the staff determined that the fee was “too arbitrary on a 

case by case basis” and was never used in practice. The current policy is to send targeted 

letters at the end of the year in order to request donations to cover the staff time involved in 

changes made to easement terms in the past year. TRLT does not assess a transaction fee in 

the hopes of “making the landowner as happy as possible” when dealing with the trust. The 

trust is, however, considering an amendment fee. GRVLT allows the landowner to decide if a 

transaction fee should be included in the terms of its easement, an option that has so far been 

used in one project and at the landowner’s discretion.      

 As organizations that must serve the public in order to exist, local land trusts in 

particular must make sure that they continue to evolve in order to meet the needs of their 

constituency. In Sublette County, oil and gas development has brought in more residents to 

work with, off-site mitigation funds from the oil and gas companies to help with paying for 

operations, as well as legal issues stemming from split estates (where the surface rights and 

subsurface/mineral rights are owned by different entities). Despite one of GRVLT’s driving 

philosophies, to remain non-advocacy, the oil and gas development issue has forced them in 

some instances to make their position known, as in the case of the BLM’s Resource 

Management Plan (RMP). When, two years ago, the BLM was accepting public comment on 

the RMP, which dictates the oil and gas development in the region, pressure from their 

landowners both allowed and compelled the trust, as one GRVLT staff member explained, to 

inform the BLM of where easement properties were located and their associated conservation 

values “as an obligation to our landowners.”      

 In comparison, JHLT continues to operate with opposition from affordable housing 

advocates, which begs the question on whether or not future easements will incorporate 

language that allow for affordable housing development options. Teton Valley, with its current 

high growth rates, might also begin to experience pressure from affordable housing groups. 
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Overall, each of the three counties and their land trusts will also have to find a way to address 

the changing nature of their agricultural landscapes. As a decade-long drought persists, 

concerns about disease and predators continue, and the national agricultural industries decline, 

both in profits and political presence, there is also a question of how these areas will cope with 

change.           

 In places such as Teton County, Idaho, and Sublette County, where farm and ranching 

still exist in noticeable amounts but are slowly decreasing, TRLT and GRVLT might 

eventually be tested in terms of their flexibility and organizational strength. If current 

practices are any indication, both of these organizations, TRLT and GRVLT, seem the most 

likely to adapt to continual change, as evidenced in their taking on of new tools and strategies 

(working with developers, looking at term easements).  

7.3 Concepts in Summary  

 Chapter 5 reviewed the major concepts that arose from interview data with land trust 

and planning staff participants, moving from the formation of land trusts and operational 

strategies to looking at the future. As will be explained in the following discussion of Chapter 

6, these concepts are consistent with the idea that local and regional land trusts operate within 

their respective local geographies, while still responding to the external forces of governing 

institutions, related policies, and funding.  
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6. Discussion  

 In Chapter 1, there are three main objectives in this study: (1) to determine the 

strategies, tools, and goals of the land trusts in each of the three counties, (2) to determine the 

objectives and limitations of public planners in the study areas, and (3) to evaluate the 

activities of land trusts based on local geographies (population characteristics, land use, and 

economic activity). In achieving these goals, this research intended to contribute to three main 

questions that have arisen from current debate in literature and within the land trust industry 

itself: (1) Do land trust operations vary based on geographical location and service area?, (2) 

Do land trusts serve a diversity of Western landowners?, and (3) What overall role(s) do or 

can land trusts play in conserving a diversity of Western landscapes? Based on the objectives 

of this research, the following discussion of results will be structured according to the three 

questions above.         

 Additionally, as reviewed in Chapter 2, there are several studies that have discussed 

and attempted to explain variations in the land trust industry.  Albers and Ando (2003) 

modeled the distributions of land trusts by state while the Merenlender et al. (2004) review of 

land trust and conservation easement literature found numerous deficiencies in the 

understanding of land trust operations beyond the design of conservation easements and 

motivations of landowners to conserve their land. Thirdly, Wright (1993) studied the cultural 

geographies of Utah and Colorado in attempt to explain and compare the variations of land 

trust activities in each state. This chapter will integrate several of the findings and questions 

that arose in each of these studies while providing examples and references to the data 

provided in this research on local geographies and land trusts in Sublette and Teton counties in 

Wyoming and Teton County in Idaho. 

6.1 Do land trust operations vary based on geographic location and service area?  

6.1.1 External Variables: Local Geographies and Non-local Regulators  

 Merenlender et al’s (2004) literature review and analysis lists numerous external and 

internal variables that may affect how land trusts operate, including external variables of 

environment, economics, and political and cultural factors as well as internal variables such as 

funding sources, governance, and staff. While the variables that were proposed are consistent 

with the findings of this study, Merenlender et al. state that there is a need to determine “how 
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these variables interact with one another and affect what is conserved or how it is conserved” 

(2004, 71). Wright (1993), as summarized above, also looks at cultural differences for an 

explanation of land trust variations across space and time. Based on the two studies and the 

results of this research, this section is divided into the following external variables that 

determine and may affect land trust operations: environment, policy/economics, and 

culture/local populations.  

a. Environment 

 According to Merenlender et al, environmental external variables include 

physiography, habitat types, biodiversity, and threatened and endangered species (2004, 71). 

Indeed, the landscapes in which land trusts operate help to direct their activities—their 

different biological focuses (wetlands, sagebrush steppe habitats, wildlife corridors) are 

determined by their service areas and the conservation values present on private lands located 

there, as examined in Concept 1 in Chapter 5. Teton Regional Land Trust (TRLT) is most 

renowned for its work on migratory bird habitat and wetland enhancement projects, 

unsurprising considering that there are 27,000 acres of wetlands in the Teton River Basin and 

one of the trust’s top priorities is to “restore streams and wetlands to their full ecological 

potential” (Defenders of Wildlife 2007). In this case, the environment has provided the land 

trust with innumerable opportunities to pursue easement projects. For GRVLT and JHLT, 

biodiversity and physiography have certainly affected their activities and conservation 

accomplishments as funding and landowner interest is generated by the sweeping mountain 

views, resource-based recreational opportunities, and the big game animals located in their 

service areas.           

 In terms of the impact of threatened and endangered species, at least one land trust, 

GRVLT, stands to both gain and lose the most when it comes to the listing and delisting of 

animals such as the gray wolf, sage grouse, or pygmy rabbit. While the reintroduction of 

wolves is certainly a benefit to biodiversity, the related impact on ranching operations has 

made the topic politically volatile in Sublette County. In fact, within a week of the wolf’s 

delisting at the time of this study, 13 wolf kills were documented in the county alone. As for 

sage grouse and pygmy rabbits, both of which are not currently listed but are under 

consideration, the listing of either of the two species could result in an influx of money for the 

protection and enhancement of habitat that might fund land trust activities and easements on 

those properties that are affected by the designation. Moreover, because land trusts are non-
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advocacy, the greatest impact of threatened and endangered species to operations might turn 

out to be the scrutiny that land trusts face from environmental organizations when they are 

unable to publically address the issue or take a stand. Luckily, for places like Teton County, 

WY,  and Teton County, ID, where there are numerous conservation groups and relatively 

liberal and environmentally-minded populations, JHLT and TRLT can benefit from both the 

advocacy that other groups provide while also attracting the interest of landowners that want 

to provide in perpetuity the habitat for threatened and endangered animals.   

 Finally, the environmental variables that concern land trusts are not always realized in 

the present. The area in this study has undergone a series of serious droughts for the past 

decade, raising questions in both Idaho and Wyoming about access to water and the 

construction of more dams in order to assure a small level of water security. The droughts 

have greatly impacted the viability of hay production and wet meadows, which also raises 

questions about easements that provide for agricultural activities and conservation values that 

might not be viable or present in the future. As Merenlender et al. state, “Some flexibility is 

necessary for a land-management regime intended to be perpetual. What happens if the 

easement prohibits all land uses but ranching becomes economically nonviable in a region?” 

(67). This belief that perpetual easements are inflexible have to led to criticism about the 

ability of easements to remain enforceable as well as feasible into the future. Conservation 

easements are amendable, as earlier comments in on the amendment fees imposed by land 

trusts imply. While it is more useful to design easements with all future problems in mind, the 

allowance for amendments can be included in the design of a conservation easement in such a 

way that requests for changes may be approved as long as the conservation values conserved 

in the original easement are not negatively impacted by the change.  

b. Policy/Economy 

 Economic variables can range from land values and taxes to agricultural markets 

while political variables include zoning and land-use regulation, political structures and level 

of participation, and ability of public and private funding (Merenlender et al 2004, 71). As 

summarized by Merenlender et al. (2003), “the 1990s provided an abundance of private and 

public money to support incentive-based conservation programs” while “despite a recent 

economic downturn, acquisition of partial interest in private land to protect natural and 

agricultural resources, through a blend of public and private institutions and funding, remains 

on the rise” (2004, 66). Even local governments have begun to support land trust activities, as 
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seen on Teton County, ID, with regulations that require conservation easements or otherwise 

provide for the mitigation of development (66).       

 However, as seen in the comments and concerns of interviewees in this study, local 

and county governments have also been unable to remain consistent in their conservation 

visions. In all, “the economic and political conditions that have lead to the prominence of land 

trusts and conservation easements are no doubt as transitory as those that previously supported 

the acquisition of public lands” (Merenlender et al. 2004, 67). One of the best examples of the 

ever-changing political and economic conditions relates to the last and most current Farm Bill. 

In 2002, the Farm Bill provided $50 million for conservation easements, an amount that 

doubled every year for the next five years. In 2006, President Bush signed a pension bill, H.R. 

4, which broadened the tax benefits associated with conservation easements through the end of 

2007. The terms of the bill allowed for: 

 
(1) The increase in deduction a donor can take for donating a conservation easement from 

30% of his/her income in any year to 50% 
(2) Qualifying farmers and ranchers to deduct up to 100% of their income, and 
(3) The extension of the carry-forward period for a donor to take tax deductions for a 

voluntary conservation agreement from 5 to 15 years 
(Shay and Young  2006).  

 Although there are no formal indicators yet for the impact that the enhanced 

incentives had on the rate of conservation within the land trust industry, both TRLT and 

GRVLT indicated impacts on their operations that related to the new regulations. For example, 

when asked about staffing, one TRLT participant explained that they had taken on a part-time 

staff member who was hired in part to help manage the influx of work related to the enhanced 

incentives. At GRVLT, the number of interested landowners and conservation easement 

projects has reach numbers that far exceed the capacity and finances of the organization; at the 

time of this research more than several dozen projects have been initiated by landowners in 

Sublette County that amount to an estimated cost of $40 to $60 million (through both the sale 

and donation of easements).         

 In 2008, the most recent Farm Bill entered the last stages of development and drafting 

in Congress. On May 15, 2008, the Senate passed the Farm Bill on a vote of 81 to 15 and 

includes a two-year extension of the enhanced conservation easement tax incentives in 

addition to other important conservation program funding, such as the Conservation Reserve 

Program (CRP)(Land Trust Alliance 2008). Despite the President’s veto,  Congress was able 

to override it with a 2/3 vote on May 23, 2008, with conservation easement incentives intact 
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until 2009, another two year extension that is retroactive to January 2008.    

 Along with the influence of policy and funding as seen in the example of the Farm 

Bill, another external political variable in Wyoming as been the limitations set by state 

subdivision legislation, as was mentioned by participants in this study. In March 2008, the 

Wyoming Legislature enacted into law SF11, legislation that allows counties to require 

permits for subdivisions that create parcels of 35 to 140 acres. Wyoming counties are not 

required to exercise the new law, just as they are not allowed to enact any stricter requirements 

than SF11 provides for. The fact that developers have until July before the new legislation can 

be used has some Wyoming residents worried that the law “might cause a ‘land rush’ by 

owners seeking to avoid new regulations” (Wyofile 2008).     

 For the most part, SF11 will probably be used in only a few counties, much how 

zoning has been used in the state. Although zoning was legally approved to be used in 

Wyoming over a half-century ago, only 12 counties are fully zoned, 2 are partially zoned, and 

11 have no zoning at all (Wyofile 2008). However, Wyoming counties are limited to only 

zoning. Over the past thirty years, several cases have gone in front of the Wyoming Supreme 

Court that have broadened the reach of county governments in regulating private land use: 

(1) Schoeller v. Park County (1980): It was ruled that the county has the authority to 
enact a moratorium on development to preserve the status quo until planning and 
zoning decisions could be made. This set the precedent for Teton County, Wyoming 
to approve the most recent moratorium in May 2008. 

(2) Teton County v. Snake River Ventures (1980): The Court determined that the county 
could promulgate subdivision and zoning ordinances. 

(3)  Pedrol Aspen Ltd. v. Natrona County (2004): The Court ruled that the county has the 
authority to regulate lands exempt from subdivision statues by establishing approved 
uses and standards for building, road construction, and sewage disposal, among 
others. (Wyofile 2008) 

 While these are moves in the right direction if Wyoming residents wish to have 

greater control over the development (or not) of private lands, in comparison to other states, 

Wyoming’s planning regulations have a long way to go.      

 As for Idaho, planning laws and regulations are noticeable more advanced in 

comparison to Wyoming. In 1975, the Local Land-Use Planning Act passed and authorized “a 

planning commission or a planning and zoning commission to undertake the process of 

preparing, implementing, reviewing, and updating a community’s comprehensive plan 

(American Planning Association 2008). In 1999, two laws passed that involved local planning 

efforts. House Bill 323 allows local jurisdictions to develop transfer of development rights 
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programs, while Senate Bill 1201 amended the 1975 Act (American Planning Association 

2008). Overall, as asserted by the American Planning Association (2008), Idaho is similar to 

Wyoming in that the state has mostly used “limited, single-issue proposals, not comprehensive 

reforms.”           

 For land trusts, the planning abilities of their counties pose problems and 

opportunities. Participants in the study credited poor planning in their counties as a reason 

why a landowner might be motivated to engage a conservation easement as a land 

management tool, while interviewees, specifically from TRLT, also pointed to uncoordinated 

and short-sighted planning as contributing to one of their main obstacles. One example was 

the situation of farmers in Teton County, ID, where encroaching subdivisions encourage them 

to want to sell and transfer operations, but they cannot afford to donate an easement and would 

not be able to benefit from the tax savings anyways due to their limited incomes as 

agricultural producers in a declining industry. At the same time, the land trust is unable to 

purchase easements from the large number of landowners needing help due to the sheer 

number of projects that are on the table and the funding limitations that small land trusts have. 

In these cases, the power and capacity of local land trusts and even local planning agencies is 

diminished by the scale of the external forces they are up against: national housing markets 

and migration trends and national and global agricultural markets and trade.  

c. Culture and Local Populations  

 The main cultural variables that can affect land trust activities are the “prevailing 

views about private land, conservation, and environmentalism” that exist in a trust’s service 

area (Merenlender et al. 2004, 71). While additional comments will be made in the next 

section with regard to whether the trusts in this study appeal to the public (that they are 

accountable to under IRS regulations), this subsection examine show cultural variables 

influence the decision making of land trusts themselves.     

 Data collected from land trust interviews indicate that the formation of each of the 

land trusts occurred at grassroots levels by community members dismayed by development 

trends in the area. For JHLT, this took place in the early 1980s, while it took another ten years 

for TRLT, and then another decade for GRVLT to become established. As the Greater 

Yellowstone region has grown dramatically over the past thirty years, then, it seems that the 

prevailing views about conservation have also spread in the same directions that growth has 

occurred: first centered around Jackson Hole, followed by leapfrog development pressures in 
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Driggs, ID, to finally reaching the Upper Green River Valley and around Pinedale, WY. As 

documented by Travis et al (2003), The Nature Conservancy (TNC) attempted to work in 

Sublette County in 1989, but “the community was not welcoming” and instead set up shop in 

Cody and Sheridan “which were less hostile and resistant than Pinedale” (2003, 20). However, 

in 1993, The Nature Conservancy did acquire its first easement in the far northern portion of 

Sublette County. Both JHLT and GRVLT were started with the help of TNC, although both 

TNC and JHLT helped to form GRVLT, as has been discussed previously. This synopsis of 

events correlates strongly with the information provided by participants in this study, 

indicating that cultural variables present in an area (Sublette County) can indeed impact the 

development and conservation acheivementsof a land trust (TNC).    

 The most important work on the influence of cultural geographies on land trusts was 

done by Wright (1993). In his examination of the uneven distributions of land trusts between 

Colorado and Utah, Wright stated that, “although economic, political, and legal factors explain 

the uneven distribution of trusts in other settings, the underlying cultural geography of places 

must be comprehended before efforts are made to conserve them.” Additionally, in 

comparison to the Albers and Ando (2003) study, examined in more detail later in this chapter, 

Wright also declared that while “differences in budgets and staff training often explain 

disparities in the success of trusts operating within a state, the same factors do no fully account 

for the irregular distribution of trusts from state to state” (n.p.). Wright found that the Mormon 

heritage of Utah continues to influence the way in which land trusts are perceived, namely that 

because Mormons see “growth and the development of open space not as a problem but 

instead as a successful way of life…. Utah residents today find little reason to form or support 

land trusts” (n.p.).          

 For Teton County, ID, where a large portion of the population is associated with the 

Mormon Church, the struggle to gain support for land conservation and more progressive land 

use planning has been felt by both the land trust and planners alike. While TRLT will likely 

never appeal to everyone in their service area, one of the strengths identified in interviews, the 

staffing of local residents, has certainly enabled the trust to reach some landowners that would 

otherwise be more skeptical of their operations. JHLT and GRVLT have also been able to 

shape their operations, or at least the language used to describe them, in order to appeal to the 

landowners in their counties. Just as Wright suggested that land trusts forming in Utah “be 

tailored to fit a unique set of cultural contours,” JHLT and GRVLT sell themselves to 

landowners as “landowner service organizations” that assist landowners in making decisions 
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about their land into the future, estate planning, and developing tax savings that make 

conservation agreeable to both the landowner and the trust.  

6.1.2 Internal Variables: Strategies and tools  

 Variables that are internal to land trusts that affect operations can range from their 

mission, funding sources, and staff to partnerships, governance, and portfolio size, among 

others (Merenlender et al 2004, 71). In this section, the variables that will be examined arose 

in interviews with land trust participants as explanations for their organizational structure and 

methods of operations. As many of these topics were examined closely in the concepts in 

Chapter 5, the following subsections serve as short reviews of those examinations.  

a. Age of Organization: The Why and Who 

 Each having formed about a decade apart, the age of each the land trusts in this study 

has determined  the “why” of their organizations - meaning that the time period and threats to 

resources that were present at the time of their formation continue to justify their existence in 

the present day. Age also determines the “who,” or staff capacity and size of each of the trusts 

as older organizations tend to have more developed land programs that in turn require more 

funding (increasing staff hiring in fundraising and stewardship departments).   

 JHLT, the oldest trust in the study, continues to address open space as a main priority 

along with maintaining open corridors to and from the national parks, both issues being 

driving factors in the trust’s formation. JHLT also boasts the largest staff capacity. TRLT is 

the second oldest trust and remains dedicated to the conservation of the important wildlife 

habitat and associated farmlands whose threat resulted in the trust’s development. TRLT has a 

staff capacity that is reaching similar levels of JHLT, especially as the stewardship programs 

grows to accommodate more regional restoration activities. Lastly, GRVLT is the youngest 

and smallest land trust in the study and has also remained dedicated to conserving the 

agricultural values present in its service area at the time of formation. Unlike the other land 

trusts, GRVLT must come to terms with the fact that the agricultural industry that once 

dominated Sublette County is taking on new forms, including hobby and hunting ranches. 

JHLT has also been creative along these same lines in its taking on of dude ranch and golf 

course projects. To date, GRVLT has been able to evolve and undertake new types projects, 
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like fishing ranches, due in large part to their young age and nimbleness as a young 

organization that has not completely found a permanent niche in a quickly changing county.  

b.      Transaction Tools: The What and The How 

 The toolboxes (the “what” and “how”) of each of the three land trusts is a result of the 

local geographies that these land trusts operate in. In turn, the frequency of the tool use is 

determined by the landowner situations in each of the counties. For example, JHLT has more 

experience with donated easements than GRVLT when considering the ages of both of the 

organizations but also the incomes of the landowners (resident or part-time) that live in their 

respective counties.          

 The use of new transaction tools for a land trust can be complicated and a lengthy 

process. As the political and economic landscapes of a service area changes, other 

conservation tools might become necessary in order for land trusts to continue to appeal to the 

needs of landowners. Management agreements, term leases, transaction fees, and public access 

projects are all tools that participants mentioned in interviews as new tools or tools that were 

under consideration. While the land trusts in this study indicated an eagerness to grow and 

evolve, as will be discussed later in this chapter, the collaborative and growing process is often 

problematic and slow.  

 c. Monitoring and Stewardship Program 

 The stewardship aspect of land trusts intuitively sounds like it would be one of the 

strongest and well-developed aspects of any conservation organization. However, as astutely 

stated by Merenlender et al., “Unfortunately, land trusts may focus more on acquiring 

easements and less on stewardship” (2004, 70). In the Greater Yellowstone, the sense of 

immediacy for land protection is understandable. The rates of development, exurban 

subdivisions, and farmland conversion have resulted in millions of acres to be conserved by 

voluntary, incentive-based means with land trusts. On the other hand, this same sense of 

immediacy also means that most staff efforts at these land trusts are focused on acquisition 

rather than long-term stewardship in the early years of their development. This is certainly the 

case at GRVLT where the one-person land protection program is supplemented by contracting 

out stewardship and monitoring to a local natural resource consulting firm.  In all fairness, 

GRVLT is meeting its obligations to landowners and the IRS in this situation, but not all land 
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trusts in the country have monitoring and stewardship programs that are considered optimal 

and suitable for perpetual conservation agreements.      

 One obstacle that was mentioned in interviews and discussed briefly is the problems 

that arise with ownership transfer of conserved properties. The enforcement of easement 

terms, including annual monitoring visits and giving notice of proposed changes to the 

property (such as a road or pond), can easily become more complicated and misunderstood as 

the purpose of the original easement becomes lost on new owners. This is also where the age 

of an organization is an important factor, as older land trusts will increasingly face property 

turnover as the next generation of landowners take over a property or sell. In general, a land 

trust with a well-thought-out enforcement and violation policy in addition to a structured 

stewardship/monitoring program will be more likely to survive the test of time.  

 d.  Portfolio Size 

 Although the land trust industry would like to move away from using “bucks and 

acres” as measures of success for an organization, the amounts of acres conserved and funds 

acquired are still important factors, especially for local land trusts. The ability to be able to 

show a prospective client that a land trust is competent, professional, and able to help them is 

largely based on being able to prove to them that you have helped someone like them in the 

past with positive results. However, the portfolio size of a land trust is not solely related to the 

operational capacity of the organization, just as comparing the amount and type of properties 

conserved related to the land available for conservation is not reflected of abilities and 

knowledge of land trust staff. As recognized by Merenlender et al., “This type of comparison 

ignores the fact that the utility of conservation easements is limited, or, alternatively, enhanced 

by economics, landowner interest, institutional constraints, politics, and other social factors” 

(2004, 70).           

 Indeed, the portfolios of land trusts such as TRLT, JHLT, and GRVLT are constrained 

by public lands, subdivision law, Farm Bill incentives, and environmental factors that are 

outside of their control. While it is often a proud statistic to share, especially with potential 

clients and funders, the fact remains that portfolio statistics also have to be supplemented with 

a landscape context that explains the reasons why their numbers are something the celebrate. 

For example, JHLT has conserved over 20,000 acres, but even though Teton County, WY, 

totals over 2.5 million acres, indicating that less than 1% of land has been conserved by JHLT. 

In actuality, however, only about 100,000 acres are privately owned in the entire county, 
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meaning that JHLT has succeeded in conserving about 20% of all available private lands. 

Therefore, understanding the geographical context of land trust portfolios is clearly important. 

6.2 Do land trusts appeal to and serve a diversity of Western landowners?  

 In all regions of the United States, there is an increasing appeal of conservation 

easements that can be attributed to three factors, “increasing land values and the high cost of 

government management, disenchantment with gridlocked public land-management and 

resource agencies, and the insensitivity of centralized regulatory authority toward local 

communities” (Merenlender et al. 2004, 66). Despite this widespread appeal, there are still 

those who are skeptical or wary of land conservation programs, especially as they become 

more prevalent in the American West. This section will address the question of “Do land trusts 

appeal to and serve a diversity of Western landowners?” based on the findings of this study 

and especially as they relate to Concept 3 (limitations to acceptance based on local 

geographies).  

6.2.1 Western landowner views and opinions  

 In Chapter 3, different studies concerned with general landowner preferences and 

opinions on land use and management in the study areas were discussed in order to provide a 

wider context for analysis.  Now that the strategies of the land trusts have been examined, 

comments are made on how land trust operations and the landowners they serve are 

complimentary, or not.  

 a. Sublette County, Wyoming 

 Although interviewees in this study described Sublette County residents as more 

politically conservative and concerned about private property rights, they also appear to be 

willing to consider new land management tools as residential and oil and gas development 

pressures mount. For example, although landowners in the 1996 survey felt that conservation 

easements were the least favorable option as compared to zoning or cluster development, the 

formation of GRVLT four years later and the resulting 24,000 conserved acres signal a 

gradual change or evolution in the way that landowners in the county feel about land 

management tools. Furthermore, as mentioned in Chapter 3, the variability in landowner 

opinions from the northern to southern portions of the county are illustrated in the 



97 

 

conservation easement projects undertaken by GRVLT thus far. Because the land trust does 

not target landowners, the fact that the first easement project is underway in the southern part 

of Sublette County indicates a growing need and want for conservation efforts involving the 

land trust. In light of how participants view public planning in the county, the “bucks and 

acres” of GRVLT in the last eight years is likely consistent with a general decline approval of 

local planning as growth has taken off.        

 Also notable is how landowners, as of 1996, viewed the management of private land: 

21.2% considered it entirely a private matter while the majority (52.4%) considered it mostly a 

private and somewhat a public matter (McLeod, Woirhaye, and Menkhaus 1999, 47). Because 

land trusts are thought to appeal to those landowners who are more liberal and conservation-

minded, the “bucks and acres” of GRVLT shows that it is possible for more conservative 

landowners in places like Sublette County to realize conservation easements as a private 

management tool (appealing to the 21.2%) as well as a private tool that also concerns public 

goods (reaching the 52.4% as well as the 24% who think private lands are equally a private 

and public matter). All told, Sublette County is the least likely place in this study that 

conservation easements would be accepted by the general public and agricultural landowners, 

at least at a superficial glance. That said, the operations of GRVLT, and specifically their non-

targeted approach, local board members, and focus on agriculture, have shown that it is 

possible for a local land trust to structure itself in such a way to gain acceptance in a diverse 

and challenging community.  

 b. Teton County, Wyoming 

 As it is said in Wyoming, Jackson Hole is not Wyoming. Stark differences in industry, 

incomes, and landscapes exist between Teton County and the rest of the state. This uniqueness 

has allowed for JHLT to fundraise within its own community of engaged and wealthy 

landowners as well as use their location in the immediate Greater Yellowstone to raise 

awareness (and funds) for wildlife and open space projects. However, as was a common 

thread in interviews concerning Teton County, WY, a divide between conservationists and 

affordable housing advocates over remaining developable acres is likely to guide, at least in 

part, the next steps for JHLT. This divide is at the forefront of public debate as the new joint 

comprehensive plan for Jackson and the county is in final stages. Conservation issues are 

currently at the top of the list of priorities, as indicated in the survey results in Chapter 3, but 

that has also been the case before. In 1994, the revised comprehensive plan included language 



98 

 

regarding conservation easements, as well as working lands conservation, but there were never 

any formal initiatives or actions taken along those lines.      

 Still, JHLT’s focus on scenic views and wildlife habitat is consistent with the 

residents of the county, more than 70% of whom are willing to pay more taxed in order to 

conserve more open space and natural areas in a county with a 97% public land base (Jackson 

Teton County Scenarios Survey 2008, 12). This willingness to pay could be related to 

concerns or disappointment with state and federal land management agencies, especially as 

Teton County residents feel that their local government is of higher quality than those same 

agencies (Teton County Citizen Survey Report on Results 2008, 21). Along the same lines, 

public support for JHLT can serve as a new tool for not only private land management and 

estate planning but also as way to manage public goods in a way that the state and federal 

agencies are seen as being deficient in. For this reason, the appeal of land trusts to Western 

landowners can be expanded beyond its supposed basis in tax incentives to also include appeal 

based on their separation from state and federal bureaucracy.  

 c. Teton  County, Idaho 

 Unlike Teton County, Wyoming, residents in Teton County, Idaho are not likely to 

support land use decisions from federal, state, or local officials (Krannich and Smith 1998). As 

outlined in Chapter 4, this is due to the perception that these various officials “exert too much 

control over resource decisions, fail to adequately consider local concerns … and have values 

about resources that are inconsistent with the values of local area residents” (1998, n.p.). The 

perceived lack of local focus and loss of power or control over local resources by area 

landowners can serve a land trust well, especially as conservation easements allow for 

landowners to make decisions about their own property, consistent with their own personal 

conservation values (to the extent allowed or not allowed by law).     

 Similar sentiments about locality and retaining a sense of “small-town character” are 

found in the 2007 EPA Smart Growth Report (ICF 2007). While accepting of growth, county 

residents realize the need to implement strong regulations about where growth should occur. 

Surprisingly, there was little mention of preserving agriculture in the county, although this is 

consistent with interviews with county and city planners as well as land trust staff members 

that see agriculture on the way out in Teton Valley. Even though statewide Idaho residents 

indicate a great concern for protecting working lands (Idaho Working Lands 2007), Teton 

County, ID, residents are either pessimistic or realistic about the future of farming and 
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ranching in and around their communities—based on the economy, development pressure, etc. 

TRLT’s approach, while heavily focused on wildlife habitat, also includes a considerable 

agricultural component. How TRLT continues to approach working lands easements will 

likely be determined by the outside forces of the economy and land market in the region, and 

not for lack of interest on its part.  

6.2.2 Comments on Place-Based Conservation and Place-Protective Behaviors 

 In Chapter 2, a review was provided of recent place-based conservation literature. 

Cheng, Kruger, and Daniels (2003) state that a place is created and continually evolves 

through the biophysical attributes of a location (migrations, watersheds) as well as laws and 

cultural norms and values. Although linkages between place-based conservation and land 

trusts have not yet been made in academic literature, the findings of this study indicate that the 

formation and organizational structure of land trusts, at least in the study areas, develop out of 

a combination of these biophysical and socio-political processes. Driven by community 

members to protect specific rivers, valley floors, migration routes, and wildlife animals, the 

land trusts examined in this research—and as described in the last section—are able to both 

conserve “places” as well as reflect the values and policies of their geographies.  

 Land trusts can also be seen as the end-product of place-protective behaviors. The 

behaviors are defined by Stedman (2003) as actions taken “when attachment and satisfaction 

[with a place] are based on preferred meanings that are threatened by potential changes” 

(2003, 567). In the case of all three counties in this study, the story of how a land trust came to 

be always included the fact that the local residents felt that their natural and/or agricultural 

resources were threatened in some way—water rights conflicts, land subdivision, and 

residential development (refer to Chapter 5, Concept 1). Although Stedman (2003) provides 

examples of the creation of environmental and interest groups as typical place-protective 

behaviors, land trusts, as non-advocacy organizations, should also be considered in the same 

light. The overall increase in land trust activity in the West in the last decade alone suggests 

that other parts of the region have also found that a land trust can make on-the-ground changes 

that advocacy groups or lobbyists are unable to accomplish.     

 Lastly, there is still the question asked by Davenport and Anderson (2005) concerning 

change in the senses of place: “What happens when landscape change threatens place 

meanings and emotions?” (2005, 630). Land trusts in this study have only thus far used 

perpetual easements in their projects, as compared to using term easements of less than 50 
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years. Although designing a conservation easement to last in perpetuity has been seen as a 

challenge to the legitimacy of the land trust industry (Williams and Stewart 1998, 20) the land 

trusts in this study do include easement terms that allow for the amendment of the easement 

under certain circumstances and to the extent allowed by law (i.e. amendments cannot 

negatively impact the conservation values protected in the original document). Ecological and 

management or technology changes can also be provided for in an easement; however, it is 

true that sound and enforceable easement terms and design are often the product of well-

trained and dedicated staff. Though two of the land trusts in this study have track records of 

successful projects and are all undergoing the Land Trust Alliance’s accreditation process, 

new land trusts and those managed by volunteer boards and staff may struggle with the design 

and enforcement of easements in the long-term.  

 There are also situations in which conservation easements are subordinated to other 

land uses. This is most realized in the West were split estate properties (where mineral rights 

ownership is separate from surface ownership), even under easement, are still able to be 

drilled or excavated by the mineral owner or lessee. While some advances have been made, 

such as the requirement for a good faith effort to negotiate reclamation terms between the 

mineral developer and the surface owner, a conservation easement still does not protect a 

property from unwanted natural resource extraction. Therefore, a perceived threat (mineral 

extraction) to the conservation of natural resources might lead to formation or support of a 

land trust (place-protective behavior), but there are still limitations to what land trusts can 

achieve despite best efforts to address the values and biophysical attributes of their service 

area. Local priorities may lead down a path toward conservation, but, as land trusts are 

discovering throughout the Rocky Mountain region, local priorities do not always win in 

court.  

 
6.3  What overall role(s) do or can land trusts play in a diversity of Western 

landscapes?  
 
 Concepts 4, 5 and 6 (on agriculture, local planning and future success) indicate that 

land trusts have shoes to fill now as well as in the future as both communities and approaches 

to conservation change in scale and direction. This section explores the different roles that 

land trusts do and can play in the West, with specific focus on those areas in the region 

surrounding national parks and other public lands as well as in areas undergoing agricultural 

restructuring.  
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6.3.1 A response to government-protected lands  

 The Albers and Ando (2003) model served to examine what was described as a “basic 

tension in the question of how many land trusts should arise,” namely the ideas of niche 

diversification, which refers to the notion of many land trusts each focused on specific or 

specialized conservation values, versus coordination of conservation decisions, meaning a low 

number of land trusts in an area that work together and thereby minimizing externality issues 

and increasing cost effectiveness (313). One result of this model was the discovery of a 

positive, statistically significant correlation between “the amount of government-protected 

land in a state and the number of land trusts that operate there” (322). The researchers 

presented three possible explanations for this relationship:  

(1) Government-protected land signals a large optimal amount of conservation land,  
(2) Small land trusts focus on locally-accruing conservation benefits, or 
(3) Small land trusts operate to fill gaps in networks of public lands. (324) 

 In the case of this study in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, the high numbers of 

land trusts in this region were developed in response the amount of high value habitat that was 

left outside of the borders of government-protected areas, such as the two national parks, elk 

refuge, wilderness areas, and three national forests. Despite the enormously high percentages 

of public land in each of the counties examined in this research, much of which would have 

been classified as “protected government areas” in the Albers and Ando study, the 

proliferation of land trusts in this area also coincides with the need to connect wildlife 

corridors between protected areas. For example, the Sublette Pronghorn Herd, a small 

pronghorn population of approximately 200-300 animals, is part of one of the longest 

remaining overland migration routes in North America. The route moves from private and 

BLM land in Sublette County, WY, through the Bridger Teton National Forest into Teton 

County, WY, and Grand Teton National Park. Recently, Green River Valley Land Trust and 

the Bridger Teton National Forest has engaged a team of University of Michigan graduate 

students to evaluate the need for collaborative efforts between agencies, groups, and 

landowners in both Sublette and Teton counties (including Green River Valley Land Trust, 

Jackson Hole Land Trust, and The Nature Conservancy) in order to conserve and sustain the 

migration route.          

 Secondly, the residual demand for conservation activities in this highly protected area 



102 

 

is reflected in the strategies and missions of the local and regional land trusts examined in this 

study. The biological, open space, and agricultural focuses of Teton Regional Land Trust, 

Jackson Hole Land Trust, and Green River Valley Land Trust, respectively, represent how 

niche diversification has occurred and resulted in the development of each of the 

organizations. In their attempts to address localized conservation values, whether they are 

wetlands, Teton views, or fourth generation ranches, each of the land trusts in this study fit the 

assertion put forth in the Albers and Ando.        

 Lastly, in addition to the hypothesis developed by Albers and Ando, this research also 

suggests that the development, and continued existence, of local land trusts in the Greater 

Yellowstone and more specifically in Sublette County also relates the public’s dissatisfaction 

with the management of protected government areas—whether that dissatisfaction concerns 

mineral development, logging, pipeline construction, off-road vehicles, in-holdings, grazing, 

etc. Overall, in response to the correlation between land trusts and government lands, it seems 

fair to assume, based only on this study, that all three posits regarding the relationship between 

government-protected land and land trust development put forth by the model occur in the 

Greater Yellowstone region in some capacity.  

6.3.2 Agriculture and the New West  

 As shown in this study, land trust and planning participants describe uncertain futures 

for agriculture in their local geographies as well as in the western region as a whole. Obstacles 

such as the national economy, disease, age of operators, predators, water access, and 

residential land values pose problems for agriculturalists that cannot be solved by land trusts 

and conservation easements by themselves. Where land trusts play a role in agriculture is in 

the purchase of conservation easements, where a landowner is compensated for the easement 

and therefore gains much-needed income. Conservation easements also help in planning for 

the future of next generations on the farm or ranch by using easements as an estate planning 

tool or including building parcels for the houses of the next family member to take over the 

operation.          

 Despite the challenges to agriculture in the study areas, all participants in the study 

acknowledged an agricultural heritage in each of their respective service areas that should be 

addressed in some manner, either through a land trust or public planning means. This is an 

important, especially as it relates to ideas about multifunctionality in the New West. Abler 

(2004, 8) states that multifunctionality “refers to the fact that an activity can have multiple 
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outputs and therefore may contribute to several objectives at once.” For GRVLT, TRLT, and 

JHLT, this has been the case in projects involving working lands as those easements are also 

celebrated as protecting water quality and supply, migration corridors, wildlife habitat, and the 

heritage associated with the area. Additionally, as asserted by Starrs (1998, 12-13), a ranch 

“goes beyond a property holding. It is a geography of the mind, a territory, and an 

organizational unit.” McCarthy (2005, 774) advocates that “policy ought to recognize and 

protect [an] entire range of [commodity and noncommodity] values” provided by rural 

multifunctional landscapes, the inclusion on extended tax incentives for conservation 

easements in the 2008 Farm Bill signals that policy makers do recognize that rural landowners 

should be compensated for the public goods they provide beyond agriculture or resource 

extraction.           

 To finish, recent research on the impacts of changing land ownership in historically 

rural and agricultural areas of the West (Gosnell, Haggerty, and Byorth 2007; Yung and 

Belsky 2007; and Gosnell, Haggerty and Travis 2006) also contributes to the understanding of 

what the future of ranching might look like as well as what the conservation of these places 

will have to address. Ranching, “as a business between times, biomes, cultures, finance, 

institutions, and laws” (Starrs 1998, 25), is also a land use that relies heavily on good 

neighbors and complimentary surrounding land uses. Yung and Belsky (2007) affirm that 

When new landowners move into an area, they bring new ideas about the 
meaning of property, the rights inherent in ownership, and the appropriate uses of 
public lands… Where these ideas are different and competing [with existing 
conceptions], they can result in conflict and tension between landowners, 
especially in landscapes undergoing rapid changes in ownership and land use. 
(2007, 690) 

 Associated with this conflict was the “strong sense among ranchers that working the 

land over time legitimized them as the rightful owners and decision makers” (Yung and 

Belsky 2007, 695), an interesting addition to the in-group and out-group effects of place-based 

conservation as described by Cheng, Kruger, and Daniels (2003) and Williams and Stewart 

(1998).  With regard to this conflict, land trusts do have to maintain a balance between and 

support base from both long-time residents as well as newcomers in order to remain viable in 

the future. In interviews with all three land trusts, participants indicated that they were non-

advocacy so as to “get easements from everybody.” Secondly, all three land trusts attempt to 

maintain boards of directors and advisory groups that appeal to and reflect the diversity of 

their counties.          



104 

 

 Whereas the flexibility of easement design allows for projects that appeal to different 

landowners based on their needs and conservation values, as shown by Gosnell, Haggerty and 

Byorth (2007) and Gosnell, Haggerty, and Travis (2006), the conservation and landscape 

benefits associated values and needs/desires of new landowners can be questionable at best. 

For example, Gosnell, Haggerty and Travis (2006) describe new amenity owners that alter use 

of irrigation water to fish habitat, construct large homes, and interfere in “efforts to manage 

ungulate populations” (2006, 755). In fact, Gosnell, Haggerty, and Byorth (2007) also find 

that the purchase of rural properties by amenity owners for the purposes of conservation and 

fishing also pose problems such as the introduction of nonnative fish species and the 

construction of ponds that interfere with longstanding water regimes and effect landowners 

and habitat external to their property boundaries.     

 These issues are related to land trusts in that conservation buyer programs, like those 

of GRVLT, JHLT, and TRLT, connect amenity buyers with conservation-worthy properties in 

the hopes that the buyers will place an easement on the property after purchase. While this 

might invite some of the problems examined in the studies included in this section, the 

potential for easements on these high conservation parcels might outweigh more short-term 

conflicts between ranchers and amenity owner. Additionally, should conservation buyers place 

an easement on the property, the land trust then becomes legally interested in the maintenance 

of conservation values on the property, despite pleas for fish ponds or the siting of houses 

along riverbeds or other sensitive areas.  

6.3.3  Looking forward: collaboration  

 As mentioned above, the Albers and Ando (2003) study discussed the differences 

between niche diversification and coordination of conservation decisions. Through the 

development of the case studies involving GRVLT, TRLT, and JHLT, there have mainly been 

examples of niche diversification, i.e. the specialization of each of the trusts based on their 

primary goals and strengths (agriculture, wildlife, and scenic values, respectively). However, 

in the summer of 2007, GRVLT initiated a conversation with JHLT about a possible merger in 

order to develop a statewide land trust. Although the topic was not brought up in interviews 

with either land trust, a feasibility study was conducted concerning the possible merger and 

the resulting report was made available for the purposes of this research in May 2008 (Flitner 

and Hocker 2008). In general, the feasibility study was conducted in order to identify any  

“potential impacts on land conservation, landowner needs, public opinion, financial support, 
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and relationships with the state’s other land conservation organizations and agencies” (2008, 

8). Just as Albers and Ando (2003) explain1, the coordination of conservation decisions is 

justified by cost efficiencies and the minimization of externalities, and the two land trusts 

undertook the feasibility study in order to determine if this would be the end result if they 

merged.           

 In order to assuage some of the fears of moving statewide, the first recommendation 

made in the report is to consider a western Wyoming land trust, which would be a more 

incremental and cautious step (2008, 28). Reasons supporting this approach varied among the 

interviewees, as outlined in the Table 16 below.  

Reasons Provided for Supporting a Regional Land Trust versus Statewide 
Don’t ever want to go statewide. It would be too big and too difficult. 
Incremental steps make sense. Test progress and then evaluate. 
Highest development threats are in the Western region. 
Statewide would compete with other land trusts, especially the Wyoming Stock Growers 
Agricultural Land Trust. 
JHLT would not be welcome statewide. 
There is too much to do in Sublette County, and going bigger makes no sense when local 
efforts are not being met.  

Table 16: Reasons provided for supporting a regional Western Wyoming land trust versus a 
statewide organization (Flinter and Hocker 2008) 

 However, even a regional consolidation or partnership/merger between the trusts did 

not seem to guarantee some of the cost efficiencies and fundraising capacity that was 

anticipated. While some of the interviewees acknowledged that a combined effort might 

attract large foundations that prefer landscape scale conservation, there was also recognition 

that “at the end of the day, project work, relationship building, and ability to define positive 

results would attract the financial support,” merger or not (2008, 15).    

 A reoccurring theme and limiting factor to success in a possible consolidation relates 

to perceived differences in culture between the two counties. For example, even though 

interviewees admitted that working together would be more efficient, “at least some felt that 

                                                            

1 More recent extensions of the Albers and Ando (2003) study have also documented at finer levels 
of analysis how coordination among private and public land conservation actors might result in 
varying conservation outcomes, based on different U.S. geographic regions as well as conservation 
decisions and policies made by government agencies (see Albers, Ando, and Chen 2008 and 
Albers, Ando, and Batz 2008, forthcoming).   
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differences in culture and leadership styles would pose insurmountable challenges” (2008, 15), 

and researchers admitted that “cultural difference between JHLT and GRVLT and the regions 

they serve have been cited in nearly every interview” (2008, 23). These differences often 

boiled down to what was termed “Jackson Hole elitism” versus “rural agricultural culture” 

(2008, 23). In the end, the study reports that cultural differences would probably not be a deal 

breaker, although there would have to be thoughtful discussions about how a collaboration 

between GRVLT and JHLT would be presented to the public, funders, staff, and board of 

directors, including a new name and new mission.      

 Despite these challenges, there were many benefits of a collaborative effort between 

the two organizations: 

Benefits to Collaboration or Merger 
Attract new and increased private and public funding through a larger scale, landscape focus 
and planning 
Combine, share, and increase strengths and abilities in fundraising, deal making, stewardship, 
and landowner relationships/contacts/credibility 
Gain efficiencies and economies of scale 
Gain ability to meet pressing opportunities in current service area 
Extend land protection to more landowners and properties, including currently underserved 
areas 
Retain and attract excellent staff and board members 
Play on more even playing field with other land conservation organizations 

Table 17: Benefits to a collaboration or merger (Flinter and Hocker 2008) 

 If a merger was deemed unsuitable or undesirable, despite these benefits, the 

feasibility report also includes options of periodic joint board meetings, joint projects, 

consolidation of “backroom” functions, staff sharing, or even developing an umbrella 

organization of Wyoming land trusts and conservation groups (2008, 27).   

 Finally, the feasibility study also mentions the potential involvement of the Wyoming 

Stock Growers Agricultural Land Trust (WSGALT) in ongoing statewide land trust 

discussions. WSGALT, associated with the long-time Wyoming Stock Growers Association 

(WSA), is currently the only land trust in Wyoming operating on a statewide scale. The 

organization has expressed interest in participating in further discussions, although its 

association with the high advocacy WSA could pose challenges to a merger. By and large, a 

three-way merger or consolidation with GRVLT, JHLT, and WSGALT might better serve the 

diverse communities of Wyoming, but the process will be anything but simple considering the 

personalities, funding, and organizational structures involved.     
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 Combining the large staff of JHLT with the small staff of GRVLT will add needed 

capacity to GRVLT, involving JHLT in GRVLT projects will provide JHLT with large 

projects to work on. However, WSGALT, with a current staff of two and operating on a 

statewide level, will also need to enlarge its staff capacity. WSGALT also operates in a “local 

chapter” structure where there are different offices located throughout the state-- highly unlike 

the structures of JHLT and GRVLT that are firmly rooted in their service areas. Moreover, 

should any of the land trusts involved want to take on a “local chapter” structure and 

subordinate the other organizations to a chapter status (i.e. GRVLT and JHLT become local 

chapters of WSGALT), it is unlikely that the organizations will sacrifice their “name brands” 

for anything but a new name that represents the collaborative effort and reflects the new 

geography of their operation and mission.  

 6.4 Discussion in Summary  

 Interviews often raised interesting questions about policy, culture, economics, and the 

environment, all of which continued to change in the course of conducting research. In 

relation to the six main concepts that developed in interviews (see Chapter 5), the topics 

discussed in this chapter support the findings of the individual case studies. Local geographies 

consisting of unique landscapes, populations, policies, and economies provide equally unique 

challenges and opportunities for conservation—which land trusts attempt to navigate. 

Additionally, the land trust strategies identified in this study indicate that the three 

organizations are structured in response to what are perceived landowner needs as well as the 

inadequacies of public planning and government protected lands. Lastly, the futures of local 

and regional land trusts rely on their abilities to meet changing conditions, whether in terms of 

community constituents or the need for collaboration and larger scale efforts.  
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7. Concluding Remarks  

 The history of changing landscapes in the West, including legal precedents, continues 

to affect the manner in which places grow, how people perceive land trusts and public land, 

and the ways in which decision-makers approach rural agricultural lands. This study, in 

examining the strategies, tools, and goals of land trusts and evaluating their organizational 

structures in relation to local geographies, has shown how the diverse needs and landscapes of 

three counties in the Greater Yellowstone have been addressed by private means.   

 Recognizing that the environment, economies, policies, and local populations of each 

of the counties are unique, Green River Valley Land Trust, Jackson Hole Land Trust, and 

Teton Regional Land Trust have developed strategies, tools, portfolios and the language to 

reflect how they can best address the circumstances in the areas they work for. This study has 

also described both how the land trusts involved in the research appeal to and reflect general 

landowner preferences for land management and how the trusts fit into current understandings 

of place-based conservation efforts and multifunctionality. There is still need to evaluate from 

a landowner perspective how a land trust specifically corresponds to ideas about acceptable 

land management practices, but this study has shown from a land trust perspective how land 

trusts themselves attempt to use conservation tools in a way that works for their constituents. 

Through the case study format, the different roles that land trusts can and do play in different 

New West geographies have been described in relation to government agencies and federally 

protected lands, agriculture, and collaborative efforts. By filling gaps in conservation efforts 

that landowners, funders, environmentalists, and agencies have identified and been criticized 

for, land trusts add to the energy already focused on conservation as well as reach private 

landowners that would otherwise be disengaged.  

 Lastly, while this study has focused on the lack of agency of local places in relation to 

state and federal regulations, local places do hold power in the creation and evolution of 

economy and policy. As farmers and ranchers in the West leave agriculture, subdivide their 

acres, and change the ways they do business, they are exerting their authority to change the 

way the region, nation, and other countries eat and distribute goods and services. It is perhaps 

at this point that land trusts must work together to make sure that landowners, especially 

agriculturalists, have the tools available to them to they need to make decisions about their 

land. After all, even though the history of the West has been shaped by the distribution and 

policies of public land ownership and management, the future of the region and beyond may 

very well depend on the choices of individual private landowners.  
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APPENDIX 

Interview Questions: Land Trust Staff 

History, Formation, General Structure 

1. Tell me about yourself: how long have you worked here, what do you do here?  
2. Describe your staff (numbers, positions).  

How has this changed over time?  
3. Describe the composition of your Board of Directors.  

Do they all come from similar backgrounds?   
If no, what are some of their differences? 

4. How did this organization come to be? Driving factors? 
2. What is the function of your organization in the area?  

Do you think this will change in the future?  
For what reasons? 

5. What are the biggest obstacles to your operation as a whole? (ex- funding) 
How do you address them? 

Goals, Strategies 

6. Does your organization have a stated goal or purpose? What is it? 
  What steps do you have to taken in order to carry out this goal?  
7. What planning/protection tools do you use in general (fee simple acquisition, 
 easements)? 

For what reasons do you use these tools? 
** What kind of costs are associated with easements/acquisitions? 
** Different for different properties? Landowners? Land trusts in general? 

8. What do you consider to be the best option in protecting land in the area?  
For what reasons do you think this is the best option?  

Protected Lands 

9. What do you consider to be the biggest obstacles (to all decision makers) to protecting 
 land in your area? 
10. Where are your protected lands?  
11. Do your lands vary? How? 
12. Are your lands similar? How? 
13. How would you describe the landowners that you work with? 
 Do they fall into specific categories? (i.e. farmer/rancher, amenity owner)  
 Why do you think this might be? 

Agriculture 

14. Describe what agriculture was like here in the past.  
 Was it a common land use? 
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15. How as agriculture changed since… the 1970s? you started working here? 
16.  What do you think is the current state of agriculture in this area?  
17. Are there threats to agricultural lands in the area? Describe. 
 Should agricultural lands be “protected”? How? 
16. What do you consider to be the biggest obstacles to protecting agricultural land? 
17. Do you consider this region to have an “agricultural heritage”?  
 Does this play into land protection and planning in the area?    
 By your organization?         
18. Do you think that your organization appeals to farmers/ranchers?  
19. Have there been any instances where a farmer/rancher has decided not to go through 
 with land protection? Can you describe the situation?  
20. Describe common attributes of an easement you would design for ag. land. 
 What, if any, easement restrictions are troublesome to agriculturalists?  
 What, if any, easement restrictions are most important for ag. lands? 

Amenities 
 
21. How would you describe the population growth in this area?  
22. Has this growth influenced your operations/lands protected? In what ways? 
23. How do you envision the future of this area? 

Relationships 

24. How do your operations differ from public planning efforts? 
25. Do you feel that trusts sometimes compete for lands?  
 Do you think that competition has negative or positive results? Or both? 
26. How would you describe your relationship with other interest groups? 
 In what ways do you interact? 
27. How would you describe your relationship with state and federal agencies? 
 In what ways do you interact? 
28. How would you describe your relationship with other land trusts? 
 In what ways do you interact?        
29. How do you think you differ from other trusts in the region?    
30. How do you think you relate to other trusts in the region? 
31. Who/what groups must you answer to in terms of your land protection decisions? 
 (Board, General Public, IRS, etc)  
 How do you think this affects your operations? 
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Interview Questions: Public Planning Officials 

History, Formation, General Structure 

1. Tell me about yourself: how long you’ve worked here, what your job entails. 
2. Describe your staff (numbers, positions).  
 How has this changed over time? 
3. What is the function of the (institution that you work for) in the area? 
 Do you think that it will change in the future?   
 For what reasons? 
2. What are the biggest obstacles to your operation as a whole?  
 How do you address them? 
  
Goals, Strategies 

4. What steps do you need to take in order to carry out (your institution’s) goals for land 
 management/protection?  
5. What planning tools do you use in general (zoning, management plans)? 
 For what reasons do you use these tools? 
6. What do you consider to be the best option in protecting ‘vulnerable’ land in the area? 
 For what reasons do you think this is the best option?  

Protected Lands 

7. What are the biggest obstacles in land use decision-making in your area? 
8. Do you think there are vulnerable areas that need to be protected (or have restrictive 
 regulations) that currently are not/do not? 
 Where are they located? 
  For what reasons do you think they need protection/restrictions? 
9. How would you describe the landowners/general public that you work with? 
 

Agriculture 

10. Describe what agriculture was like here in the past.  
 Was it a common land use? 
10. How as agriculture changed since… the 1970s? you started working here? 
12.  What do you think is the current state of agriculture in this area?  
13. Are there threats to agricultural lands in the area? Describe. 
 Should agricultural lands be “protected”? How? 
13. Do you consider this region to have an “agricultural heritage”?  
 Does this play into land protection and planning in the area?   
 By your organization? 
14. Do you think that your organization appeals to farmers/ranchers? In what ways? 

 
Amenities 
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15. How would you describe the population growth in this area?  
16. Has this growth influenced your operations/lands protected? In what ways? 
17. How do you envision the future of this area? 

Relationships 

18. How do your operations differ from private protection (land trust) efforts? 
19. How would you describe your relationship with land trusts? 
20. How would you describe your relationship with public interest groups? 
 In what ways do you interact? 
21. How would you describe your relationship with state and federal agencies (or 
 planning boards)? 
 In what ways do you interact? 
22. Who/what groups must you answer to in terms of your land decisions?  
 Does this affect your operations? How?  
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CODEBOOK 
 

CODE Full Code Name Definition 
SC Setting or context Reference to the broader 

landscape or situation 
SC-A Setting/context – general area … in general landscape terms 

SC-LT Setting/context – land trust … in terms of the land trust’s 
history

SC-R Setting/context – regulation … in which a regulation, law 
or policy is explained 

SC-Demo Setting/context - 
demographics 

… in general population 
terms

DEF Definition of a 
situation 

Participant summary or 
explanation of an event, 
group, or industry 

DEF-PLAN Definition – planning … related to local planning 
DEF-GROW Definition – area growth … related to local growth

DEF-AG Definition – agriculture … related to local or non-
local farming and ranching

DEF-LT Definition – land trust … related to specific land 
trusts or the wider industry

DEF-IG Definition – interest group … related to a specific or 
general interest groups

DEF-FUT Definition - future … related to how things will 
be in the future for a county 

or organization
PER Perspective Participant statement that 

does not indicate that the 
comment is a widely-known 
or accepted fact 

PER-PL Perspective on planning … related to planning efforts 
or regulations

PER-LT Perspective on land trust(s) ... related to a land trust
PER-AG Perspective on agriculture … related to agriculture

PRO Process  Reference to a method or 
way of doing things 

PRO-PLAN Process – planning … in relation to planning
PRO-LT Process – land trust … in relation to a land trust

PRO-LT-f Process – land trust, funds … in relation to land trust 
funding, such as applying for 

grants
PRO-LT-e Process – land trust, 

easements 
… in relation to conservation 
easements; language, projects

PRO-LT-p Process – land trust and other 
people 

… in relation to how land 
trusts deal with different 

groups of people
PRO-LT-o Process – land trust, … in relation to how a land 
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organizational  trust structures itself 
organizationally; Boards, 

staff, capacity
STRAT Strategy Reference to a pre-planned 

method intended to bring 
about desired results 

STRAT-PL Strategy - planning … in local planning efforts
STRAT-LT Strategy – land trust … inland trust efforts

REL Relationships Reference to working with 
(or not) other organizations, 

groups, or people
REL-LT Land trust relationships .. involving two or more 

different land trusts
REL-FED/ST Federal/state agency 

relationships 
…involving planners and 

land trusts and government 
agencies

REF-IG Interest group relationships … involving planners and 
land trusts and interest groups

REL-PLAN Planning department 
relationships 

…involving land trusts and 
planners  

OB Obstacle Reference to a struggle, 
problem or issue 

OB-LT Land trust obstacle … identified by a land trust 
or about a land trust 

OB-LT-mis Land trust obstacle - 
misconception 

… in terms of 
misconceptions about land 

trusts and operations
OB-LT-f Land trust obstacle - funds … in terms of land trust 

funding: sources/procedures
OB-LT-im Land trust obstacle - image … in terms of the public 

image of the land trust; 
differs from misconception in 

that image is not related to a 
myth or non-factual 

understanding
OB-LT-p Land trust obstacle – dealing 

with people 
… in terms of land trusts 

dealing with different local 
landowner factions

OB-LT-staff Land trust obstacle - staffing … in terms of staffing and 
staff capacity at land trusts 

OB-LT-t Land trust obstacle - time … in terms of the amount or 
lack of time to complete land 

trust operations
OB-PL Planning obstacle … identified by a planner or 

about planning 
OB-PL-mis Planning obstacle - 

misconception 
… in terms of 

misconceptions about 
planning or planning tools
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OB-PL-t Planning obstacle - time … in terms of the amount or 
lack of time to complete 

planning operations
OB-PL-im Planning obstacle - image … in terms of the public 

image of the land trust; 
differs from misconception in 

that image is not related to a 
myth or non-factual 

understanding 
OB-PL-p Planning obstacle – dealing 

with people 
… in terms of planners 

dealing with different local 
landowner/group factions

OB-PL-pol Planning obstacle – policy … in terms of local or state 
regulations pertaining to 

planning
OB-PL-f Planning obstacle – funds … in terms of funding for 

planning: sources/procedures
OB-AG Obstacle to agriculture … identified by a land trust 

or planner related to farming 
and ranching

OB-AG-lv Obstacle to agriculture – land 
values 

… in terms of threats to 
agriculture through high 

alternative use land values 
OB-AG-dis Obstacle to agriculture – 

disease 
… in terms of threats to 

agriculture through disease 
(brucellosis)

OB-AG-ec Obstacle to agriculture – 
economy 

… in terms of threats to 
agriculture created by 

national/global economies
OB-AG-op Obstacle to agriculture – 

operators 
… in terms of threats to 

agriculture due to increasing 
age of farm/ranch operators

OB-AG-pred Obstacle to agriculture – 
predators 

… in terms of threats to 
agriculture based on livestock 

predation 
OB-AG-wat Obstacle to agriculture – 

water 
… in terms of threats to 

agriculture based on water 
access and amounts available

OB-AG-infra Obstacle to agriculture - 
infrastructure 

… in terms of threats to 
agriculture based on lack of 

infrastructure: supplies, 
distribution, critical mass

ADOB Addressing Obstacles Reference to working to 
overcome obstacles through 
various means 

ADOB-LT Addressing land trust 
obstacles 

… related to or identified by  
land trusts

ADOB-PL Addressing planning … related to or identified by 
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obstacles planners
ADOB-AG Addressing obstacles to 

agriculture 
… related to agriculture or 

farmers and ranchers
-pro Through process … such as specific tasks, 

activities, or programs
-ed Through education … such as educational or 

outreach programs
-im Through image .. such as working on 

personal or organizational  
image

-f Through funding … such as new, larger, or 
otherwise different funding

-staff Through staffing  … such as creative or 
strategic staffing
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CODE RELATIONSHIPS  
 

The following chart lists the most common code relationships identified during the coding of 
all interview notes. As discussed in the text, a relationship was identified when two codes 
occurred in immediate vicinity within the answer to a single question.  

 
CODES Relationship Frequency of Occurrence 

STRAT-LT and PRO-LT-e Strategy of a land trust and 
the process of creating 
conservation easements 

9 times total 

PER-LT and STRAT-LT Perspective of a land trust 
(internal or external to the 

organization) and a strategy 
of the land trust 

8 times total 

STRAT-LT and PRO-LT-o Strategy of a land trust 
related to how the land trust 

is structurally organized: 
Board, staff, etc. 

7 times total 

DEF-GROW and PER-
PLAN 

A definition of growth 
followed by a perspective on 

local planning efforts 

6 times total 

STRAT-LT and PRO-LT-p Strategy of a land trust 
related to how they deal with 

different groups of people 

4 times total 

PER-PLAN and STRAT-
LT 

Perspective on local planning 
followed by a strategy of a 

land trust 

4 times total 

REL-LT and PRO-LT-f Description of a relationship 
with a land trust in terms of 
providing new or different 

funding 

4 times total 

DEF-GROW and OB-LT Definition of growth and 
change in a local community 
related to land trust obstacles 

4 times total 

DEF-AG and PER-PLAN Definition of agricultural 
activity following by a 

perspective on local planning 
effort 

4 times total 
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PLANNING TOOLS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Planning Tools Identified in Interviews 
Sublette County, WY Teton County, WY Teton County, ID 

Zoning Land development 
regulations 

Zoning 

Comprehensive Plan for 
the County  

Natural Resources Overlay Density / Subdivision  
Regulations 

Building regulations / 
restrictions  

Scenic Resources Overlay Public Design 
Standards 

Master Plan for 
Pinedale (1985; 
currently under 
revision): focus on 
annexations and zoning  

Joint Jackson –Teton 
County Comprehensive 
Plan (currently under 
revision) : focus on 
affordable housing, 
mapping resources  

Preferred Land Use 
Map (PLUM)  

Would like architectural 
review board in the 
future  

Zoning  Planned Unit 
Development (PUD) 
clustering 

  Affordable Housing 
District  

  Comprehensive Plan 
(currently under 
revision) 

  Undertaking Capital 
Improvement Plans 

  EPA Smart Growth 
study in 2006  

  Impact fee: currently 
under review  

  Urban renewal district  
  Considering 

Transportation Access 
Plan 

  Eventually a Transfer of 
Development Program; 
has started discussion 
about sending area  
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GENERAL LAND TRUST PROFILES 
 

General Profile and Structure of the Green River Valley Land Trust 
Full-time staff: Executive Director, Outreach/Development Coordinator, Land Protection 
Director, Program Assistant/Office Manager 
Contract workers: grant writing, fundraising/marketing, stewardship consultants  
Board of Directors: governing; 14 members, all full-time county residents 
Advisory Board: 23 members, full and part time residents 
Friends of GRVLT: nominated by the Board, send newsletter, have meetings 
Tools: donated conservation easements, bargain sale conservations easements, 
conservation buyer program (all except one property has been donated)  
Lands: 38 easements, 23,546 acres, only in the county  
Main focus: not specified; “don’t target lands, don’t draw circles, don’t define high 
priority areas” 
Future: increase staff, likely 2 in fundraising and lands program, no change in emphasis, 
maybe more active stewardship and grants once property is conserved, looking at term 
easements  

 
 
 

General Profile and Structure of the Jackson Hole Land Trust 
Full-time staff: Executive Director, 2 Stewardship, 2 Fundraising/Development, 2 Land 
Protection, Bookkeeper/Secretary  
Two seasonal staff in Stewardship 
Board of Directors: governing; 18 members, more than half year-round residents 
Tools: donations, bargain sale purchase (6 properties in fee simple) 
Lands: 140 different properties, more than 20,500 acres  
Main focus: open space / scenic / viewsheds 
Future: not much change anticipated; more regional operations, expanding service area 
and staffing (stewardship)  

 
 
 

General Profile and Structure of the Teton Regional Land Trust 
Full-time staff:  Executive Director, 2 Protection, 3 Stewardship, Development Director, 
Chief Financial Officer, Communications  
Part-time staff: GIS  
Board of Directors: governing; 15 members, connected to the community  
Tools: donated and purchased easements, bargain sales, little fee simple lands  
Lands: as of 2005, 90 easements, approximately 20,000 acres  
Main focus: ecological easements and active stewardship  
Future: more stewardship staff, continue to add new easements (10-25/year) 
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Figure relates to the breakdown of all obstacles identified by land trusts.  
Percentages represent how often the obstacle was coded for throughout  
the interviews out of the total number of codes for land trust obstacles.  
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