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Land Trust Collaboration Pathways

An overview of collaboration options for Connecticut land trusts -
from informal coordination to deeper structural partnerships
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Introduction to Collaboration Pathways

Connecticut’s land trusts vary widely in size, capacity, and geography, but many are facing
similar challenges: stewardship workload, board succession, fundraising pressure, and the need
for specialized expertise. At the same time, land trusts are working in an increasingly complex
landscape, from habitat connectivity and climate resilience to regional conservation planning.

There isn't one “right” way to collaborate. This guide lays out a spectrum of options, from informal
coordination to deeper structural partnerships, and highlights several models that can help land
trusts share capacity, strengthen operations, and stay rooted in their communities.

Information sharing and contractual collaboration are often the first steps on the collaboration
spectrum. They allow land trusts to build trust, coordinate priorities, and test working relationships
without creating a new structure or changing governance. Because these models are already
widely used and can take many forms, this guide summarizes them briefly and focuses greater
attention on joint ventures and corporate affiliations, where the structural choices and governance
implications are more significant.

The content for this guide was researched by Dan Salazar, CLCC's 2025 Encore Fellow. This guide is
intended for planning and discussion purposes and does not constitute legal or tax advice.



The Collaboration Spectrum

Collaboration exists on a spectrum, with increasing formality, integration,
and shared governance.

Complete Independence

Information Sharing

Organizations coordinate informally around shared interests,
strategies, or opportunities. Best for: relationship-building, early-
stage coordination, and trust-building.

Contractual Collaboration

Organizations remain fully independent but enter into agreements
to share staff, deliver a project, or provide services. Best for: joint
programming, shared specialists, co-branded efforts, or project-
based work.

Joint Venture

Organizations create a more formal shared effort — often with a
joint committee or board — to deliver an ongoing initiative.

Best for: shared services, regional stewardship, pooled resources,
or long-term collaborative programs.

Corporate Affilation

Organizations remain legally distinct but are linked through
governance and control (for example, parent-subsidiary
structures). Best for: sustained integration, risk management,
shared systems, and preserving local identity within a larger
structure.

Merger/Acquisition

Organizations combine into a single entity with one board and
one legal structure. Best for: full integration where long-term
governance and operations are fully aligned.

Statutory Merger



i Information Sharing

Information sharing is the lightest form of collaboration. Land trusts
remain fully independent but coordinate around shared interests,
opportunities, or geographies. This may include regular peer
conversations, regional planning discussions, shared mapping or data,
referrals, or informal coordination around conservation priorities.

For land trusts, information sharing is often the first step toward deeper
collaboration because it builds trust, helps organizations see where
their work overlaps, and creates space to identify shared needs before
committing to a formal structure.

Contractual Collaboration

Contractual collaboration is a more formal step in which independent
organizations work together through a written agreement. This can take
many forms, from sharing the cost of a staff person or consultant, to
entering into a memorandum of understanding for a joint program, to
partnering on a land transaction where each organization has a defined
role.

For land trusts, contractual collaboration can be especially useful when
the goal is clear and limited in scope: it allows organizations to share
capacity, reduce costs, and clarify expectations without creating a new
entity or changing their governance structure.
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CASE STUDY: REGIONAL CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIPS

Regional Conservation Partnerships offer a strong example of
information sharing in practice. In and around Connecticut, groups
such as the Litchfield Hills Greenprint Collaborative, Hudson to
Housatonic Regional Conservation Partnership, and MassConn
Sustainable Forest Partnership bring together land trusts, agencies,
municipalities, and other partners around shared landscapes and
conservation goals. These partnerships do not require participating
organizations to give up independence or create a new governance
structure, and can help align priorities, share knowledge, and build
relationships that lead to future joint projects.

Though RCPs, land trusts and other conservation partners

have completed strategic conservation mapping projects that
highlight high priority conservation opportunities in their region;
shared tools and resources related to land stewardship and

land management; developed protocols for facilitating scientific
research on their properties; and more.




Joint Venture Models for Land Trusts

Joint ventures (JV) are a good fit when land trusts want to work together
in a more formal, ongoing way without merging. They sit in the middle
of the collaboration spectrum: more structured than a contract, but less
integrated than an affiliation. A joint venture can help land trusts share
responsibility for a program, service, or regional initiative while each
organization remains independent.

Variation #1) Nonprofit-Nonprofit Joint Venture

Two or more nonprofits create a formal shared effort to deliver a program,
service, or initiative together.

What it Looks Like

e Participating organizations remain separate legal entities.

® Partners establish a shared structure for decision-making (such as a
joint committee, steering group, or governing board).

e The JV operates under a written agreement that defines roles, costs,
staffing, and responsibilities.

How Land Trusts Could Use It

e Share a staff position (for example, a stewardship coordinator, land
protection specialist, or outreach manager) across two or more
neighboring land trusts.

* Run aregional stewardship program for baseline documentation,
monitoring, invasive species management, or volunteer workdays
across multiple properties.

® Partner on a multi-year grant program that requires joint
implementation, reporting, and accountability.

e Coordinate conservation in a shared landscape (watershed, ridgeline,
wildlife corridor, or cluster of towns) while each land trust keeps its
own board and identity.



Variation #2) Multi-Partner Consortium or Service Hub

Multiple organizations collaborate through a shared platform that
provides services, coordination, or technical support across a region.

What it Looks Like

e A central hub (sometimes a separate nonprofit) supports multiple
participating land trusts.

e Member organizations help shape priorities through a representative
governance structure.

e The hub may provide shared services, technical expertise, and
administrative support.

How Land Trusts Could Use It

e Create a regional service hub that provides shared support in
stewardship, GIS/mapping, legal review, fundraising, communications,
or conservation planning.

e Support volunteer-led land trusts that need help with core functions
but want to remain independent and locally governed.

e Coordinate landscape-scale projects (for example, habitat
connectivity, river/watershed priorities, or climate resilience work)
across multiple organizations.

* Pool grant funding or fee-for-service support to make specialized
expertise affordable to smaller land trusts.

Other joint venture variations include: Fiscal sponsorship, nonprofit-
government JVs, and nonprofit-for profit JV.

CASE STUDY: CAPE COD COMPACT
(MULTI-PARTNER UMBRELLA / SERVICE HUB)

Founded in 1986, the Cape Cod Compact is a nonprofit service
hub that began by supporting six local land trusts and now
provides technical assistance to 24 land trusts and watershed
groups across Cape Cod. It offers shared expertise in land
transactions, stewardship, ecology, fundraising, and nonprofit
administration, helping volunteer-led land trusts take on more work
than they could manage alone.

The Compact is governed by a board of volunteer delegates from
member land trusts and led by a full-time Executive Director. Most
funding (about 70%) comes from member fees tied to defined
service levels, with additional support from municipal contracts and
foundations.



Corporate Affiliation Models for Land Trusts

Corporate Affiliation (CA) is a deeper form of collaboration. In an CA
model, organizations remain legally separate but are linked through
governance, control, or formal organizational relationships. For land
trusts, these models can support long-term collaboration, shared systems,
and stronger operational capacity while preserving local identity.

Variation #1) Umbrella Trust

A parent or umbrella organization provides coordinated governance and
support across multiple affiliated entities.

What it Looks Like

e A central organization holds key governance or oversight
responsibilities.

* Local or affiliated organizations continue to operate as separate
entities, often with their own boards or advisory bodies.

e Shared policies, systems, or standards help align operations
across the network.

How Land Trusts Could Use It

e Affiliate smaller local land trusts under a stronger regional structure
so they can retain local identity while gaining support for finance,
insurance, stewardship standards, and administration.

* Build a multi-town or watershed-based network with shared strategy
and systems, while local affiliates continue local fundraising and
community engagement (Regional Conservation Partnerships).

e Support succession planning for land trusts facing board fatigue or
limited leadership capacity, without requiring an immediate merger.

e Create a long-term platform for growth that can add future affiliates,

projects, or specialized entities over time.

Variation #2) One-Way Support Organization

A separate organization is created or structured to support the work of a
land trust or affiliated group.

What it Looks Like

* The support organization is a separate legal entity with its own board.

* Its purpose is tied to advancing the mission of another land trust or
parent organization.

* The relationship is defined through governance documents and
operating agreements.



How Land Trusts Could Use It

e Create a separate entity for a mission-aligned program such
as an education center, demonstration farm, or community
programming initiative.

e Separate a high-visibility or distinct-brand initiative (for example,
a visitor center, regional trail program, or public engagement effort)
while keeping it aligned with the land trust’s mission.

* House a program with different operating needs or risk profile
outside the parent land trust’s core operations.

e Support targeted fundraising and partnerships for a specific
initiative without restructuring the entire land trust.

Variation #3) Subsidiary

A land trust creates or controls a separate entity to carry out a specific
function, hold assets, or manage a defined area of work.

What it Looks Like

e A parentland trust controls the subsidiary through board
appointments or reserved powers.

* The subsidiary has a specific purpose and operates within a
clearly defined scope.

* The relationship is formalized through governance, financial,
and reporting structures.

How Land Trusts Could Use It

e Handle complex real estate transactions such as temporary
title holding, bridge transactions, or multi-party deals.

e Hold or manage properties with elevated risk or unique
operating needs (for example, properties with public access,
structures, farming, or active restoration work).

e Create a specialized operating arm for activities like habitat
restoration, farm management, forestry operations, or leasing.

* Support conservation financing structures that require a separate
entity while keeping strategic control with the parent land trust.

Other variations of corporate affiliation include: For-profit mission
enterprise and pre-merger affiliation.



Merger & Acquisition

At the far end of the collaboration spectrum, land trusts may choose
to fully join forces through a merger or acquisition. The legal pathway
matters, but the practical outcome is the same: separate organizations
combine their boards, assets, responsibilities, programs, and identities
into one surviving entity.

For some land trusts, merger can be a cleaner and more durable
solution than more complex collaboration structures. Joint ventures and
corporate affiliations can require nearly as much planning as a merger
— and often require additional governance, agreements, and ongoing
coordination to sustain. By contrast, a merger creates one organization
with one board, one set of systems, and one long-term responsibility for
the land.

Mergers are becoming more common in Connecticut as land trusts
think strategically about succession, capacity, stewardship obligations,
and the promise of perpetuity. Through its Advanced Collaboration
and Merger Assistance Program, CLCC has worked with multiple land
trusts to explore and complete mergers, and can help organizations
assess whether merger, corporate affiliation, joint venture, or another
collaboration model is the best fit for strengthening their work and
ensuring that conserved lands remain protected and cared for far

into the future.

CASE STUDY: NORWALK LAND TRUST MERGES WITH
ASPETUCK LAND TRUST

The Norwalk Land Trust merged with Aspetuck Land Trust,

a regional organization serving Bridgeport, Easton, Fairfield,
Redding, Weston, Westport, and Wilton. By joining Aspetuck,

the Norwalk community will benefit from greater access to
conservation resources, expertise, and capacity to protect and
care for its open spaces. By acquiring Norwalk’s protected lands,
Aspetuck will advance a regional vision for land conservation, the
Green Corridor 2030 Initiative, which aims to connect and protect
natural areas across Southwestern Connecticut.

CASE STUDY: BARKHAMSTED AND HARTLAND JOIN TO
CREATE NORTHWOODS LAND CONSERVANCY

The Barkhamsted Land Trust and Hartland Land Trust joined
together to create the Northwoods Land Conservancy. By merging
into a single entity, these two volunteer-led organizations seek to
better serve their communities and protect and steward more land.
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Design Principles for Successful Collaboration :

There is no single “best” model. The right structure depends on
your goals, timeline, and level of integration needed. Whatever
model you choose:

1. Start with goals, not structure: Be clear about what problem
you are trying to solve before choosing a legal form.

2. Build trust and communication: Formal agreements matter, but
strong collaboration still depends on relationships.

3. Define decision rights clearly: Spell out who decides what, and
how conflicts are resolved.

4. Match governance to risk: More shared risk requires stronger
governance and oversight.

5. Plan for change: Include off-ramps, review points, and ways to
adapt as the collaboration evolves.

Collaboration does not have to mean giving up local identity. With
the right structure, land trusts can stay rooted in their communities
while building the capacity to do more — together.

How CLCC Can Help
CLCC can help land trusts:

e Think through collaboration goals and options.

® Learn from peer examples.

e |dentify appropriate starting points.

e Frame key governance and operational questions.

® Prepare for legal and financial planning with counsel.
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About the Connecticut Land Conservation Council

The Connecticut Land Conservation Council (CLCC) is a
nonprofit organization dedicated to strengthening and
uniting Connecticut’s land trusts and communities to
permanently protect the land we love.

Connecticut Land Conservation Council
deKoven House

27 Washington Street

Middletown, CT 06457

(860) 852-5512

ctconservation.org
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