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Land Trusts Deliver for Connecticut

Local land conservation drives $12.6 billion in
economic activity, provides hundreds of miles of
public trails, and offers essential solutions to
climate change and habitat loss.



East Kent Homlet Nafure Preserve, Kent Land Trusf'

Executive Summary

Connecticut's land trusts are the backbone of the state’s conservation
efforts, stewarding approximately 200,000 acres—representing 40%
of all protected land in the state. While these community-based non-
profits are vital to reaching Connecticut'’s statutory goal of protecting
21% of its land base, a 156,000-acre gap remains. At the current pace
of conservation, it will take 60 years to reach this milestone, a timeline
that lags behind the urgent needs of climate change and biodiversity
loss.

Closing this gap is a high-return investment for the state. Land conser-
vation fuels a $12.6 billion outdoor and agricultural economy, saves
municipalities millions in stormwater and infrastructure costs, and
provides 473 miles of trails essential for public health. Furthermore,
every dollar of state investment through the Open Space and Water-
shed Land Acquisition (OSWA) grant and other financial assistance
programs acts as a catalyst, leveraging private philanthropy.

By strengthening support for land trusts today, Connecticut can secure
a resilient, sustainable, and healthy future for every community.

Cover: Hidden Valley Preserve, Steep Rock Association, by Cristina Hayden
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What Is A Land Trust?

Land trusts are nonprofit, community-based organizations dedicated
to the permanent protection and stewardship of land for public
benefit. They work closely with landowners, government entities,
communities, and other nonprofits to conserve land through
acquisitions and conservation agreements. These protected lands
often contain significant natural, recreational, cultural, and scenic
resources, and are conserved in perpetuity as a promise to future
generations - an obligation that distinguishes land trusts from other
non-profits. As not-for-profit charities, land trusts receive funds for a
variety of purposes in support of their mission.

Since the establishment of Connecticut’s first land trust in 1895
(Connecticut Forest and Park Association), conservation advocates
have come together to establish land trusts throughout the state.
Today, Connecticut is home to more than 100 land trusts, the third-
highest number per capita in the country. With service areas ranging
from single towns to entire regions, land trusts strengthen ties

to their communities by providing engagement and educational
programming, including landowner counseling, volunteer
opportunities, guided walks, and more.

Sperry Preserve, Middlebury Land Trust

Land trusts accomplish their work by collectively engaging more than
4,000 volunteers and 29,000 financial supporters, and employing
260 paid staff to help achieve their conservation, land management,
and community engagement goals. For more information about land
trusts, visit: ctconservation.org/what-is-a-land-trust.



Connecticut’'s Conservation Context

Despite Connecticut'’s rich natural beauty - from lush forests to rolling
meadows and sandy shorelines - only a small fraction of its land

is permanently protected. In 1997, as development and land use
changes increasingly depleted open space, the Connecticut General
Assembly established a statutory goal of protecting 673,000 acres, or
21% of the state's land base. The state is responsible for protecting
10% of that land, while land trusts, water companies, municipalities,
and other conservation partners must safeguard the remaining 11%.

As of 2024, the state has conserved approximately 517,000 acres
toward its 673,000-acre goal - a significant milestone. Unfortunately,
at the current pace of land conservation, it will take another 60 years
to reach this goal. Further compounding these challenges is that
Connecticut has the lowest percentage of federal land - just 0.3%,

or 9,000 acres - and ranks among the lowest states nationally in
combined federal and state funding per capita for land conservation.

Land trusts are a critical part of the answer. Statewide, these non-
profits have already conserved around 200,000 acres of land,
accounting for 40% of total conserved lands and 80% of the land that
is set to be conserved by the state’s partners. Land trusts have further
identified 128,000 acres as future conservation priorities, and are well
poised to leverage private philanthropy and state grants to achieve
their goals in a timely manner.

Bent of the River Audubon Center, Southbury

As the climate and biodiversity crises intensify in tandem, land
conservation - and the work of land trusts - is more critical than ever.
Connecticut is already experiencing declines in songbird, bat, and
turtle populations, and without continued efforts to conserve their
habitats, many more species will become increasingly imperiled. Land
conservation - a nature-based solution led by land trusts and other
conservation partners - offers a powerful solution at a time when
Connecticut’s residents and ecosystems need it most.

How Many Land Trusts are in ’

Connecticut?

Through its recent census, CLCC identified
117 land trusts, defined as:

* Nonprofit organizations that hold
conservation interests

» Have a primary mission of conserving
and stewarding land in perpetuity

H 89 Single Town

B 22 Multi-Town/Regional
There certainly exist additional conservation m 6 Statewide
organizations that do not meet all of these
criteria or are unknown to CLCC.

* Identify themselves as a land trust

117 Total Land Trusts



Benefits of Land Conservation

Benefit 1: Expanding Public Access to Nature

Connecticut’s land trusts open the gate to the outdoors. Together,
they have established 473 miles of trails - including 62 miles built for
universal access - that invite everyone outdoors to hike, birdwatch,
and recharge. Beyond stewarding trails, some land trusts are also
ensuring permanent access to rock climbing areas and paddling
routes, providing quiet spaces for many kinds of recreation. With so
much to offer, it's no wonder that land trusts attracted over 132,000
visitors to their properties in 2020, a figure that has only climbed
since.

Demand for access to open space has soared in recent years, and
outdoor recreation - a critical contributor to mental and physical
well-being - has increased immensely in Connecticut. In 2022, the
state’s outdoor recreation industry generated $4.6 billion in economic
activity and supported nearly 46,000 jobs across Connecticut.
Complementing the state’s robust parks and forests, land trusts offer
a mosaic of accessible natural and working lands that boosts public
health, sparks local tourism, and deepens residents’ connection to the
landscapes that define Connecticut.

AVALONIA LAND CONSERVANCY:
CEDAR WOOD PRESERVE

Avalonia Land Conservancy (ALC) is expanding access to nature by
making inclusivity a core part of its mission. At Cedar Wood Preserve,
an ADA-compliant parking area and 0.4-mile stone-dust loop were
built so visitors of all abilities can circle a vernal pool, rest on shaded
benches, and scan QR codes for audio guides. ALC is planning more
accessible trail spurs for the Cedar Preserve and other land trust
properties.

ESSEX LAND TRUST:
FALLS RIVER PRESERVE

Land trust preserves aren't limited to dry ground. Essex Land Trust
maintains property accessible by kayak or canoe, and hosts guided
paddles each summer. Through their programming, ELT opens quiet
coves and tidal creeks to residents and visitors alike.
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Ragged Mountain by Avery Cotton

RAGGED MOUNTAIN FOUNDATION: MAIN CLIFF

For climbers across Connecticut, Ragged Mountain’s basalt cliff is
hallowed ground - over a century of climbing history and panoramic
views of the Hanging Hills. The Ragged Mountain Foundation keeps

it open and safe for climbing while the Berlin Land Trust holds a
permanent conservation easement on the 190-acre parcel. The
partnership protects rare cliff-top plants, a section of the New England
Trail, and year-round public access to 250 documented climbing
routes.



Benefit 2: Safeguarding Water, Wildlife & Climate

Land trusts manage their lands across a wide spectrum, ranging from
production agriculture to passively stewarded wildlands. Collectively,
these varied land stewardship strategies safeguard clean water,
maintain healthy and diverse ecosystems, and mitigate climate
change.

Water

Land trusts play a critical role in protecting Connecticut’s water. In
addition to conserving lakes, rivers, streams, reservoirs, and the
natural infiltration zones that keep them clean, conserved lands help
reduce stormwater runoff, absorb floodwaters, and prevent pollutants
from reaching regional drinking water supplies. Conserving just one
acre can save communities an estimated $380 annually in stormwater
treatment - equating to roughly $76 million statewide. By preserving
floodplains and riparian buffers, land trusts protect water quality,
reduce costly flood damage, and sustain aquatic ecosystems.

Wildlife & Biodiversity

Forests cover 60% of Connecticut and support 80% of terrestrial
wildlife nationwide, making them a cornerstone of biodiversity. But
forests are only part of the story. Land trusts also conserve wetlands,
tidal marshes, meadows, and shrublands - all critical habitats that
support a wide variety of plants and animals. With 12% of native
species listed as Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN)
and many lacking clear population trends, land trusts play a vital role
in managing these diverse ecosystems while advancing research,
monitoring, and citizen science to protect Connecticut’s wildlife into
the future.

Climate

Land conservation across diverse habitats provides a powerful nature-
based climate solution. Forests sequester an estimated 0.76 metric
tons of carbon per acre annually - meaning that Connecticut’s land
trusts sequester up to 114,000 metric tons of carbon per year and
offset the emissions of nearly 25,000 vehicles. Along the shoreline,
wetlands, conserved marshes, and coastal floodplains protect
communities from storm surges and floodwaters. With sea levels
predicted to rise up to 20 inches by 2050, conserved coastline will
become increasingly important, allowing tidal wetlands to migrate
and buffering communities from climate impacts.
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Great Blue Heron by Lindsay Petfinicchi

NORTHWEST CONNECTICUT LAND CONSERVANCY:
COLEBROOK RESERVOIR

With support from a CLCC grant, Northwest Connecticut Land
Conservancy has recently protected a 5,200-acre easement around
Connecticut's largest remaining undeveloped drinking water
reservoir. Protecting this forested watershed safeguards clean water
for future generations while preserving vital aquatic and riparian
habitats that serve as safe havens for 12 vulnerable species.

ASPETUCK LAND TRUST:
TROUT BROOK VALLEY PRESERVE

This regional hotspot for biodiversity and birdwatching has 219
species recorded on eBird including rare sightings like the Scissor-
tailed flycatcher. Healthy forests like those found at Trout Brook Valley
Preserve not only support wildlife but also store carbon and filter
water. Aspetuck is also looking to the future, pursuing a 700-acre
forest expansion and a “green corridor” of 42 connected properties to
improve habitat connectivity and climate resilience across a suburban
landscape.

GUILFORD LAND CONSERVATION TRUST:
WESTWOODS

Containing 32 miles of trails maintained by land trust volunteers,
Westwoods is home to caves, waterfalls, and perhaps most
importantly, saltwater marshes. Besides providing critical habitat
for many endangered species, these marshes absorb excess water
and runoff, mitigating storm surges and coastal erosion. Groups like
the GLCT sustain green infrastructure in the form of their marshes,
preserving them as natural barriers to climate impacts.
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Benefit 3: Supporting Working Land & Local Economies

Land trusts help ensure that Connecticut’s landscapes remain
productive and protected. In addition to preserving wild and natural
places, many land trusts also conserve working lands, such as farms
and forests, that contribute to local economies, food systems, and
climate resilience.

Farms

Although Connecticut’s agricultural sector generates nearly $4
billion in economic output and supports over 20,000 jobs, farmland
is disappearing at an alarming rate. Connecticut ranks fourth in

the nation for the proportion of its agricultural land threatened by
development, with more than 1,000 acres of agricultural land lost
each year. Land trusts are helping to slow that trend, having already
protected more than 14,000 acres of farmland. With more than
80% of those farms producing food for local communities, these
partnerships help ensure regional food security by keeping land in
production, supporting local farmers, reducing transportation-related
emissions, and providing fresh, healthy food to nearby residents.

CONNECTICUT FARMLAND TRUST:
PROTECTING FARMLAND STATEWIDE

For more than 20 years, CT Farmland Trust has helped ensure

that working farms remain a vital part of the state’s landscape and
economy. The land trust has protected 73 farms and 5,200 acres,
supporting food production, local jobs, and community resilience.
Through conservation easements and partnerships with farmers,
landowners, and other land trusts, CFT is helping to keep farms as
farms.

GATHER NEW HAVEN: GREENING THE URBAN
LANDSCAPE

Gather New Haven (Gather) stewards over 80 acres across six urban
preserves, integrating community health, environmental justice, and
sustainable land management. With support from a CLCC grant,
Gather is advancing a forest management plan, expanding tree
planting and invasive species removal and engaging volunteers in
hands-on stewardship. These efforts contribute to the state's broader
forestry economy while improving public health and quality of life in
urban neighborhoods.
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Great Mountain Forest, Norfolk
Forests

Forestry contributes $4 billion annually to Connecticut's economy and
supports over 16,000 jobs, from forest management to wood product
manufacturing. Land trusts are playing an increasingly important role
in climate-smart forestry, working with professional foresters to care
for healthy, resilient woodlands. In cities and towns, some groups are
also advancing urban forestry - planting trees, removing invasives,
and stewarding green spaces that reduce heat, support biodiversity,
and improve public health. These efforts alone generate $1.2 billion
and employ 12,000 people. Together, rural and urban forestry
initiatives strengthen the economy, combat climate change, support
wildlife, and ensure future generations inherit healthy, thriving forests.

GREAT MOUNTAIN FOREST: MODELING SUSTAINABLE
FORESTRY

Great Mountain Forest manages more than 6,000 acres in northwest
Connecticut and is protected by one of the largest conservation
easements in New England. The forest is actively managed for long-
term health and economic viability through sustainable harvesting,
habitat restoration, and research. As both a working landscape and
an outdoor laboratory, GMF supports the local economy and models
climate-smart practices.
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Judea Garden, Steep Rock Association

Benefit 4: Strengthening Communities

From preserving historic landmarks to hosting nature walks,
Connecticut’s land trusts provide a wide range of benefits that enrich
community life.

It starts with ensuring safe and equitable access to conservation land.
This includes the construction and maintenance of trail systems,

the installation of educational signage, and the removal of physical
barriers to access. By leveraging community donations and local
partnerships, land trusts ensure that protected land is not just a line
on a map, but a vibrant community asset.

Beyond connecting people with nature, the examples below highlight
how these locally-led organizations create connections, promote well-
being, and deliver lasting value to residents across the state:
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Food Insecurity

Land trusts are addressing food insecurity through community
gardens and local food donations. Steep Rock Association’s Judea
Garden, formed in 2009, engages volunteers to grow produce on
conserved land, which is distributed to local food pantries.

Mental & Physical Well-Being

Many land trusts promote mental and physical well-being by offering
wellness-focused programming that connects people to nature
Flanders Nature Center & Land Trust offers outdoor yoga, nature-
based workshops, and even an environmental book club that fosters
mental and physical health.

Educational Programs

By using conserved land as a classroom, land trusts are creating
educational programs that help residents connect with nature. New
Canaan Land Trust has offered guided walks at its Browne Preserve,
allowing visitors to marvel at stone walls and glacial erratics while
learning about local history.

Historic Preservation

Some land trusts preserve historic buildings and landmarks, keeping
cultural landscapes intact. Joshua's Trust stewards the Gurleyville Grist
Mill, offering visitors the unique opportunity to observe 19th-century
gristmill technology.

Inclusive Engagement

Land trusts are bringing conservation to wider audiences by building
partnerships with community organizations, fostering new dialogues,
and using land as a tool to address community challenges. For
example, CLCC has helped land trusts connect with community
groups such as the Boys and Girls Clubs of Greater New Haven,
Outdoor Afro, and Healing By Growing Farms.
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Benefit 5: Conservation is a Smart Investment

A common misconception is that conserving land takes property off
the tax rolls and shifts costs onto other taxpayers. In reality, a 2022
study of more than 1,400 New England municipalities found that new
land protection had only a small effect on local tax rates: the average
85-acre conservation project was associated with an increase of just
$0.72 per $100,000 of property value on a homeowner's annual

tax bill. The study also found no evidence that towns collected less
revenue or reduced public services as a result of land protection.

Conserving Land Saves Towns Money

That matters because development is not free. Residential growth
brings new tax revenue, but it also increases demand for schools,
roads, emergency services, and other municipal costs—costing towns
an average of $1.16 for every $1.00 generated. By contrast, natural
and working lands cost just $0.37 per dollar, while providing clean
water, flood protection, recreation, and other public benefits.

Conserved Land Boosts Property Values

Conserved lands can also strengthen nearby property values,
especially near passive-use parks and trails, where nearby homes may
see an average 20% increase in value. For communities weighing
future growth, conservation is not a fiscal burden—it is a sound
investment in local quality of life, resilience, and economic stability.
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Benefit 6: Land Trusts Drive Land Acquisition in CT

Connecticut’s land trusts are the essential engines driving the state
toward its goal of conserving 21% of its land base. While decades of
dedicated work have brought us more than three-quarters of the way
to this milestone, the state relies on land trusts to close the remaining
gap—while also accounting for ongoing stewardship through nature-
based solutions like core forest protection, wetland restoration, and
floodplain conservation.

Land Trusts Maximize State Funding Through Private and
Federal Leverage

The State of Connecticut’s conservation strategy depends on land
trusts, municipalities, and water companies to account for about
50% of its land protection goal. To facilitate this, the state provides
vital-but limited—funding through programs like the Open Space &
Watershed Land Acquisition (OSWA) Grant Program, administered
by the CT Department of Energy & Environmental Protection (CT
DEEP). However, state grants only cover a portion of acquisition
costs and provide no support for the perpetual responsibility of land
stewardship.

This is where land trusts deliver. By leveraging philanthropic
donations alongside municipal and federal sources, land trusts
bridge the funding gap that the state cannot fill alone. Since 1998,
the OSWA program has invested $190M in land conservation—a
public investment that has successfully unlocked more than $100M
in additional matching funds raised from private donors and federal
partners. This ability to multiply public dollars makes land trusts

the state’s most cost-effective partners in securing Connecticut’s
environmental future.
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Closing The Gap:
Opportunities & Needs

Connecticut's land trusts are vital to reaching state conservation goals
and meeting local needs - from clean water and climate resilience

to public access and community health. But their work is far from
finished.

In our recent report, State of the Lands: Results from the 2023-24
Connecticut Land Trust Census, land trusts across the state identified
128,000 acres as high-priority future conservation opportunities,
enough to bring the state within 90% of its conservation target for
land trusts, towns, and water companies. To deliver, land trusts need
help in four key areas:

Land Acquisition: Land trusts need help identifying and pursuing
sources of funding and financing to purchase land and conservation
easements. With rising land prices and growing local needs, land
trusts will rely on stronger partnerships, community support, and
public funding to protect the lands that matter most.

Land Stewardship & Management: Funding for stewardship activities,
as well as expertise and capacity for hands-on projects, is a persistent
need as land trusts strive to maintain conservation lands in perpetuity.

Outreach, Education & Engagement: Land trusts need support in
forging partnerships in their community, engaging new audiences,
and paying for education and outreach efforts.

Operation & Governance: Most land trusts are volunteer-run and
operate on modest budgets - just $40,000 on average - yet they
continue to deliver outsized results. They seek board members and
often need volunteer capacity to support day-to-day operations.

A NOTE OF THANKS

This report was developed with research and writing support from
Avery Cotton, CLCC's 2025 summer intern. Thank you, Avery!
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Sheep Farm Preserve, Groton Open Space Association (GOSA)

GET INVOLVED
Join Your Local Land Trust

A great way to make a difference in your community is to link up with
your local land trust. Land trusts rely on local volunteers, donors,
and advocates to protect the places we all value. Whether you're
interested in land stewardship, trail maintenance, educational
programs, or land conservation, there's a role for everyone.

Visit CLCC's website to find and connect with your local land trust.
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Platt Farm Preserve, Southbury Land Trust, by Julie Stuart
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About Us

CLCC is the only statewide service provider and voice for Connecticut land
trusts. CLCC is a leader in advocacy and policy, education and training, and
technical assistance to empower Connecticut’s land trusts and ensure the
long-term viability of land conservation efforts in the state.

Since its formation in 2006, CLCC has grown into one of the most effective
land trust service associations in the country, offering a wide range of
programming and services.

CLCC prides itself on its commitment to building partnerships that
advance land conservation, strengthen land trusts, and build healthy and
sustainable communities.

deKoven House
27 Washington Street #12
Middletown, CT 06457

ctconservation.org
860-852-5512 Printed on Recycled Paper

D



