
77a three-part guide for land trusts in the northeast

PART 3

CASE STUDY: STRATEGIC 
CONSERVATION PL ANNING 

CONTENTS

Conservation Planning in North-Central Massachusetts

Challenges and Objectives

Mapping a New Approach

 How the North Quabbin Partnership Created a Climate-Inclusive Conservation Plan

 Step 1: Reorienting Their Focus and Voting Their Values

 Step 2: Refining Choices and Sketching a Model

 Step 3: Making Final Decisions 

Snapshot: North Quabbin’s Final Choices

 Step 4: Implementation and Outreach

 Step 5: Reflecting on Lessons Learned 

Following in Their Footsteps: How to Take Action



78 conserving nature in a changing climate

CASE STUDY: STRATEGIC 
CONSERVATION PL ANNING

Final map of the North Quabbin Regional Landscape Partnership conservation 
priorities, completed in early 2014 with a planning grant from Open Space Institute.

Looking at a color-coded map of north-central Massachusetts in early 2014, members of 
the North Quabbin Regional Landscape Partnership saw areas of their region that appeared 
to have been spattered with red and orange paint. These color spatters were figurative red 
flags, alerting the partners to places whose characteristics made them potential strongholds 
for plants and animals in the face of climate change. One such oasis was the town of 
Hardwick, just 20 miles from Worcester, on the eastern side of the Quabbin Reservoir.
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CONSERVATION PLANNING IN  
NORTH-CENTRAL MASSACHUSETTS 
Hardwick is in the service area of the East Quabbin Land Trust, a member of the partnership. 
Previously, East Quabbin had not done much work in western Hardwick, but as executive 
director Cynthia Henshaw explained, “Having the town show up in the mapping exercise gave 
us reason to rethink our prioritization.” So when East Quabbin was approached by a landowner 
from western Hardwick who wanted to conserve his property, “The map increased our interest 
in working with that landowner and other neighbors over time,” according to Henshaw. East 
Quabbin also incorporated the mapping results into grant applications to help fund transaction 
costs for a conservation restriction on two parcels totaling 20 acres in the middle of the new 
high-priority area. “We expect other landowners to follow suit with permanent conservation in 
the years to come,” said Henshaw. 

East Quabbin Land Trust’s shift in focus is one of several results of a significant, collaborative 
planning effort to integrate climate into conservation planning. The effort is the subject 
of the third and final part of this guide, which recounts how the North Quabbin Regional 
Landscape Partnership applied the characteristics of climate-resilient sites to developing a 
strategic conservation plan. It shows each step of a tested path that other land conservation 
organizations can follow to harness new climate science for their work on the ground, ensuring 
a more secure future for plants, animals and the human communities that rely on nature. 

As you read, it may be useful to ask yourself the following questions:
• What specific climate risks does my area face? 

• How well will the existing protected lands support plants and animals as the climate 
changes? 

• What additional physical and biological characteristics need protection to better 
support plants and animals? 

View from Mount Watatic on the New Hampshire-Massachusetts border looking 
across the North Quabbin region.”
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CHALLENGES AND OBJECTIVES
In the past, when selecting conservation priority areas, the North Quabbin Regional 
Landscape Partnership “focused on areas where individual partner organizations were 
already working,” said Sarah Wells, North Quabbin’s coordinator and also a conservation 
specialist with the Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust. She would hand out paper maps 
at a quarterly meeting and ask partners to circle their priority areas. She then digitized 
the polygons drawn on the twenty-something maps to show where interests overlapped 
(Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. North Quabbin’s focus areas for 2012, circled in blue, were based mainly 
on partners’s preferences and opportunities for collaboration. Note that western 
Hardwick had been identified as a local priority but had not risen to the level of a 
regional priority in this analysis.

But 2012 had been one of the hottest years on record, and with the devastating floods of 
Hurricane Irene still fresh in everyone’s mind, the group sensed that the approach that had 
served it well in the past might be outdated. “The topic of climate change began to pop up 
regularly at our meetings,” Wells said. 
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Climate change could complicate or even undo years of Wells’ and her colleagues’ work, but 
the precise effects were hard to predict. Among other things, people wondered how the 
area’s unique places—including temperature-sensitive natural communities such as kettle 
bogs and spruce-tamarack wetlands—would fare over time. But there was little sense of 
what might be most important to consider, or even how to start. They suspected that to 
plan for climate change, they would have to shift away from their previous informal, low-
tech approach.

So they were eager to participate when the Highstead Foundation, a regional conservation 
organization known for ecological research, invited them to be guinea pigs for a pilot project 
funded by the Open Space Institute’s Resilient Landscapes Initiative. The project’s goal was 
to see whether new climate science could be integrated into a land conservation plan.

MAPPING A NEW APPROACH
On a crisp October day in 2013, more than 30 people hunkered down in a conference room 
with computers and plenty of coffee. This meeting was the first of three half-day workshops 
at the Millers River Environmental Center in Athol, Massachusetts. In attendance 
were representatives from six land trusts, five towns, two state agencies (including the 
Massachusetts Department of Fish and Game), one planning commission, one academic 
institution and a conservation group—16 of North Quabbin’s 23 partner organizations. 

The task: to create a digital map that identified places in their 26-town service area most 
likely to protect natural resources as the climate changes. This map would be more than 
a locator of conservation targets. It would also serve as the foundation for a strategic, 
long-term conservation plan and as a springboard for community engagement on climate 
concerns. 

As one of the first land conservation collaboratives to attempt a climate-inclusive regional 
conservation blueprint, North Quabbin was exploring literally uncharted territory. Though 
no strangers to collaboration, each of the member organizations had its own perspectives 
and values. The series of workshops set up to advance the planning process created an 
opportunity to put differences on the table and chart a path forward. 
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Figure 5. Ashburnham, Massachusetts, as viewed from Mount Watatic.

The North Quabbin Regional 
Landscape Partnership is a regional 
conservation partnership (RCP) com-

prising 23 organizations. New England 
and eastern New York State have nearly 
40 RCPs—multistakeholder collaboratives 
involving land trusts, conservation orga-
nizations, public agencies and landowners 
who work across geographic and political 
boundaries. North Quabbin was one of the 
first RCPs in its region. Although it has a 
single mission, the day-to-day work of 
North Quabbin’s members takes place in 26 
towns. Because they work simultaneously 
at the municipal and regional levels, their 
experiences developing a strategic plan to 
respond to climate change are transferable 
to land trusts working at a variety of geo-
graphic scales. 

Formed in 1997, North Quabbin serves a 
560,000-acre area in heavily forested North 
Central, Massachusetts (Figures 5, 6). Its 
service area is a tapestry of rolling hills, 
farmland, wetlands, rivers, lakes and the 
Quabbin Reservoir, the largest inland body 
of water in the state and a source of drink-
ing water for two million people. 

The region includes some of the largest 
remaining roadless areas in the state and 
provides habitat for mammals including 
moose, bobcat and bear, which depend 
on its large, unfragmented habitat blocks. 
Places like the Tully Trail and Mount 
Watatic provide exceptional recreational 
opportunities within two hours of Boston. 
All of these resources are experiencing 
intensive development pressure—and 
some effects of climate change.
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Wells characterized the area around the res-
ervoir as an “accidental wilderness”: some 
35 percent of the region is already in some 
form of preservation, largely because the 
state exercised eminent domain to develop 
the Quabbin Reservoir as a drinking water 
source for Boston. Years of work by state 
agencies and land trusts have added con-
servation lands to this site. Historically, the 
group’s members have focused on filling 
gaps and linking protected natural areas. 

In addition to its mission of conserving 
rural heritage and working lands, the group 
also works in a broader context. North 
Quabbin participates in several initiatives 
to protect forests and watersheds, includ-
ing the Quabbin Reservoir to Wachusett 
Mountain Forest Legacy Project (Q2W), 
Quabbin to Cardigan Initiative (Q2C), and 

Wildlands and Woodlands. 

THE PROJECT LEADS
The workshops were led by the Highstead 
Foundation, a Connecticut-based non-
profit conservation and research organi-
zation that promotes RCPs to accelerate 
land conservation. To expand its ability 
to assist RCPs and member land trusts in 
incorporating climate resilience into con-
servation planning, Highstead initiated the 
workshops under a 2013 Catalyst Program 
grant from the Open Space Institute’s 
Resilient Landscapes Initiative. Bill Labich, 
Highstead’s senior conservationist and 
North Quabbin’s former co-chair, coordi-
nated this effort. He pegged North Quabbin 
as an ideal test case because of the organi-
zation’s capacity and history of innovation. 
For example, North Quabbin aggregated 
multiple land ownerships to get Forest 

Legacy Fund grants for what would oth-
erwise be considered local conservation 
projects. 

One member of North Quabbin is Harvard 
Forest, an ecological research center where 
students and staff study the interactions 
of biological, physical and human sys-
tems. Its “laboratories” include 3,500-plus 
acres of forested land in Petersham, one of 
the towns that anchor the partnership’s 
region. Brian Hall, a research assistant at 
Harvard Forest and a geographic informa-
tion system (GIS) expert, served as a tech-
nical trainer and map-building lead for the 
workshop series.

Figure 5. Ashburnham, Massachusetts, as viewed from Mount Watatic.
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HOW THE NORTH QUABBIN PARTNERSHIP CREATED A 
CLIMATE-INCLUSIVE CONSERVATION PLAN

Figure 10. North Quabbin members learned about new climate resilience data at one 
of three workshops.

Step 1: Reorienting the Partners’ Focus and Voting Their Values 
Although the partners had discussed climate change and had a breadth of knowledge 
and intimate understanding of the landscape, few members knew how they could factor 
climate change into their planning efforts. A post-workshop survey revealed that most 
participants had limited understanding of resilience science, despite their strong belief in 
the importance of engaging on climate change. 
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Understanding Resilience
The first meeting, held in October 2013 and facilitated by North Quabbin coordinator Jay 
Rasku, was devoted to coming to a shared understanding of the characteristics of a resilient 
network, as defined by TNC. Geographic information system expert Brian Hall presented 
the conceptual background on geodiversity landform complexity, and local connectedness 
and explained that datasets had recently been developed specifically to help steer land 
protection to ecologically resilient sites. 

The group had concerns about the definition of resilience, because it set aside the value 
of working lands and human resilience. Looking more closely at the data, the group 
was specifically concerned that farming and active forest management decrease the 
connectedness values of these land uses. Some participants also felt the need to directly 
address human resilience. 

Hurricane Irene had left 700,000 people in Massachusetts 
without electricity and turned roads into rivers.  
Would this science sufficiently address the damage of  
such storms?

Through this conversation, climate change emerged as a vast issue, but participants knew 
they needed to start somewhere. They agreed to focus their planning process on ecological 
resilience. Many were convinced that more resilient natural systems would ultimately 
support more resilient human systems. Others could see the value of focusing a planning 
process on biological resources, and coming back to add human systems and working lands 
at another time. 

“What Do You Care About?”

Led by Brian Hall, the participants proceeded to their primary task: deliberating on the 
natural features and data elements that would drive the mapmaking. They knew they’d focus 
on biological priorities, but which ones? How would they be combined with the physical 
features represented in the climate data? And how should the different climate resilience 
data layers be weighted? “We asked them, what do you care about? We’ll choose datasets 
to reflect those values,” Hall recalled. This sparked an informal brainstorming session 
using a flipchart, which generated an unwieldy list of ideas. To evaluate the ideas more 
systematically, the group decided to take a vote. 
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“We asked them, what do you care about?  
We’ll choose datasets to reflect those values.” 

Each member was asked to rank items on a list of nearly 40 datasets and GIS layers. Each 
participant had 100 points to assign as desired to the listed conservation values. When 
tallied, the votes showed areas of agreement. Buffering protected land and making more 
connections to the “accidental wilderness” received many points. Species populations 
and other traditional conservation values also held sway, in part because they reflected 
the funding priorities of grants from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts on which 
the partners have relied to underwrite their projects. The climate resilience data were 
also favored. Despite concerns about the details, the group was excited to have a way to 
incorporate climate science into their planning. The participants recognized that none 
of the other datasets identified their region’s unique geology and landforms; they were 
interested in highlighting these traits. 
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CO-OCCURRENCE MODELING

During the first workshop, David Graham Wolf, deputy director of Mount Grace 
Land Conservation Trust (North Quabbin’s fiscal sponsor), introduced and led 
a discussion on building a co-occurrence model, a type of analysis that would 
help locate places that met the criteria the group had selected. Co-occurrence 
analysis is a GIS-based method for ranking areas on a landscape according to 
their value, determined in this exercise by how many important conservation 
features overlap, or “co-occur,” in each area. North Quabbin used the layers of 
information visualized in the chosen datasets to find these overlaps. In the simplest 
co-occurrence models, each feature is ranked one, such that land with one desired 
conservation feature has a score of one, land with two desired conservation 
features has a score of two, and so forth. Each value is given the same weight 
to simplify the modeling exercise. The greater the number of valued features in 
a place, the higher its score and the more likely it should be a prime candidate 
for protection. This technique is most effective for prioritizing one aspect of 
conservation at a time, such as biodiversity or agriculture, but not both, since they 
are unlikely to co-occur. 

Resolving Conflicts

Parsing these issues also led to the first of several spirited debates reflecting the partners’s 
varying interests—and remaining skepticism about TNC’s resilience criteria. Wells recalled, 
“Water features were very important to most of us. Climate resilience science is based 
on terrestrial features, and it perceives water as a barrier to species movement. For other 
reasons, we view water as an asset!” (In fact, partly as a result of feedback from this group, 
subsequent versions of the Resilience dataset no longer consider water bodies as significant 
barriers.) Working lands were still a sore point. As one participant noted, important species 
can thrive on agricultural lands. Wells recalled, “Some didn’t see a place where farms could 
plug into the map.”

Afterward, Hall and four other GIS-savvy individuals, including Rasku and Matthias Nevins, 
North Quabbin’s AmeriCorps member, held the first of several separate meetings. They 
planned to compile, analyze and tweak draft versions of the map based on feedback from 
the larger group. But when they made the first draft using the datasets that scored highest 
in the values-ranking exercise, they noticed that the results were skewed. 
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Several of the selected datasets reflected similar conservation values, so people had, in 
effect, chosen to do one thing—emphasize contiguous forest cover—in several different 
ways. So Hall made an executive decision: Basing the choice of datasets to use on overall 
trends, he selected the newest and highest-quality set of data for represented blocks 
for connected forestland. Using all the datasets would overload the co-occurrence 
model and make it difficult to understand. Also, in the name of simplicity, he awarded 
equal weight to each conservation value selected. 

STEP 2: REFINING CHOICES AND SKETCHING A MODEL
At the second meeting, in November 2013, Hall showed the participants the results of 
their conservation feature rankings and unveiled the draft map based on their overall 
preferences. The map was a window showing where they were headed, but the vision 
was still too general to drive their conservation plan. So their next task was to refine 
their choices. How best to combine familiar measures of biological diversity with 
physical measures focused on landform characteristics? Equally, or favoring one over 
the other? 

To help answer these questions, the GIS team presented map models in which various 
sites “popped out” as ecologically significant depending on how data layers were 
combined and weighted. The models reflected different feature rankings, depending on 
whether TNC resilience data were used, and different scales. 

As Hall zoomed in to selected sites,  
people evaluated how the different approaches to 
combining the data matched their on-the-ground 
knowledge of these sites. 

Balance, Trade-Offs and Scale
One critical decision was how to incorporate the familiar BioMap2 dataset, which 
informs the state’s Wildlife Action Plan. Component layers of BioMap2 can be isolated 
to reveal core forest areas, display wetland features, show the presence of rare species 
and so on—and the North Quabbin partners valued this information. Moreover, many 
natural features that BioMap2 identifies are also signs of biological condition, one of the 
criteria used to assess a landscape’s resilience. 
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Participants asked themselves: Shall we use broader or finer data? The data were originally 
available at the 1,000-acre hexagon and 30-meter cell scales. Although the 30-meter scale 
was preferable, they had used the 1,000-acre hexagon data to assess geology, so results 
were not strictly accurate. 
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The question of context was also important for the partners: If the map-based datasets 
of resilience are relative, against which context shall we compare our region—the whole 
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The issue of context and regional priorities came up again in relation to geodiversity. 
Participants were surprised and proud to learn that their region was home to one of the 
largest protected areas of low-elevation mafic geology in the Northeast. The Open Space 
Institute had highlighted this geology as a priority for protection because of its low level of 
regional conservation, but locally, North Quabbin had already protected 80 percent of this 
setting. Should the land trusts continue to protect this geology type, or diversify?  

Ultimately, the partners would vote on data scale, context and which datasets to use—this 
time, from a highly informed position. Their choices:

• use the finer-scale data, because properties in the region are often much smaller than 
1,000 acres; 

• evaluate resilience at both regional and local scales; 

• continue to protect local low-elevation mafic geology and thus contribute to regional 
representation; and

• allot 40 percent of the data inputs “budget” to mapping climate-resilient physical 
features and 60 percent to biological data—animals, forest and water-related features.

Visualizing Priorities
Hall was now tasked with producing a working map reflecting those decisions and other 
feedback from the second session. He soon realized that even these narrowed-down 
options could not all be easily represented on a single map. 

“If we included everything, nobody would understand what 
it showed,” he said. “It had to be explainable to someone in 
less than three minutes.”     

So he came up with an interactive website to help people understand what the data showed. 
On their own time, participants could play with the layers they’d selected, turning features 
on and off to see how their choices affected each of four “straw man” models Hall had 
created. 
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18. Screen shot of an interactive website developed by the North Quabbin Partnership 
to allow members to explore data layers prior to assigning final ‘weights’.

Step 3: Making Final Decisions
By December 2013, when the third session began, the participants had engaged enough 
with the possibilities that they felt more confident making choices and could understand 
the implications of what the map showed. Now, Hall had them discuss the pros and cons of 
the four finalist maps again, using the same web application but reviewing them as a group. 
In many cases, said Nevins, it seemed that the maps “confirmed the work that has been 
done over the years. Areas that were highlighted for prioritization were areas where the 
partnership has been focusing their collaborative energy.” But the final choice of datasets 
revealed potential new priorities.
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It was time to vote on the weights they would assign to each of their preferred data layers, 
thereby deciding which features represented their top conservation values. The “winners” 
are listed below.

DATASETS 
The question: What information is most relevant for us?

• TNC Resilience 

 · scaled to Geophysical Setting in Ecoregion 

 · scaled to North Quabbin service area

• TNC/OSI Underrepresented Geophysical Settings Tier 1 (at risk and biologically rich)

• TNC/OSI Underrepresented Geophysical Settings Tier 2 (moderately underrepresented, 
at risk)

• TNC Regional Flow

• Protected Open Space Within 400m

• BioMap2 Critical Natural Landscape CNL (CNL data tracks intact landscapes)

 · Aquatic Buffer 

 · Landscape Blocks

 · Wetland Buffer

• BioMap2 Core Habitat CH (CH data tracks endangered species)

 · Aquatic Core

 · Forest Core 

 · Priority Natural Communities

 · Species of Conservation Concern

 · Vernal Pool Core 

 · BioMap2 Wetlands

SNAPSHOT: NORTH QUABBIN’S 
FINAL CHOICES
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DATA TAILORING 
The question: At how fine a “grain” do we need to understand these landscapes?

• Use only overall resilience data (no component layers)

• Use individual component data layers of BioMap2 (each one got one point)

• Use 30-meter cells (rather than 1,000-acre hexagons)

RESILIENCE SCORE SCALING 
The question: At what scale do we want to use this information in order to make decisions? 

• Geophysical setting in ecoregion (one point)

• North Quabbin’s service area (one point)

As these final dataset choices show, the participants incorporated the four terrestrial 
resilience characteristics (discussed in Part 1) into their map and plan, and did it in a way 
that assessed what was relevant to their historical priorities. By choosing TNC’s Resilience 
dataset, for example, they accessed combined information about geodiversity, landform 
diversity and local connectedness. The two underrepresented settings datasets provided 
them with additional information about geodiversity, and the regional flow dataset offered 
new details about their area’s connectivity. 

The partners were able to infer landscape condition in two ways. They were personally 
familiar with the state of the land, having long worked in the area. Also, the data layers 
in BioMap2 provided information about the current status of important plant and animal 
communities. 
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Sarah Wells explained the thinking behind their choices: Because the partners were familiar 
with BioMap2, they felt confident examining its individual component layers and including 
these in their final map. Moreover, the Commonwealth requires its use for recipients of 
conservation funding. But they decided not to “parse out” TNC’s Resilience data and 
accepted it as a whole. “We trusted TNC’s expertise and said, ‘Let’s not mess with this,’” 
she said. 

However, the group did tinker with the scaling, looking at resilience from the perspective 
of both the 26-town region that constitutes North Quabbin’s service area and the entire 
multistate ecoregion. Also, participants wanted to ensure that more of the geophysical 
settings important for biodiversity were conserved. “We’ve already protected a large area 
of mafic lands more locally,” Wells noted, “but ecoregion-wide, these areas are not well 
protected.” The group decided to continue focusing on protecting this geology type.

Last Steps
The last step in creating the map was for Hall to clip out roads, developed lands and water, 
leaving visible only the land available for conservation. 

Figure 20. GIS expert Brian Hall “clipped out” certain land features so that only 
available conservation land was visible on the map. 

Then he rescaled the combined data layers relative to the remaining cells so that the group 
could focus on the features of interest and to “make the action needed clearer,” he said. The 
result: the completed Strategic Conservation Priorities Map (Figure 21).
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Figure 21. Left: North Quabbin’s previous hand-annotated map. Right: The final “hot/
cold” map, built using datasets visualizing both physical traits supporting climate 
resilience and biological traits. Areas in red and orange flag the highest levels of 
relative resilience, cool blues have lower relative resilience, and green areas represent 
already protected land. The partners had already selected general areas (blue outlines 
on previous map) with highly resilient sections, but they also missed resilient areas 
that the second map reveals.

What the Map Showed
North Quabbin’s final map shows resilience “hot spots” in crimson and minimally resilient 
lands in pale blue. The colors highlighted three heavily wooded places, two of them new to 
the partners, which had multiple resilience traits:  

• the town of Leyden, which is very hilly with varied terrain and was the site of an OSI-
supported neighborhood conservation project in 2013;

• the corridor heading north from the Quabbin Reservoir into the town of Royalston; and

• land just east of the Quabbin, especially the town of Hardwick. 
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The area south of Royalston was “a little surprising,” observed Wells. “It also corresponds 
with an area that’s relatively developed compared with other parts of our region.” Route 2 
bisects it, as do the town centers of two larger communities, Athol and Orange. However, 
the complexity and diversity of geologies in this area brought it to the top. 

To bring home the import of what they had created, Hall showed the participants the new 
map side by side with the same map without TNC’s Resilience data (Figure 22). 
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Figure 11. The North Quabbin service area, as visualized with and without the climate 
resilience data (top images), and a final map illustrating in red which places become 
more important when the climate resilient data layers are added (bottom).
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Step 4: Implementation and Outreach
As the Hardwick example that opened this case study illustrates, the mapmaking process 
equipped the North Quabbin partners with the knowledge and skills to be proactive about 
climate change. They learned how to translate the science, develop a climate-inclusive 
conservation plan, and bring that knowledge to their work with landowners. Moreover, 
the organization views its new climate-inclusive plan as a living tool for advancing the 
conversation on climate change. 

Wells said, “In the past, our maps were more for internal use. This one’s especially significant 
because of its potential to bring public engagement around an important topic.” The map 
also stands as a replicable model, so practitioners can use the resilience concepts and 
related datasets in their future work. 

“In the past, our maps were more for internal use.  
This one’s especially significant because of its potential to 
bring public engagement around an important topic.”

The partnership has begun outreach to multiple audiences at the regional level. 

• Town boards. Town boards, like conservation and open-space committees, are important 
liaisons with the local community, helping to bring the partnership’s work to fruition. 
Maggie Owens, North Quabbin’s AmeriCorps member, drafted a user-friendly illustrated 
booklet about the map and how towns can use it, such as by partnering with a land trust 
or considering climate resilience when designing infrastructure projects. Ultimately, 
North Quabbin plans to package the brochure and map as a set and bring it to meetings 
with each of the 26 towns in its service area.
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Other partners. North Quabbin identified several resilient places where multiple partners 
have already expressed interested in working and submitted grant applications to the U.S. 
Forest Legacy Program and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Nevins observed, “One 
of the major advantages of doing a large-scale regional mapping process is that we can look 
across boundaries, and see where we can improve collaboration and potentially spark new 
projects.” 

• Landowners. North Quabbin often sponsors events on land-related topics in 
neighborhoods throughout the region. The climate map provides both targeted locations 
in which to hold them and an additional reason to engage local landowners in protecting 
their property. 

The partnership recently staged a well-attended meeting in 
Royalston, one of its new priority conservation areas.

• Local residents. North Quabbin’s public outreach strategy has continued to evolve. In 
January 2015, it hosted a hike so that other partners could see what resilience looks like 
on the ground (Figure 24). Despite the deep winter chill, a small group of people came 
out to explore a protection-worthy landscape in Royalston. They also brainstormed about 
how best to get climate into the local conversation. After the hike, they decided their 
outreach would emphasize doable actions tailored to specific audiences. They plan to 
piggyback messages about resilience and “conserving the stage” onto popular programs 
North Quabbin already sponsors, such as animal-tracking trips and invasive-weed pulls. 
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Figure 24. North Quabbin members led a hike to show partners an area found to be 
highly resilient because of its rolling landscape, among other traits.

North Quabbin is also having an effect beyond the Bay State. The Northeast office of the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service published an article about the many uses of North Quabbin’s 
map on its website. The partnership has been making presentations to hundreds of people 
at gatherings of other RCPs and recently shared its mapmaking story at an OSI-led session 
at the Land Trust Association’s Rally 2015 in California. There, the audience included many 
western and a few international land trusts. 
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Step 5: Reflecting on Lessons Learned 

Both North Quabbin and Highstead viewed the mapmaking process as a success, with some 
qualifications. A post-workshop survey and interviews identified factors that helped or 
hindered the exercise. 

• Trust. The partners enjoyed a high pre-existing level of trust because they were 
accustomed to working together and were already comfortable thinking regionally.

• Active participation. The members had a keen interest in tackling climate “beyond the 
handwringing,” as one member put it, and showed great interest in “getting it right”—so 
much so that some points they raised during the training are being incorporated into 
revisions of TNC’s Resilience dataset. 

• Highly skilled tech leads. Several of North Quabbin’s members had GIS experience or 
scientific backgrounds, but participants agreed that without the expertise and flexibility 
of Harvard Forest’s Brian Hall to “lay out decision paths in the form of if/then,” as Bill 
Labich put it, mastering the concepts and tools would have been more difficult. 

• Clearly defined roles. Hall observed that each participant assumed one of three roles: 
“big thinkers, practitioners and champions.” The thinkers consider, “What biological and 
geologic things do we really care about?” The practitioners “put time and effort in to 
understanding the different data layers and how they fit together.” And the champions 
“take up the cause to use the map.”

• Insufficient time. Most participants felt they had barely enough time to understand the 
mapmaking process and achieve consensus. People suggested there should have been 
from one to as many as nine additional meetings. 

Perhaps the most resounding lesson of all, though, was that “it let us see that we can do 
something about climate change,” Wells said. “Now we have a resource to guide us, and it 
will lead to conservation on the ground over the coming years.”
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FOLLOWING IN THEIR FOOTSTEPS: HOW TO TAKE ACTION
For some land trusts, following the steps outlined in Part 2 will be sufficient for their work. 
However, North Quabbin’s experience is instructive for understanding the learning curve 
of planning for climate change, the need to clarify values first, the trade-offs that may be 
required, and the wide range of planning possibilities that resilience science and cutting-
edge tools can offer. 

Questions to Consider
• How are my organization’s challenges and objectives similar to or different 

from North Quabbin’s, and what might that mean for planning?

• How can North Quabbin’s approach inform how my organization engages 
partners with diverse backgrounds?

• Could some of the datasets that North Quabbin used help us to reach our 
goals?

• Are any of the datasets redundant with others we already use or are thinking of 
adopting?

• Would using a co-occurrence model like North Quabbin’s be the best method 
for planning for climate resilience, or is it more complex than what we need?

• Which of the outreach strategies might work in our service area?

• How might we benefit from the lessons North Quabbin learned? 

North Quabbin’s plan is ambitious, and the group had the benefit of OSI funding for 
Highstead and Harvard Forest to support its process with data mapping and science 
education. As the science is applied more widely and as guidebooks help introduce the 
concepts to a broader audience, more organizations may be able to use climate science in 
conservation work with only limited technical assistance.
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Land trusts that want to follow in North Quabbin’s footsteps have several options. 

• Highstead has since conducted climate-planning workshops to several other RCPs and plans 
to offer additional sessions in the future. Contact Bill Labich at blabich@highstead.net to 
inquire about participating.

• If you are an individual organization, use Part 2 of this guide to evaluate the resilient 
characteristics of your service area or a specific conservation project. 

• If you are interested in finding partners for collaborative work, visit the Land Trust Alliance’s 
website, http://www.landtrustalliance.org. This website also offers case studies on climate-
inclusive conservation planning on its “Conservation in a Changing Climate” page.

• North Quabbin welcomes inquiries from groups with questions and has taken its story 
on the road. Representatives of the partners have presented their case study at various 
conferences. To reach them, contact Sarah Wells at wells@mountgrace.org.

• It may be useful to review the projects completed by other recipients of OSI climate 
funding on the OSI website here, and then contact the organizations involved for more 
information. 
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NEX T STEPS

Now that you’ve worked through all three parts of Conserving Nature 
in a Changing Climate: A Guide For Land Trusts in the Northeast, you 
should possess a basic understanding of climate resilience science 
(Part 1) and proficiency in using digital mapping tools to identify 
the best places to protect by assessing characteristics of individual 
landscapes (Part 2). With this knowledge in hand, you should now 
feel confident in taking the steps to create a climate-inclusive 
conservation plan (Part 3). Additionally, a list of resources follows in 
Appendix A. 

In years ahead, the ecological concepts discussed below are likely 
to remain relevant, but science and practice are not static. This 
is a living document. As our knowledge of climate change grows, 
so will the tools to plan for it and the community of conservation 
organizations incorporating them into their work. We plan to update 
and revise this guide and online resources, and we encourage land 
trusts to share their lessons and experience to help us continually 
improve.

If you have further questions or are interested in scheduling an 
OSI-led orientation or workshop, please contact: Abigail Weinberg at 
aweinberg@osiny.org.
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