Land Conservation in a Changing
Climate

As pointed out in the guide, resilient land is not invincible, but is
better able to recover from disturbances and climate related stresses.
The goal is described in the Guide as:
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To permanently conserve a network of connected and
biologically intact habitats representing the diversity of
physical landscape features.

Those of you who grew up in the area may have noticed that when
you were young the winters seemed colder and storms and flooding
did not seem so extreme, or perhaps so common. At least that’s what
you tell your grandchildren!

To accomplish this goal Ausbon Sargent will consider 1) the physical
diversity of the land, such as geology and landforms, 2) whether the
land is connected to other conserved land, both locally and regionally, and 3) the biological diversity of the land, such as its existing diversity of plant and animal species. Continually improving
satellite imagery as well as extensive local knowledge of our twelve
towns allows us to develop an overlay for our maps that incorporates
the criteria needed to determine the climate resilience of lands we
are looking to protect. We have implemented this new mapping
program and have begun applying climate resilience as new criteria
when evaluating which land to conserve.

Well, it turns out that in this case you were not exaggerating. A 2014
University of New Hampshire study found that since 1895, various
climate indicators have changed dramatically. For example, the
growing season has increased between two and five weeks in the
state, ice out on Lake Sunapee is on average two weeks earlier, and
snow cover in Hanover lasts on average two weeks less. Extreme
rain events, defined as four inches of rain in forty eight hours, have
increased four to ten times depending on the location of the weather
station in the state.
Even more concerning is the finding that the pace of change of these
climate indicators has been three to five times faster in the past forty
years than it was from 1895-2012.

The climate resilience overlay will be added to existing overlays that
we have historically used to prioritize land we wished to conserve.
Such existing overlays were developed using many resources
including the Quabbin to Cardigan maps, NH Fish & Game Department’s unfragmented habitat coverage on GRANIT, and the 2011
Colby-Sawyer Natural Resources Inventory report and maps. While
we expect the old and new overlays will identify much of the same
land, we also anticipate our focus being drawn to different areas.

We may disagree on the causes of climate change, but it is real and is
occurring at an increasingly rapid pace. Historically, Ausbon Sargent,
through its Lands Committee, has evaluated the benefits of the land
it has considered preserving from several perspectives including the
NH Wildlife Action Plan, Town Master Plans, forest types and statewide significant or prime agricultural soils.

The Open Space Institute and North Atlantic Landscape Conservation
Cooperative have created a guide to help land trusts in the Northeast
evaluate land conservation from the perspective of climate resilience.
They define climate resilience in the following way:
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This past spring, Ausbon Sargent, building on work of the Land Trust
Alliance, The Open Space Institute, The Nature Conservancy and
others, has begun to incorporate climate resiliency/adaptation as
criteria for evaluating land it is looking to conserve.

Owen Krol created maps of resilient lands in the 12-town region that Ausbon Sargent represents.

Climate resilience is the specific set of conditions that make
systems better able to cope with the changes caused by a
warming planet. Specifically, climate resilience demonstrates how the land’s specific characteristics can mitigate
the effects of changing climate and weather patterns, such
as gradual increases in temperature, changes in precipitation (both wetter and drier weather) and more severe
and frequent storms. By definition, resilient sites are
better able to tolerate these disruptions, and will require
fewer interventions to restore species diversity and support
natural recovery processes.

We would like to thank recent Colby-Sawyer graduate Owen Krol for
his knowledge and mapping ability in creating the climate resilient
map overlay for us. Owen spent 20 hours on this important mapping
project and we are most appreciative of his skills and comprehensive
efforts.
Steve is a member of the Ausbon Sargent Board and Chair of the
Lands Committee. When he is not hiking, biking and playing
with his grandchildren, Steve is involved with developing and
financing energy efficiency and solar projects and consults
with the utility industry and the Federal government regarding
improving their energy security.
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