
Highlights
• Over half of land trusts have shared 

easement maps with public map 
databases

• Land trusts that shared maps were 
more likely to have strategic plans, 
higher capacity

• Land trusts used maps for 
coordination, planning, donor 
engagement, advocacy

• Barriers to sharing maps were lack of 
technical capacity and privacy 
concerns
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Private organizations, public data: 
land trust choices about mapping 

conservation easements
Summary
Land trusts make important choices about if, 
when, and how to share information about 
private lands in publicly available easement 
maps. This survey and interview research 
shows that most land trusts do share 
easement maps, which can improve 
collaboration and strategic planning. Land 
trusts were more likely to contribute maps 
when they were larger, participated in 
landscape-scale strategic planning, held 
more easements, and had lower levels of 
concern about privacy. 

Background
This research examines the reasons for land 
trust disclosure decisions. Land trusts shape 
land use and protected areas, but they have 
fewer transparency requirements than 
government agencies. Land trusts often hold 
conservation easements, an important land 
use policy tool for protecting open space, 
habitat, water quality, and working lands. 
Conservation easements are legal 
agreements between a landowner and a 
nonprofit land trust or government that 
restrict development and other land uses, 
typically in perpetuity and in exchange for 
payment, tax reduction, or permit. 
Easement boundaries and other property 
records are public information but can be 
challenging to access if organizations do not 
share easement maps. 
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Figure 1. National Conservation 
Easement Database (NCED) map
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Land trust capacity
While NCED has been successful in 
compiling many conservation easement 
maps through coordinator nonprofit 
organizations (Ducks Unlimited and The 
Trust for Public Land) capacity for ongoing 
contact with conservation easement holders 
remains limited due to a lack of NCED 
funding for ongoing outreach and technical 
assistance. Many holders do not have digital 
records, and NCED has limited resources for 
digitizing easements. 

Benefits of disclosure
Land trusts that collaborated regionally and 
had strategic plans with priority 
conservation areas were more likely to 
contribute to NCED. Many land trusts have 
been working over the past decade to 
improve their strategic spatial planning and 
move from an opportunistic to a targeted 
approach that prioritizes the most important 
areas for conservation. 

Barriers and risks of disclosure
Of land trusts that did not contribute maps, 
the most common reason was they had not 
been asked. Concerns about landowner 
privacy and organizational privacy were also 
important for some.

Shared norms: what are peers doing?
Land trusts in states where other land trusts 
are sharing digital maps were more likely to 
share their maps. 

Methods
We combined survey data from the 
2015 LTA Census and our 2016 online 
Map Survey. We studied 933 land 
trusts, including 241 who answered 
our Map Survey. Using statistical 
regression analysis, we examined 
correlations between survey factors 
and land trust inclusion in NCED. We 
conducted 12 interviews.

How land trusts use maps
The dominant uses for NCED and 
regional maps were for coordination 
with other organizations, strategic 
planning, engaging landowners and 
donors, telling the organization’s 
story, and advocating for conservation 
with policymakers. 

Next steps
Achieving a complete easement 
dataset requires additional capacity to 
digitize land trust holdings and 
maintain the database. Support for 
mapping will likely grow with more 
regional collaboration and strategic 
planning, a deepening of the 
professional norm for information 
sharing, and a strategy for reducing 
landowner concerns about 
information disclosure. Greater 
attention is needed to the role of 
privately protected areas.
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