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Columbia County is an extraordinary place. 

Unlike many other parts of  the Hudson Valley, the distinctive qualities that have 
characterized the area for hundreds of  years remain relatively intact. Our County is 
particularly rich in conservation resources.  Abundant streams, ponds, and wetlands 
emanate from dense upland woods that protect our watersheds and provide critical 
habitat for important wildlife. Amidst the rolling hills and lowland plains, working 
farms produce a diverse array of  healthy food and anchor the regional economy. All 
this, within a few hours’ drive from three major metropolitan centers.

But there is no guarantee that it will remain this way.

• Until now, the County has been spared the aggressive growth experienced by many of  
our neighboring counties, but urban expansion and an active second home market assure 
that development pressures will increase.  

• Continuing development poses a high risk of  increased fragmentation of the landscape 
and loss of  farmland, vital ecosystems, and natural areas.  

• Farming in the County is experiencing an infusion of  new energy, but the cost and 
availability of farmland must be addressed if  our communities are to maintain their 
agricultural character.  

• A changing climate is creating more volatile and destructive weather, and threatening 
our water supply, the productivity of  the land, and many other important ecosystem 
services on which we all depend.   

• Young people are spending much less time outdoors than previous generations, leading 
to a loss of connection with the natural world and the need to actively work to protect 
and restore it. 



  

Development pressures, loss of farmland, and a 
rapidly changing climate pose real and present 
threats to the qualities that make Columbia County 
such a special place. 

This map shows the location 
of building permits for new 
construction built between 
2001 and 2011. 

Without responsible land use
policies and a collaborative 
commitment to conservation,
continued growth of this 
nature could threaten the 
region’s scenic landscapes 
and rural character.

Data layer created by Don Meltz, Planning 
and GIS, 2011
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CLC has a plan to meet these challenges. 

Throughout the past year, the Columbia Land Conservancy (CLC) has undertaken 
a wide-ranging assessment of  the conservation assets of  Columbia County, of  the 
tools and strategies we have historically employed, and of  how we might sharpen our 
focus and broaden and deepen the impact of  our work. We have developed a plan 
that will allow us to accelerate the pace of conservation in the County, build upon 
the gains already in hand, and strengthen the commitment of community leaders 
and the next generation to care for this special part of our fragile planet.  
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Specifically, over the next five years, CLC will: 
• Utilize the latest data and a scientific approach to pursue the protection of  land 

with the highest conservation importance; 

• Develop a rapid-response capacity to secure significant at-risk properties until 
long-term conservation solutions can be achieved;  

• Develop new and expanded strategies to promote affordable access to farmland; 

• Ensure that all of  our conservation objectives and strategies address the impacts 
of climate change and seek to maintain resilient natural systems;  

• Use the best available science to actively manage our Public Conservation Areas 
to improve the quality and health of the natural habitats and to deepen the 
educational experience for visitors; 

• Substantially augment our capacity to act as a resource to local officials to 
improve land use planning and pursue local conservation and open space projects; 

• Greatly expand our work to instill a knowledge and love of  the natural world by 
engaging school groups, community organizations, and people of all ages with 
the County’s extraordinary outdoors.
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These strategies, taken together, will significantly 
enhance our conservation impact. But our ability to 
implement this plan depends on the success of the 
Campaign for Columbia County Tomorrow, which seeks 
to fund three important initiatives: 

1) Farm & Forest Protection. This initiative will seed a project 
acquisition fund with $2.5 million. These funds will allow us to respond to time-
sensitive conservation opportunities by financing, temporarily or permanently, the 
preservation of  at-risk conservation properties, and will add a significant new tool for 
our work to secure the county’s farmland base. A portion of  these funds will be used 
to purchase the Thompson-Finch Farm, an organic fruit and vegetable operation in 
the Town of  Ancram, and thereby ensure its continued existence as a productive, 
affordable agricultural resource. 

2) Legacy Land Stewardship.  We will add $2 million to CLC’s 
endowment to support the maintenance of  our Public Conservation Areas, allowing 
us to implement a proactive, science-based approach to stewardship that protects 
and restores their ecological health and their value as educational and inspirational 
community resources.  

3) Community Engagement. We will provide $1.5 million to 
substantially expand our public outreach, education, and engagement programs to 
encourage and facilitate successful community conservation initiatives, advocate and 
support efforts to address the challenges of  climate change, broaden the constituency 
for conservation, and work to ensure that coming generations remain committed to 
the careful stewardship of  the earth. 
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We are so lucky to be living in this wonderful place, and thanks to 
CLC it just keeps getting better.

Jim & Meg Cashen
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Farm & Forest Protection: 
Seizing Critical Opportunities

The land in Columbia County is rich in conservation resources. When opportunities 
to protect such properties arise and funding is not immediately available from another 
source, the ability to act promptly can make the difference between permanent 
conservation and development of  the land for incompatible use.

This large swath of wooded hills is one of only 
two migration pathways for plants and animals 
connecting the forests of New England and 
the Mid-Atlantic region, and will be particularly 
resilient to the impacts of climate change.

CLC acquired the Round Ball Mountain 
Conservation Area in reliance on a bridge loan 
to cover for a State grant that took several years 
to materialize. This initiative will generate funds 
that can be used to secure at-risk conservation 
lands.

Thompson-Finch Farm is now one of the largest and most well-known you-pick organic strawberry operations 
in the northeast. Without support from a thriving Farm & Forest Protection initiative, it could be lost.
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Columbia County is a special spot. The land is beautiful, I hope 
in the future we’ll just let it be what it is. 

Paul Herzberg
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Legacy Land Stewardship: 
Caring for Land in Perpetuity

The Columbia Land Conservancy manages ten Public Conservation Areas for 
recreation and wildlife habitat.These sites are open year-round for visitors of  all 
ages and abilities, and serve as outdoor classrooms for educational events.
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CLC will be able to do more active management 
of each site’s habitats through activities like 
planting trees along streambanks.

CLC will be able to make the best use of data 
like that collected in Natural Resource Inventories 
to protect each site’s special features.

CLC will conduct more research projects at Public Conservation Areas, like studying the effects of reducing 
deer browse of plants. This project employed young adults in the Student Conservation Association.
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Community Engagement: 
Cultivating a Constituency for Conservation

Increasing our public education and outreach to strengthen a community 
conservation ethic will make it possible for CLC to inspire a deep appreciation for the 
natural world among county residents.

It’s like the best job you could ever have. You’re saving the  
environment and providing enjoyment for everyone who uses 
the site. 

Scott, Greenager 

These funds will allow CLC to support landowners 
interested in managing their property’s natural 
resources.

With these funds, CLC can assist more 
municipalities with planning for trails and other 
projects.
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The importance of preserving our land and wilderness can’t 
be overstated. In this age of technology and the resultant 
Nature Deficit Disorder which afflicts many of our children, it is 
of vital importance to the health and well-being of our society 
to continue to promote the outdoor activities and programs 
offered by Columbia Land Conservancy.

Kitty Osterhoudt
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With 30 years of conservation leadership behind us and 
a national reputation as a professional and innovative 
community-based land trust, we have the knowledge, 
skills, and credibility in the community to effectively meet 
the challenges ahead.  The additional financial strength 
provided by the Campaign for Columbia County Tomorrow 
will allow us to take our work to a new level as we strive to 
secure the future of our natural landscape and its ecological, 
agricultural, and scenic resources. 
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49 Main Street
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info@clctrust.org



A Proud Record of Accomplishment

In our first three decades the Columbia Land Conservancy has:

Supported a Thriving Agricultural Sector
• Permanently protected more than 26,000 acres of  private land, including over 11,000 acres of  active farmland;
• Purchased the development rights on 35 family farms, making available some $15 million of  equity to invest in 

the businesses or enable generational transition; and
• Supported the expansion of  existing farms and the start-up efforts of  more than 60 beginning farmers by 

facilitating affordable access to almost 3,000 acres of  farmland.

Provided Access to Public Land for Recreation
• Created a network of  ten Public Conservation Areas, 2,500 acres of  beautiful, undeveloped natural lands that 

are open free of  charge to thousands of  residents and visitors for outdoor recreation and education;
• Facilitated the acquisition by New York State of  3,000 acres now permanently conserved as part of  the State’s 

forest holdings; and
• Played a central role in the extension of  the Harlem Valley Rail Trail into Columbia County.
 
Catalyzed Community Conservation
• Provided training to hundreds of  people involved in local planning to help them protect water quality, streams, 

open spaces, habitat, and farmland; and
• Collaborated with dozens of  county, town and community groups to facilitate good planning, publicly 

accessible open spaces, and the creation of  a county-wide trail network.

Connected People to the Land
• Provided programs offering experiences in the natural world and environmental education to thousands of  

people of  all ages; and
• Worked with hundreds of  volunteers to maintain trails, collect important scientific data, and clean up the 

banks of  the Hudson River.
 
Built a Strong Organizational Reputation
• Received widespread recognition for the quality of  our work and our commitment to the community from 

institutions and individuals throughout the county; 
• Established solid working partnerships with numerous other conservation organizations in the region, 

enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of  our collective conservation efforts; and
• Achieved accreditation by the national Land Trust Alliance Accreditation Commission, attesting CLC’s 

adherence to best practices in all areas of  work and governance. 



Farm & Forest Protection
Seizing Critical Opportunities

Strategy

Campaign Goal

A revolving transaction and acquisition fund

$2.5 Million

The Need

We seek to create a fund that will allow us to act promptly 
when there is a critical conservation need without immediate 
funding available from another source.  Once a farm is sold 
for development, it is forever lost from the local food supply, 
along with a livelihood and way of  life.  If  the regional forest 
corridor that crosses Columbia County - connecting the 
Catskills and Appalachians with the forests of  New  
England - is severed, it will cease to function as a migration 
pathway for plants and animals, critically important as the 
climate changes and species seek to adapt to shifting habitats 
and long-established seasonal patterns.  

The ability to temporarily secure land until conservation 
funding can be arranged can sometimes mean the difference 
between permanent conservation and development of  the 
land for incompatible uses. Coordinating funding between 
multiple partners and agencies can take months, if not 
years. The Farm & Forest Protection initiative will allow us 
to “buy the time” necessary to devise creative solutions to 
complex conservation projects. While we anticipate that the 
funds will be used primarily to facilitate such interim funding 
arrangements, from time to time they may also be used for 
permanent fee acquisitions. 

Our goal is to launch the Farm & Forest Protection initiative 
with a minimum of  $2.5 million of  working capital. Much 
of  these monies will be used for bridge financing or as a loan 
fund, with the expectation that the funds will be returned 
for use on another project.  These funds will provide an 
exceptionally valuable new tool for our conservation efforts, 
and we will strive to augment our resources for this work over 
time.  

Sample Project: 
Protecting Family Land
CLC staff is working with a family in the 
heart of the forested wildlife corridor 
that connects the Catskills with the 
Taconics and Green Mountains.  Their 
large, forested property has been in 
the family for generations, and boasts 
dramatic rock outcrops, exceptional 
wetlands, and more than half a mile 
of streams.  Scientific analysis by The 
Nature Conservancy predicts that this 
land will be resilient to the negative 
effects of climate change, because 
its varied terrain and good habitat - if 
conserved – can support a diverse 
and evolving suite of plants and 
wildlife indefinitely.  The family would 
like to conserve the land and would 
be willing to do so at a deep discount.  
The Farm & Forest Protection initiative 
will make it possible to safeguard such 
exceptional properties before they 
are lost.  



Sample Project: 
Round Ball Mountain
Our experience with the Round Ball Mountain property 
illustrates the importance of an initiative like this. 
When the property that is now Round Ball Mountain 
Conservation Area came up for sale, a private loan 
of $300,000 was essential to our ability to acquire it. In 
order to pay back this loan, CLC received a grant from 
the State of New York, but it took nearly five years to be 
disbursed. Round Ball Mountain is now an integral part 
of an 1,800-acre nature preserve. The Farm & Forest 
Protection initiative will make it possible to complete 
more transactions like this one.

Impact

The Farm & Forest Protection initiative will enable us to quickly secure threatened farms, forests and 
other wildlife habitat and properties that have special value so that we can

• Save threatened properties by purchasing them and holding them temporarily while we await a 
pending grant award or until we can sell the land subject to a conservation easement that permanently 
protects its conservation values;  

• Prevent the development of important land by securing an “option” agreement for a specified period 
while we seek funding to secure the long-term future of  the property; 

• Enhance our ability to pursue grant funding by enabling us to conduct rapid due diligence, such as land 
appraisals and environmental assessments; 

• Acquire permanent ownership of  valuable conservation land. For example, CLC is currently working 
with our farmland access partner Equity Trust, Inc., and the owners of  the Thompson-Finch Farm in 
Ancram to raise funds to ensure the future of  the farm. Monies raised for the Farm & Forest Protection 
initiative would be available to support the Thompson-Finch Farm project. 

Farm & Forest Protection
Seizing Critical Opportunities



Farm & Forest Protection in Action
Thompson-Finch Farm

Thompson-Finch Farm
In the heart of  Ancram lies a beautiful 200-acre organic farm 
known as the Thompson-Finch Farm. Beginning in 1982 
as a small market garden, it is now one of the largest and 
most well-known you-pick organic strawberry operations 
in the northeast. Thompson-Finch Farm is also known for 
its delicious high bush blueberries, 14 varieties of  organic 
apples, and unique early season heirloom tomatoes. The farm 
includes beautiful woodlands, a regionally significant river, 
and other important ecological features. 

Land at Risk
Due to the passing of a long-time ownership generation, 
the Thompson-Finch Farm, a Centennial Farm in operation 
since 1859, is at serious risk. CLC is working with the 
farmers, our farmland access partner Equity Trust, Inc., 
and our farmland protection partners Scenic Hudson, Inc., 
and Dutchess Land Conservancy to ensure the future of  
the farm. Our plan will employ a new conservation model: 
we will buy and permanently protect the farm and rent it 
back to the current and future farmers in a long-term, secure 
lease arrangement. The farmers will own the structures 
and improvements. This plan will ensure the future of  the 
property as a working farm, allow the farmers to build equity 
in the business, and provide for compatible public access and 
enjoyment of  portions of  the property.

CLC, Equity Trust, Inc., and the Thompson-Finch farmers are 
collaborating together to finance the project by raising funds 
from the community, the customers of  the farm, and possible 
grant support. Funds from the Farm & Forest Protection 
initiative will help to cover a portion of  the acquisition. 



Impact

Purchase of the Thompson Finch Farm Fund will enable us to

• Protect a farm that serves as a model for successfully balancing highly productive, organic 
agriculture with careful sensitivity to more than 40 acres of  important riparian and wetland habitats 
that provide refuge for rare plants and animals; 

• Provide for continued ownership of farm infrastructure by the farmers and encourage expansion 
in the farm business made possible by offering a long-term lease; 

• Allow for the successful transition of  the farm to a new generation of farmers;   

• Provide a public trail and educational programs and events; 

• Create a project for the community on an ecologically important farm that incorporates farmland 
protection, affordable farmland access and land security, natural resource conservation, and outdoor 
education and learning; and 

• Make use of  an innovative approach to farmland preservation that will ensure the land will remain 
in agriculture forever and could serve as a model for future farmland conservation projects.

Farm & Forest Protection in Action
Preserving Thompson-Finch Farm



Legacy Land Stewardship
Caring for Land in Perpetuity

Strategy

Campaign Goal

Manage our Public Conservation Areas using 
science-based principals and long-term planning for 
enjoyment and habitat conservation

$2 Million

The Need

CLC owns more than 4,000 acres of land that we 
maintain for the enjoyment of the public and for 
the protection of the plant and animal species that 
inhabit them. They serve as the de-facto park system 
for the entire County. They are our “physical plant” 
and, like the buildings and grounds of  any other 
institution, they require regular maintenance and 
thoughtful stewardship. 

We are committed to protecting these lands in 
perpetuity as undeveloped natural areas where 
people can hike, run, birdwatch, observe nature, 
and find peace and solace. Going forward, we intend 
to adopt more active, science-based management 
strategies focused on the ecological health of  these 
lands and their tremendous potential to serve as an 
educational and inspirational resource for people of  all 
ages.  

A permanent endowment is essential to ensure our 
ability to appropriately care for these magnificent 
places.  Such a fund was seeded by a bequest from 
long-time CLC Trustee Jonathan Schor. The fund was 
recently augmented by a generous gift of  $2.5 million, 
and is now valued at $3.9 million. Our long-term 
objective is that, through this campaign, future planned 
giving, and other special donations, the proceeds of  
the endowment will support the on-going cost of  
management and maintenance of  these properties.

Sample Project:  
Interpreting Special Features

CLC’s Public Conservation Areas are 
home to a number of special features: 
rare wildflowers, regionally-significant 
wetlands, and a historic brickyard, to 
name just a few. 

CLC has received grant funds that will 
make it possible to complete the first 
phase of a comprehensive interpretive 
signage plan for the Greenport 
Conservation Area, but no funding is 
currently available for implementing a 
similar plan at our other sites. Sharing 
just how special these places are with 
Public Conservation Area visitors is one of 
the many ways this initiative will help us 
engage people with the natural world.



Sample Project:  
Providing Better Bird Habitat
Several of our Public Conservation Areas are 
home to many grassland bird species. Habitat 
for these birds is declining, but CLC has the 
opportunity to play a role in conserving healthy 
grasslands through altering our management 
practices at these sites. 

The Legacy Land Stewardship initiative will make 
it possible for CLC to create and implement 
adaptive management plans tailored to these 
regionally rare species at our Conservation Areas.

Impact

The Legacy Land Stewardship initiative will enable us to permanently care for these lands to a standard 
of excellence for both habitat management and visitor safety and enjoyment. We will

• Provide high-quality public land access for outdoor enjoyment, site-based learning, and research 
opportunities; 

• Safeguard our natural assets by obtaining comprehensive ecological inventories of the natural 
assets at each of  our conservation area properties and of  the challenges, such as invasive species, 
sensitive species and ecosystems, and unique natural areas;  

• Use the best available science and cutting-edge management techniques, modeling the results of  
various management approaches to visitors;   

• Maintain safe and accessible trail systems and visitor infrastructure for people of  various skills and 
comfort levels for hiking and other outdoor activities; 

• Enhance the visitor experience and conservation education by creating and maintaining 
interpretive signage and other educational and recreational improvements; and 

• Engage the local community’s skills, interests, and talents by developing an active corps of 
volunteers to assist in managing, maintaining, and monitoring the conditions and the public use of  
the properties.  

Legacy Land Stewardship
Caring for Land in Perpetuity



Community Engagement
Cultivating a Constituency for Conservation

Strategy

Campaign Goal

Develop a robust education program and strengthen 
a community conservation ethic. 

$1.5 Million

The Need

Ultimately, the only way to protect 
and conserve the qualities that make 
Columbia County such a special place 
is to inspire a deep appreciation for the 
natural world. 

We accomplish this in many ways – by 
engaging people of  all ages in educational 
programming, events and citizen science 
projects; by encouraging municipal leaders 
to incorporate conservation objectives 
in their work and promote good land 
use practices; by supporting the work 
of  community groups seeking to create 
open spaces and public trail corridors; 
by facilitating access to farmland; and 
by working to instill a strong community 
commitment to protect and care for our 
County’s fragile natural resources.  

The Community Engagement initiative 
will support an essential staff  position 
for community outreach and education, 
enhance our conservation work in support 
of  farmland access, and substantially 
expand our outreach and support to 
private landowners to steward their 
natural resources.

Sample Project: 
Making Every Child’s Outdoor 
Experience a “Perfect Ten”
In the fall of 2016, thirteen girls from Perfect Ten, 
Hudson’s only after-school club for girls ages 8 - 18, 
spent three afternoons at High Falls participating 
in a nature journaling experience. Each day, the 
girls took guided exploratory hikes around High 
Falls as they learned how to make observations of 
the natural world. Director Laura Miller says “The 
girls really got into studying nature in a way they 
wouldn’t have without CLC!”

CLC and Perfect Ten are interested in furthering a 
mutual partnership, but due to lack of capacity, 
were unable to work together on a grant 
application that would have funded a multi-week 
learning opportunity. With a thriving Community 
Engagement initiative, more students could have 
access to these programs.



Impact 
 
The Community Engagement initiative will enable us to

• Expand our capacity to provide meaningful outdoor experiences to people of  all ages; 

• Maintain a more robust relationship with County schools and community-based youth 
organizations to substantially expand outdoor experiences for audiences who have not traditionally  
had access to such programs; 

• Offer additional assistance to landowners looking to us for guidance on how to manage their 
property’s natural resources to enhance conservation values;  

• Support planning, trail building, and creating municipal parkland by providing additional 
resources to municipal officials and community groups; 

• Promote public health and getting people outdoors by collaborating with community institutions 
(e.g., hospitals, schools, community centers) to create programs; and 

• Address the impacts of climate change by taking an active role in community response, including the 
siting of  wind and solar facilities, infrastructure improvements, agricultural practices, and land-use 
planning. 

Community Engagement
Cultivating a Constituency for Conservation

Sample Project: 
Assisting Landowners
While conservation easements may not be the 
best tool for every property, many residents love 
their land and want to care for it well. As part 
of our effort to engage landowners with their 
properties and conservation practices, CLC 
will launch a brand-new landowner outreach 
initiative.

This will include workshops on topics like 
protecting water quality, one-on-one 
assistance for property owners, and promoting 
conservation activities such as planting trees in 
streamside buffer zones.
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