
Frequently Asked Questions

What makes Thompson-Finch Farm an important property to protect? What is special about it?
Thompson-Finch Farm is one of the largest and most well-known you-pick strawberry operations in the 
northeast.  In addition to its high-quality soils, the farm is situated on the banks of the Roeliff Jansen Kill, an 
important stream for trout and other sensitive aquatic species.  For the past 35 years, Don and Marnie MacLean 
have balanced operating a highly successful farm business with farming practices that protect the important 
native plants and animals that depend upon Thompson Finch Farm’s fields, forests, and wetlands for habitat.  
Protecting this property will build on the farmers’ efforts and protect these critical habitats forever.

What is the Thompson-Finch Farm Collaborative?
The MacLeans, Columbia Land Conservancy (CLC), and Equity Trust have joined forces to work 
collaboratively to create a plan to save the farm, including raising the funds to ensure that it will continue to 
operate as a farm into the foreseeable future.  We believe that the agricultural and natural resources, along with 
the successful farm business and long history of environmental stewardship, make Thompson-Finch Farm an 
ideal property to implement a farm protection strategy that incorporates affordability and security for farmers, 
conservation, and community engagement.

How will Thompson-Finch Farm be protected (if the fundraising is successful)?
The Collaborative will protect Thompson-Finch Farm through shared ownership. CLC will own and steward 
the land and rent to the farmers under a long-term ground lease (see below) that will ensure that the existing 
business can continue. The farmers will own and maintain the farm buildings, and will continue to make 
improvements to the farm (for example, fencing, irrigation, etc.), with the right to recoup that investment when 
they transfer to the next farmers. Thompson-Finch Farm will also be protected with a conservation easement, 
providing an additional level of assurance that it will always be available for agriculture.

What other public benefits will the project provide?
CLC will open and maintain a small hiking trail providing access to the Roeliff Jansen Kill, and in collaboration 
with the farmers will offer occasional educational workshops and other opportunities for community 
engagement.  The lease will include language requiring the land to be farmed and allowing for a transition to a 
new generation of farmers.
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What is the Columbia Land Conservancy (CLC)?
CLC is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that works with the community to conserve the farmland, forests, 
wildlife habitat, and rural character of Columbia County, strengthening connections between people and the 
land. CLC supports a thriving agricultural sector in Columbia County in a number of ways.  Since its inception 
in 1986 CLC has:
• Helped protect over 16,000 acres of farmland on more than 90 family farms;
• Assisted county and town Agricultural and Farmland Protection Boards with municipal planning processes 

and programs;
• Facilitated more than 60 farmland leases through the Farmer Landowner Match Program that it operates 

jointly with the Dutchess Land Conservancy and in partnership with the Hudson Valley Farmlink Network;
• Supported the transition of farmland from one generation of farmers to the next on multiple farms 

throughout the county;
• Partnered with regional conservation organizations to bring more than $12M into Columbia County for 

farmland protection projects through federal and state grant programs.

What is Equity Trust?
Equity Trust is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization, founded in 1991, whose mission is to promote equity in the 
world by changing the way people think about and hold property. 
• Equity Trust works nationally to support projects that are creating new ways of owning, using, and 

stewarding property, and to support economic changes that balance the needs of individuals with the needs 
of the community, the earth, and future generations. 

• Equity Trust’s revolving loan fund facilitates social investments in affordable housing, community 
development, and farmland protection.

• For twenty-five years, Equity Trust has created, applied, and shared farm protection tools to help farmers 
who need affordable farms and communities that want a secure source of locally grown food and a way to 
preserve their environmental heritage.

Equity Trust’s Hudson Valley Farm Affordability Program works in fifteen New York counties to ensure farms 
in the region remain in use for food production and affordable to future farmers. Established in 2013, the 
program supports efforts to preserve affordable working farms with:
• Technical assistance with tools that ensure farmer access and security, and the farm’s continued agricultural 

use;
• Short-term low-interest bridge loans for farm acquisition;
• Grant funds to help protect permanent affordability.

Are there other organizations supporting the project?
Yes.  The Dutchess Land Conservancy will hold a conservation easement on the property when the project is 
completed, and Scenic Hudson is also a supporting and collaborating entity.  We strive to continually build 
awareness of, and support for, the project from individuals, businesses, organizations, foundations, and others 
from our community.
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What is a ground lease? 
Ground leases are a real estate tool commonly used in commercial development and affordable housing, 
allowing ownership of a business or home on land owned by another party. Agricultural ground leases, as 
developed by Equity Trust, provide farmers with affordable access to land together with the opportunity to 
build equity. They enable a land trust like CLC to play a key role in providing farmland to skilled local farmers 
while protecting the farmland and keeping it in active agriculture.

How does a ground lease benefit the farmer?
• Affordable access to good farmland and on-site housing means less debt and greater ability to invest in the 

farm business
• Secure land tenure gives the farmer the opportunity to build their business for the long term, which is better 

for them economically and better for the land
• The farmer can invest in infrastructure and build equity, and then recoup investment when ready to retire 

and transfer ownership stake to a new farmer

How does this arrangement ensure the farm will remain a working farm?
As owners of the farm, CLC will be able to ensure that the land will be used for agriculture. The ground lease 
requires that the farmer lessees continue to farm the property, and that, when they are ready to give up their 
lease and sell their ownership interest, they transfer to another farmer approved by CLC.  When CLC purchases 
the farm, the MacLeans will retain a small, protected piece for themselves.  This will enable them to live within 
very close proximity of the main operation during their retirement, so that they can help with the slow and 
careful transition to new farmers.

Will the farmers pay rent?  Who will pay the taxes?
Yes.  Rent will be calculated to assist with CLC’s annual costs associated with owning the land such as taxes and 
insurance, based upon fair rental rates as seen from around the region. 

Are there other examples of ground lease farms in operation?
Yes, there are many ground leases across the country. Some nearby examples include:
• Roxbury Farm (Kinderhook, NY)—on land owned by Equity Trust
• Caretaker Farm (Williamstown, MA)—on land owned by Williamstown Rural Lands Foundation
• Crimson & Clover Farm (Northampton, MA)—on land owned by Grow Food Northampton, Inc.
• Simple Gifts Farm (Amherst, MA)—on land owned by North Amherst Community Farm
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