
  

FROM LAND TO SEA:  LAND TRUSTS AND MARINE PROTECTION  
 

Michelle Portman, University of Massachusetts, Boston 

 
 

Environmental policy analysts have frequently compared protection policies on 
land with those at sea, often pointing out the lag in marine conservation tools.  
Given this lag, they claim there is much to be learned from land protection 
experience (Kenchington and Agardy, 1990; Barr and Lindholm, 2000; Milon, 
2000; Lindholm and Barr, 2001; Kareiva, 2004), including past mistakes (Duff, 
2004).  
  
For example, in its chapter on governance, the Pew Oceans Commission report 
mentions the lack of ocean area protected when compared to land area protected 
and points to the U.S. system of public land stewardship as a model that “though 
flawed in practice nonetheless offers useful insights for improving ocean 
governance” (Pew Oceans Commission, 2003).  While examining marine 
protection strategies, some authors have focused on the application of strictly 
public land protection tools (e.g., the wilderness preservation concept) being 
applied to the marine environments by public sector agencies (Brailovskaya, 
1998; Barr and Lindholm, 2000; Sloan, 2002).  Others have taken broader 
approaches that have included the use of innovative tools and the participation 
of institutions that are neither wholly private nor public (Marsh, Beck and 
Reisewitz, 2002; Kareiva, 2004).  
 
This research looks at how a particular kind of private, non-profit environmental 
NGO – the land trust – applies specific land protection tools to the marine 
environment. It addresses two questions: are land trusts using their experience in 
land protection to guide them in their efforts at marine protection, and how are 
they doing so?  Examining how ENGOs use land protection tools for marine 
conservation is important in so far as such knowledge can inform policymakers 
(and other NGOs) how to best use what ENGOs can offer.  It is important that 
policymakers know these organizations are interested in marine conservation, 
have expertise in ecosystem protection applicable to both land and sea, and are 
willing to apply it.  Given dwindling budgets for public agency initiatives, 
continuing trends in privatization and evolving institutional arrangements, the 
potential contribution of ENGOs, particularly those well versed in terrestrial 
protection strategies, such as land trusts, will undoubtedly be significant.    
  

Methodology 
 
Using a multiple-case, replicable research design, I examined the marine 
protection activities of three selected land trusts operating in different parts of 
the world to determine how experience on land has influenced marine 
conservation strategies.  The unit of analysis was the organization.  I arrived at 
overall cross-case findings using time-series analysis and explanation building, 
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as described by Yin (1994).  The analytical goal for the time-series approach is 
to compare the observed chronology with that predicted by theory.   Explanation 
building attempts to “explain” a phenomenon by stipulating a set of causal links 
about it (Yin, 1994).  The process employs a series of iterations.  An initial 
theoretical statement or proposition begins the process; the researcher then 
compares the findings of an initial case against the statement or proposition and 
revises it as a result of inconsistencies. 

 
In selecting case studies, I used two criteria. Organizations had to: 1) use 
acquisition of land as a conservation strategy (i.e., be a “land trust”) and 2) 
conduct marine conservation work.  My reasoning for the first criteria was that if 
the organization leases or owns land for conservation, as most land trusts do, 
and is actively involved in marine conservation, I could use acquisition as a 
starting point to test my proposition that ENGOs are using land based protection 
techniques in the marine environment.  I searched for land trusts operating in the 
U.S., the United Kingdom, the Caribbean, and the Pacific Ocean region in an 
attempt to capture English-speaking organizations working in varying physical 
environments, dealing with different levels of threats to ecosystems, and most 
importantly, working under different political and legal regimes.   

 
I selected the three cases from two directories: the Land Trust Alliance (Land 
Trust Alliance, 2005) and the World Directory of Environmental Organizations 
(California Institute of Public Affairs, 2005).  I considered only those ENGOs 
that could be categorized as land trusts using the Land Trust Alliance's (LTAs) 
definition of a land trust as “a nonprofit organization that, as all or part of its 
mission, actively works to conserve land by undertaking or assisting in land or 
conservation easement acquisition, or by its stewardship of such land or 
easements.” (Land Trust Alliance, 2005).   

 
Once I selected my case studies, the subsequent data collection phase consisted 
of interviewing key informants, collecting documents, and conducting personal 
observations.  A specific case study report was developed summarizing the 
findings from each organization.  These reports were analyzed, and then cross-
case findings were compiled and summarized.    
  

Discussion 
 
The three selected cases have marine conservation programs, each with an 
innovative strategy employed to protect at least one marine reserve.  The Long 
Island Chapter (LIC) of the Nature Conservancy has acquired significant 
submerged lands, Dorset Wildlife Trust (DWT) has established a “voluntary 
marine nature reserve,” and the Bahamas National Trust (BNT) operates what it 
coins the “first” land and sea park.  These organizations are roughly comparable 
in number of years established, staff size, and number of reserves owned and/or 
managed.   
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The Long Island Chapter of The Nature Conservancy (LIC) in New York State 
works over a land area of approximately 4,827 square km and manages 38 
nature reserves owned by The Nature Conservancy (TNC), covering an area of 
7,279 hectares.1  The Dorset Wildlife Trust (DWT) manages 41 nature reserves 
covering approximately 4,856 hectares and operates five wildlife education 
centers.  The organization works throughout the whole of Dorset County located 
along the southwest coast of England, an area of approximately 2,537 square 
km.  The Bahamas National Trust (BNT), a self-funded NGO responsible for 
managing the nation’s national park system, was established by the Bahamian 
National Parliament.  In this respect, BNT is different than the other two cases in 
this study.  It is also smaller in staff size, membership, and owns/manages only 
25 reserves.  However, the area it protects is vastly greater than the other two 
NGOs, at approximately 283,280 hectares.  
 
Each of the trusts initiated significant marine conservation programs some time 
ago.  Both LIC and DWT worked for many years following their establishment 
only on terrestrial conservation.  However, BNT came into being due to an 
effort to create the Exuma Cays Land and Sea Park that has always included 
submerged lands within its boundaries.  BNT's focus on marine conservation, 
mostly in regards to the establishment of marine protected areas (MPA) and 
community education, has to do with both its mission (i.e., establishing a 
national parks system that includes submarine areas) and geography, as much of 
the country's resources exist underwater.  
  

Conclusions and Implications from the Findings 
 

Findings suggest that land trusts involved in marine protection work are 
applying strategies and techniques for submerged areas that they, or their partner 
organizations, have previously used on land.  I found that the main tools used in 
the marine environment that are based on land experience are: management 
partnerships, acquisition of foreshore, and close-to-shore submerged lands, 
strategic planning processes and zoning.  Although not a protection tool in itself, 
database development is another activity that NGOs are investing in, following 
the use of land-based geographic information systems that support strategic 
planning processes.   
  
LIC uses land protection experiences in developing management partnerships 
for underwater protected areas, for acquisition of submerged lands, adapting 
terrestrial strategic planning processes and marine database development.  DWT 
makes use of management partnerships for its long-established voluntary marine 
reserve, and together with its partners, it uses strategic planning methods and 
database development based on land experience.  Finally, BNT has recently 
established a management partnership program aimed at protecting land and sea 
parks, proposed the use of zoning marine areas for its capstone park, and 

                                                
1 A hectare is approximately 2.471 acres. 
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significantly expanded the submarine areas it leases from the national 
government (acquisition).  

 
It is difficult to identify what determines the use of certain tools by land trusts 
from the case studies because the organizations studied are varied.  LIC is part 
of a large national organization in existence much longer than BNT and DWT.  
While LIC’s marine conservation work may be somewhat unique among the 
U.S. chapters of TNC, the tools it uses for both marine and terrestrial 
conservation reflect general trends in its national organization (e.g., use of 
management partnerships and strategic planning process).  DWT is a member of 
the larger national U.K. Wildlife Trusts and can draw on that experience, as well 
as that of other well-established partners that incorporate DWT conservation 
efforts into larger regional and national initiatives.  BNT is a national land trust 
organization that maintains partnerships with other similar organizations, but it 
is not a member of a larger land trust organization that directs its agenda.  

 
BNT is also different in that the national government granted it statutory powers 
to hold submarine areas and to develop regulation for their management.  This 
statutory authority enables it to implement zoning.  LIC has some level of 
statutory authority over its submerged lands through ownership.  In contrast, 
DWT has no statutory powers, bemoans the lack of legislation that would 
encourage the government to establish statutory MPAs and does not have the 
financial capacity to acquire the few submerged areas subject to private 
ownership in Dorset.  As a consequence, DWT uses neither zoning nor 
acquisition for marine protection.  

 
NGO staff interviewed cited institutional and regulatory differences between 
land and sea as determining factors in a land trust’s approach to marine 
conservation, not physical ones.  Among these differences are: real or perceived 
differences in ownership regimes, lack of data for developing conservation 
priorities, lack of member concern for the sea, lack of funds, and insufficient 
organizational capacity to broaden the scope of their work.  Another important 
difference, especially noted by the DWT staff, is the lack of comparable 
statutory protection mechanisms, particularly ineffective national legislation for 
the establishment of marine reserves.  

 
I conclude that land trusts working on islands with limited land protection 
opportunities may be particularly interested in developing marine protection 
programs that apply traditional land protection strategies to the sea.  Land trusts 
that can tap into larger, broad-scoped organizations with many years experience 
protecting a variety of ecosystems will be more able to apply typical land 
protection tools to the sea.  Furthermore, organizations with some statutory 
authority including acquired property rights in submerged areas will likely be 
the frontrunners in a growing trend.   
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