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Sprawling land use in a finite coastal zone presents a fast-closing window of 
opportunity for conserving critical coastal resources and preserving regional 
character. Increased development in coastal areas, combined with emerging 
issues of climate change and sea level rise, make it increasingly difficult for 
individual organizations to reach their conservation goals. Instead of working 
alone, many organizations are achieving success by combining their efforts 
through partnerships. Collaborating to achieve coastal conservation can combine 
the expertise of many organizations and can enable a larger conservation legacy 
for a region than individual organizations are likely to achieve working 
separately. 
 
The process involved in achieving coastal conservation goals can be complex, 
expensive, and controversial. While partnering may not make it easier, 
collaborative efforts can produce many benefits, including the ability to leverage 
and integrate conservation funds, data, expertise, and other key resources. In 
addition, networking and strategizing together can set conservation priorities 
that cross localities, regions, and states, and can enable organizations with 
smaller-scale jurisdictions or service areas to see their accomplishments in the 
context of large-scale regional objectives.  
 
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Coastal 
Services Center (Center) actively works to create opportunities for diverse 
professionals to reach across traditional lines and develop new collaborative 
relationships to solve complex conservation challenges in the coastal zone. 
Collaborative efforts in which the Center is involved shed light and provide 
lessons learned on how organizations can start strategic conservation 
partnerships and work together to reach goals and achieve impressive outcomes.  
 

Encouraging Collaboration and Nontraditional Partnerships in the  
Coastal Zone 

 
In an effort to foster strategic collaborations in the coastal zone, the Center has 
partnered with the Land Trust Alliance and The Nature Conservancy to develop 
networking opportunities and highlight resources to raise the profile of coastal 
conservation and increase the connectivity of conservation across traditional 
organizational and disciplinary boundaries. To help facilitate initial networking, 
the three organizations held a series of coastal conservation meetings during the 
Land Trust Alliance National Land Conservation and Coastal Zone conferences 
in 2004 and 2005. At these meetings, coastal leaders from the public and private 
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sectors discussed potential partnerships, funding sources, and avenues needed to 
further support coastal conservation. From these meetings emerged a shared 
interest in strengthening connections among existing groups and efforts. The 
importance of utilizing a diverse network of coastal organizations and agencies 
to proactively advance coastal conservation was recognized, particularly the 
need to explore links between coastal conservation and hazard mitigation and 
the role that the land trust community could play in this effort.  
 
As part of this coastal conservation networking effort, the team routinely 
convenes sessions at national conferences, showcasing on-the-ground case 
studies of various groups that are increasing their networking and forging 
unlikely partnerships to achieve strategic conservation of critical coastal 
resources. For example, the team has highlighted partnerships among floodplain 
managers, land trusts, and other conservation groups that have acquired land to 
reduce flooding risks in areas encountering development pressures. Also 
highlighted have been large-scale efforts that involve diverse stakeholders, such 
as conservation organizations, federal and state agencies, farmers, community 
residents, and more. These types of projects stress the importance of working 
collaboratively, not only at the project level, but also at community and regional 
levels as well. 
 
Case studies like these are showcased on the Coastal Conservation Networking 
Web resource (www.lta.org/resources/coastal/), which was developed to make 
information and resources on coastal conservation and effective strategic 
partnerships available to the coastal conservation community. In addition to 
highlighting the case studies, the Web resource provides information on 
methods, software, trainings, professional development opportunities, and other 
resources suited for the unique needs of conservation practitioners and their 
partners.  
 

Protecting Coastal Maine through Collaboration and Technical  
Capacity Building 

 
The Center recently participated in a collaborative effort in Maine, which is also 
highlighted on the Coastal Conservation Networking website. The Maine Coast 
Protection Initiative (MCPI) is a project in which partners worked across broad 
disciplines and regions to increase the pace and quality of land conservation 
along Maine’s coast. Development is quickly changing the landscape of coastal 
Maine by fragmenting habitat, impacting scenic vistas, and diminishing 
recreational and commercial access to the coast. A study by the Maine State 
Planning Office found that most of the Maine coast would be classified as 
suburban/urban land by 2050 if trends were allowed to continue. Given 
increasing pressure from development, Maine’s coastal conservation community 
surmised that the success of land conservation efforts in the next 20 years would 
largely determine the character of the Maine coast forever. MCPI was conceived 
in response to this challenge. Four groups initiated the effort—the Land Trust 
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Alliance, Maine State Planning Office, Maine Coast Heritage Trust, and the 
Center—with the intent to create a strategic conservation framework with three 
overarching goals, focused on strategic conservation, building strong land trusts, 
and advancing support and funding for coastal protection. The strategic 
conservation framework set coastal conservation priorities and laid out a vision, 
goals, objectives, and measurable outcomes for the initiative. The framework 
was created over the course of a year and developed in partnership with over 70 
organizations, thus combining national and regional perspectives and resources 
with local knowledge, community support, and landowner relationships. 
Representatives from government agencies, land trusts and other conservation 
organizations, private industry, the working-waterfront sector, water-sports 
groups, and other stakeholders all participated in the collaborative effort. 
Together they achieved a new level of coordination, efficiency, and 
effectiveness in coastal conservation for the region. 
 
Recognizing conservation nonprofits as significant stakeholders in coastal 
resource management, MCPI set a major goal, with the Center filling a key role, 
to build the technical capacity of the coastal land trusts in Maine and provide 
them with the spatial tools needed for collaborative and strategic conservation 
planning. To determine the technical needs of the land trusts, a geographic 
information system (GIS) needs assessment was conducted. The project team 
found that some land trusts wanted to build basic GIS capacity, while others 
wanted to seek services from a technical expert. Services needed to be relatively 
easy to access geographically and affordable for a land trust to use. The MCPI 
team used the results of the needs assessment to develop an action plan, which 
included the establishment of four GIS resource centers that would provide 
mapping services, data, and training to the coastal land trusts. The Center also 
helped develop standard data bundles containing data, GIS tutorials, and sample 
presentations that the GIS resource centers could tailor for users in their 
subregions. The resource centers have been in existence for two years, and they 
are now actively serving land trusts and making great progress toward meeting 
their goals. Equipping land trusts with GIS tools and training allows these 
organizations to better address coastal conservation challenges by supporting 
smarter, more effective decision making in the coastal zone. 
 
Lessons learned from the MCPI collaborative effort provide insight into creating 
partnerships for conservation planning in other regions. The lessons learned 
reports from the initiative (www.csc.noaa.gov/id/CSC_GIS_lessons_learned.pdf 
and www.csc.noaa.gov/id/CSC_lessons_learned_2006.pdf) cover various 
aspects of the project—from bringing partners together and funding options, to 
establishing and updating project structure and working styles. It also provides 
an investigation into the time, commitment, and services required to support this 
type of collaborative project. Notable lessons learned on partnering in general 
include acknowledging work already being done by others to build on and give 
credit where possible, articulating clearly what partners are expected to 
contribute and gain from the effort, and partnering with groups that are 
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committed to the project for the long term. Collaborative efforts take time and 
are not always easy, but the benefits of collaborating can be realized when 
involved parties commit to overcoming challenges and begin to think beyond 
their individual organizational boundaries.  
 

Collaborative Conservation Planning Using a Green Infrastructure 
Approach 

 
An approach to conservation planning to which partnering and collaboration is 
essential is green infrastructure network design. A green infrastructure approach 
to conservation planning can address the challenge of growing coastal 
communities and the threat of degradation of critical coastal resources through 
strategically planned and managed networks of natural lands, working 
landscapes, and other open spaces that conserve ecosystem values and functions 
and provide associated benefits to human populations (Benedict and McMahon 
2006). This type of conservation planning protects interconnected networks of 
critical habitats and natural areas that are capable of preserving ecosystem 
functions and services for the benefit of nature and people. The green 
infrastructure approach is well-suited for coastal zones because of the intense 
and competing pressures for multiple uses and the pressures on the ecosystem 
services provided by coastal resources. The Center has partnered with The 
Conservation Fund to help build the technical capacity of coastal resource 
managers to utilize this approach.  
 
To teach practitioners the technical skills to design a successful green 
infrastructure network, the Center collaborated with The Conservation Fund to 
develop and deliver GIS training in green infrastructure design. Called “GIS 
Tools for Strategic Conservation Planning,” the course teaches participants 
spatial analysis methods and the use of GIS tools to design a coastal green 
infrastructure network constructed as part of a green infrastructure conservation 
planning process.  
 
Convening stakeholders to articulate the vision, goals, and objectives of a green 
infrastructure network is an essential element of conservation planning using the 
green infrastructure approach. Stakeholders include public and private entities, 
such as businesses, federal and state agencies, private landowners, and 
community organizations.  
 
Participants in the spatial analysis course are introduced to the concepts and 
benefits of a green infrastructure approach, and they learn to align geospatial 
data and analysis elements with green infrastructure goals, objectives, and 
parameters as articulated by stakeholders. This can represent an important 
bridging of science, social, conceptual, and technical skills. 

 
Conclusion 
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Forming collaborative partnerships, while often challenging, is critical for 
strategic coastal conservation. Partnerships that bring diverse perspectives, 
capabilities, and skills to the table present better opportunities for leveraging 
resources to meet multiple objectives, and they utilize a range of skills to help 
groups accomplish more. Moreover, multi-partner projects create opportunities 
for regional thinking and foster ecosystem approaches to management. By 
bringing together people with a variety of experiences, skills, and perspectives, 
partnerships can foster and achieve innovative solutions. The road will not be 
short, but collaboration is worth the investment of time and effort when 
partnerships accomplish shared goals and achieve real conservation success. 
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