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is conservation
enough?

 LandCare model  
   promotes natural 

resource protection  
  and rural vitality
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The New River Land Trust, 
serving the watershed’s eight coun-
ties in southwest Virginia, provided 
the platform that launched both 
Grayson LandCare and a second 
chapter, Catawba LandCare, 
serving a nearby historic valley. The 
New River Land Trust, in partner-
ship with the Virginia Outdoors 
Foundation, has conserved 30,000 
acres in the watershed in the six 
years since its founding—thanks 
in part to Virginia’s generous tax 
credit. As more land is permanently 
protected, a question for land trusts 
becomes: “Is conservation enough?” 
Should land trusts also find a way 
to promote stewardship of the land 
and better incomes for landowners? 
When is “the job” done?

Research Begins
Led by Elizabeth Obenshain, a 
respected journalist and backed 
by an active board, the New River 
Land Trust empowered me to meet 
with owners of working lands to 
explore management alternatives 

to increase incomes and at the 
same time better protect clean air 
and water. At that time, there was 
on-the-ground evidence that beef 
production could be improved by 
70% through rotational grazing and 
forest productivity by at least 50% 
through timber stand improvement. 
Both grazing and forestry returns 
could be improved even more 
through the removal of invasive 
species occupying 10 to 40% of 
our lands depending on location 
and quality of care. Certainly, such 
increases in productivity should 
signal great opportunity.

Yet, once on the ground in 
Grayson County, the opportunities 
seemed far less grand. In 2002, 52% 
of Virginia farmers operated at a 
net loss. As one farmer explained, 

“the off-farm job was necessary to 
support a serious farming habit.” 
I came to realize that a chronic 
condition of most agriculture and 
forestry is that few people with 
power and influence bargain on 
behalf of those who live on and care 

for the land. Since the formation  
of cities, wealth has flown from 
rural areas to urban centers. 

The farmers and forestland 
owners agreed that with better 
prices, people would change 
practices. Otherwise, for a large 
majority, there was little capital or 
time, given off-farm employment, 
to make any changes.

So how did we go about 
increasing returns to farming and 
forestry so landowners and others 
who manage land in the New River 
Valley could better care for their 
holdings? People who cared about 
the land came together and formed 
committees, made presentations 
to the county board of supervi-
sors and planning commission and 
took responsibility for their futures. 
Jim Johnson, then associate dean 
of the Virginia Tech College of 
Natural Resources, asked if what 
was happening in Grayson County 
had anything to do with what the 
Australians called LandCare. I 
answered yes.

By Jerry Moles

W e’re here to save land  
and conservation easements are essential to 
our effort. But is there something more that 

we can do to preserve our open spaces, keep fresh local food  
in our communities, and protect the quality and quantity  
of water upon which we’re so very dependent?

These questions lay dormant until Mikki Sager of The Conservation 
Fund, Phil and Charlotte Hanes, farm owners in Grayson County, Virginia, 
and I met to think about the future of the New River that meanders 
through the Hanes’ land. How could we keep the land in the hands of the 
present landowners and under sound farm and forestry practices?

We submitted a proposal to the National Fish & Wildlife Foundation 
based upon the premise that sound care of the land could also be more prof-
itable to landowners. Could we both demonstrate and document that with 
improved incomes, landowners are empowered to invest in good steward-
ship? This became a task for LandCare, a movement based on a similar one 
in Australia, in the New River Valley.

Grayson Natural  
Foods farmer/owner 

Gary Mitchell with 
Susan, Mary and Lucas
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top: A traditional 
cabin on the Hanes’ 
property, now under 
easement.

LeFt: A mountain 
stream on protected 
land managed by 
one of the farmer 
members of Grayson 
Natural Foods.
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Grayson Natural Foods in  
Virginia is a farmer-owned  
limited liability company.

the History
LandCare isn’t a methodology or set of 
prescribed practices but rather goals about 
a better quality of life through (1) higher 
incomes and improved economic security, 
(2) improved community services meeting 
shared needs and (3) a vibrant and healthy 
environment. These broadly stated goals are 
the “triple bottom line.” LandCare is about 
people organizing themselves to protect and 
benefit from the natural resources for which 
they’re stewards. It’s about other people 
joining in by buying their produce and also 
becoming responsible for public lands. 

In Australia, the LandCare movement 
began as people recognized the threats that 
challenged them and started to work together. 

Broad coalitions of farmers, elected offi-
cers, members of state and federal agencies, 

private enterprises, financial institutions, 
and urban and suburban residents, were 
christened “LandCare” by Horrie Pous-
sard, a conservation leader and government 
servant. Today, there are more than 5,000 
LandCare groups in Australia. One of the 
secrets to their success is that the people 
in LandCare groups have the power to 
influence investments, whether public or 
private, to improved management. They 
know they can make a difference, and that 
makes a difference in their willingness to do 
more. Over 80% of the people in Australia 
recognize the LandCare logo.

Here in the U.S. we too realize that “we 
the people” are in charge. We the people in 
Grayson County and the New River Valley 

are seeing to it that we receive incomes 
sufficient to live dignified and healthy lives; 
that we have healthy food to eat and safe 
water to drink. Perhaps most importantly, 
we are creating a legacy in our communities 
where local people are stewards of the natural 
resources upon which we’re all dependent.

the Results
What the people have done, in the name of 
LandCare, in Grayson County and beyond, 
demonstrates that a willingness to work 
together makes a difference. Congressman 
Frederick Boucher came to a dinner of 
locally grown grass-fed beef in the home of 
Phil and Charlotte Hanes. In response, the 
congressman hosted a district-wide confer-
ence on value-added beef, inviting farmers, 
scientists, agency personnel and buyers to 

exchange ideas and listen to people who 
are seeking better quality meat and higher 
returns. Since that time, Congressman 
Boucher has hosted two additional confer-
ences on local foods.

Dean Sharron Quisenberry of the Virginia 
Tech College of Agriculture & Life Sciences 
invited Grayson LandCare to share with her 
its goals. She responded by instructing Dick 
Daugherty of the Tech Office of Business 
Technology to write a proposal for a feasi-
bility study for an abattoir. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture provided a $23,000 
grant and further assisted by better focusing 
efforts towards a business plan. Spencer Neal 
of the Virginia Farm Bureau, Bill Scruggs 
of the Office of the Virginia Secretary 

of Agriculture, Robert 
Bloxom, and many others 
have helped to develop 
a value-added livestock 
industry. Members of the 
livestock committee of 

Grayson LandCare became Grayson Natural 
Foods, LLC, and now sell beef to Virginia 
Tech, Wake Forest University and upscale 
restaurants in nearby cities. 

To increase uniformity in products, 
Grayson Natural Foods developed proto-
cols for participating farmers to ensure, 
among other things, that no hormones or 
antibiotics are used in the jointly held herd. 
Great care is taken to safely and humanely 
produce a high-quality product. Sales to 
date demonstrate that consumers will pay 
more for quality, safety and good steward-
ship. Grayson Natural Foods has changed 
the relationship between the field and the 
fork, has its own customers, and has become 
a price setter rather than a price acceptor. 
Grayson Natural Foods bargains for a 
number of farmers and all benefit in return.

Farmer Gary Mitchell explains, “I have 
benefited by the substantially increased 
return to my farm. It has involved more 
management and additional recordkeeping, 
but these are things that need to be done 
anyway by all serious businesses.”

Simultaneously, a group of forest land-
owners and forest professionals joined 
together to create the Blue Ridge Forest 
Cooperative, Inc., which is landowner-
owned and directed. The intent is the same: 
landowners gaining power and benefits 
through better stewardship, and control-
ling subsequent processing and marketing 
of forest products. Wholesalers and retailers 
conventionally take more than half of the 
benefits drawn from the sale of lumber. If 
more was shared with landowners, harvesters 
and processors, the natural resources upon 
which we’re all dependent could be better 
protected and rural quality of life improved.

Start-up costs are steep in creating an 
integrated harvesting-processing-marketing 

continued from page 19

is Conservation enough?

LandCare’s broadly stated goals 
include the pursuit of a  
better quality of life through:
(1)  higher incomes and improved  

economic security, 

(2)  improved community services meeting 
shared needs and 

(3) a vibrant and healthy environment.
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“ [People] know they can make a difference, and that 
makes a difference in their willingness to do more.”
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forest products operation. The cooperative 
received financial support from the Southern 
States Cooperative Foundation and 
USDA. Virginia Tech’s College of Natural 
Resources, Virginia Department of Forestry, 
Foresters, Inc., New River Highlands 
Resource Conservation and Development 
Council, New River Land Trust, Grayson 
LandCare, and others have provided tech-
nical and planning assistance. The effort 
draws on broad community support. The 
first three harvests are complete, products 
have been sold, and the board is currently 
evaluating opportunities on the basis of 
the greatest return to landowners and labor 
practicing sustainable stewardship.

With the support of a USDA Rural Busi-
ness Opportunity Grant, the cooperative 
has created a website to coordinate local 
planning linking natural resources with 
sound management skills to meet local 
needs while making available investment 
capital for local enterprise. Further, farmers, 
with their lists of financial needs, are 
meeting with business and financial service 
providers to explore avenues of cooperation 
for new natural resource-based enterprises.

the Future
Can we offer sound investments locally with 
greater peace of mind for investors? What if 
there was a community revolving loan fund or 
local banks engaged with local entrepreneurs 

to protect natural resources through sensitive 
management? How does a land grant univer-
sity interface with emergent grassroots efforts 
to establish diverse and resilient landscapes? 
How do communities start to think and act 
as local economies? These and many other 
questions frequently emerge as people explore 
local collective futures.

Here in southwest Virginia and western 
North Carolina, we’ve just started to scratch 
the surface on what is possible and what we 
must do to protect our interests over the 
next several decades. 

Fuel prices will spiral again and again. 
With the drop in the value of the dollar, we 
are paying more for our necessities. We’re 
told that each bit of food we eat travels over 
2,500 miles and changes hands from 6 to 
31 times. At each turn, someone takes a cut 
for services provided—the value added. The 
message of LandCare is that we can keep the 
value added closer to home by investing in 
people who contribute to our communities. 

In the U.S., momentum is building in the 
local foods movement, and “locavore” was 
recognized as the 2007 new word for the 
year. Thousands of new farmers have been 
developing crops for fresh delivery through 
farmers’ markets, community supported 
agriculture, cooperatives, and supermarket 
chains interested in supporting local foods 
in the face of mounting transportation costs 
and consumer concerns for food safety.

If food is uniformly improved across 
the nations, if diets significantly improve, 
if we keep our water clean and return 
enough money to agriculture and forestry 
to empower land managers to safeguard our 
natural resources, we will have lived up to 
our responsibility as stewards.

The acceptance of LandCare’s goals by 
communities assists the New River Land 
Trust in achieving its missions of open 
space, protection of native flora and fauna 
and historic places, and maintaining high-
quality ecosystem services.

The triple bottom line of LandCare is 
something that everyone can get behind. 
Sharing common goals, we can find ways 
to work together. If we start talking to 
each other, it’s remarkable how many good 
things can happen. 
a former CoLLege professor, Jerry Moles has DeDiCateD 

his Career to unDerstanDing anD guiDing sustainaBLe agri-

CuLture anD forestry programs. he serves on the BoarDs 

of the neosynthesis researCh Centre in sri Lanka, eCoera 

in Costa riCa, the internationaL anaLog forestry network 

in the netherLanDs, anD as ConsuLting DireCtor of LanD 

stewarDship for the new river LanD trust. 

resources

learn more on this topic at rally! on tuesday,  
october 13, from 3:30 – 5 p.m., Jerry moles and others will 
present “LandCare, working Lands, and Conservation.”  
www.lta.org/rally

grayson LandCare: www.graysonlandcare.org

Catawba Landcare: www.catawbalandcare.org

Landcare Central: www.landcarecentral.org

the farmers/owners of Grayson Natural Foods include Gary Mitchell, danny Boyer, 
Kevin Kirk, Joe Hash and Charlotte Hanes. pictured looking over the herd are, from  
left to right, Joe Hash, danny Boyer and his son daniel, Gary Mitchell and Brantley ivey.




