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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
Background
 
For decades, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has discriminated against African American and other “historically underserved” landowners by denying them access to farm loans, conservation payments, and other support programs. To make matters worse, a large percentage of African American-owned land is heirs’ property, which renders the land legally ineligible for many federal support programs as well as vulnerable to predatory forced sales. These factors have contributed to high rates of land loss among certain historically underserved groups. For instance, African American landowners lost around 90% of their land during the 20th century, while white landowners lost only 2% (Rosenberg & Stucki, 2009).

Adding to the decades-long trend of discriminatory land loss, today’s agricultural landscape is notable for high rates of development and underuse of agricultural and forest land. Maintaining forest lands intact and sustainably managed is vitally important given their role in mitigating climate change and generating economic opportunities for landowners (Working Forest Fund, n.d.). Many valuable forest and agricultural lands are found in areas with high levels of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and health inequality (“McIntosh SEED Community Forest,” n.d.).  These lands have the potential to empower historically underserved communities that often lack the resources and support to own and manage land in a way that is both sustainable and profitable (“McIntosh SEED Community Forest,” n.d.).

To encourage sustainable land management practices, the USDA offers financial and in-kind support to landowners, primarily through the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) conservation programs. However, barriers to accessing the NRCS conservation programs have largely kept historically underserved groups from benefiting from these funds. As part of their recent, growing efforts to improve access to their conservation resources, the NRCS has funded on-the-ground service providers who work with historically underserved producers to help increase their enrollment in these programs. This research project is a comprehensive evaluation of one such funded initiative. 


Project Scope and Methods 

In 2020, The Conservation Fund’s Resourceful Communities Program (TCF/RC), along with partner organizations in Georgia and South Carolina, received an NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant to support historically underserved landowners in the Southeast in accessing conservation program funds. The three organizations provided support to historically underserved landowners in their regions through educational webinars, the distribution of personalized landowner packets with keys maps and information on their land, and 1-on-1 technical support. Two years into the grant, the three organizations sought a comprehensive evaluation of their efforts to support landowners and to understand where barriers to accessing NRCS conservation programs remain. The resulting participatory evaluation sheds light on where the organizations can direct their efforts in the coming years, and where there is instead need for change at the NRCS level. 

This evaluation generated landowner feedback through a voluntary online survey with 150 participating landowners across the three-state network. Each landowner had engaged with the organizations through their group or individualized offerings. Survey data was complemented by phone interviews with 10 landowners who had received individual support from organization staff. The survey and interview data were analyzed through Qualtrics and NVivo software respectively.   

Key Findings  
Analysis of the survey and interview data sheds light on three major themes: 1) the barriers that landowners in the three-state network face in accessing NRCS conservation program funds; 2) the types of support provided by the organizations that have been most effective in helping landowners to overcome these barriers; and 3) specific recommendations for improvement by the three organizations and by the NRCS.

Major barriers landowners face in accessing NRCS conservation program funds 
· Challenges with communication and follow through of NRCS staff
· Difficulty navigating online information about NRCS conservation programs
· Feelings of intimidation approaching NRCS conservation programs
· Needs and values not sufficiently covered by NRCS conservation programs
· Lack of sufficient time and energy
· Challenges with family decision making and navigating land title 
Greatest value provided by organizations
· Provide reliable and consistent guidance and direction
· Facilitate educational offerings and connections to resources and experts 
· Provide grant support
· Enable peer learning opportunities
 
Key recommendations for organizations: 
· Expand regular check ins
· Create more structured, and recurring, peer learning opportunities
· Continue to offer educational programming and to share resources 
· Expand program outreach to reach more landowners 
Key recommendations for NRCS: 
· Improve website, communication, and transparency 
· Address gaps in conservation programs and funding opportunities
· Increase emphasis on environmental stewardship
· Strengthen working relationships with funded organizations 
 
The findings in this report will be provided in a user-friendly format to TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED to help direct their efforts moving forward. TCF/RC will share the key recommendations with NRCS staff, so that the NRCS can continue to make improvements to address their legacy of discrimination. 



INTRODUCTION 
Background 
A combination of systemic and institutional barriers has led to vast social inequities in land ownership and related economic opportunities in the United States (“Farm and Landowner Workshops”, n.d). For the purposes of this report, the term I will use to refer to the groups most impacted by these barriers is “historically underserved,” as this is the wording used in United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) materials. As per the 2008 Farm Bill, the USDA’s “historically underserved” definition includes socially disadvantaged (i.e., American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black and African American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, and Hispanic communities), beginning, limited resource, and veteran producers (“Historically Underserved Farmers and Ranchers”, n.d.). 
Historically underserved landowners have experienced unprecedented rates of land loss and decades of USDA-based discrimination. These groups are currently estimated to own only 1-5% of all land in the United States (Gilbert, 2002). Black agricultural landowners alone lost 90% of their land between 1910-1997, with white landowners losing only 2% during this time (Rosenberg & Stucki, 2009). USDA-based discrimination is cited as a leading cause for this decline in land ownership (Rosenberg & Stucki, 2009). 
Adding to the decades-long trend of discriminatory land loss, today’s agricultural landscape is notable for high rates of development and underuse of agricultural and forest land. Maintaining forest lands intact and sustainably managed is vitally important given their role in mitigating climate change and generating economic opportunities for landowners (Working Forest Fund, n.d.). Agriculture and forest lands have the potential to: provide income for landowners through timber, crops and conservation practices; be the sites for training and other sustainable land management educational opportunities; protect valuable species and habitats; and enhance local water quality (“McIntosh SEED Community Forest,” n.d.). Many valuable forest and agricultural lands are found in areas with high levels of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and health inequality (“McIntosh SEED Community Forest,” n.d.).  These lands have the potential to empower historically underserved communities that often lack the resources and support to own and manage land in a way that is both sustainable and profitable (“McIntosh SEED Community Forest,” n.d.). While financial and in-kind resources exist to support sustainable land management, access to these resources has historically been inequitable. 
                                                                                 
Under the Conservation title of US Farm Bill, the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) provides funding to support on-farm conservation practices through programs such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP), and Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP). These programs provide landowners and producers with direct financial assistance to adopt specific conservation practices, or refrain from harmful practices and/or development, on their land for a designated period of time. In recent years, the USDA has increased its effort to expand support for historically underserved farmers and ranchers in order to confront its history of discrimination and unequal access to these funds, which have historically been largely inaccessible to these groups (Gan et al., 2005). The 2014 Farm Bill (or Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2014) specifically addresses the concerns of underserved farmers and ranchers, and claims to “offer incentives… streamlined technical and financial assistance; improved programs and services; and flexibility in decision making (with most decisions made at the Tribal, State, or local level)” (“Historically Underserved Funding,” n.d.). USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack has made further commitments “to root out generations of systemic racism, center equity in decision-making and policymaking, lower barriers to access and ensure USDA programming is inclusive of all employees and all customers,” hoping to gain the trust and build relationships with historically underserved producers (“USDA Commitments to Equity…”, 2021). Part of the USDA’s commitment to racial equity has been the establishment of grant programs that help increase access to, and participation in, NRCS conservation programs (“USDA Commitments to Equity…”, 2021). The USDA NRCS has also created special provisions for historically underserved producers in the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP). These provisions include eligibility for advance payments, higher cost share rates, and an allotment of funds set aside exclusively for historically underserved producers. 
The Project Scope 
This research project examines three organizations with active programs to bridge the gap between historically underserved landowners and NRCS conservation programs: The Conservation Fund’s Resourceful Communities Program (TCF/RC), McIntosh Sustainable Environment and Economic Development (McIntosh SEED) and the South Carolina Association for Community and Economic Development (SCACED). In 2020, the three organizations together received an NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant (CIG) to support historically underserved landowners in the Southeast and promote economic access and land opportunity (“Farm and Landowner Workshops”, n.d).  
The Conservation Fund’s Resourceful Communities Program (TCF/RC) 
TCF/RC is based out of Chapel Hill, NC and supports community partners working toward social justice, environmental stewardship, and sustainable economic development. For over 25 years, the program has provided tailored support to limited-resource producers, building relationships of trust with farmers, and organizations and agencies that provide resources to this population. RC is housed within TCF, a national nonprofit, dedicated to preserving working lands and promoting sustainable economic development. 
McIntosh Sustainable Environment and Economic Development (McIntosh SEED) 
McIntosh SEED is based out of Georgia and strengthens low-wealth families and improves neglected rural communities through asset-based economic development, education reform, empowerment, and environmental preservation. Their comprehensive community change strategy is guided by the social, economic, environmental, and cultural interests of communities and all programmatic activities are based on the organization's central organizing principles of inclusion and equality.
South Carolina Association for Community and Economic Development (SCACED) 
SCACED is South Carolina’s trade association and funding intermediary for Community Development Corporations, Community Development Financial Institutions, and grassroots economic development organizations. Through its network of members and partner organizations, SCACED strives to improve the quality of life for poor families and communities by advancing the community economic development industry in South Carolina. SCACED achieves this through capacity building and attracting public-private investment to local community economic development organizations, as well as influencing the public policy process that benefits poor and marginalized people in South Carolina.
As part of their NRCS CIG-funded programming, TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED hosted Landowner 101 and 102 webinars that provided underserved women, veterans, African American, American Indian, Hispanic, and Asian landowners with training to help overcome barriers to increasing conservation practices on their land and accessing capital (“Farm and Landowner Workshops”, n.d). The webinars were on topics of estate planning, land deeds, easements, growing and selling timber, heirs’ property issues, and more. (See Appendix A for a full list of webinars provided.) The organizations also provided landowners in their networks with individualized landowner packets including an area map, tax records, and an environmental report for their particular piece of land. Furthermore, TCF/RC and project partners have also supported over 50 landowners in their network through one-on-one technical assistance to help them work through the steps to access NRCS program funds and similar resources.  
After two years conducting their grant-funded programming, TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED were interested in an evaluation of their efforts to support landowners in the Southeast. They were interested in identifying the support that has been most useful to landowners, where barriers remain, how they should direct their efforts moving forward, and where lie some of the limits to a non-profit organization’s support. The inquiries of these three organizations have informed the research questions and methods for this study.   
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Primary 
· What are the barriers that historically underserved landowners in the organizations’ three-state network face in accessing NRCS conservation programs? What can be done to improve the accessibility of, and enrollment in, these programs?  
Secondary
· What support provided by the organizations’ staff has been most helpful to historically underserved landowners in overcoming these barriers? What expansion of the organizations’ support would further increase their impact? 

· What are the limits on the support a third party organization can provide in helping historically underserved landowners access NRCS program funds? What changes can be made on behalf of the NRCS to improve the accessibility of, and enrollment in, of their programs by historically underserved landowners?  
METHODS  

Data for this evaluation project was gathered through an online survey and 1-on-1 phone interviews. Given the study’s involvement of human subjects, it was conducted according to Institutional Review Board (IRB) processes (Protocol # 2022-0487).  
 
Survey 
The survey used for this study was designed and administered electronically via Qualtrics online survey platform. The survey was distributed to all landowners that attended at least one educational offering hosted by the organizations. The survey link was sent to each organization’s list of landowners by their primary contact at the organization, along with one follow up reminder email. In total, the survey was available to the landowners for two weeks, with the reminder email sent 3 days prior to the survey closing. All survey responses were anonymous. Each organization received a unique survey to distribute to their listserv of landowners. The three surveys mirrored each other in all ways aside from the organization’s name, list of webinar offerings for the respondents to share feedback on, and the list of options for how the landowner heard about the organization. 
 
The survey was estimated to take approximately 5 minutes to complete. The survey gathered respondent data on webinar attendance and satisfaction rates; pursuit of 1-on-1 technical support from the organizations; greatest value and barriers to receiving 1-on-1 support; ideas for future programming by the organizations; and basic demographic and land information. The full survey included in Appendix B. The survey utilized Qualtrics’ display logic feature so as to ensure that landowners only received questions relevant to their unique situation. The survey was designed through a participatory process, with the questions created in partnership with the three organizations’ staff. When the survey draft was complete, the questions were shared with two North Carolina landowners of a similar demographic to the survey recipients to ensure the effectiveness of the questions and their wording.
 
The survey included an option for any landowner that had received 1-on-1 support from organization staff to share their contact information if they were willing to participate in a follow up phone interview. This was the primary method used for recruiting interview participants. If the landowner selected that “yes” they would be willing to speak further, they were taken to a separate Google form not associated with their survey responses that gave them the opportunity to share their name and contact information. 

The survey responses were reported and analyzed using Qualtrics’ Data and Analysis capabilities. The reports used simple descriptive statistics to characterize demographic and other characteristics, as well as to capture landowner opinions on the covered topics. For the common questions across all three surveys, the data was merged in Microsoft Excel and then uploaded into a fourth survey template in Qualtrics. The merged data was then analyzed using the same processes as the individual organization surveys. Each organization received a Qualtrics evaluation report of the findings from their unique surveys, as well as from the aggregated data.  
 
Phone Interviews 
Ten landowners were interviewed as part of the evaluation study. Recruitment via the online survey brought 7 viable landowners (3 from SCACED, 3 from McIntosh SEED, and 1 from Resourceful Communities). The final three landowner interviewees were recruited more actively with the support of Resourceful Communities staff, primarily via text message. The identities of the ten landowners interviewed were kept anonymous from the organizations and all other audiences. 

All of the phone interviews were held 1-on-1 with the researcher, aside from one which had two acquainted landowners interviewed together. The phone interviews were recorded using the Zoom video conferencing platform, and later transcribed, only to be used internally by the researcher. The phone interviews were semi-structured (with guiding questions included in Appendix C), and lasted approximately 30 minutes each. Each of the ten interviewees received a $30 Amazon gift card as a thank you. 

The phone interviews were transcribed with assistance from Zoom meeting recordings and its audio transcription capabilities. The transcriptions were reviewed and edited to correct for any errors in Zoom’s transcription. The interview text was then coded and analyzed in NVivo computer software. The text was coded into themes according to the primary research questions, which were developed in collaboration with the project partners (TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED). The seven coding themes were: goals for reaching out to organization; experience applying for NRCS conservation programs; barriers faced in applying for NRCS conservation programs; experience working with organization staff; greatest value provided by organizations; recommendations for both organization and NRCS improvement; and additional noteworthy content. Given the semi-structured format of the interviews, the subcodes for each of these categories were not pre-determined and rather emerged from the interview data. The full list of codes and sub-codes used in the interview analyses are included below. For privacy purposes, landowner names were excluded from all interview transcription documents and NVivo analyses. When needed for internal use, the interviewed landowners were referred to by their first initial and home state (NC, SC, or GA). However, in order to protect landowner participant identities, only their home state is listed in association with the quotes and comments throughout this report, and in any additional materials provided to the organizations and NRCS.   

Table 1. Coding categories for the landowner phone interviews, used for qualitative analyses in NVivo. 

	Category 
	Subcategory 

	Goals for reaching out to organization (G) 
	Knowing options for one’s land (Go)
Connections to resources and experts (Gr)
Help applying for grants (Gg) 
Forest planning (Gf) 
Making land a community or educational resource (Gc)
Protecting legacy (Gl) 
Resource management (Gm) 
Education (Ge) 
Tax support (Gt) 
Navigating title or family division of land (Gd) 

	Experience applying for NRCS conservation programs (N) 
	Positive (Np) 
Negative (Nn) <moved into “Barriers faced…” 

	Barriers faced in applying for NRCS conservation programs (B)
	Poor NRCS communication and follow through (Bc)
Hard to navigate program options (Bn) 
Disagree with recommended practices (Bp) 
Need lower maintenance options (Bt)  
Programs insufficiently cover needs (S) 
Not enough free time, or overwhelmed (Bo) 
Challenges navigating land title and with family decision-making (Bd) 

	Experience working with organization staff (O) 
	Positive (Op) 
Negative (On)  

	Greatest value provided by organizations (V)
	Peer learning (Vp) 
Knowing options for land management (Vo) 
Connections to resources and experts (Vr)
Grant support (at any stage, including getting a farm #) (Vg) 
Additional financial help (Vf) 
Educational offerings (Ve) 
Understanding land and its value (Vu) 
Direction and guidance (Vd) 
Accessibility of staff (Va) 

	Recommendations for both organization and NRCS improvement (I)
	NRCS (Iu) 
Organizations (Io) 
· Peer learning (Iop) 
· Succession planning (Ios) 
· Landowner outreach (Ioo) 
Both (Ib) 

	Additional noteworthy content (C)
	




RESULTS AND OBSERVATIONS  
Demographic characteristics   
The online survey captured the voices and experiences of 150 landowners across North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia, and the 1-on-1 phone interviews of 10 landowners from within this population. The survey respondents were distributed across North Carolina (n = 59), South Carolina (n = 74) and Georgia (n = 17), as were the phone interviewees (n = 4, 3, 3, respectively). The landowners represented over 57 counties across the three states, and were nearly equally divided in their status as 1st, 2nd, 3rd, or 4+ generation on their land. Finally, around 75% of the responding landowners were above the age of 50 years old (n=94), and their property acreages spanned <10 acres to over 150 acres, with the majority of properties between 50-150 acres (n=57, therefore somewhat inconclusive). There was no race or ethnicity question included in the survey, however TCF/RC staff estimated that 80-90% of the three organizations’ networks are African American, with the remaining Native American or other.    
Survey and Interview Findings  
Barriers Landowners Face in Accessing in NRCS Conservation Program Funds
The research study examined the major barriers facing historically underserved landowners in accessing NRCS conservation program funds. Analyses of the survey results and phone interviews revealed six common barriers facing the study population: 
· Challenges with communication and follow through of NRCS staff 
· Difficulty navigating online information about NRCS conservation programs 
· Feelings of intimidation approaching NRCS conservation programs 
· Needs and values not sufficiently covered by NRCS conservation programs
· Lack of sufficient time and energy
· Challenges with family decision making and navigating land title 

Challenges with communication and follow through of NRCS staff 
Nearly all interviewed landowners faced challenges with NRCS staff communication and follow through.  Some landowners noted long wait times between submitting applications and hearing a verdict from NRCS staff. These delays led landowners to give up, move on to new projects, or spend through financial and material resources in attempt to keep their land viable for funding should it eventually come. In two scenarios, the landowners were told by their local NRCS representative that they were approved for funding, however never received any follow up and were unsure of next steps, so never moved forward and received programs funds. A few landowners mentioned feeling nervous to follow up with their local NRCS office to discuss next steps. Two interviewed landowners learned that their local NRCS representatives were out of the office with COVID or on family matters, however their cases did not get passed on to other staff members. In a striking case, a landowner was given a conditional approval for EQIP funds if they first cleared, sprayed, and mulched their land at their own expense. For this landowner, the six month (and counting) waiting period to hear back from the local NRCS office for the official, new approval was particularly frustrating because they were left spending through their own funds to keep their land cleared—with no end in sight. This landowner stated: 
“I worked in corporate America for a long time, so I understand that you get different people coming in and out of authority, but you still have to respect the promises you made earlier. If you get involved and say you’re going to do that, your reputation is at stake because you said you’d do something that you didn’t do.” 

Several of the landowners reached in this study called for better all around transparency, and an easier to navigate appeal process that would actually yield a response. Having NRCS staff out of their physical office due to COVID also eliminated the back up option of landowners visiting their local NRCS office in person, although even in pre-COVID times it was challenging to get a hold of representatives given the frequency in which they conduct landowner site visits. With that said, the interviewed landowners primarily pointed to the pandemic, understaffing, and the increased popularity of NRCS conservation program funds as the most likely causes for poor NRCS communication. 
Difficulty navigating online information about NRCS conservation programs
In addition to challenges with NRCS staff communication, several interviewed landowners experienced challenges navigating the NRCS’s online information. Landowners shared that the NRCS website is hard to navigate, and many found it difficult to locate the program applications: 
“I just can’t say it enough. It's just not accessible. Knowing what's out there, knowing what things you can do, it's just not easily accessible. I mean, if you Google ‘USDA grants,’ just a bunch of junk comes up (laughs)” - NC Landowner 

“I kind of knew what I wanted to do, I just didn't know how to do it. And what was available to assist me in doing it. That information, it's not out there. You know, it's real fuzzy.” - NC landowner 
However, after finding the application, most landowners stated that the process became much more clear and simple to follow. 
The interviewed landowners also found it difficult to learn how long the process takes from application submission to ultimate disbursal of funds, as well as what resources exist to support landowners through this process (e.g. local NRCS staff, consulting foresters, etc.). Landowners not only noted challenges identifying the appropriate individuals to speak with, but also keeping track of each of their affiliations. The landowners mentioned that others in their community experienced challenges navigating the NRCS website as well. Some also pointed out that many of their elders had low technological literacy and would have similar challenges. This concern was reflected during a phone interview with one NC landowner: 
“My grandfathers were farmers--I can't imagine them being able to apply for some of this stuff. Just from a place of understanding what it all is. Because it's a challenge for me. And they were, of course, wise beyond my years, much more so. But just knowledge-wise and being able to read and understand some of the application questions. It's almost like, auditing… I was always taught that a good auditor audits with the intent of passing. And some of these grants seem almost to be formulated with the intent of not giving it to you.” 
Feelings of intimidation approaching NRCS conservation programs 
For the landowners reached in the study, the inaccessible website paired with a host of other factors made the whole application process intimidating to approach. Landowners noted how hard it was to make that first phone call to their NRCS office, or even to the staff of their local organization. The NRCS conservation programs felt unapproachable, and many were unsure if they were even meant for landowners like them: 
“And maybe I didn't feel like I had a big enough pot of land. Because sometimes people want little stuff. And some people want big stuff. So I might have been intimidated with ‘I'm not big enough.’” - NC landowner
“And like I said, I'm just being honest, it took a year to make a phone call. I was intimidated. I can tell you exactly, I was intimidated to contact my forest ranger.” - NC landowner
Another common sentiment among the landowners surveyed and interviewed was that they were still uncertain how their goals paired with NRCS funding opportunities, and what questions they needed to ask to move forward in the process. A few landowners had also heard about proposed legislation to increase financial support for Black farmers through USDA programs, however were not sure of the status of that legislation or how they could plug in. Landowners across the surveys and interviews also mentioned losing steam, getting caught up in new projects, or feeling burnt out after a first unsuccessful attempt at receiving funds. These sentiments relate to further comments made by interviewed landowners on the impact of past and present discrimination against Black landowners by the USDA, and the resulting lack of approachability of this department among those in their communities. A SC landowner articulated this feeling below:
“Same with other Black farmers in this area, I know that they don't have a good experience with their local USDA office. Just, like, they don't give us all our information. Definitely don't feel like we're fairly treated. No one local feels like we're even being recognized. - SC landowner 

Needs and values not sufficiently covered by NRCS conservation programs
During the interviews, several landowners also pointed out gaps in NRCS conservation programs that made them inadequate for their specific needs. For example, two interviewees sought funds to help fix fences and hoop houses on their properties, but were told that EQIP funds could not be used on repairs. For one of these landowners, this put them at a standstill, because repairing the fence was a pre-requisite for receiving further NRCS funds for a well. Other landowners noted challenges incurring the high upfront costs of making their land eligible to receive NRCS funds—most often to spray, mulch, or otherwise prepare their fields: 

“It's costing me, you know? Out of pocket I’ve spent about $2,000 on spraying, treating, stuff like that. I've also had mulching done because I have some wild trees and bushes.” - GA landowner 
Having this financial burden upfront was not only a barrier for landowners, but it also worsened the financial distress caused by delays in communication and approval by the NRCS.    
The interviewed landowners also noted the limited options a) for landowners with less than 10-20 acres of land, b) for low-maintenance practices, c) for practices that sufficiently prioritized environmental stewardship, and/or d) that had sufficient financial payoff. The majority of interviewed landowners were retired, worked off-farm jobs, or managed the land remotely, so conservation practices that required a lot of work were not an option for them. This sentiment is reflected by a SC landowner: 
“So with the siblings that are interested in this project-- we’re kind of older toward retirement and gotta have that in mind-- so we need projects that are low maintenance. We’re trying to start a low seed investment that would possibly yield high return.” - SC landowner 

Several of the landowners looking to adopt low-maintenance conservation practices on their farms were particularly interested in funds to create pollinator habitats and grow wildflowers, however struggled to find and apply for such programs. Interviewed landowners also mentioned that they took issue with some practices recommended by the NRCS staff. Specifically, landowners felt that the NRCS had too cavalier an attitude towards pesticides, fertilizers, and other harmful chemicals. The landowners did not feel that health, sustainability, and biodiversity were highly enough prioritized, and they wanted more sustainable approaches to be shared. One landowner was particularly shocked when her local NRCS representative recommended she use chemical inputs on her property as part of her management plan to support pollinator habitats and wildflowers. The interview below captures this recurring sentiment towards NRCS recommendations: 
“When the agent came and did the survey on our land, he seemed to suggest that we get it tractored and tilled. They said that we should use a particular fertilizer, but after researching it one of the siblings noticed that it had chemicals that we did not want to introduce to the land. We never introduced chemicals, it was always organic, natural. So that was kind of a drawback, a deterrent for us, in moving forward with that [NRCS plan].” - SC landowner

For some of these landowners, the financial benefits were less of a priority than the continued environmental stewardship of their land, and expressed below: 	
“We’d love to do things that are more sustainable for the land and nourishing for the land… I am just less concerned about the economics of it than the environmental aspects of it. And I haven't felt like anybody has been able to give me a lot of information on the latter thus far.” - NC landowner 

Whether due to disagreement with recommended practices, high upfront costs, ineligibility of certain projects, or otherwise, the conclusion remains the same that the NRCS programs were not fully meeting the needs of landowners in the research study, and must be addressed. 

Lack of sufficient time and energy  
As could be expected given that many of the landowners in the study were retired, remote, or part-time, several of them shared that they simply lacked the time and energy to move forward with their applications and land management goals. With around 75% of landowners responding to the survey as being older than 50 years old, many noted that they lacked the energy to carry out high maintenance farm projects. Other landowners were busy taking care of family matters and health concerns, leaving their land management projects to be put on pause. Additionally, the interviewed landowners mentioned their deep familial and emotional connection to their land, making them particularly cautious and at times slow moving when making decisions around its use and future.
Challenges with family decision making and navigating land title 
Finally, several of the landowners who were ready to move forward with their funding applications and pursue their land management goals were set back by having to navigate family dynamics and get the land title in their name. One landowner shared their experience navigating this process: 
“Well, my dad was one of three children and his parents wanted the land to divide between the three of them—which didn't actually even get done when my grandmother passed away. It kind of just went into a group ownership situation. And so that's part of what we've been doing in the last few years is trying to get it officially split up now that we're on the land. We can't do [many things] until the land is in our name.” - SC landowner 

For other landowners, the land was passed down to a large number of siblings, and coming to consensus on how to use the land was the greatest challenge, often ending up emotional.   
~	~	~ 
The combination of barriers outlined above have informed the programming and support provided by TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED, as these three organizations have worked tirelessly to help historically underserved landowners in their networks access NRCS program funds and move forward with their unique conservation goals. The next section outlines some of the ways these three organizations have been most valuable to the landowners involved in this study. 
Non-Profit Organization Intervention Helping Landowners Overcome Barriers 
The landowners reached in this research study shared overwhelmingly positive feedback regarding the organizations’ support in helping them overcome barriers to applying for NRCS conservation programs and otherwise achieving their land management goals. Recurring themes from the responses are outlined below, and fall into four main categories:    
· Provide reliable and consistent guidance and direction 
· Facilitate educational offerings and connections to resources and experts  
· Provide grant support 
· Enable peer learning opportunities 
Provide reliable and consistent guidance and direction 
The surveyed and interviewed landowners articulated how valuable it was to have the organizations funnel relevant information to their land management goals. Their support helped landowners better understand the NRCS conservation program options and navigate next steps. Landowners across all three states noted that having organization staff there to support them through the entire process and to clarify the available opportunities made it all feel more accessible, as is captured in the following sentiments: 
	
“[Ken] is a great funnel of the different networks, and just bringing all that information together. Having someone to break it down for you and explain it to you—he does an awesome job of that. And Ken has even called me or sent an email that says, ‘hey, [landowner name], check this out. I think this would be great for you.’” - SC landowner
“I tip my hat off to them. I’ve come a long way. I mean, I was in the dark until I started talking to Tyrah. And Tyrah’s got an open line; she said call her anytime. So you know, just to know I’ve got her, when I have a question, I don’t have to go around trying to figure out something, I can call her.” - GA landowner 

“I kind of knew what I wanted to do, I just didn't know how to do it. And what was available to assist me in doing it. That information, it's not out there. You know, it's real fuzzy. And [Resourceful Communities] has been one of the best things; one of the best contacts I've come across to just helping me through the process, understanding the process, knowing how long the process typically takes, sharing resources that are available. That information is not clear, what’s out there.” - NC landowner 
Only one interviewed landowner noted still feeling overwhelmed by all the information provided by the organizations. For the majority of other landowners, any similar feelings resolved after they had one or two phone conversations with staff to convert this information into personal, individualized plans. After that point, all of the interviewees welcomed the constant flow of resources and information. 

The interviewed landowners valued the approachability and accessibility of organization staff. Staff interactions were personal—leaving the landowner feeling comfortable, supported, and valued. With land-related matters often emotional and overwhelming, the organization staff provided much needed support. The three organizations made their phone lines open to the landowners at any time. One landowner even mentioned that talking to a staff member at her state’s organization felt like talking to her daughter. The accessibility of organization staff was a large part of what helped interviewees overcome confusion about the different conservation program options, discouragement due to inconsistent communication with NRCS staff, and overall feelings of intimidation surrounding the application process. 

Arrange educational offerings and connections to resources and experts  
In a similar vein, landowners were pleased with the wealth of knowledge provided by the organization staff and their referrals (e.g., agricultural extension agents, foresters, university research centers). They appreciated the diversity of webinars offered, and the quality of their content. As part of the survey, landowners were asked to list their level of agreement with the following three statements for each of the webinars they attended: “I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters,” “I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar,” and “I would recommend this webinar to another landowner.” For the collective 13 webinars listed across the three states, they all received only “strongly agrees” and “agrees” aside from one single “disagree” and one single “don’t know” (see Appendix D) Landowners shared positive feedback on the webinars during the phone interviews as well:  

“The webinars and the summits that they hold, those are priceless. I mean, they've got the right people, the people want to be there, they are sharing information, contacts, next steps.”  - NC landowner 
Landowners particularly liked face-to-face opportunities to engage with experts and peer landowners, however found the online events effective as well as being more financially and logistically accessible. Several landowners mentioned feeling empowered with their broadened knowledge of their land and the options for it. 
	
	“So I feel like an educated, responsible landowner. I'm getting there. I wouldn't say I'm 
in the ‘high school’ yet, but I'm doing pretty good.” - NC landowner   

Two landowners mentioned that the organizations were also helpful in educating them on how to use different technologies (e.g., making fliers on Canva, uploading PDFs), which were becoming increasingly necessary for their livelihoods. 

Several interviewed landowners mentioned that Black landowners are often left out of this knowledge and resource sharing, so were grateful for the organizations’ active engagement with their communities:  
	
	“Because we’ve not said that my dad didn’t have a clue on stuff like this. And I'm just 
learning, and I tip my hat off to you guys who have an interest in helping people… but especially our people, Black people.” - GA landowner 

This is just one example of how landowners felt empowered by the information that the organizations shared, and felt its particular importance for their communities. The organizations also provided landowners with maps of their land and discussed its valuable features and potential for funding. Having these GIS maps and key land information (location, acreage, farm number, etc.) compiled in one place made it easy for landowners to share it with other experts and draw on for applications. In a few cases, organization staff even went out and visited the landowners’ properties and provided ideas on-site, which was particularly helpful and empowering for those on the receiving end.  

Provide grant support 
Landowners also mentioned the organizations’ strong support when it came to writing grant applications. In fact, among the phone interviewees “help applying for grants” was the second most frequently coded reason for connecting with organization staff in the first place (preceded only by “knowing options for one’s land.” Organization staff helped landowners navigate the grants, and determine which ones were the best fit. The organizations also facilitated connections with outside contacts and in some cases joined initial calls and meetings. In many cases next steps for the landowner included getting a farm number, getting the land surveyed by the NRCS, and then ultimately applying for conservation program funds. The most popular program pursued by landowners in the study was EQIP, as it felt the most accessible and appropriate; however, organization staff helped with other NRCS and non-NRCS grants as well. 
Facilitate peer learning opportunities 
Finally, landowners mentioned how valuable they found the peer learning opportunities offered by the organizations. Landowners loved learning from others in a similar situation to, or farther along than them, in pursuing their land management plans. One interviewee shared that even just knowing that folks had gotten through difficult processes and made progress with their land management goals was empowering:
“Having people who started with more questions than I had–and that’s saying a lot–and they made it through, they're alive, they're progressing. I mean, it’s motivating to hear that, right?” - NC landowner 

While the interviewees were eager for explicitly “peer learning” opportunities, they noted that even the webinars and educational workshops often served as this needed support group. All that to say, landowners particularly enjoyed in-person sessions, as they provided opportunity to speak with other landowners and even get to visit their properties. However, they felt that the organizations had adapted exceedingly well to Zoom and have kept quality offerings flowing through the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Landowner Recommendations for Improvement by the Organizations
The preceding section demonstrates the landowners’ high regard for TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED, and their invaluable support in helping them achieve their land management goals. The interviewed and surveyed landowners also shared thoughtful ideas on how the organizations can expand their impact even further. These recommendations can be grouped into four main categories: 
· Expand regular check ins
· Create more structured, and recurring, peer learning opportunities
· Continue to offer educational programming and to share resources 
· Expand program outreach to reach more landowners 

Expand regular check ins 

The interviewed landowners expressed interest in having regular (monthly, quarterly, or seasonal) check ins with organization staff and peer landowners. These check-ins would offer an opportunity to receive feedback on their progress and next steps for their land. As noted in the discussion of barriers, many landowners felt overwhelmed and intimidated by the NRCS application process, unsure how to move forward with their unique goals, or busy with personal projects or taking care of family. Many interviewed landowners would appreciate more accountability and ongoing support. This desire for more check ins and “nudging” was well articulated in two quotes from a NC landowner: 

“Just stay with me. Don't give up on me. Don't quit on me! (laughs) Stand there with me and then follow up and just keep the communication open. Even this survey tells me this is important to you. Like they haven't forgotten me. And it's not a one and done. It wasn't a workshop, one time.” 

“And remember how you need somebody to come and scooch you along. So I know that doesn't sound fair, like why is that anyone else's task? But I'm sure that's what happened to my grandparents, I’m sure that's what's happened with my parents, and lo and behold, I’ll be doggone if it's happening to me too.” 

Regular check-ins would also provide an opportunity for landowners to share their accomplishments, which they noted would help them feel proud, empowered, energized to keep moving forward. As for format, the landowners stated a preference for in-person interactions, but recognized that virtual meetings would be most realistic and just as valuable. 

Finally, one landowner suggested creating an internal incentive structure or goal tracking system, such as a “Certificate in Landownership 101” that landowners could work towards, or a “badge” for completing a certain number of hours. This would also provide an opportunity for the organizations to keep track of their landowners’ progress and see trends in where they get held up.  
Create more structured, and recurring, peer learning opportunities

Landowners’ interest in regular check-ins often led to them stating a desire for more peer learning opportunities as well, with the potential of the two being merged. The interviewees valued any chance to share their experience with others and to learn from those farther along. The open format of peer learning opportunities offers it the potential to help participating landowners overcome several of the barriers they face in accessing conservation program funds. There were specific landowner groupings that were particularly desired, including:  

· Female landowners - Many female-identifying landowners noted that they were often viewed as less capable, solely because of their gender (and moreover, being a woman of color). Landowners were interested in a female-identifying landowner peer support group. 

· Heirs’ property owners - Several landowners mentioned that they manage heirs’ properties, and noted the prevalence of heirs’ property in their communities. They felt that knowledge sharing opportunities through a peer learning group full of landowners navigating heirs’ property issues would be valuable. 

· Groupings by acreage - Landowners noted that land management advice is often unique to property size. Having groupings based on property size (e.g. less than 20 acres, >20 acres) would be valuable.
 
· Interest in selling timber - Many landowners were interested in growing and harvesting timber, but were not sure a) whether it would be financially worth it for them, b) what the process looked like, and c) how long it would take to generate profit. Landowners were interested in learning from the experiences of other landowners in their region, particularly those with similarly sized properties.  

· Interest in low-maintenance environmental stewardship - Several landowners were interested in NRCS programs geared towards low-maintenance environmental stewardship projects (e.g., planting wildflowers and pollinator habitats) that would provide a variety of ecosystem services on their land. For a few of these landowners, generating income was less of a concern–though still desired–than being responsible environmental stewards of their property. These landowners struggled to find information on program options if their priority was first and foremost environmental stewardship. 

Other creative, related ideas emerged on the calls. One landowner suggested creating a database of landowners that have engaged with the organizations, with filters such as location, size of property, gender, number of generations on the land, etc. so that they could easily connect with one another—or be connected by organization staff. Another landowner mentioned creating a “buddy system” where landowners would be paired with another landowner in a similar situation or with a similarly sized property but farther along in the process, so they could learn from each others’ experiences and keep each other on track:

“I could partner up with someone, and I’d have accountability to them, they’d have accountability to me, and then we report back or something like that. Or with somebody newer along in the process.” - NC landowner 

Another landowner mentioned that it would be valuable to have an FAQ page that shares landowner experiences and explains how to resolve common issues. 

As for the format of these peer learning opportunities, the interviewed landowners mentioned Zoom as a viable platform, with in person meetups when possible. Organization staff, or other relevant players, would ideally be present on these calls as well.  

“I like the idea of a check in—maybe once a month, or even once a quarter with Resourceful Communities, and maybe some of our partners. Or with some other people who are doing projects in other areas, just to tell us a little bit about their projects, and maybe give us good ideas. It might enlighten us on some things that we could be doing, or doing better, or some other project that we could start later on.” - NC landowner 

One landowner further suggested creating a Facebook group, a LinkedIn group, or a website portal, that could serve as a forum and networking space for landowners in this community.   

Expand program outreach to reach more landowners 
As can be gathered, all 10 interviewed landowners believed deeply in the work of the three organizations and wanted to see them expand their reach. Many landowners first found their respective organization through a Google search or through a friend, but wished they had found it earlier. One interviewee wondered if there is a central entity that all landowners reach out to (e.g., a local extension agent or state forester) that could readily distribute the organizations’ information. They also noted that the more landowners that connected with the organizations, the more worthwhile it would become for organization staff to host in person events in their counties. A few landowners had the idea of telling each webinar attendee to invite three friends to the next educational offering, which would also have the added benefit of informally keeping them accountable to one another.  

Finally, several landowners mentioned the need for folks in their community need to realize that NRCS conservation program funds are accessible to them—that they are not out of their reach or only for large-scale or white farmers. The following quote captures this sentiment: 

“And not even not just making people aware of it, but making them understand that you can apply for this kind of thing. A lot of things seem so out of reach, so it just doesn't resonate with some people that ‘I can take a stab at this.’”  - NC landowner 

This quote captures the overwhelming sentiment among many of the historically underserved landowners that the NRCS conservation programs are intimidating and unapproachable, and the organizations have the potential to help shift this mindset. 

The survey results go one step further in suggesting the need for expanded program outreach geared towards landowners already engaged with the organizations as well. When asked “have you received 1-on-1 support from the organization staff?,” 60% of survey responding landowners marked “no,” with over 30% of this subset not realizing it is even an option. These statistics demonstrate the value of organizations being more vocal about their offerings so that more landowners receive assistance applying for NRCS Conservation Program funds and actualizing their goals for their land. 

Continue to offer educational programming and to share resources 

The landowners surveyed and interviewed were again satisfied with the educational offerings provided by the organizations. The survey demonstrated high webinar satisfaction rates, and a desire for the educational offerings to keep on flowing. In fact, landowners ranked “more educational offerings” as their top choice when asked where they would like to see the organizations dedicate their efforts moving forward. 

Table 2. Landowner survey responses to the question “What additional support would help you adopt land management practices on your property? (Please drag each option to rank in order of preference)” (n=85) Note: the responses below come from the merged dataset. 
	Field 
	Mean Ranking

	More educational offerings
	3.00

	Help in formulating goals and new opportunities specific to my property (hunting, forestry, agritourism, etc)
	3.09

	Financial support – grants 
	3.35

	Visiting and learning from peer landowners 
	3.72

	Direct referrals to consultants or experts
	4.34

	Resolve landowner issues (boundary issues, landlocked properties, clear title/heirs' property, etc)
	4.60

	Financial support – loans 
	6.16




Landowner recommendations for future educational offerings include: 

	Mentioned by greater than 3 landowners (in no particular order):
· Navigating the NRCS website
· Overview of the Farm Bill & NRCS conservation programs 
· How to make one’s land a community resource 
· Establishing partnerships with schools, churches, and civic organizations 
· Creating opportunities to connect youth with the land 
· Building a public amphitheater on one’s property
· Navigating heirs’ property issues  
· Overview of low-maintenance conservation practices eligible for NRCS program funding 
· Overview of practices with environmental stewardship as the end goal (e.g. wildflower planting, pollinator habitats) that are eligible for NRCS conservation program funding 
· Succession planning 

Mentioned by less than 3 landowners (in no particular order): 
· Tips for escalating issues with the NRCS and USDA, such as delays in communication or application approval  
· Technological skills workshops (e.g. how to share your screen, how to make a PDF, how to make a flier on Canva) 
· Starting an agribusiness 101 (i.e. the early or planning stages) 
· Understanding FSMA, and USDA organic certification
· Understanding the carbon market and the Family Forest Carbon Program
· Lowering one’s land tax bills 
· Landowner leadership 
· Creative models for on-farm help (e.g. barter and work exchange opportunities)  

The landowners reached in the study were also interested in an easily accessible archive of past webinars hosted by the organizations. One landowner took this a step further and mentioned wanting access to resources produced by all three organizations, as opposed to just their home state’s (as is appropriate). Greater resource sharing would increase the amount of support materials available to each landowner, while also saving work for the organizations in keeping them from having to replicate any outputs. 

One landowner recommended that the organizations or the NRCS could create short videos (<2 min) that review how to apply for conservation program funding, what to expect from the process, how to strengthen one’s application, and the resources available for support. If some videos need to be longer, then having a two minute “teaser” video or short informational blurb would help folks know ahead of time if it will be worth their while. This recommendation begins to blur the line of what support should be provided by the organizations, as opposed to the responsibility of the NRCS, as will be explored further in the following sections. 

Limits to the Organizations’ Support – Recommendations for Improvement by the NRCS 
The survey and interview responses revealed limits to the support the three organizations can provide in helping landowners overcome barriers to applying for NRCS conservation program funds. In these cases, the change needed to come directly from the NRCS. The following themes emerged as opportunities for improvement on behalf of the NRCS:
· Improve website, communication, and transparency  
· Address gaps in conservation program funding opportunities 
· Increase emphasis on environmental stewardship 
· Strengthen working relationships with funded organizations  
Improve website, communication, and transparency 
The landowners included in this study had difficulty navigating the NRCS website and finding the conservation program applications. They also found there to be a lot of jargon, vague language, and “lawyer speak” throughout the NRCS website. Landowners felt that updating the NRCS website and the language used in applications would make their programs a lot more accessible: 
	“In most cases, lawyers have designed these things, so they're designed with that 
complicated language of trying to cover every stone, and it just makes it burdensome and complicated. So I don’t know how things got to this place, but changing the language would help. But you know, it will be a real process to change it so it's understandable to the basic level.” - NC landowner

The interviewed landowners also wanted better information on the different pools of funding available to historically underserved landowners, and a breakdown of how and to whom the  conservation program funds were being allocated. A GA landowner articulates this sentiment below: 
“He told me that apparently the selection process had changed and that Georgia was allocated like $38 million for the NRCS program. At the time I talked to him, he told me approximately $17 million of that 38 million had been allocated, so half of the funds remained to be allocated. Yet I still have not received an approval. So I don't know where they are, whether they have finished all the approvals for 2022, or whether there's more money that the government has been allocated. Ya know, I should have been in two different pots for consideration for approval: one pot would have been for the disadvantaged farmers, and the other pot for the regular. So I should have been in consideration of funding and approval. But I haven't received that.” - GA landowner

In this quote we see the landowner’s uncertainty on the current status of NRCS funds for historically underserved landowners, and their resulting frustration with not having their application approved. This landowner suggested that increased transparency on the status and allocation of NRCS program funds by state/county, as well as of the exact processes through which these funds will be disbursed, would help landowners make accurate estimations on the likelihood of receiving funds, or understand a potential cause if their application is rejected. NRCS reporting would also include a demographic breakdown of the landowners applying for and receiving conservation program funds by state/county. This improved transparency would help build trust and relationships between the NRCS and historically underserved landowners, as well as hold the NRCS accountable to its commitment to improving historically underserved landowners’ access to their programs. The interviewees called on the NRCS to improve staffing and internal communication processes to sustainably provide this content for landowners and to resolve other challenges with staff communication.  

Address gaps in conservation program funding opportunities 

In addition to pointing out challenges with NRCS communication, the interviewed landowners mentioned oversights in the conservation program offerings. The ten interviewees shared the following critiques of the NRCS conservation programs:

· Limited options for landowners with less than 10 acres of land 
· Lack of sufficient information on how to receive funds for wildflower planting and/or establishing pollinator habitats
· Lack of funds to cover costs of hoop house or fence repair (due to weather or overuse damages)
· Lack of funds to cover costs of preparing land to receive funds (e.g. treating, spraying, mulching, etc.) *Note: this might be more reflective of lacking program information dissemination, as the NRCS website suggests that the cost of preparing one’s land for funding can be eligible for program funding 
· Lack of funds for landowners starting up an agribusiness, as opposed to those with agribusinesses already established 
· Lack of sufficient funding options for landowners looking to make their land a community resource (e.g., public recreation, outdoor education). This common interest among the landowners surveyed and interviewed is articulated below:     

“I think [the federal government] could make funds available to people with land to open it up, to have walking trails, or host evenings with family in the woods—something like that. People are going to want to protect something that they are familiar with. If they are not familiar with how it feels, and how it looks, and how you feel when you're out there—that makes it a part of them. And if we want people aware of the environment and what's happening to it, and that we need to take care of it, then you have to make it more available to the people that don't have that. I think that's a small thing that funds can be used for, just for people to come out and walk in the woods. It can change people's lives.” - GA landowner 

Increase emphasis on environmental stewardship   

Beyond revealing these gaps in reimbursable practices, landowners wanted to see the NRCS better integrate environmental stewardship into their existing recommendations. They noted a cavalier attitude towards pesticides and other synthetic inputs, and called for more sustainable recommendations to be provided during the initial site visit to their properties: 

“And there's another thing too, the use of pesticides, and how cavalier an attitude—like ‘it's not going to harm you. It's okay. We use it all the time.’ I just read an article that was saying 80% of people in this country has a high consistency of pesticides in their urine. So [the NRCS] should stop saying that and find a better way, because it’s harming all of us.” - GA landowner 

Landowners also wanted to see more programs with the end goal of environmental stewardship (e.g. funds to create wildflower and pollinator habitats). In many cases, these requests came from landowners who either had little time to dedicate to their land and were looking for low-maintenance projects, or who prioritized environmental sustainability over economic gains. 

Strengthen working relationships with funded organizations 

Finally, several landowners brought up, or alluded to, the need for a tightened relationship between the NRCS and organization staff. They wanted to see improved communication and coordination between these two entities, having them function more like a “working wheel” (phone interview, SC landowner). Landowners would have liked to see the NRCS staff representatives trust, respect, and empower the organization staff more than was currently happening. For example, if an organization staff member contacted the NRCS to follow up on a certain landowner’s application, the NRCS staff should feel this is an urgent matter that they must address promptly: 

“And moving forward, from my perspective, is that [the organizations] need to have an air tight relationship with the state folks and the national folks [at the NRCS] that are running these programs—so that they’re on speed dial with them, and the relationship is such that when they call that person they understand that it’s an issue that needs immediate attention. And you do that, from my perspective, by developing relationships. And once you get those relationships developed, then you can use them strategically to make sure that other people don’t have to go through [the challenges and delays that] I’m going through.” - GA landowner 

In conversations with Resourceful Communities staff, it was corroborated that they have little interaction with NRCS administrative staff aside from their county representatives. While they were assigned a technical service contact as part of the CIG, the contact they were assigned was based out of Arkansas and they had not heard from them since the initial connection.    

DISCUSSION     
Major findings 
The survey and phone interview findings are best examined in the context of the study’s primary research question: 

What are the barriers that historically underserved landowners in the organizations’ three-state network face in accessing USDA conservation programs? What can be done to improve the accessibility of, and enrollment in, these programs?  
The survey captures a broad picture of the respondents’ experiences pursuing their land management goals and receiving support from the three organizations. The fact that only half of the respondents that received 1-on-1 support from organization staff ended up applying for NRCS conservation program funds suggests that even within this sub-group of landowners—in theory the most positioned to receive funds—there are still barriers making these programs inaccessible.  
Data collected in the survey and phone interviews reveal several barriers landowners face in accessing NRCS conservation program funds. The barriers come from the “supply side” (i.e., the NRCS) including a confusing NRCS website, delays in communication with NRCS staff, and misaligned values between the NRCS and landowners when it comes to best management practices. Barriers also stem from the “demand side” (i.e., the landowners) and include their limited free time, feelings of overwhelm and intimidation towards NRCS programs, and delays due to complex family dynamics. Feelings that NRCS conservation programs are not really meant for this population of landowners permeated their responses. Any efforts to increase enrollment in NRCS conservation programs by underserved landowners therefore must focus on rebuilding relationships and using language, designing programs, and conducting outreach that is inclusive and appropriately responds to the needs of these communities.  
The survey and interview data suggests that a multifaceted and multi-level approach is needed to improve the accessibility of NRCS conservation programs. The NRCS is on the right track in allocating funds to local organizations to support historically underserved landowners in accessing their conservation programs. This is an appropriate course of action given the USDA’s history of discrimination against African American and American Indian landowners, and the established trust between these landowners the three organizations receiving funds (Hitchner et al., 2019). The organizations have provided tangible support to the landowners in their networks—particularly through their educational offerings, personalized guidance, and availability. However, there are limits to the support an organization can provide when it comes to helping landowners receive NRCS conservation program funds, and the study revealed that the NRCS needs to recognize these limits and continue to make improvements on their end as well.  

	Division of responsibility 
The question of which support to landowners should be offered by the NRCS, as opposed to by the organizations, is a nuanced one. While perhaps there are certain responsibilities that “should” fall on the NRCS, given the history of discrimination and distrust, right now they need to undertaken by community-based organizations that have established and trusted relationships with these groups. The interviews demonstrated that landowners in the study population still do not feel heard nor prioritized by NRCS staff despite the agency’s expressed commitment to racial equity. Local, trustworthy organizations serve an important role in bridging the gap between these landowner populations and the NRCS. Similar recognitions have been made in studies taking place across the Southeast (Hitchner et al, 2019; Christian et al., 2013; Christian et al., 2022).  
The landowners interviewed in our study were aware of the dynamics and power structures at play. They called on the NRCS to take more meaningful action to prove their commitment to improving access to their conservation programs, as well as to give greater voice to the community-based organizations that they fund. The NRCS will need to further examine how they support the organizations on the ground, as these organizations serve as an invaluable bridge to the landowner populations the NRCS is hoping to better reach (Hitchner et al., 2019). The recommendations provided in this paper are an attempt to break down this division of responsibility between the NRCS and local organizations in the context of this one particular CIG-supported effort. These recommendations will help inform how the organizations direct their efforts in the coming years, and will be shared with the NRCS to help them re-build their reputation and more honestly support historically underserved landowners in accessing their program funds.  
Recommendations 
While a user-friendly, comprehensive list of recommendations was provided to the organizations and NRCS staff, the key takeaways are highlighted below. 
Key recommendations for organization staff: 
The landowners reached in the evaluation study spoke highly of the three organizations and their support, and eagerly shared ideas on how the organizations could reach more landowners in their communities. Several landowners noted they were already informally spreading word of the program through their personal networks, and in some cases through more formal speaking events. When asked how the organizations should direct their efforts moving forward, landowners largely expressed interest in on-going check ins and peer learning opportunities, as well as expanded educational offerings. 
	Checks Ins and Peer Learning Opportunities
All of the interviewed landowners were interested in the organizations facilitating regular check ins and peer learning opportunities. The check ins would provide an opportunity for landowners to receive feedback on their progress and review the next steps for their land, as well as to celebrate their accomplishments. In a similar study looking at SFLRP’s efforts to support African American landowners in northeastern NC, Hitchner et al. (2019) found that it often took time for landowners to build trust with new organization partners, as it was not uncommon for organizations dedicated to supporting minority landowners to connect with these communities and then shortly after disappear. The landowners noted that ongoing communication with organization staff was key to building trust, and a recognition that the organization they were working with had “a genuine concern for their success” (Hitchner et al., 2019). While none of the interviewed landowners in our study mentioned feelings of distrust towards their respective organization, regular check ins still emerged as a best and desired practice. The organizations had informally been conducting these check ins since beginning this work in 2020, thus contributing to their high regard.  
In addition to their desire for more frequent check ins with organization staff, there was overwhelming interest in more formal opportunities to learn from peer landowners as well—with the potential of the two being merged. Landowners appreciated any opportunity to share ideas (or to commiserate) with other landowners, and to learn from those further along on certain projects. Whether it be navigating heirs’ property and land title issues, trying to discern which NRCS funding opportunities are most suitable for a <10 acre farm, or anything in between, landowners recognize how much knowledge there is among their community and wanted more opportunities for this knowledge to be shared.  
Hitchner et al. (2019) presents encouraging findings on the value of peer learning among underserved landowner populations. The landowners in their study noted that peer learning opportunities kept them from quitting or giving up on their projects. Landowners also shared that conversations with others provided an opportunity to discuss what parties to trust and stay away from (particularly in the context of timber sales), which in the end resulted in their having greater trust in the system (Hitchner et al., 2019). The multi-faceted value of peer learning opportunities in engaging African American landowners in forestry and conservation practices is now becoming well documented (Christian, 2022), particularly when paired with professional-to-landowner relationships (Schelhas, 2018). 
	Expanded educational offerings 
Finally, all of the landowners reached in the evaluation study valued the organizations’ educational offerings and distribution of resources, namely the webinars, field trips, and email digests. In fact, “more educational offerings” was the top ranked choice among landowners for where they would like to see the organizations dedicate their efforts moving forward. Landowners shared several potential topic ideas for future webinars, as are listed in Findings - Landowner Recommendations for Improvement by the Organizations. 

Key recommendations for USDA NRCS staff: Improved communication and environmental stewardship practices  
Improved NRCS communication
The study revealed a number of ways the NRCS can increase access to their conservation programs–several of which related to improving their communication channels. Specifically, the interviewed landowners were interested in seeing the NRCS revamp their website to ease access to information on each of the conservation programs, as well as to address staff shortages and eliminate (or at least shorten) delays in communication with applicants. As noted in Results and Observations, several interviewed landowners lost steam or resorted to other projects after they stopped hearing from their local NRCS representative, or after receiving word that their application had been approved yet not knowing how to move forward. In order to see an increase in conservation program enrollment, and more importantly, to begin to mend the relationship between the NRCS and historically underserved producers, the NRCS needs to improve their communication and follow through throughout the application process. This means an updated website with easy to access information and links to applications, and improved internal processes to ensure that program funding approval is not denied or delayed without clear communication with the applicant. The NRCS can also improve transparency around the availability and allocation of conservation program funds by state/county, and make this data publicly available on their website as well. NRCS will likely need to expand their staff or adjust their priorities in order to make meaningful improvements in their program communication. 
Improved environmental stewardship practices 
The interviewed landowners shared a commitment to environmental stewardship, and a sentiment that the NRCS needed to better prioritize their recommendations and offerings in this space. Several landowners stated that synthetic chemicals had not been used on their land for generations, leaving them at odds with NRCS recommendations to apply pesticides and other chemicals in order to prepare their land for conservation program funding. Other interviewees were retired, lived or worked off-site, or owned only small pieces of land, and at times environmental stewardship was even more important than economic gains. All of the aforementioned landowners wanted to see the NRCS provide more information on funding opportunities for low-maintenance projects that would prioritize environmental stewardship (e.g., pollinator habitats and wildflower plantings), and for there to be expanded funding opportunities for practices with similar goals. 
Invest more in relationships with organization staff 
Several landowners explicitly stated, or alluded to, the need for a tightened relationship between their respective organization staff and the NRCS. Landowners wanted to see NRCS staff members seeking and responding to feedback from the organizations in an ongoing manner. Conversations with TCF/RC corroborated that they have had little interaction with their assigned NRCS CIG contact, who is based centrally out of Arkansas. Strengthened relationships with grant-funded organizations will be key to the NRCS improving their reputation among historically underserved populations.   

Joint or blurry responsibility 
While certain of the recommendations highlighted above fall clearly under the responsibility of the NRCS or of the organization staff, some recommendations are a bit more complex. For example, who should be responsible for bringing clarity to the NRCS conservation program options? Would an improved NRCS website and outreach materials be sufficient in meeting this need, or are their conservation programs inevitably hard to navigate and will require a third party—in this case, the organizations—to translate and tease them out in a way that is accessible to their unique landowner networks? Central to this question is a consideration of where landowners are most likely to seek out this information in the first place. Similarly, who should be responsible for hosting regular educational offerings? Are webinars that discuss how to resolve land title issues in order to become viable for NRCS funding the responsibility of the organizations as well? Conversations around heirs’ property and land titles, for example, can be very emotional as they are closely entwined with the fraught history between the USDA/NRCS and African American and American Indian landowners. So, would the NRCS hosting workshops on heirs’ property issues be a welcome demonstration of their commitment to overcoming past harms, or is this relationship still too broken and it would be more appropriate for landowners to engage in these conversations with folks from their community or with whom they already have established trust (i.e. the organization staff)? These questions were not explicitly asked as part of the landowner interviews and survey. However, the landowners’ recommendation for the NRCS to improve their coordination and communication with the funded organizations perhaps sheds light on the best path forward. 
Our findings suggest that the NRCS has given insufficient attention to their relationship with the funded organizations. The NRCS is attempting to bridge relationships with historically underserved groups via these funded organizations, so if there is not an honest commitment to, and support for, the organization staff, then that bridge will never be trusted. 
One of the interviewees recognized, and articulated, the need for a closer relationship between the NRCS staff and organizations. He described that ideally the NRCS-organization partnership would function like a “working wheel.” Each party would have their distinct and appropriate responsibilities, and there would be a strong level of respect and communication between the two. The two parties would be in frequent contact, which has been confirmed is not currently happening. With a tightened relationship, the NRCS staff would understand that if an organization reaches out to them to follow up on a landowner’s application, for example, then it would be recognized as an important case to resolve immediately. The organizations would put time on the ground to support landowners in their communities and gather feedback on opportunities for NRCS improvement. The NRCS in return would create space to receive that feedback, and act upon it demonstrating their honest commitment to reducing the gap in accessibility to their conservation programs. A better functioning “wheel” would enable many of the barriers landowners face to accessing NRCS conservation programs to start to break down, as well as begin to repair the relationship between the USDA/NRCS and historically underserved groups.  
There are different schools of thought on the ideal end goal for these NRCS-organization partnerships. Some may suggest that a well-resourced NRCS, that has meaningfully improved their relationship with historically underserved landowners, will ultimately make obsolete the need for local organizations to be so proactive in this space. Others will argue that a working wheel will always have funded, local organizations working on the ground with landowners and serving as intermediaries. This question posed another way, asks whether it is appropriate, or unsustainable, to continue to rely on these often grassroots organizations? Given the time it takes to repair relationships, we are still a ways off from reaching this end point. With many CIG-funded partnerships still in their early years, it is too soon to determine the long-term impacts of this model on trust and relationship building, and what continued communication looks like. However, in their study of SFLRP, Hitchner et al. (2019) finds that the expanded communication networks that forest landowners’ gain access to after initial facilitation by the organizations often become self-sustaining, though a portion of landowners will continue to rely on organization staff. 
As TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED wait to see the long-term impacts of their programming, the recommendations provided in this report take into account that right now there are certain voices that are most accessible to their landowners, and those voices (i.e. the organizations) must be resourced until relationships with the NRCS, and their application processes, are repaired and sustainable communication and support networks are established. It is our hope that this report will assist the organizations and the NRCS in navigating the unique period they are in right now.  
Relevance of findings 
The feedback and recommendations provided in this evaluation study will be utilized by TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED as they revise their own practices and direct their offerings in the coming years. The findings will also be shared with the NRCS as part of TCF/RC’s final report for the NRCS CIG—and in effect help the NRCS re-build their reputation and more honestly support historically underserved landowners. The three organizations also work closely with organizations, individuals, and centers that provide support to underserved landowners across the Southeast and advocate for policy level change. These partners range from local cooperative extension offices to university centers to sister non-profit organizations. The findings provided in this report may also be shared with these partners as they too determine how to allocate their energy and resources to support underserved landowner populations in accessing conservation funding. 
This knowledge-sharing will go both ways, as a lot can be gleaned from work being conducted by the organizations’ partners. The Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project (SFLRP), a leader in the Southeast in its efforts to support African American forest landowners in North Carolina with land retention and asset development, supports their landowners through heirs’ property negotiation and estate planning, forest management planning and assistance with timber sales, technical assistance in accessing capital and conservation funds, and more (“REC Sustainable Forestry…”).  SFLRP is in the process of designing a peer-to-peer learning network for its landowners called LEARN (“Our Mission,” n.d). They are working with researchers and practitioners at North Carolina A&T University to design a model, and will remain in close contact with TCF/RC and partner organizations as they each test out best practices. Another organization in the Southeast, RAFI-USA, has a mission to “challenge the root causes of unjust food systems, supporting and advocating for economically, racially, and ecologically just farm communities,” and created a Farmers of Color Network (“About Us,” n.d.; “Farmers of Color Network,” n.d.). This network was founded in 2017, and hosts networking events and farm tours, as well as offers farmer-led technical assistance and funding support (“Farmers of Color Network,” n.d.). With great landowner interest in a larger network for peer learning and check ins, the offerings of these two organizations will provide useful references as TCF/RC, McIntosh SEED, and SCACED move forward with their newer programs.
Study’s limitations  

This research study had limitations due to time, financial, and logistical restraints. Time and financial constraints kept the sample size smaller than is typically desired for an evaluation study. Additionally, for the survey, only landowners with stable internet access, and computer and English literacy were able to participate. There is also potential selection bias in the group of landowners who participated in the survey and phone interviews, as both relied solely on volunteer participants. 

It is also noteworthy that the landowners surveyed and interviewed were primarily African American, with a small sample American Indian. While this is reflective of the three organizations’ networks, the USDA’s “historically underserved” classification includes not only African American and American Indian groups, but also other “socially disadvantaged groups” (which as per the 2008 Farm Bill includes American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black and African American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, and Hispanic communities) as well as beginning, limited resource, and veteran producers (“Historically Underserved Farmers and Ranchers,” n.d.). The study’s findings therefore cannot be applied broadly to all historically underserved landowners, as they primarily capture the feedback of African American landowners in the organizations’ three-state network. With increased funds and time the survey could have reached a more diverse group of landowners across the three states, though this would not have been as representative of the landowners currently served by the three organizations.  

Suggestions for further research 

Future research and evaluation studies might include a larger and more diverse sample size. More specifically, the sample could include landowners across all “historically underserved” groups, and evaluate more than just three organizations. The NRCS’s public list of CIG recipients can be drawn on for a larger, national study of the effectiveness of this funding model and to glean best practices. Future studies may also include interviews with landowners who attended webinars but did not seek 1-on-1 support from the organizations, as opposed to just with those who did. This group of landowners is under-captured in our research study and it would be telling to learn the barriers they face in connecting with the organization staff 1-on-1 and applying for NRCS conservation program funds. This evaluation study also solely captured the voices of landowners. Future studies might consider including the voices of organization staff, NRCS representatives, agriculture policy specialists, among others, to help further inform the compiled recommendations. Additional studies also might build on Hitchner et al. (2019)’s examination of the extent to which landowner communication networks–formed with the assistance of the organization staff–become self-sustaining, and in what situations landowners remain reliant on organization personnel. This will provide further insights on the roles and responsibilities or organizations and how we might envision NRCS-organization partnerships moving forward. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A: Full List of Webinars, by Organization 
Resourceful Communities (NC): 
· Landownership 101 - November 2020, November 2021 
· Deeds, Leases and Conservation Easements (in partnership with the Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project) - February 2021   
· Making Your Land a Sustainable Asset (in partnership with the Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project) - February 2021   
· Hunting:  Unlocking your land’s potential for hunting and recreation (in partnership with Outdoor Access) - March 2021 
· Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Getting to Know your Woodlands:  What Trees Should I Grow? (in partnership with NC State Extension) - April 2022  
· Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Timber Sales: Is it time to sell? (in partnership with NC State Extension)  - April 2022
· Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Minimizing Costs to Manage Your Woodlands (in partnership with NC State Extension) - May 2022
SCACED (SC): 
· Landowner 101 - July 2020, September 2020, June 2021, May 2022 
· Heirs Property (in partnership with the Center for Heirs Property) - October 2020, October 2021 
McIntosh SEED (GA):  
· Landowner 101 - September 2020, September 2021 
· Landowner 101: Follow Up - October 2020
· Landowner Workshop: "Know What You Own" - June 2022 
· Estate Planning - February 2021, March 2021  
Appendix B: Qualtrics Survey Questions 
Sample survey distributed to each organizations’ listservs 
RC Summer 22 Forest Landowner Survey

Start of Block: Introduction Blurb

Q 0 Resourceful Communities Program Survey

Duke University, in partnership with Resourceful Communities of The Conservation Fund, is conducting a research study to better understand the land management goals of those in the Southeast and where there may be barriers in accessing support. Your responses to this survey will be particularly valuable for Resourceful Communities and its partners in improving their support offerings for landowners in our region. 

The following survey should take approximately 5 minutes to complete, and will be open until Wednesday July 13. 

Your participation in this survey is completely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you can skip any question you do not want to answer, or stop the survey at any time. While we do not plan to use these findings for future research purposes, we may make public information that is collected, including individual responses. However, any information that is made public will keep your identity completely confidential. 

If we have your consent, you may click below to proceed to the survey. If any questions arise, please feel free to email me at laura.mindlin@duke.edu. You can also contact the project advisor, Dr. Elizabeth Shapiro-Garza at es159@duke.edu, or the Campus IRB office at campusIRB@duke.edu. Please reference IRB protocol #2022-0487. 

Thank you in advance for your time completing this survey.

Laura Mindlin 
Graduate Student, Duke Nicholas School of the Environment 

End of Block: Introduction Blurb

Start of Block: Opening Questions

Q 1 Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)?

· Landownership 101 - November 2020, November 2021  
· Deeds, Leases and Conservation Easements (in partnership with the Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project) - February 2021  
· Making Your Land a Sustainable Asset (in partnership with the Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project) - February 2021  
· Hunting: Unlocking Your Land's Potential for Hunting and Recreation (in partnership with Outdoor Access) - March 2021 
· Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber (in partnership with NC State Extension) - Getting to Know Your Woodlands: What Trees Should I Grow - April 2022  
· Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber (in partnership with NC State Extension) - Timber Sales: Is It Time to Sell? - April 2022 
· Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber (in partnership with NC State Extension) - Minimizing Costs to Manage Your Woodlands - May 2022  

Q 2 How did you hear about the training? 

· Email - Resourceful Communities   
· Email - Carolina Farm Stewardship Association (CFSA), Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project (Alton Perry), or NC State University  
· Email - Other source  
· Word of mouth / Friend or family  
· Other:  __________________________________________________

End of Block: Opening Questions

Start of Block: Feedback on Webinars 
Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Landownership 101 - November 2020, November 2021

Q 3 For the "Landownership 101" webinar 
	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree 
	Agree 
	Disagree 
	Strongly Disagree 
	Don't Know 

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters  
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar 
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner 
	
	
	
	
	



Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Deeds, Leases and Conservation Easements (in partnership with the Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project) - February 2021

Q 4 For the "Deeds, Leases and Conservation Easements" webinar 
	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree
	Don't Know 

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters  
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar  
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner 
	
	
	
	
	




Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Making Your Land a Sustainable Asset (in partnership with the Sustainable Forestry and Land Retention Project) - February 2021

Q 5 For the "Making Your Land a Sustainable Asset" webinar 

	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree 
	Agree 
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree 
	Don't Know

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters  
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar 
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner 
	
	
	
	
	




Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Hunting: Unlocking Your Land's Potential for Hunting and Recreation (in partnership with Outdoor Access) - March 2021

Q 6 For the "Hunting:  Unlocking your Land’s Potential for Hunting and Recreation" webinar
	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Disagree 
	Strongly Disagree 
	Don't Know

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar 
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	
	
	
	
	




Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber (in partnership with NC State Extension) - Getting to Know Your Woodlands: What Trees Should I Grow - April 2022

Q29 For the "Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Getting to Know your Woodlands:  What Trees Should I Grow?" webinar
	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree 
	Agree
	Disagree 
	Strongly Disagree 
	Don't Know

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters 
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar 
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner 
	
	
	
	
	




Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber (in partnership with NC State Extension) - Timber Sales: Is It Time to Sell? - April 2022

Q 7 For the "Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Timber Sales: Is it time to sell?" webinar

	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree 
	Agree 
	Disagree 
	Strongly Disagree
	Don't Know

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters 
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner 
	
	
	
	
	





Display This Question:
If Which of the following webinars have you participated in (check all that apply)? = Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber (in partnership with NC State Extension) - Minimizing Costs to Manage Your Woodlands - May 2022

Q30 For the "Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber -  Minimizing Costs to Manage Your Woodlands" webinar

	
	Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements

	
	Strongly Agree
	Agree 
	Disagree 
	Strongly Disagree
	Don't Know 

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters 
	
	
	
	
	

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar 
	
	
	
	
	

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner 
	
	
	
	
	



Q 8 Do you have remaining questions after the webinar(s) that you would like further information on? Please share below.
________________________________________________________________


Q 9 In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communities staff?
· Yes, I have talked with staff from Resourceful Communities   
· I have reached out to Resourceful Communities staff but have not yet had a call (Note: There will be a place to re-share your contact information at end of survey, if you'd like)   
· No, I have not reached out to Resourceful Communities for 1-on-1 support 
· Other: __________________________________________________

End of Block: Feedback on Webinars 

Start of Block: IF received 1-on-1 support 
Display This Question:
If In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communi... = Yes, I have talked with staff from Resourceful Communities

Q 10 What type of support has Resourceful Communities provided for you to help with your land management goals? (Check all that apply)
· Determining options for my property (ex. forestry, hunting)  
· Addressing land ownership issues (ex. Heirs property, encroachment)  
· Lowering my land tax bill  
· Getting a farm number  
· Arranging a visit with Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
· Submission for USDA’s EQIP program  
· Connection to other resources, organizations, and agencies    
· Other:_______________________________________________


Display This Question:
If In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communi... = Yes, I have talked with staff from Resourceful Communities
Q 12 After receiving 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communities, did you apply for NRCS program funds?
· Yes  
· No

Display This Question:
If After receiving 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communities, did you apply for NRCS program funds? = Yes
Q 11 What support from Resourceful Communities was most helpful to you in this process?
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If After receiving 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communities, did you apply for NRCS program funds? = No

Q 13 Is there anything that still prevents you from pursuing NRCS funds? Please share below.
________________________________________________________________



End of Block: IF received 1-on-1 support 

Start of Block: IF did not receive 1-on-1 support
Display This Question:
If In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communi... = No, I have not reached out to Resourceful Communities for 1-on-1 support

Q 14 Has anything prevented you from connecting with Resourceful Communities staff? (Check all that apply)
· I still feel uncertain on how to move forward with my goals for my land    
· I do not know how to set follow up meetings with Resourceful Communities staff  
· I did not realize that I could set up additional meetings with Resourceful Communities staff   
· I do not need further support from program staff at this time - I have already applied for NRCS program funds, and/or feel comfortable doing so  
· I do not need further support from program staff at this time - I have already received NRCS program funds  
· Other challenges:  __________________________________________________


Display This Question:
If In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communi... = No, I have not reached out to Resourceful Communities for 1-on-1 support
Q 15 Please expand on any additional barriers that are keeping you from pursuing your land management goals.
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: IF did not receive 1-on-1 support

Start of Block: Incentive ranking
Q 16 What additional support would help you adopt land management practices on your property? (Please drag each option to rank in order of preference)
______ More educational offerings  
______ Visiting and learning from peer landowners  
______ Help in formulating goals and new opportunities specific to my property (hunting, forestry, agritourism, etc)   
______ Resolve landowner issues (boundary issues, landlocked properties, clear title/heirs' property, etc) 
______ Direct referrals to consultants or experts 
______ Financial support - grants 
______ Financial support - loans 
______ Other:
 

Q 17 What additional topics would you like to see Resourceful Communities cover in the future? ________________________________________________________________

End of Block: Incentive ranking

Start of Block: Demographic Questions

Q 18 Age
· < 30 years old  
· 31-50 years old  
· 51-65 years old  
· 65 years old  

Q 19 How many acres is your property?
· 0-10   
· 11-50   
· 51-150  
· 151-500+   

Q 20 Check all that apply:
· I live on the property  
· I do not live on the property, but live within 25 miles   
· I live in state, but farther than 25 miles from the property  
· I live in a different state than the property  

Q 21 How many generations has your property been in your family?
· First generation - I purchased the property from a non-family member 
· 2 generations 
· 3 generations 
· 4+ generations  

Q22 County (of property) 
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communi... = Yes, I have talked with staff from Resourceful Communities
Q 13 If you have received 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communities staff, we would be grateful to speak further about your experience via a short phone call. 
 
 If you are able, please click HERE to fill out a separate form with your contact information. Any comments shared during the call will be held anonymous. Your insights will be helpful in improving upon program offerings in the future. 

End of Block: Demographic Questions

Start of Block: Block 7
Display This Question:
If In addition to the webinars, have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from Resourceful Communi... = I have reached out to Resourceful Communities staff but have not yet had a call (Note: There will be a place to re-share your contact information at end of survey, if you'd like)
Q32 Thank you for sharing your prior interest in setting up a 1-on-1 meeting with Resourceful Communities. If you are still interested in speaking with a member of the team, click here to fill out a separate form with your contact information, ensuring that it will not be associated with your survey responses. Only your contact information will be shared with Resourceful Communities staff at the completion of the survey period. 

Thanks for your patience, and best of luck with your land pursuits!

End of Block: Block 7















Appendix C: Guiding Phone Interview Questions 
The 10 landowner phone interviews relied on semi-structured format. The questions below were the guiding questions, however unique follow up questions emerged out of each discussion.  
· How did you initially hear about [organization name]?  
· What was your primary motivation for seeking 1-on-1 technical assistance from [organization name] staff?
· Did working directly with [organization name] staff enable you to apply for NRCS program funds? Do additional barriers remain? 
· How can USDA make change on their end to improve their funding programs and processes? 
· What support from [organization name] has been most valuable to you? 
· How can [organization name] be of stronger support for you moving forward? 

APPENDIX D: Merged survey results from the three organizations’ Qualtrics surveys 

Age of Landowners (N=94) 
[image: ]
[image: ]
Acreage of Property (N=57) 
[image: ]

[image: ]

Number of generations property has been in family (N=93) 
[image: ]

[image: ]
County (of property)
Over 57 counties represented 

Webinar Satisfaction Averages
Resourceful Communities: 
​​"Landownership 101" webinar
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	73.91%
	17
	21.74%
	5
	0.00%
	0
	4.35%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	23

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	60.87%
	14
	34.78%
	8
	0.00%
	0
	4.35%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	23

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	72.73%
	16
	22.73%
	5
	0.00%
	0
	4.55%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	22



"Deeds, Leases and Conservation Easements" webinar 
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	83.33%
	10
	16.67%
	2
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	12

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	58.33%
	7
	41.67%
	5
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	12

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	75.00%
	9
	25.00%
	3
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	12



"Making Your Land a Sustainable Asset" webinar 
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	66.67%
	10
	33.33%
	5
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	15

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	46.67%
	7
	53.33%
	8
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	15

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	66.67%
	10
	33.33%
	5
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	15



"Hunting: Unlocking your Land’s Potential for Hunting and Recreation" webinar
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	71.43%
	10
	28.57%
	4
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	14

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	50.00%
	7
	50.00%
	7
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	14

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	61.54%
	8
	38.46%
	5
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	13



"Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Getting to Know your Woodlands: What Trees…
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	85.71%
	12
	14.29%
	2
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	14

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	69.23%
	9
	30.77%
	4
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	13

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	83.33%
	10
	16.67%
	2
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	12



"Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Timber Sales: Is it time to sell?" webinar
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	100.00%
	11
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	11

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	100.00%
	11
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	11

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	100.00%
	11
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	11



"Back to Basics: Growing & Harvesting Timber - Minimizing Costs to Manage Your Woodlands"...
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	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	90.00%
	9
	10.00%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	10

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	90.00%
	9
	10.00%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	10

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	90.00%
	9
	10.00%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	10



McIntosh SEED:  
"Landowner 101" webinar 
[image: ]
[image: ]
"Landowner 101: Follow Up" webinar 
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	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	100.00%
	7
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	7

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	71.43%
	5
	14.29%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	14.29%
	1
	7

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	85.71%
	6
	14.29%
	1
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	7



"Landowner Workshop: Know What You Own" webinar
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	62.50%
	5
	37.50%
	3
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	8

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	62.50%
	5
	37.50%
	3
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	8

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	75.00%
	6
	25.00%
	2
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	8



"Estate Planning" webinar
[image: ]

	Question
	Strongly Agree
	 
	Agree
	 
	Disagree
	 
	Strongly Disagree
	 
	Don't Know
	 
	Total

	I was satisfied with the knowledge of the presenters
	100.00%
	3
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	3

	I received all of the information I was hoping to gain during the webinar
	100.00%
	3
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	3

	I would recommend this webinar to another landowner
	100.00%
	3
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	0.00%
	0
	3



SCACED:
“Landowner 101” Webinar 
[image: ]
[image: ]
“Heirs’ property” webinar 
[image: ]
[image: ]

Have you received follow up, 1-on-1 support from the organization staff? (N=52) 
[image: ]
Other: 
· Intend to reach out - been out of state for a family funeral 
· I do need to follow up on info 
· I will reach out to all the speakers 
· I need to reach out but haven’t done so yet 

If YES, what type of support has the organization provided for you to help with your land management goals? (N=40) 
[image: ]
Other: 
· Site assessment with producer 
· Helping with cattle questions 

After receiving 1-on-1 support, did you apply for NRCS program funds? (N=41) 
[image: ]

If NO, has anything prevented you from connecting with the organization’s staff? (N =35)
[image: ]

Please expand on any additional barriers that are keeping you from pursuing your land management goals.
· I hope that black landowners might get involved in creating a bio-economy initiative
· Family. Getting everyone to agree to goals and approach.
· Finances 
· Determining how to proceed with land ownership
· Death in the family 
· Family resistance 
· Still employed full time in my career and have yet to devote time to fully managing the land as I would like to so I hesitate to make appointments until I can devote the time to apply the lessons that I will learn from SCACED
· Having the time to devote to this is a barrier due to caregiver duties with parent and spouse
· I would like to connect with Resourceful Communities Staff
· Trying to decide on which way to grow better vegetables
· Family land and my mother is over the estate and is uncertain as to how to proceed 
· One on one support
· I am in the learning stage still as I determine what to do beyond forestry land ownership. The trees have a long time left to grow before harvest.
· I did not realize Resourceful Communities was part of NRCS. I do know something of NRCS funds, but have not applied.
· We need help financially!
· Other projects on the table right now 

Ranking:  What additional support would help you adopt land management practices on your property? (N=85)
	Field 
	Mean Ranking

	More educational offerings
	3.00

	Help in formulating goals and new opportunities specific to my property (hunting, forestry, agritourism, etc)
	3.09

	Financial support - grants
	3.35

	Visiting and learning from peer landowners 
	3.72

	Direct referrals to consultants or experts
	4.34

	Resolve landowner issues (boundary issues, landlocked properties, clear title/heirs' property, etc)
	4.60

	Financial support - loans
	6.16



Additional topics landowners would like to see covered in the future. 
· How to grow organic
· More producers participation in the federal farm bill programs 
· I hope that black landowners might get involved in creating a bio-economy initiative.
· I love SCACED topics 
· I would like to know about opportunities that assist with agri-business. Also, a lot of manpower is needed in working on loan development. I would like to get ideas on programs that help land owners get assistance in funding or grants that provide farm manpower.
· Opportunities/funding for land restoration, wildlife habitat
· farming, hunting and land management practices.
· Explain the FSMA- Food Safety Modernization Act
· Land tax bill
· Educational programs Carbon Market
· Conservation Easements to protect land from development
· Landowner Leadership
· How to escalate issues within the NRCS Organization and USDA
· Success stories and their methods, in organizing, finding answer, and legacy.
· Farm help pay/barter/exchange ways to get the helping hands and ways to get help paying them
· Climate-focused land stewardship
· Horticulture
· Create a LinkedIn Alumni Group and Resource page
· Passing on forestry land to heirs
· How to maintain the land after the project is over
· More about taxes, cost share, etc.  








Appendix E: Database of landowner quotes 

Database of quotes from landowner interviews, grouped by theme. These quotes have permission to be used by the three organizations in communication and educational content.  

Barriers faced in accessing USDA conservation programs 
Technologically and financially inaccessible 
“I just can’t say it enough. It's just not accessible. Knowing what's out there, knowing what things you can do, it's just not easily accessible. I mean, if you Google ‘USDA grants,’ just a bunch of junk comes up (laughs)” - NC Landowner 
“My grandfathers were farmers--I can't imagine them being able to apply for some of this stuff. Just from a place of understanding what it all is. Because it's a challenge for me. And they were, of course, wise beyond my years, much more so. But just knowledge-wise and being able to read and understand some of the application questions. It's almost like, auditing… I was always taught that a good auditor audits with the intent of passing. And some of these grants seem almost to be formulated with the intent of not giving it to you.” - NC landowner
“We just talked about how difficult it was to follow the lead with the NRCS site, and actually find the application for the EQIP program. You get a lot of descriptions, but it’s hard to find the site to do the application.” - NC landowner 

“I kind of knew what I wanted to do, I just didn't know how to do it. And what was available to assist me in doing it. That information, it's not out there. You know, it's real fuzzy.” - NC landowner 
“So like, what’s all involved. Who do what? What do forestry do? What role they play-- I think they plan them, but I don’t know who maintains them. I don’t know what’s all involved.” - GA landowner 
“I mean, it just seems like a lot of input on our end, which I mean, makes sense, like we're the landowners. I think we've just been a little daunted by that.” - SC landowner 
“Because it's costing me, you know? Out of pocket I’ve spent about $2,000 on spraying, treating, stuff like that. I've also had mulching done, you know, because I have some wild trees and bushes.” - GA landowner 
Process felt intimidating and unapproachable 
“And not even not just making people aware of it, but making them understand that you can apply for this kind of thing. A lot of things seem so out of reach, so it just doesn't resonate with some people that ‘I can take a stab at this.’” - NC landowner 
“And like I said, I'm just being honest, it took a year to make a phone call. I was intimidated. I can tell you exactly, I was intimidated to contact my forest ranger.”
[After not receiving grant funds the first time] “And that's another thing. Not that I'm a Susie downer and that if I don’t win the first time, I don’t want to play anymore. But it takes a lot to make your application and apply. And life gets in the way and you get to doing other stuff. So no, I haven't done it again.” - NC landowner 
“And Ken mentioned NRCS, so I think it's just kinda like, we aren't confident enough yet in our plans to be able to say, okay these are resources we want to engage with.” - SC landowner 
“And maybe I didn't feel like I had a big enough pot of land. Because sometimes people want little stuff. And some people want big stuff. So I might have been intimidated with ‘I'm not big enough.’” - NC Landowner
“With other black farmers in this area, I know that they don't have a good experience with their local USDA office. Just, like, they don't give us all our information. Definitely don't feel like we're fairly treated… no one local feels like we're even being recognized. - SC landowner 
Inadequate programs
“They had a hoop house, but with the weather the covering came off and they needed to reconstruct it. They asked if there were monies in the department, in the program, in the state, to help reconstruct it-- or if there are cost sharing programs that would invest in that, for the hoop house, but there was no money to fix it.” - SC landowner  
“And with this size of land. It just seems that if you're gonna make any money in farming, it has to be with a much larger tract. And we’re interested in having regular farmhands, but we're not making any money for ourselves, let alone enough money to pay someone else.” - SC landowner
“[A lot of the programs] just seem like a lot of input on our end, which I mean, makes sense, like we're the landowners. I think we've just been a little daunted by that.” - SC landowner 
“That’s kind of our experiences so far, but we’re still trying to research and figure out what will work. And we have some ideas. And a consensus, it comes down to not enough maintenance, so something that requires low maintenance. And low seed.” - SC landowner 

“So with the siblings that are interested in this project-- we’re kind of older toward retirement and gotta have that in mind-- so we need projects that are low maintenance. We’retrying to start a low seed investment that would possibly yield high return.” - SC landowner 
Challenges with USDA communication and follow through 
“You know, it’s just been a long process. Because I mean, this was in 2020, when I initially applied, and I didn't hear anything until like December of last year, when we were told that I should be receiving something, you know, spring. And you know, they’d keep me updated on how I’d be expecting it. And I haven't heard anything.” - SC landowner 
“I worked in corporate America for a long time, so I understand that you get different people coming in and out of authority, but you still have to respect the promises you made earlier. If you get involved and say you’re going to do that, your reputation is at stake because you said you’d do something that you didn’t do.” – GA landowner 

Disagree with practices recommended  
“And there's another thing too, the use of pesticides, and how cavalier an attitude—like ‘it's not going to harm you. It's okay. We use it all the time.’ I just read an article that was saying 80% of people in this country has a high consistency of pesticides in their urine. So [the NRCS] should stop saying that and find a better way, because it’s harming all of us.” - GA landowner 

“When the agent came and did the survey on our land, he seemed to suggest that we get it tractored and tilled. They said that we should use a particular fertilizer, but after researching it one of the siblings noticed that it had chemicals that we did not want to introduce to the land. We never introduced chemicals, it was always organic, natural. So that was kind of a drawback, a deterrent for us, in moving forward with that [NRCS plan].” - SC landowner 
“We’d love to do things that are more sustainable for the land and nourishing for the land… I am just less concerned about the economics of it than the environmental aspects of it. And I haven't felt like anybody has been able to give me a lot of information on the latter thus far.” - NC landowner 

Family decision-making and navigating titles 
“Well, my dad was one of three children and his parents wanted the land to divide between the three of them—which didn't actually even get done when my grandmother passed away. It kind of just went into a group ownership situation. And so that's part of what we've been doing in the last few years is trying to get it officially split up now that we're on the land. We can't do [many things] until the land is in our name.” - SC landowner 

“So yes, then trying to get consensus among ten siblings is sometimes a little challenging when we're going different directions and not kind of coming to a.. well, you know…” - SC landowner
Insufficient time and energy - too much on plate 
“Sometimes we can't follow through because we have other obligations. And speaking of being short staffed, we have down here with our tribal organization, only three people that are working, so it makes it difficult for them.” - NC landowner 
“But again, it was nothing on Resourceful Communities’ end, it’s just that I kind of dropped the ball.” - NC landowner 
“And it could have been me. Like we had a couple of family emergencies and COVID outbreaks, you know, so my attention wasn't as laser focused as it needed to be. Now that I'm a caregiver for two aging adults, so just kind of… I can't say they didn't do it, I feel like we didn't do it. I feel like it's-- nobody called, right, but I also didn’t call. So we didn't go back on another date, but it was no fault of either one (laughs).” - NC landowner  
Greatest value of the organizations in helping landowners overcome barriers 
“I tip my hat off to them. I’ve come a long way. I mean, I was in the dark until I started talking to Tyrah. And Tyrah’s got an open line; she said call her anytime. So you know, just to know I’ve got her, when I have a question, I don’t have to go around trying to figure out something, I can call her.” - GA landowner 

“I mean, I still have Tyrah saying if there’s any questions I have I should pick up the phone and give her a call. They’ve been a strong support. They do outstanding work in helping landowners” - GA landowner 
“I kind of knew what I wanted to do, I just didn't know how to do it. And what was available to assist me in doing it. That information, it's not out there. You know, it's real fuzzy. And [Resourceful Communities] has been one of the best things; one of the best contacts I've come across to just helping me through the process, understanding the process, knowing how long the process typically takes, sharing resources that are available. That information is not clear, what’s out there.” - NC landowner 
“[Ken] is a great funnel of the different networks, and just bringing all that information together. Having someone to break it down for you and explain it to you—he does an awesome job of that. And Ken has even called me or sent an email that says, ‘hey, [landowner name], check this out. I think this would be great for you.’” - SC landowner
Educational offerings and connections to resources and experts  
“He's just been a world of information. I think it’s awesome. So I definitely stay connected with him all the time. I always tell him to keep me on his email list of everything that is going on. You know, so yes, he's awesome with our area, providing information.” - SC landowner 

“Because we’ve not said that my dad didn’t have a clue on stuff like this. And I'm just 
learning, and I tip my hat off to you guys who have an interest in helping people… but especially our people, Black people.” - GA landowner 

“No, I’d just reiterate the fact that they’re awesome. They connect us. I do want to say this, many years ago, we came into contact with Resourceful Communities, and I did understand that they’d connect us with other resources in North Carolina-- and that’s when I realized that’s why they’re called Resourceful Communities-- they connect you to other resources! It's just been amazing. It's been nothing but helpful and amazing for our tribal organization.” - NC landowner 
“I think the organization is doing an awesome job at doing different, diverse stuff. And like I said, he's been my top go-to for everything, because it seems like he knows everything! (laughs) So there's nothing that you should add nor take away.” - SC landowner 
“I just can't say enough good things about Resourceful Communities. They have assisted us with anything and everything that we have addressed with them or any needs. We've learned so much through the different workshops that they’ve hosted. I really love meeting face to face with those guys, and learning from other faces.” - NC landowner 
“The webinars and the summits that they hold, those are priceless. I mean, they've got the right people, the people want to be there, they are sharing information, contacts, next steps.” - NC landowner 
“So I feel like an educated, responsible landowner. I'm getting there. I wouldn't say I'm in the ‘high school’ yet, but I'm doing pretty good.” - NC landowner 
“‘Here, all the things that we know of, and here are the ways that you can use those things.’ And so that's how she did it. She gave me resources and just talking to her. It’s just like talking to my daughter. Talking to her-- it was just great. Because she had insight into things; she knew people. And then she could just give me resources, things I can read, websites, I can go on.” - GA landowner 
Peer learning 
“Having people who started with more questions than I had—and that’s saying a lot—and they made it through, they're alive, they're progressing. I mean, it’s motivating to hear that, right?” - NC landowner

Opportunities for improvement - Org 

Regular check ins 

“Just stay with me. Don't give up on me. Don't quit on me! (laughs) Stand there with me and then follow up and just keep the communication open. Even this survey tells me this is important to you. Like they haven't forgotten me. And it's not a one and done. It wasn't a workshop, one time.” - NC landowner 

“And remember how you need somebody to come and scooch you along. So I know that doesn't sound fair, like why is that anyone else's task? But I'm sure that's what happened to my grandparents, I’m sure that's what's happened with my parents, and lo and behold, I’ll be doggone if it's happening to me too.” - NC landowner 

Peer learning opportunities 

“I like the idea of a check in—maybe once a month, or even once a quarter with Resourceful Communities, and maybe some of our partners. Or with some other people who are doing projects in other areas, just to tell us a little bit about their projects, and maybe give us good ideas. It might enlighten us on some things that we could be doing, or doing better, or some other project that we could start later on.” - NC landowner

“I could partner up with someone, and I’d have accountability to them, they’d have accountability to me, and then we report back or something like that. Or with somebody newer along in the process.” - NC landowner 

“I definitely like the in-person. It kind of moves you away and you just kind of feel like you’re dedicating all your time to these particular events. Sometimes when I'm on Zoom, I’m like, okay, we got to hurry up. I feel more rushed with Zoom. It's like we've not carved out-- even though we’ve ‘carved’ this time out-- you’re still home and still looking around and trying to do other things as well. Plus, you get a chance to visit other areas. I loved it when we were in New Bern. And then we went to Hendersonville!” - NC landowner 

Outreach 

“Yeah, I have a lot of things. I think that they expand from the area, and let people know who they are. All over the state, all over the region-- and I know that they do connect with the region, but all over the state--there are so many landowners that I know that have no idea that they exist.” - GA landowner 

“And not even not just making people aware of it, but making them understand that you can apply for this kind of thing. A lot of things seem so out of reach, so it just doesn't resonate with some people that ‘I can take a stab at this.’”  - NC landowner 

Opportunities for improvement - USDA/NRCS 
Improve communication and transparency 
“In most cases, lawyers have designed these things, so they're designed with that complicated language of trying to cover every stone, and it just makes it burdensome and complicated. So I don’t know how things got to this place, but changing the language would help. But you know, it will be a real process to change it so it's understandable to the basic level.” - NC landowner

“After practicing years of unequal distribution (?) of the loans, and grants, over history. So that would be very interesting if we could get some type of insight into that.” - SC landowner 

“He told me that apparently the selection process had changed and that Georgia was allocated like $38 million for the NRCS program. At the time I talked to him, he told me approximately $17 million of that 38 million had been allocated, so half of the funds remained to be allocated. Yet I still have not received an approval. So I don't know where they are, whether they have finished all the approvals for 2022, or whether there's more money that the government has been allocated. Ya know, I should have been in two different pots for consideration for approval: one pot would have been for the disadvantaged farmers, and the other pot for the regular. So I should have been in consideration of funding and approval. But I haven't received that.” - GA landowner

Fill gaps in program and funding opportunities 

“I think [the federal government] could make funds available to people with land to open it up, to have walking trails, or host evenings with family in the woods—something like that. People are going to want to protect something that they are familiar with. If they are not familiar with how it feels, and how it looks, and how you feel when you're out there—that makes it a part of them. And if we want people aware of the environment and what's happening to it, and that we need to take care of it, then you have to make it more available to the people that don't have that. I think that's a small thing that funds can be used for, just for people to come out and walk in the woods. It can change people's lives.” - GA landowner 

Increase prioritization of environmental stewardship  

“And there's another thing too, the use of pesticides, and how cavalier an attitude—like ‘it's not going to harm you. It's okay. We use it all the time.’ I just read an article that was saying 80% of people in this country has a high consistency of pesticides in their urine. So [the NRCS] should stop saying that and find a better way, because it’s harming all of us.” - GA landowner 

“We’d love to do things that are more sustainable for the land and nourishing for the land. And that, like, nobody so far has been like, okay we can help you with this piece or that, you know. It's just been like, well, you can grow some loblolly pine, or a mixture. You know, if you grow a mixture, if you're doing hardwoods, you're gonna have to dig up the soil and spray and I mean, even with pine, you're spraying. So I don't know, I am just less concerned about the economics of it than the environmental aspects of it. And I haven't felt like anybody has been able to give me a lot of information on the latter thus far.”- SC landowner 

Opportunities for joint USDA/Organization improvement and/or a blurry area
“I feel like it should all work as a working wheel. If [the NRCS] is not sharing information-- with us, or the organization that Ken works for-- it's just not going to work. So, I don't know, and I hate to ask for more different departments and more people to do things because the departments that they have, they haven’t done that reaching out, so why have more people to still do nothing? So I don't know how to make it better.” -- SC landowner 

“And moving forward, from my perspective, is that [the organizations] need to have an air tight relationship with the state folks and the national folks [at the NRCS] that are running these programs—so that they’re on speed dial with them, and the relationships is such that when they call that person they understand that it’s an issue that needs immediate attention. And you do that, from my perspective, by developing relationships. And once you get those relationships developed, then you can use them strategically to make sure that other people don’t have to go through what I’m going through.” - GA landowner 
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