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1. Core premise of conservation realism 

A realistic model starts with a simple observation: 

Ecological improvements decay unless they are institutionally maintained. 

• Riparian buffers revert  

• Invasives return  

• Plantings fail without follow-up  

• Landowners’ priorities shift over time  

So the unit of conservation is not the project, but the ongoing management regime. 

 

2. Analogy to political realism 

There is a close parallel to international relations: 

Political realism Conservation realism 

No central authority (anarchy) No enduring enforcement after project ends 

States act in self-interest Landowners act under changing incentives 

Alliances are temporary Grant-funded projects are temporary 

Stability requires structure Conservation requires durable frameworks 

In both cases, good intentions are insufficient without structure. 

 



3. The problem with current conservation practice 

Typical model: 

1. Grant funding secured  

2. Improvement installed (planting, fencing, stream work, etc.)  

3. Monitoring period (often 1–5 years)  

4. Project ends  

After that: 

• Responsibility shifts almost entirely to the landowner  

• Funding disappears  

• Expertise disappears  

• Ecological trajectory becomes uncertain  

This is structurally similar to a failed post-intervention system—no sustained equilibrium. 

 

4. Proposed model: “Endowed Ecotope Stewardship” 

The model has three integrated elements: 

A. Capital base (endowment-like) 

• A dedicated pool of funds tied to the property or ecotope  

• Principal preserved; income used for:  

o Light annual maintenance  

o Periodic interventions (e.g., invasive control)  

o Monitoring and advisory support  

This mirrors the logic of a private operating foundation: 

Sustain activity from returns, not episodic grants 

 

B. Shared stewardship structure 

• Landowner retains primary control and responsibility  



• Conservation organization (e.g., ClearWater Conservancy or similar) remains 
engaged in a continuing, but limited role  

Not heavy oversight—rather: 

• Periodic site visits  

• Advisory input  

• Trigger-based interventions  

 

C. Long-term relational agreement 

• Not just an easement restriction, but an active management covenant  

This extends beyond a typical conservation easement: 

• Easements: restrict harmful actions  

• Stewardship agreements: enable and sustain beneficial actions  

 

5. Practical structure (what this could look like) 

1. At project initiation 

• Improvement project funded (grant, philanthropy, or cost-share)  

• A stewardship fund is simultaneously capitalized  

o Could be modest (e.g., $5k–$50k depending on scale)  

o Sized to produce small but reliable annual income  

 

2. Legal/structural layer 

• Attach to:  

o Easement amendment, or  

o Side agreement (stewardship covenant)  

Defines: 

• Roles (landowner vs. partner organization)  



• Permitted uses of funds  

• Trigger conditions for intervention  

 

3. Operational layer 

Annual or periodic actions: 

• Light maintenance (replanting, spot treatment)  

• Monitoring (photos, bird/insect indicators, vegetation surveys)  

• Advisory review every 2–3 years  

 

4. Governance 

• Fund held by:  

o Land trust / conservancy, or  

o Separate stewardship entity  

• Clear but minimal administrative overhead  

 

6. Advantages of this model 

Durability 

• Converts a finite project into a sustained system  

Alignment of incentives 

• Landowner has ongoing support (not abandonment)  

• Conservation group retains long-term stake without full burden  

Ecological integrity 

• Recognizes that ecosystems require continuous adjustment, not static protection  

Scalability 

• Can be applied at:  

o Riparian buffers  



o Meadow restorations  

o Forest understory work  

o Entire ecotopes (ChicoryLane framing)  

 

7. Constraints and realistic limits 

A conservation realism approach also accepts constraints: 

• Endowments must be right-sized—too small and they are symbolic  

• Administrative burden must remain low  

• Not all landowners will accept ongoing obligations  

• Conservation organizations must avoid taking on unfunded liabilities  

So the model works best when: 

Expectations are modest, defined, and financially supported 

 

8. Relation to ChicoryLane concepts 

This aligns closely with ChicoryLane’s existing framework: 

• Ecotopes → natural unit for stewardship funding  

• Ecological enhancement → ongoing process, not event  

• Tallamy-style ecological services → measurable outcomes over time  

Implications: 

Each ecotope has not just a biological identity, but a financial and stewardship identity 

 

9. A concise formulation (ChicoryLane style) 

Conservation projects often succeed in the short term and erode in the long term. A more 
durable approach treats each ecological area as a continuing responsibility rather than a 
completed task. 

Under this model, improvement projects are paired with a modest, dedicated fund and a 
shared stewardship agreement. The landowner remains the primary steward, while the 



conservation organization maintains a continuing advisory role. Income from the fund 
supports light but ongoing management. 

The aim is not to create permanent oversight, but to establish a stable framework in which 
ecological gains can persist and evolve over time. 

 

10. Bottom line 

Perspective: 

• Project-based conservation → System-based conservation  

And from: 

• One-time funding → Perpetual, low-level support  

It is a realistic model because it assumes: 

Without structure, conservation outcomes drift. With modest, well-designed 
structure, they can persist. 

  



Addendum A 

Protype Structure: 
Legal + Financial + Operational 

for a single Riparian Ecotope at ChicoryLane or  
a Clearwater-type Partner Site. 

 

Prototype: Endowed Ecotope Stewardship Model 

I. Legal Structure 

1. Core Instruments (layered, not heavy) 

A. Conservation Easement (existing or baseline) 

• Held by a land trust such as ClearWater Conservancy  

• Purpose: restrict harmful uses (clearing, development, stream alteration)  

B. Stewardship Covenant (new, attached or side agreement) 

• Runs with the land (recorded if feasible)  

• Purpose: enable and sustain beneficial management  

Key elements: 

• Defines the Ecotope Unit (e.g., “Riparian Corridor A – 4.2 acres”)  

• Lists baseline condition and intended trajectory  

• Establishes shared roles:  

o Landowner: primary steward  

o Conservancy: advisory and periodic review  

• Specifies allowed activities funded by the stewardship fund  

• Includes adaptive management clause (practices can evolve)  

 

2. Stewardship Agreement (operational contract) 

A simpler, renewable agreement (5–10 years, auto-renewing): 

• Annual/biannual site visit protocol  



• Reporting expectations (lightweight)  

• Trigger conditions:  

o Invasive threshold exceeded  

o Bank instability  

o Loss of plant survival targets  

• Defines when the conservancy re-engages actively  

 

3. Liability and scope control 

To keep this realistic: 

• Conservancy role is explicitly advisory, not supervisory  

• No obligation for full restoration if conditions degrade  

• Clear statement: “best efforts within available resources”  

 

II. Financial Structure 

1. Stewardship Fund (property- or ecotope-specific) 

Purpose: Provide a perpetual, low-level funding stream 

• Initial capitalization:  

o Example: $10,000–$50,000 for a small riparian area  

• Funding sources:  

o Portion of grant funding  

o Landowner contribution  

o Philanthropic supplement  

 

2. Investment model 

• Held by:  

o Conservancy pooled fund, or  



o Separate restricted account  

• Target return assumption:  

o ~4–5% annual distribution (conservative)  

Example: 

• $25,000 fund → ~$1,000 - $1,250 / year available  

 

3. Permitted uses of funds 

Strictly defined to prevent drift: 

• Light maintenance:  

o Replanting losses  

o Invasive control (spot treatment)  

• Periodic interventions:  

o Streambank stabilization (minor)  

o Protective fencing repair  

• Monitoring:  

o Site visits  

o Simple ecological metrics (vegetation, birds, etc.)  

Not permitted: 

• Major capital projects  

• General landowner expenses  

 

4. Financial governance 

• Annual statement (simple)  

• Rolling reserve allowed (unused funds accumulate)  

• Optional rule:  

o Cap annual draw (e.g., 4% - 5%) to preserve principal  



 

III. Operational Structure 

1. Ecotope Definition (critical step) 

Each unit is clearly defined: 

• Boundary map (GIS or simple annotated aerial)  

• Description:  

o Soils, slope, water  

o Vegetation baseline  

• Functional goal:  

o e.g., “multi-layered native riparian buffer supporting bird and insect activity”  

 

2. Baseline and targets 

Not rigid, but directional: 

• Initial planting plan  

• Survival expectations (e.g., 60 – 70% after 3 years)  

• Structural goals:  

o Shrub layer density  

o Canopy development  

• Ecological indicators:  

o Bird presence  

o Pollinator activity  

 

3. Annual cycle (lightweight) 

Yearly rhythm: 

• Spring:  

o Quick assessment (survival, invasives)  



• Summer:  

o Minimal intervention if needed  

• Fall:  

o Optional replanting  

• Every 2 – 3 years:  

o Joint walk (landowner + conservancy)  

 

4. Trigger-based intervention 

Instead of constant management: 

• If invasive cover > X% → activate treatment  

• If bank erosion exceeds threshold → minor stabilization  

• If plant survival drops below threshold → targeted replant  

This keeps effort episodic but structured 

 

5. Data and documentation 

Keep simple but cumulative: 

• Photo points (same location each year)  

• Short annual note (1–2 paragraphs)  

• Optional:  

o Bird observations (fits ChicoryLane activity)  

o “Ecotope log”  

 

IV. Governance Model (Roles) 

Landowner 

• Day-to-day steward  

• Initiates contact when issues arise  



• Participates in periodic review  

Conservancy / Partner Organization 

• Holds easement (if applicable)  

• Holds or oversees stewardship fund  

• Provides:  

o Periodic expertise  

o Light coordination  

o Credibility and continuity  

Optional: Third-party advisor 

• Ecologist or land manager  

• Used only when needed (fund-supported)  

 

V. Example (Concrete Scenario) 

Riparian Corridor – 3 acres 

• Initial project:  

o Native shrubs and trees planted  

o Deer protection installed  

Stewardship structure: 

• $20,000 fund established  

• ~$800 - $1,000 / year available  

Over 10 years: 

• Year 2: replant 15% losses  

• Year 4: invasive patch treated  

• Year 6: joint review; adjust species mix  

• Year 9: minor bank repair  

Result: 



• System remains on trajectory, not perfect, but stable  

 

VI. Key Design Principles 

1. Modest but real funding  

o Avoid symbolic endowments  

2. Defined but flexible obligations  

o Avoid rigid prescriptions  

3. Shared but limited responsibility  

o Avoid overburdening either party  

4. Ecotope-scale focus  

o Small enough to manage; large enough to matter  

 

VII. Concise framing (ready for use) 

Each conservation project is paired with a defined ecological area, a modest stewardship 
fund, and a shared agreement between landowner and conservation partner. The fund 
provides ongoing support for light management, while the agreement establishes periodic 
engagement and adaptive response. The intent is not continuous intervention, but 
sustained ecological trajectory. 

 

Bottom line 

This model turns: 

• Static protection → active stewardship  

• Short-term funding → long-term continuity  

• Isolated projects → enduring ecological units  

 

Possible Next Steps: 

• a 1 – 2 page board-level concept paper, or  



• a draft agreement template (Stewardship Covenant + Fund language) suitable for a 
partner like Clearwater or ChicoryLane. 

 


