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North Carolina’s Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) has initiated the 
development of a statewide conservation plan called One North Carolina Naturally. The agency 
solicited the help of the state’s Councils of Governments in the development of the plan. The 
following document is the result of High Country Council of Governments’ (COG) contract with 
DENR to identify protected open space in our region, and report on priority sites for future 
protection as identified by various organizations, local governments, and public agencies. As 
such, this report is simply an objective description and synthesis of conservation activities and 
plans in the region, and does not imply an endorsement of these activities and plans by High 
Country COG and/or any of its member governments (other than activities and plans of the local 
governments themselves).   
 
Regional geography 
The area covered by the High Country Council of Governments counties is defined, somewhat 
paradoxically, by both mountain ridges and river valleys. The Blue Ridge itself is shared by all 
seven counties and is the one overall regional characteristic. Other ranges include the Black 
Mountains to the south, the Roan Highlands, and the Amphibolite Range stretching in an arc 
through Watauga and Ashe Counties, from Rich Mountain to Phoenix Mountain (so named 
because of the underlying rock type which produces a soil with distinctive characteristics, 
resulting in rare and exceptional plant life in the range). While many regions are defined by a 
single river basin, the High Country region is made up of at least four significant rivers: the 
Yadkin, the New, the Watauga, and the Toe. The Linville River is another important river, along 
with the Wilson Creek basin in Avery County, both of which are part of the Catawba River 
basin. 
 
These natural features are reflected in the report below and accompanying maps. Conservation 
organizations, public agencies, and local governments & communities have recognized the 
significance of these features, and are working to protect these lands for habitat, scenery, 
recreation, the local economy, and other benefits inherent in open space.     
 
Incidental benefits of open space 
Conservation entities and local governments preserve open space for a variety of reasons, which 
are described in the following report. However, communities benefit from the preservation of 
open space in ways that are not always explicit or stated in the objectives of the entity. These 
incidental benefits include: 

·  Avoided water treatment costs as a result of improved water quality 
·  Attracting investment- “Corporate CEOs say quality of life for employees is the third-

most important factor in locating a business, behind only access to domestic markets 
and availability of skilled labor. Owners of small companies ranked 
recreation/parks/open space as the highest priority in choosing a new location for their 
business”1 

·  Preventing flood damage and avoiding water management costs (storm water retention) 
·  Improved air quality- forests remove air pollutants 

                                                 
1 Trust for Public Land 
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·  “Open space often increases the value of nearby properties, along with property tax 
revenue.”2 

·  “Working lands, such as farms and forests, usually contribute more money to a 
community than the cost of the services they require.”3 

·  “Parks and open space reduce obesity and health care costs by supporting exercise and 
recreation.”4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following report is organized into two major sections: 1) a description of each conservation 
entity operating in the region that includes lands protected, priority areas, and methods of 
operation; 2) a synthesis and analysis of information presented in Part I, noting patterns of 
protection and priority areas, and highlighting issues that might be addressed more fully in a 
statewide conservation plan. 
 
 
High Country Council of Governments thanks the representatives of the organizations and 
agencies who made time for interviews and provided information for this report. Those persons 
are recognized at the end of each section in Part I.   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Ibid  
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid 
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The Blue Ridge Parkway passes through 
all seven counties of the High Country 
region. 

Part I 
Description of Conservation Activities by 

Organization/Agency 
 
Appalachian National Scenic Trail 
The 2,174 mile Appalachian Trail primarily skirts the High Country region in the vicinity of 
Avery, Mitchell, and Yancey Counties. Much of the route follows the Tennessee-North Carolina 
state line, with a small loop into Yancey County. Most of the trail route in North Carolina passes 
through Avery County. The trail itself is on public lands, so no land acquisition is planned in 
North Carolina. Some viewsheds from the trail remain unprotected.    
 
Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation 
The Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation is a private, nonprofit organization founded to support and 
enhance the Blue Ridge Parkway. In relation to open space protection, the Foundation identifies 
encroaching development (along with air pollution) as one of the two major threats to the 
Parkway scenic experience. BRPF has funded several studies that identify protection priorities. 
The Foundation also coordinates educational presentations on resource protection in the public 
school systems.   
 
Interview with Houck Medford, Executive Director  

 
Blue Ridge Parkway 
Blue Ridge Parkway (BRP)) manages both fee lands 
and easement lands (less than fee) that were acquired 
by the State of North Carolina when the motor road 
was constructed. Those lands consist of approximately 
125 acres per mile of fee and less than fee holdings 
(scenic or conservation easements). The Parkway 
boundary averages approximately 800 feet in width 
along the mainline motor road as well as large 
destination recreation areas such as Doughton Park, 
Julian Price Park, and Moses Cone Memorial Park. The 
agency has an active acquisition program and a land 
protection plan. The park is developing a process for 
prioritizing acquisitions from willing sellers that focus 
on simplifying the boundary, (i.e. eliminate corners and 

inholdings), eliminating at-grade private accesses, 
preserving the rural landscape visible from the 
Parkway, and protecting the natural resource 
components (e.g. wildlife habitat) of the park.   
 
Although the Blue Ridge Parkway is prohibited by law from acquiring property not contiguous 
to its boundary, the agency has a great deal of interest in protecting scenic vistas and agricultural 
farm scenes which to a great extent define the appeal of the national park. Private land trusts play 
a significant role in protecting these lands. The BRP manages approximately 1,000 vistas and 
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Farm in Ashe County protected by Blue Ridge Rural Land Trust. 
The organization specializes in preserving farmland and the rural 
landscape.    

numerous agricultural leases and scenic easements along the 469 mile route. Ranking the 
importance of a particular vista, agricultural scene, or natural habitat in order to prioritize 
protection activities, is a complicated process that the agency is currently undertaking. The BRP 
is utilizing a study conducted by N.C. State University, along with its own analysis, in 
developing priority protection sites.  
 
 
Completion of the analysis of natural and visual resources, in conjunction with the Parks General 
Management Plan that is currently being developed, will enable the park to be better prepared to 
protect the resources that draws visitors to the Blue Ridge Parkway.  
 
 Interview with J. David Anderson, Landscape Architect & GIS Coordinator 
 
       
 
 

Blue Ridge Rural Land Trust 
Blue Ridge Rural Land Trust operates as a 
general local land trust with a focus on the 
preservation of farmland. As its name 
implies, by preserving the working rural 
landscape the organization incidentally 
helps strengthen rural communities 
economically, socially, and in other, often 
intangible, ways. Although dedicated to 
farmland preservation, BRRLT protects 
other types of land too, as opportunities 
arise. While the land trust works in all 
seven counties of the region, most of its 
current protected lands are located in the 

northern counties of Ashe, Alleghany, 
Wilkes, and Watauga, with significant 
concentrations in southern Alleghany, 
southeastern Ashe, and western Watauga. 

Since its inception, the land trust has  operated opportunistically as interested landowners have 
contacted the organization, wishing to donate an easement on their property. Thus BRRLT’s 
primary means of land protection has been through donated easements. The organization is 
currently in the process of strategic planning, with a goal of prioritizing projects as they develop. 
BRRLT intends to continue to its current procedure, i.e. evaluating property as landowners 
contact the organization, rather than contacting landowners itself. The land trust’s priority areas 
are those locations where it already has a concentration of easements (mentioned above) and/or 
where other protected lands are nearby. The concentration in southern Alleghany County is in 
the vicinity of Stone Mountain State Park, Thurmond-Chatham Gameland, and the Blue Ridge 
Parkway including the Parkway’s Doughton Park. In addition, the land trust holds a large 
easement on a 1,000+ acre tract in northern Wilkes County which is also located nearby. 
BRRLT’s easement concentration in western Watauga County is in the vicinity of several tracts 
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In a partnership project involving the Town of Blowing 
Rock, Conservation Trust for North Carolina, and the 
Blue Ridge Parkway, CWMTF monies were used to 
protect China Creek and the surrounding land in 
Watauga County. The project will also ensure the 
Town’s access to its water supply reservoir.  

protected by High Country Conservancy in Valle Crucis, revealing a general pattern of 
protection in the Watauga River corridor. Thus, with the protection of additional acreage, the 
potential exists for having a contiguous “block” of protected land in these two locations.          
 
 
 
Clean Water Management Trust Fund 
North Carolina’s Clean Water Management Trust Fund is a major funding source for 
conservation projects in the state. As the name implies, grant monies are used in projects that 
protect or restore water quality. Most open space land protection projects include at least one 
stream, and thus are eligible to apply for at least some degree of CWMTF assistance. As many 
streams in western North Carolina remain unpolluted, a CWMTF representative notes that land 
acquisition/easements around streams is the most common use of CWMTF funds in this part of 

the state (as opposed to remediation). In 
addition, land acquisition/easements is less 
expensive in the long-run than remediation. 
The Division of Water Quality’s basinwide 
management plans is one tool CWMTF 
utilizes in making funding decisions. These 
plans contain stream classifications and use-
support ratings for streams or stream 
segments. For example, an application for an 
acquisition/easement that includes a stream 
designated as Outstanding Resource Water 
or High Quality Water will rank high for this 
water quality selection criteria.  

 
CWMTF also funds planning activities that 
identify priority streams or stream segments 
for protection. These plans are usually 
sponsored by land trusts. In the High 
Country region, these riparian corridor 

conservation design plans have been completed for the New River, the Watauga River, the 
Linville River, and the North Toe River. A South Toe River plan is currently being developed by 
Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy. Priority sites identified in these plans are also a 
significant selection criteria for the agency in making funding decisions.        
 
A variety of entities apply for and receive funding from CWMTF. The state’s Wildlife Resources 
Commission (gamelands) receives the most funding of any state agency (usually in partnership 
with The Nature Conservancy). Land trusts also receive a large portion of CWMTF grants. In 
many situations, land trusts are accepting donated easements, with the land remaining in private 
ownership. Their applications to CWMTF are for transaction costs associated with the easement 
donation (e.g. survey, staff time, attorney’s fee, stewardship endowment, etc), rather than for fee 
simple purchase of property.          
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Saddle Mountain in Alleghany County, protected by CTNC to preserve 
scenic views from the Blue Ridge Parkway. Photo by Virginia Weiler.  
 

CWMTF’s representative notes that local governments generally are not taking advantage of the 
availability of these funds for local green infrastructure, and need to broaden their vision of how 
CWMTF monies can benefit their communities. As an example of local government use of 
CWMTF he notes that some towns, who are not actively using water supply watersheds that 
were acquired several years ago, have applied to CWMTF and received dollar-for-dollar 
matching funding for the development rights to these watersheds (i.e. development is 
prohibited). The towns retain ownership of the land, the land can still be used by the towns for 
limited recreation, and the towns receive a significant amount of cash that can be used for 
various purposes. The CWMTF rep states that local governments can apply to the fund to acquire 
greenspace for aesthetic enhancement, recreation, undefined future greenspace uses, and many 
other purposes that coincidentally protect water quality.    
 
Interview with Tom Massie, Western Field Representative  

 
Conservation Trust for North Carolina 
The Conservation Trust for North Carolina is an umbrella organization for North Carolina’s 
network of 22 local and regional land trusts. The Conservation Trust provides an array of 
services and resources to build the capacity of local land trusts to effectively and efficiently 
protect land and water resources in their communities and regions.  
 
CTNC operates as a land trust 
itself, with its land protection 
activities focused primarily on 
lands adjacent to and visible 
from the Blue Ridge Parkway.  
 
CTNC works with the National 
Park Service to protect the Blue 
Ridge Parkway’s most 
significant scenic views. The 
organization uses GIS and its 
own knowledge about land 
protection threats and 
opportunities along the Parkway 
to prioritize its land protection 
efforts. CTNC is currently 
examining protected lands along 
the Blue Ridge Parkway, and 
analyzing the “clusters and gaps” to prioritize its land protection efforts. CTNC anticipates 
completing this analysis by July 2005. CTNC works with willing private landowners to protect 
their family lands and works with state and federal conservation agencies to set aside other areas 
for public use.  
 
Interview with Rusty Painter  
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Stone Mountain State Park in Wilkes/Alleghany Counties offers a 
remarkable geologic feature as well as recreation opportunities.  

North Carolina State Parks 
The North Carolina State Parks system includes two types of lands in the High Country region: 
1) state parks, which contain significant natural features and also provide recreation 
opportunities, and 2) state natural areas “intended to preserve and protect areas of scientific, 
aesthetic, or ecological value.” State natural areas provide little or no public access and 
recreation opportunities. While the natural area designation is generally permanent, the state 
parks system intentionally designates some new acquisitions as a natural area initially, with plans 
to later reclassify the land as a park after access and recreation facilities are developed. Sites 
within the state park system in our region are: 

·  Mt. Mitchell State Park (Yancey County, the first in the state) 
·  Elk Knob State Natural Area (Watauga County) 
·  New River State Park (Ashe/Alleghany Counties, three locations) 
·  Mt. Jefferson State Natural Area (Ashe County) 
·  Beech Creek Bog State Natural Area (Watauga County) 
·  Stone Mountain State Park (Wilkes and Alleghany Counties)  
·  Bullhead Mountain State Natural Area (Alleghany County) 

 
State Parks may acquire land in order to enlarge existing holdings, or for the establishment of 

new parks/natural areas. Adding 
acreage to existing parks/natural 
areas may be desired for various 
management reasons. Although the 
agency does accept conservation 
easements in some situations, it 
prefers to acquire through fee simple 
title due to costs and management 
issues. The agency has engaged in 
extensive planning in order to 
prioritize the acquisition and 
establishment of new holdings. 
Criteria includes significance of 
natural features, size of tract(s), and 
degree of threat. The significance of 
natural features as established by the 
state’s Natural Heritage Program is 

an important selection criteria. The agency approaches acquisition in a very systematic manner 
by staying in touch with landowners of priority tracts in the event the landowner decides to sell 
the tract. State parks has identified the following sites in the High Country region as priority 
areas for acquisition: 

·  Mountain Bog Cluster in Avery and Watauga Counties 
·  Brushy Mountain Dome Complex in Wilkes County 
·  Hanging Rock Mountain in Avery and Watauga Counties 
·  Pineola Bog in Avery County 
·  Sugar Mountain Natural Area in Avery County 

 
Interview with Walt Gravley, West District Superintendent,  and Mike Lambert, Superintendent, New River State Park 
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High Country Conservancy has protected a significant 
number of acres in the Valle Crucis community of 
Watauga County.  

The Nature Conservancy 
The Nature Conservancy is an international conservation organization with a strong North 
Carolina chapter headquartered in Durham. TNC’s land protection mission has resulted in the 
development of ecoregional conservation plans, with our region being in the southern Blue Ridge 
(along with southwestern Virginia). TNC’s planning and prioritization in North Carolina is based 
upon the state’s Natural Heritage Program (originally developed by TNC itself). TNC uses both 
conservation easements and fee simple title to preserve land, and often transfers title of fee 
simple acquisitions to an appropriate state or federal agency such as state parks or the U.S. Forest 
Service. Lands still managed or owned by The Nature Conservancy in our region include: 

·  Big Yellow Mountain (Avery County) 
·  Bluff Mountain Preserve (Ashe County) 
·  Grandfather Mountain- easement (Avery & Watauga Counties) 

 
A representative of The Nature Conservancy describes it as a “science-driven organization” with 
an emphasis on preserving biological diversity through habitat protection. As such, the 
organization has a well-defined focus, leaving the preservation of general open space, farmland, 
recreational lands, etc. to other organizations and agencies. 
 
The organization’s current major priority area in the High Country region is the New River 
Headwaters, also known as the Amphibolite Mountain range that encompasses an area including 
Rich Mtn., Three Top Mtn., Long Hope Mtn., Snake Mtn., and Phoenix Mtn. in Watauga and 
Ashe Counties.   
 
Interview with Merrill Lynch, Assistant Director for Protection 
 
High Country Conservancy 
High Country Conservancy is a 
private, local land trust working in 
Avery, Watauga, and Ashe Counties. 
Like most land trusts, HCC protects 
land primarily by holding 
conservation easements. The 
Conservancy has protected land in 
all three counties, with a significant 
concentration in the Valle Crucis 
community of Watauga County.  
 

HCC has a very broad mission that 
is reflected in the types of land it has 
already protected- working farms, 
lands with significant natural 
features, scenic open space, etc. Much of the Conservancy’s work has been the result of 
landowners contacting the organization, wishing to donate a conservation easement. The 
Conservancy is currently in the process of developing criteria to prioritize and focus its land 
protection activities. Initial criteria include land in large tracts, highest conservation value, most 
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at risk, and contiguous to lands already protected. Spatially, such criteria results in priority areas 
that include the Amphibolite Range area in an arc between Boone and Jefferson, a swath of the 
Watauga River drainage basin in western Watauga County, the Toe River valley and the Linville 
River basin in southern Avery County, the Blue Ridge escarpment in southeastern Watauga 
County, and the northwestern corner of Ashe County. 
 
Interview with Marla Wilson, Executive Director, and Teresa Buckwalter, GIS contractor 

 
Local Governments & Local Communities 

Two patterns emerge when examining the activities and plans of local governments in 
regard to open space: 1) residual lands held by local governments; and 2) the priority of open 
space for recreation, with an emphasis on greenways, trails, and community parks.  
 Some local governments have acquired land over the years for various purposes (water or 
wastewater treatment plants, landfills, water supply watersheds, etc.) but only a small portion of 
the property has been used for its intended purpose. The remainder of the property is unlikely to 
be intensively developed. Although most local governments have no plans for the property 
(including no conservation plans), future use of these properties is likely to be park/recreation 
related, considering local governments’ current emphasis on greenways and projected future 
demand for parks. 
 Several local governments and communities have recently or are in the process of 
developing walking trails, greenways, and community parks:  
·  The Town of Sparta and Alleghany County are in the planning stages of a lengthy trail that will 

possibly connect to NCDOT mitigation property on the edge of town.         
·  The Town of Lansing recently constructed a walking trail that generally follows the route of the 

former Virginia Creeper Railroad in town. 
·  In the nearby Ashe County community of Warrensville, citizens and organizations are working 

to establish a walking trail in that community.  
·  The Todd community, on the Ashe/Watauga border, has recently established a small 

community park. 
·  The Green Valley community has recently acquired a small tract to establish a community 

park, and begun to develop it with various facilities.  
·  A Watauga community group is actively pursuing the establishment of a greenway along the 

Middle Fork of the New River.  
·  A large park was recently established in the Watauga County community of Valle Crucis, 

bordering the Watauga River.  
·  Wilkes County, the Town of Wilkesboro, and the Town of North Wilkesboro, in cooperation 

and with the leadership of the Yadkin River Greenway Association, have established 
significant segments of a greenway along the Yadkin River, with additional segments planned 
or underway. Established and planned sections of the Yadkin Greenway coincide with the 
Overmountain Victory Trail, described elsewhere in this analysis.  

·  The Town of Beech Mountain, on the Avery/Watauga border, has identified significant acreage 
for the establishment of walking trails and parks. The Town also owns a number of small lots 
scattered throughout town that will be used for greenspace.       
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South Fork New River. Riverside land shown here protected by 
National Committee for the New River as part of their Todd 
South Fork Greenway Project. The project is an example of 
both land trust protection activities, and an increasing interest 
by communities and local governments in the establishment of 
trails and greenways. Photo by Eric Hiegl.   

National Committee for the New River 
National Committee for the New River operates in North Carolina, Virginia, and West Virginia 
as a land trust and river advocacy organization. As its name implies, priority lands for protection 
by the National Committee for the New River are those lands bordering the river. The 

organization, however, does not 
limit its protection activities to the 
riverside. Scenery visible from a 
canoe is also important, and that 
includes a variety of lands such as 
working farms. Land protection in 
the Todd community has become 
increasingly important in order to 
connect with existing protected 
tracts there, and also to facilitate a 
planned greenway trail. Elsewhere, 
large tracts and land near 
subdivisions are important protection 
priorities for the organization. 
NCNR keeps in contact with 
landowners in priority areas through 
letters and phone calls. In addition, 
NCNR works opportunistically, 
especially along tributaries, as they 
frequently receive queries from 
landowners who want to protect their 
land. The organization is proceeding 

with its Five Year River Protection Plan, with a goal to “protect 5,000 acres of significant land in 
the New River Basin by 2008.”      
 
Interview with Eric Hiegl, Land Protection Director 
 
North Carolina Forest Service 
The North Carolina Forest Service is a service agency that primarily provides assistance, 
information, and other resources to private landowners. As such, the agency does not acquire 
land or easements for conservation, and holds/manages only a very limited number of acres 
itself. However, with a mission of ensuring that the forests in the state remain productive, the 
Forest Service has a role in land protection, if only indirectly. If a landowner expresses interest in 
permanent protection of his/her forestland, the agency provides relevant information and 
direction.  
 
Although the agency has no formal priorities for forestland protection, the most productive 
forestland should obviously be a priority for any organization/agency that does engage in land 
protection. An agency representative identified Ashe, Alleghany, and Wilkes Counties as having 
the most productive forestland in the High Country region. In addition, forestland in these 
counties is primarily privately owned, with no national forest land as is characteristic of Avery, 
Mitchell, and Yancey Counties. Ashe, Alleghany, and Wilkes Counties also have access to mills 
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Wildlife Resources Commission game lands are 
managed to provide recreational hunting 
opportunities to the public. 
Photo courtesy of U.S. Fish & Wildlife 

in Wilkes County and Virginia, which is a significant factor in the viability and profitability of 
productive forestland.  
 
The North Carolina Forest Service manages two state-owned tracts in our region with significant 
acreage. 1) Gill State Forest in Avery County contains training facilities and a seedling nursery. 
2) Rendezvous Mountain Educational State Forest in western Wilkes County encompasses 
approximately 3,500 acres. The agency would like to expand this site to 5,000 acres if property 
becomes available.      
 
Interview with John E. Pearson, Regional Forester 
 
North Carolina Natural Heritage Program 
The North Carolina Natural Heritage Program is a key planning program already in place that is 
utilized by many conservation organizations and agencies. The program identifies rare plants and 
animals. In addition, the program has classified and identified natural community types in the 
state. Therefore, the occurrence of these plants, animals, and communities at particular sites 
often gives these sites a higher conservation priority for many organizations/agencies. The 
Nature Conservancy and State Parks, for example, rely heavily on the program for determining 
acquisition priorities.   
 
North Carolina Plant Conservation Program 
This North Carolina Dept. of Agriculture program identifies and protects, through land 
acquisition, the state’s endangered and threatened plant species. Current acquisition efforts are 
focused in Watauga County (see Trust for Public Land).   
 
North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission Game Lands 
State-owned game lands within the High Country 
region are: 
·  Buffalo Cove (Wilkes, part) 
·  Three Top (Ashe, a portion leased from a private 

landowner)  
·  Thurmond Chatham (Alleghany & Wilkes)  
 

Elk Knob Game Land, in Ashe and Watauga 
Counties, is leased from a private landowner. 
Cherokee Game Land in Ashe, and Pisgah Game 
Land in Avery, Mitchell, and Yancey Counties are 
owned by the U.S. Forest Service. A small portion 
of Pisgah Game Land extends into Watauga County 
near Blowing Rock.   
 
Priority future acquisitions from willing sellers are 

1) private inholdings within existing game lands, 2) 
tracts adjacent to existing holdings, and 3) large 
tracts that are noncontiguous to existing game 
lands. The NC Wildlife Resources Commission 
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The Roan Highlands in Avery and Mitchell Counties remains a 
priority protection area for Southern Appalachian Highlands 
Conservancy. Photo courtesy of N.C. Dept. of Commerce 

(WRC) acquires additional property for game lands in an opportunistic manner rather than 
actively contacting landowners. Interested landowners frequently contact the agency with offers 
to sell. WRC occasionally works with land trusts, such as The Nature Conservancy and High 
Country Conservancy, in expanding game lands acreage.      
 
Interview with Kip Hollifield, Supervising Wildlife Biologist 1 

 
Overmountain Victory National Historic Trail  
The Overmountain Victory National Historic Trail is a National Park Service-designated route 
that commemorates the 1780 march of local militias to their encounter and defeat of British 
forces at the Battle of Kings Mountain in South Carolina. The two-prong trail begins in eastern 
Tennessee and Surry County North Carolina. In the High Country region, these prongs pass 
through Avery, Mitchell, and Wilkes Counties. The National Park Service’s long-range objective 
is not only to preserve the original route of the trail, but also to protect the surrounding 
environment experienced as one walks the route; i.e. to preserve, as much as possible, the natural 
landscape as it would have appeared in 1780. Such an objective means that the trail is important 
not only for historical purposes, but also for open space protection and planning. The trail route 
is incomplete. The NPS officially designates sections of the route after willing landowners 
(public or private) agree to such a designation which allows public access. In order to accomplish 
the objectives of the Overmountain Victory Trail, the NPS works with numerous “Trail 
Partners,” which includes land trusts, public agencies, and local governments. For example, a 
land trust may be in the process of negotiating a conservation easement with a landowner that 
happens to be along the trail route. If the landowner is willing, trail designation may be 
established along with the conservation easement. Thus a section of the trail is established, and 
the adjacent landscape remains in a natural condition.  
 
Much of the Yadkin River Greenway, both as established and proposed, follows the route of the 
trail. 
 
Interview with Paul Carson, Superintendent      

  
 
Southern Appalachian Highlands 
Conservancy 
Southern Appalachian Highlands 
Conservancy (SAHC) is a private land 
trust operating in western North 
Carolina and eastern Tennessee. The 
organization’s protection methods 
include both conservation easements, 
and fee simple acquisitions, which it 
occasionally deeds to a public agency, 
such as the U.S. Forest Service. In the 
High Country region, SAHC has 
protected lands in Avery, Mitchell, 
and Yancey Counties. For many years, 
the focus of SAHC’s efforts has been 
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The Conservation Fund is currently working to establish a horse 
park in western Wilkes County, which promises to have a 
significant economic  impact in the county. Photo by Dick 
Ludington.  

protecting the Roan Highlands in Mitchell and Avery Counties. The Roan Highlands remains a 
priority area for the organization, with plans for further acquisitions. SAHC has identified the 
Black Mountains in Yancey County as a priority area as well. The area already contains 
protected lands under the management of the Blue Ridge Parkway, the U.S. Forest Service, and 
N.C. State Parks. Possible future protection by SAHC in this area would be influenced by a site’s 
location in relation to these protected lands. Additional prioritization includes two riparian 
corridor planning studies conducted by SAHC in partnership with the NC Clean Water 
Management Trust Fund- on the North Toe River (May 2000) & the South Toe River 
(proposed)- to identify priority protection sites related to water quality. While the organization 
will consider any land protection project in the counties in which it operates, its priority is on 
preserving sites of regional or greater significance.  
 
Interview with David Ray, Lands Program Director 
 
The Conservation Fund 
Through partnerships with public agencies, corporations, nonprofits, and private citizens, The 
Conservation Fund works to achieve its dual objectives of conservation and economic 
development. While the organization does not directly protect and manage land, its mission is to 
help organizations that do “protect open space, wildlife habitat, public recreation areas, river 
corridors, and historic places.” 

 
The agency is currently examining 
large single tracts (or smaller tracts 
that could potentially be pieced 
together) of 1,000 to 5,000 acres in 
size that offer conservation 
potential. The Conservation Fund 
is currently working with the North 
Carolina state parks system and a 
private landowner in western 
Wilkes County on the 
establishment of a 4,000-acre horse 
park which would offer 
recreational equestrian 

opportunities. TCF sees this 
project as a major economic 
development stimulus for the 
county.    
 

Interview with Richard Ludington 
 
 
Trust for Public Land  
The Trust for Public Land’s mission is to conserve land for people.  TPL works in partnership 
with public agencies on the local, state, and federal levels and with local and regional land 
trusts to preserve special places that give communities their unique character.  TPL does not 



 15 

A U.S. Fish & Wildlife biologist holds an Appalachian 
elktoe mussel. The agency identifies the Toe/Cane River 
basin as an area of concern for the habitat of the mussel. 
Photo courtesy of U.S. Fish & Wildlife  

own and manage property, but rather works to convey property to agencies or land trusts that 
will permanently protect and manage the property for public benefit, use, and enjoyment.  With 
such a mission, TPL offers a wide range of services and expertise such as planning for 
community open space protection and public funding vehicles to achieve those plans, real 
estate negotiation, tax benefit analysis and bridge funding to facilitate the protection of open 
space. TPL assists communities in developing and implementing specific conservation plans 
and priorities.  With an emphasis on parks, water quality protection, greenways, and trails, the 
organization often works closely with local governments to acquire land and finance such 
transactions.  
  
In the High Country region, TPL has completed projects in Mitchell, Avery, and Yancey 
Counties in partnership with the U.S. Forest Service. In partnership with the North Carolina 
Department of Agriculture’s Plant Protection Program, TPL has protected 723 acres on Tater 
Hill in Watauga County.  This ongoing protection program focuses on the protection of rare 
and sensitive plants in the Amphibolite Range. The land is owned by the State of North 
Carolina and is managed by Appalachian State University.  

 
Interview with Chrisanne Mitchell 
 
United States Army Corps of Engineers 
The Army Corps of Engineers owns and manages the W. Kerr Scott Reservoir and surrounding 
land in Wilkes County. The land is managed for water quality, wildlife habitat, and recreation. 
The Corps owns 3,000 acres and holds easements on an additional 1,500 acres. The agency has 
no plans to expand its existing holdings. 
 
Interview with Terry Ramsey 

 
United States Fish & Wildlife Service 
Although the U.S.  Fish & Wildlife Service 
does not manage land in our region, or has 
plans to acquire land in our region, the mission 
of the agency  is  very  relevant  to  the  
protection of open space. The agency’s 
purpose  is  “working  with  others to conserve, 
protect, and enhance fish, wildlife,  and  plants 
and their habitats for the continuing benefit of 
the American  people.”  Within  this  broad  
mission,  the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service’s  
conservation  priorities  are those plants and 
animals which are federally  listed,  i.e.  either  

listed  designated  as  endangered  or  
threatened,  as  candidates  for federal listing, or 
as “federal species of concern.”  
While occurrences of federally listed species 
are  broadly distributed  throughout the High 

Country region, concentrations do exist in northern  Mitchell & Avery Counties, the Grandfather 
Mountain vicinity, the Amphibolite Range in Watauga & Ashe, and southeastern Ashe County. 
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Compared to  other  counties,  Wilkes has few occurrences. The agency has identified the 
Toe/Cane River basin in Yancey, Mitchell, and part of Avery Counties as an  area of concern due 
to the area being designated a critical habitat for the Appalachian elktoe mussel. The  U.S.  Fish  
&  Wildlife Service is not only interested not only in the protection  of  specific  sites  which 
support with specific occurrences of listed species, but the agency points out that activities on 
adjacent lands can  also  impact  these  species,  as  well as indirect impacts from lands farther  
away.  In  addition,  the agency notes that the conservation  significance  of  some  sites  may not 
be easily reflected in their  overall  acreage:  some  species  and  communities  in  the southern 
Appalachians occur nowhere else in the world, and their extinction can only be  prevented  by  
protecting the last remaining sites in which they occur. The occurrence site of a particular species 
may be very small in land area, but  of  great  significance to the viability of that species. As 
such, the protection  significance of many certain sites is not easily expressed on a map; i.e. the 
significance of a particular site should be based not just on the  amount  of  acreage,  but  on  
other factors such as the status of the species, the uniqueness of the habitat, etc. The U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service works closely with various state and local partners to  identify  tracts  that are 
priorities for acquisition.  
 
Interview with Gary Peeples, Outreach & Education; and Carolyn L. Wells, General Biologist 

 
United States Forest Service 
The United States Forest Service is one of the largest landowners in the region that manages its 
holdings as open space. Pisgah National Forest lands are located in Avery, Mitchell, and Yancey 
Counties (with a few acres in Watauga County).  
 
The agency maintains a land adjustment plan, the general goal of which is to simplify 
boundaries, i.e. eliminate inholdings, outlying parcels, and corners. Such a strategy facilitates the 
management of the agency’s existing holdings. This goal is realized through both acquisition and 
disposition of land (disposition is usually accomplished through land exchanges). Although a 
plan is in place, the acquisition process is slow, and the agency does not maintain ongoing 
contact with landowners of tracts identified for acquisition. Agency representatives note that 
congressional approval is required for every acquisition, and the source of funding is primarily 
the Land and Water Conservation Fund, which receives an inconsistent amount of appropriations 
from year to year in the federal budget.  
 
In addition to the USFS’s internal acquisition process, the agency is occasionally approached by 
private conservation groups who acquire tracts for conservation, and then wish to deed 
ownership of the properties to the USFS. Thus the agency also acquires land that is not 
necessarily identified in its land adjustment plan.      
 
Interview with Terry Seyden, Public Affairs Officer; Holly Hixson, GIS Coordinator; Ruth Berner, Forest Planner; Miera 
Crawford, District Ranger; Paul Bradley, District Ranger; and Mary A. Noel, Recreation, Lands & SYV Staff Officer 
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Part II 
Patterns and Conclusions 

 
Linear pattern  
A significant conservation pattern in our region is the general linear nature of both protected 
lands and priority areas. These linear areas include: the Blue Ridge Parkway corridor, the New 
River, the Yadkin River (specifically the Yadkin River Greenway and the Overmountain Victory 
Trail), the Overmountain Victory Trail in Avery and Mitchell Counties, the Amphibolite 
Mountains range, and the Roan Highlands.   
 
Types of land protected/objectives of conservation entities 
Both the number and diversity of conservation organizations and agencies operating in the High 
Country region is impressive:  

·  Three national park agencies (Blue Ridge Parkway, Overmountain Victory National 
Historic Trail, Appalachian Trail) 

·  A national forest (Pisgah National Forest) 
·  Various local government and community parks and greenways 
·  Seven state parks/natural areas (New River, Stone Mountain, Mt. Mitchell, Elk Knob, 

Mt. Jefferson, Bullhead Mtn., Beech Creek Bog) 
·  Two private land trusts working exclusively in the region (Blue Ridge Rural Land Trust 

& High Country Conservancy) 
·  Six state gamelands (Buffalo Cove, Cherokee, Elk Knob, Three Top, Thurmond 

Chatham, Pisgah) 
·  Two national or multi-state land trusts (The Nature Conservancy & National Committee 

for the New River) 
·  Two private land trusts that work elsewhere in the state (Southern Appalachian 

Highlands Conservancy (also works in East Tennessee) & Conservation Trust for North 
Carolina) 

·  Private conservation organizations that support the preservation work of land trusts & 
public agencies (Trust for Public Land, Appalachian Trail Conference, Blue Ridge 
Parkway Foundation, Conservation Fund, Conservation Trust for NC, and others)   

 
While all of these organizations/agencies have a common objective of preserving open space in 
some manner, each entity has a unique focus whereby they preserve open space for different 
reasons and purposes. These purposes include:  

·  economic development  
·  recreation (including hunting)  
·  wildlife habitat preservation  
·  historic preservation 
·  health benefits 
·  farmland preservation 
·  scenic preservation 
·  preservation of unique geologic/geographic features   
·  riparian/river corridor/water quality protection 
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The owner of this timber tract in Wilkes County has 
protected his forestland with a conservation easement. Most 
privately-owned forestland in the region’s northern counties, 
however, is not permanently protected.     

·  timber resource protection 
There does not appear to be any gaps in terms of the types of land protected. The level of interest 
in the High Country region by such a wide variety of organizations/agencies is indicative of the 
conservation value of the lands in our region.  
 
 
Pattern of forest land 
A rather sharp division in forest land 
ownership exists in the High 
Country region; i.e. public 
ownership (national forest) is 
dominant in the southern counties of 
Avery, Mitchell, & Yancey, and 
private ownership is the exclusive 
pattern in the northern counties of 
Wilkes, Alleghany, and Ashe. While 
privately-owned woodlands do exist 
in the southern counties, an obvious 
conclusion would be that any 
forestland protection efforts should 
be concentrated in the northern 
counties that have the least acreage 
under permanent protection.  
 
Large tracts 
Several organizations noted that the protection of large tracts of land, quite obviously, was a 
priority for them, other issues being equal. The amount of time and effort involved in the 
protection of a few acres is not significantly less than the amount of time and effort involved in 
the protection of several hundred acres. Thus one of the most efficient means of protecting land 
is to give the largest tracts a higher priority. Other issues that make large tracts more important 
include the need of large territories by some forms of wildlife, easier management of the 
property, and the fact that with continuing subdivision of land for inheritance and other purposes, 
the number of large tracts will diminish considerably in the near future. 
 
 
Evolving land trusts 
When evaluating open space protection in the High Country region, an important consideration is 
the continuing growth and development of private land trusts (also known as conservancies). Six 
land trusts operate in the region, with varying degrees of coverage: Conservation Trust for North 
Carolina, Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy, The Nature Conservancy, National 
Committee for the New River, High Country Conservancy, and Blue Ridge Rural Land Trust. 
The land trust movement as a whole is relatively young in North Carolina, developing primarily 
within the past decade (although Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy, National 
Committee for the New River, and The Nature Conservancy have been in existence for much 
longer). All but two of these organizations (High Country Conservancy & Blue Ridge Rural 
Land Trust) also work outside of the High Country region. High Country Conservancy and Blue 
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Ridge Rural Land Trust share some common characteristics: both were founded within the past 
ten years, both have broad missions and protect a wide variety of open space, the geographic 
coverage of each is contained within the seven-county region, and both land trusts have no pre-
defined geographic focus within their territory (as opposed to, for example, the National 
Committee for the New River’s focus on the river itself). In addition, both land trusts are in the 
process of planning in order to strategically define protection priorities. Even though they are 
multi-county, HCC and BRRLT are sometimes referred to as local land trusts to distinguish them 
from regional, statewide, multi-state, and national land trusts. A distinguishing characteristic of 
HCC and BRRLT is that while their total county coverage is narrower than the other four, their 
coverage within those counties is much broader- i.e. the two land trusts protect a much wider 
variety of land types. Exceptions do exist- NCNR, for example, protects a variety of land types 
within the New River basin- but “smaller territory/broader protection” describes the overall 
pattern of these two land trusts.  
 
Other current land trust-related developments include the Blue Ridge Collaborative effort, which 
involves all land trusts operating in western North Carolina. The purpose of the Blue Ridge 
Collaborative is to attract national attention to the conservation needs of the North Carolina 
mountains in order to acquire funding from national foundations and possibly other sources.  
 
The land trust movement in North Carolina, and in the mountains in particular, appears to be 
evolving, with discussions of possible mergers and ongoing collaborative efforts such as the one 
described above. As described elsewhere in this analysis, land trusts not only protect a significant 
amount of land in and of themselves, but they are also a much-needed and important catalyst and 
partner in land protection undertaken by public agencies. As such, their relationship with state 
government is critical, even though they are private organizations. In addition to funding for 
specific projects, state government could further support the efforts of land trusts by providing 
the backing of the state attorney general’s office in the event of lawsuits stemming from 
easement violations. In summary, private land trusts are at the heart of conservation in the High 
Country region, and a statewide plan should reflect this important fact.              
 
 
Private land/public benefit  
Many conservation entities, including public agencies that actively acquire land, mentioned 
concerns about widespread public ownership of land. Reasons are varied and include concern by 
local governments about erosion of the local tax base, general philosophical opposition to public 
ownership of numerous large tracts, and the fact that public ownership- while preserving the land 
from development- often results in a loss in the working landscape, e.g. farm and timber land, 
and the often intangible character of rural communities that results from sparse development 
patterns.      
 
On the other hand, with increasing development and the diminishing number of private open 
space acres, several agencies mentioned that the public is looking to government agencies to 
provide the land and open space necessary for various forms of recreation. Two activities 
mentioned in particular are hunting and all-terrain vehicle courses. Thus the conservation 
community must deal with conflicting public concerns about land preservation- a demand for 
more recreational lands, but hesitation about these lands being in public ownership.  
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Public ownership concerns are being addressed incidentally and at least in part by land trusts. 
Most land trusts operate primarily by accepting conservation easements from private landowners. 
As a result, the land remains in private ownership, a limited amount of development is allowed, 
and the land retains its “private” character. If the public and the conservation community wish to 
achieve the goal of protecting large amounts of land while retaining its private ownership and 
character, several issues are evident: 

·  The need to educate the public, and landowners in particular, about how conservation 
easements work. 

·  The need to educate the public, and landowners in particular, that they can receive fair 
market value for their property or easement and conserve it. Many entities, including 
public agencies, mentioned the fact that there exists widespread misperceptions that 
conserving land means that the landowner must donate it or receive considerably less 
than its fair market value.  

·  Financial incentives. Even in situations where landowners wish to donate conservation 
easements, transaction costs are involved and funds to cover these costs often are not 
readily available to private land trusts.  

·  Most public agencies that acquire land have staff and resources to engage in planning 
for these acquisitions. Private land trusts, in comparison, have limited resources and 
thus tend to protect land opportunistically, although efforts are being made to plan 
more deliberately, as described elsewhere in this report.  

·  Planning by private land trusts, however, seems not to be concerned exclusively with 
keeping priority lands in private ownership, but in protecting the lands in whatever 
manner possible, including transfer to public ownership. Thus no entity or groups of 
entities seem to be addressing directly the issue of protecting private lands. Therefore 
a priority of a statewide conservation plan would seem to be recommendations to meet 
the dual objectives of encouraging the protection of private lands while keeping these 
lands in the ownership of private citizens.    

 
Land management issues 
A related issue is the fact that many private land trusts who acquire land in fee simple strive to 
turn over ownership of the property to a public agency such as the U.S. Forest Service or State 
Parks. Such a transfer is frequently arranged in advance of acquisition, and in many cases, the 
acquisition is also a priority for the public agency. Oversight and management of land requires a 
considerable amount of time and resources, which private nonprofits view as more appropriate 
for public agencies whose primary responsibility is land management. In terms of developing a 
statewide conservation plan that might include increasing land acquisitions, consideration should 
be given to the capacity of public agencies to continue to accept lands from nonprofits. 
Alternatively, consideration might be given to methods of providing resources and support to 
nonprofits to manage these lands themselves.  
 
Public ownership patterns & priorities  
For public agencies who own land (U.S. Forest Service, N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission 
game lands, N.C. State Parks), acquisition priorities are private inholdings and adjacent tracts. 
The acquisition of adjacent tracts is needed to buffer existing holdings, to more easily manage 
existing holdings, or the agency- for various reasons- has identified the expansion of existing 
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The owner of this Christmas tree farm in Watauga County has donated a 
conservation easement to a local land trust. Farmland protection in the 
region is somewhat hindered by lack of planning, a small amount of funding, 
and funding based on USDA-defined prime farmland- criteria that applies to 
only a small number of acres in our mountainous region.      

holdings as desirable. All public agencies stress the fact that land is rarely acquired through 
condemnation, and only in very unusually circumstances. For example, one agency noted that 
only six condemnations had occurred in the agency’s history. Four were “friendly” 
condemnations, i.e. the landowner wanted the property to be condemned in order to clear the 
title, or for financial reasons. The two “unfriendly” condemnations involved small inholdings, or 
the owner was willing to sell but wanted a price far above fair market value. Therefore, 
landowners who have property within the priority areas of public agencies should have no 
concern about property being taken against their will.  
 
Some agencies contact landowners of priority tracts on a regular basis to inform them of the 
agency’s interest should they decide to sell. Other agencies take a more passive approach and 
wait for adjacent landowners to contact them or take action as tracts become available. Agencies 
often work closely with private land trusts in acquiring land because land trusts can act quickly 
to purchase property and then sell it to the agency when funds are available to the agency for 
purchase. As one official put it, “Without land trusts, we wouldn’t have near the property we 
have.”    
 
Lack of planning for farmland protection and other farmland protection issues 
Many organizations have conducted much planning related to a variety of conservation-worthy 
lands: wildlife habitat, unique geological features, scenery, parks for recreation, riparian areas, 
etc. A major gap in conservation planning, however, is evident in farmland protection. A lack of 
planning does not mean that farmland is not being protected. Local land trusts have a number of 
farmland acres under easement and continue to work on the protection of this type of open space. 
Blue Ridge Rural Land Trust in particular has a stated interest in focusing on farmland 
protection, although the organization protects other types of land as well. But none of the 
organizations contacted have planned and identified priority agricultural areas. Farmland is 
protected on an opportunistic basis as interested landowners approach these organizations. 

 
USDA soil surveys identify 
prime farmland based on the 
productivity of the soil. In 
almost all cases, USDA-
identified prime farmland is 
low-lying, riverine soils, 
which, of course, are 
relatively scarce in our 
mountainous region. For 
generations, productive 
agriculture has taken place on 
soils that do not fall within 
these USDA categories. 
Christmas tree production is 
a case in point that using 
USDA-defined prime 
farmland for conservation 
prioritization does not 
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capture all significant farmland. Fraser fir Christmas tree production is a major economic activity 
in our region and generates the most agricultural income. Yet almost no Fraser firs are grown on 
USDA-defined prime farmland because the species is very susceptible to root diseases and must 
be planted on sloping land with good drainage. Devising a farmland protection plan based solely 
on USDA prime farmland could result in no land in Christmas tree production (the major 
agricultural product in the region) identified as a priority. Clearly, a farmland protection plan 
would have to include many subjective elements. 
 
A case study of problems associated with farmland protection involves an apple orchard in the 
Brushy Mountains of Wilkes County. Several years ago, the owner approached a local land trust, 
wishing to sell an easement on the property. After applying to several funding sources over a 
period of approximately four years, the group has been unable to acquire significant funding to 
protect the property. Yet the orchard is highly productive and located at the top of one of the 
Brushy Mountain peaks. This location is critical to apple production due to necessary cold air 
drainage. However, in at least one instance, funding was turned down because the orchard soil is 
not USDA-defined prime farmland. Yet the reality of apple production is that low-lying, riverine 
locations are very problematic and orchards are almost never established in such locations 
regardless of the productivity of the soil. If an authoritative farmland protection plan- with such 
locations identified as priorities- could be referenced by the local land trust, funders may give 
such projects more serious consideration.           
 
Several counties have established “farmland protection” programs designed primarily to provide 
a degree of protection to farmers from nuisance lawsuits by designating agricultural districts. 
Landowners who enter the program agree to limit development on their property for a period of 
years. Development limitations, however, are temporary as landowners are allowed to withdraw 
from the program at any time. While the programs have little value in terms of permanent 
protection of open space, their worth- for the purposes of this report and those interested in 
permanent protection- lie in the identification of active farmland, and the fact that these 
landowners have at least considered development limitations to some degree, if only temporary.   
 
Planning in progress 
Several organizations/agencies noted that they were in the process of planning, reorganizing, 
and/or reexamining their land protection efforts. While representatives were able to discuss in 
general their entity’s priorities, more detailed information might be acquired within the next year 
or so.    
 
Other state-owned lands 
Other lands that might potentially be conserved include state-owned lands that do not fall within 
the control of agencies described above. An example would be the agricultural research lands at 
Laurel Springs in Ashe County, operated by North Carolina State University. Certain tracts 
owned by Appalachian State University might appropriately be conserved for open space. No 
attempt was made, as a part of this study, to identify additional state-owned tracts. However, 
further development of a statewide conservation plan might warrant identification of such sites,  
and conclude that such lands are appropriate priority conservation sites.          
 
 


