
Reaching Out tO absentee LandOwneRs 
in caLhOun, caRROLL, & sac cOunties

LONG-TERM OUTREACH YIELDS RESULTS
Multi-contact, direct marketing methods can be very effective in 
generating and qualifying potential leads among absentee landowners for 
conservation practice implementation. Using combinations of direct mail 
and telemarketing, a great deal of information can be efficiently provided 
and collected from the absentee landowner audience. In many cases, these 
landowners seem to be seeking information to help them manage their land, 
but are unaware of the resources available to them. 

However, building on landowners’ initial interest in conservation to 
the point of actual implementation of conservation practices takes time, 
multiple contacts, and relationship building. Perhaps because they are 
so “new” to conservation resources, a significant investment in time and 
resources is necessary to educate and build trust with these landowners. For 
many, these programs and changes in management practices are completely 
new concepts that take significant consideration. 

Follow-on funding allowed for a sustained outreach effort in the Middle 
Raccoon River Watershed for nearly three and a half years, Agren’s longest 

Case study – Raccoon River Watershed, Iowa

Action: Talked with operator, 
installed/improved a practice, or 
signed up/in process of signing up 
for a program based on outreach.

Desire: In-person contact with 
landowner advisor.

Interest: Signed up for a 
meeting or requested 
more information 
in the form of a 
phone call, mailing, 
or windshield 
assessment.

Awareness: 
Received mail 
or phone 
calls.

Moving Up the AIDA Pyramid
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100%
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outreach effort to date. Somewhat surprisingly, 
each additional outreach piece yielded both new 
contacts that have never requested assistance as 
well as repeat requests for assistance. At times, 
Agren considered dropping non-responders 
from the mailing list; but even as the project 
entered its third year, 23 additional landowners 
requested assistance for the first time, proving 
persistence pays off.

Through sustained outreach efforts over 
multiple years, the Iowa Conservation 
Connect brand has become a trusted source for 
conservation information. Many landowners 
continue to contact Iowa Conservation 
Connect for ongoing assistance and even 
annual reviews of their property. Strong 
relationships were formed between landowners 
and the landowner advisor. It takes time and 
repeated contacts to motivate many landowners 
to respond. To be successful, conservationists 
must commit to frequent, timely, and ongoing 
follow-up.   
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meeting with the farm operator was also conducted to fill in the details of 
management practices like tillage and nutrient application.

“The grades were a simple way to gauge the land’s performance,” explains 
Jay Ford, Landowner Advisor. “They were a great tool for landowners who 
just wanted a check-up, without having to understand and wade through 
all the details.” If a landowner had a concern with one of the grades, they 
could request additional information and decide whether or not to address 
the issue.

The “Your Land Report Card” turned out to be the most valuable 
product of the outreach campaign. Report cards served as a tangible 
piece of information landowners could share with their tenants to start a 
conservation conversation. The reports successfully demonstrated need and 
identified potential problems that Iowa Conservation Connect could assist 
with. Many success stories were documented of landowners implementing 
or improving structural practices, changing management practices, or not 
removing established practices based on the report card recommendations.

REPORT CARDS DEMONSTRATE 
CONSERVATION NEED

No matter what you are offering, landowners 
must understand the relevance to them. With 
an outreach activity, you must first establish 
that there is a potential problem before you 
offer a solution. 

In Iowa, we used the idea of a land report 
card to demonstrate conservation need. In 
the spring of 2013, landowners were mailed a 
newsletter showing clues of things to look for 
on their land that might indicate they had a 
conservation need. Report card assessments 
were then offered through the newsletter 
and phone calls to help landowners identify 
potential issues. Just like a report card to gauge 
your child’s performance in school, landowners 
who requested an assessment received a report 
card with an easy to understand grading scale 
(similar to a school report card). Landowners 
were provided a letter grade for their property 
in soil quality, soil erosion, water quality, and 
wildlife habitat. 

Over 40 report card assessments were conducted 
by the landowner advisor through on-farm 
visits by walking or driving over the land. 
Several factors were considered to determine 
the grade for each resource concern. The 
advisor also commented on additional points 
of interest regarding the land and noted other 
risk factors like subsurface drainage, surface 
waterbodies, and surface inlets. If possible, a 

“The grades were a simple way to gauge 
the land’s performance,” explains Jay 
Ford, Landowner Advisor. “They were a 
great tool for landowners who just wanted 
a check-up, without having to understand 
and wade through all the details.”
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Drake University Professor Ed Cox stressed the importance of a written lease that 
outlines conservation expectations, among other things.

Landowners from several counties talked with experts and practicing 
conservationists at round table discussions at the Spring Landowner Conference.

LEARNING CONFERENCE WELL RECEIVED

In the spring of 2014, landowners were invited to attend a free land 
management conference. The purpose of the event was to support landowners 
in preserving the long-term value and productivity of their farmland. 

Despite a late spring snowstorm, about 35 people attended the day’s 
activities.  An additional 16 landowners that were not able to attend 
requested presentation materials following the meeting. 

The conference, sponsored by Iowa Conservation Connect with a grant from 
the Environmental Protection Agency, was meant to give landowners who 

didn’t live on their land more knowledge and 
insight on choosing and working with their 
tenant to optimize stewardship of the natural 
resources on land they own. 

“I’ve always gone along with my tenant,” 
said Carolyn Williams of Omaha, one of the 
landowners at the conference. “I’ve owned land 
that my grandmother gave me in the 1980’s. 
I’m so glad I got the mailing and came to the 
meeting— I’m learning a lot and I’ll discuss 
things more now with my tenant.” 

Landowners came from across Iowa, and as far 
away as California to learn about preserving 
the long-term value and productivity of 
their farmland. A morning session allowed 
landowners to listen to a variety of speakers, 
including farm operators, farm managers, and 
natural resources professionals, all aiming to 
help them preserve the long-term value and 
productivity of their farmland. Individual 
sessions covered improving communication 
between landowners and farm operators, 
sustainable farm leases, nutrient management, 
record retention, and soil erosion.

Landowners learned of free services from Iowa 
Conservation Connect and saw both good and 
bad examples of land care on a bus tour guided 
by local NRCS District Conservationist Clint 
Miller. The afternoon concluded with more 
than an hour of small group discussion between 
landowners and area Certified Conservation 
Farmers on more than a half a dozen resource 
topics including areas like enhancing wildlife 
habitat, reduced tillage options, and cover 
crops.

It was a day of give and take discussion among 
landowners, farmers and other resource and 
agriculture experts. The wide range of discussion 
topics and proximity of landowners to the 
meeting location resulted in a successful event. 
In Iowa, we found it was best to not focus on 
a specific practice with our outreach materials.  
Needs, or perceived needs, of landowners were 
just as varied as their demographics. 
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MARKETING LAND PROTECTION WITH AN 
IMPACT MOVIE™

They call it an Impact Movie™. It’s short, to the point, and asks the viewer 
to take a specific action. 

Impact Movie™ consultants from AngelVision Technologies, Inc., say people 
don’t like calls from sales people, and don’t like commercials or advertising. 
“But they love their TV! “ AngelVision literature says. “Impact Movies™ 
take your boring and hard-to-understand printed material and create an 
informative and engaging multimedia experience. Impact Movies™ are 
probing messages that help people understand the problems they have and 
why they need your solutions.”

The effectiveness of an Impact Movie™ as a component of outreach methods 
was tested through a landowner outreach project of the Center for Absentee 
Landowners and the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation (INHF). They were 
trying to answer the questions “would an Impact Movie™ catch a landowner’s 
attention, and prompt him or her to ask for more information or follow up 
on earlier intentions to permanently protect their natural lands”?

The state of Iowa had recently passed a new tax break for people who donate 
permanent conservation easements on their privately owned land, and both 
organizations wanted to get that message out––to both private landowners 
living on their land and absentee landowners who did not live on the 
land they owned. The cooperative project was funded by a Conservation 
Innovation Grant from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural 
Resources Conservation Service.

Making the Movie

After initial talks in January of 2009, a first draft of a script for the movie 
was written, based on a landowner’s options booklet INHF had published 
online. Employees of Agren, Inc., which represented the Center for Absentee 
Landowners on the project, handled the logistics with AngelVision to 
craft an Impact Movie™ on tax benefits and other reasons for donating 
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permanent conservation easements. “We’re 
grateful for that connection. AngelVision 
would go through the draft and interpret our 
technical information, then give a revised draft 
back to us. We’d go through that, and send 
our fine tuning changes back to them. We 
all went through it and then through it again 
a number of times,” says Cathy Engstrom, 
communications director for INHF. 

“The result was a three and a half minute 
video of beautiful pictures and stories that 
were meant to appeal to landowners on visual 
and emotional levels, along with factual 
information,” Engstrom says. “Our staff and 
board members were universally impressed 
with the movie when it went online in May.” 

ProMoting the Movie 
statewide

Making the movie was only half the battle. 
Getting people to view it was the next 
challenge. “We put the movie on our web site 
and emailed our 5,000 members, encouraging 
them to watch it. We directed another 400 
people to it through our Facebook site, and 
put an article in our magazine,” Engstrom says. 

The email messages that were sent to members 
were easily forwarded from one supporter to 
the next, enabling the movie to be seen by many 
more people than were initially contacted by 
INHF. Engstrom says INHF’s future plans for 
the video include using it at landowner events, 
using it to train partners and putting it on a 
CD to share with individual landowners, to 

Mr. Landowner
123 River Drive
Alamakee, IA  00000 

Is your land protected? 

Now is the time! 

Is your land protected? 

Now is the time! 

1238 Heires Ave. 
Carroll, IA  51401 
(866) 792-6248 

 

Now is the time to consider your gift to 
Iowa’s future. A new Iowa tax credit makes 
protecting your land more affordable than 
ever.  To learn how to preserve your land 
and save up to $100,000, view a three min-
ute online video at 
www.iowaconservationconnect.org 

What do you want your land 
to look like in 100 years? 

 

Produced in partnership with  

Discover what the future may 
hold for you and your land.  
View the video or call us today! 

(866) 792-6248  

1238 Heires Ave. 
Carroll, IA  51401 
(866) 792-6248 

 

Now is the time to consider your gift to 
Iowa’s future. A new Iowa tax credit makes 
protecting your land more affordable than 
ever.  To learn how to preserve your land 
and save up to $100,000, view a three min-
ute online video at 
www.iowaconservationconnect.org 

What do you want your land 
to look like in 100 years? 

 

Produced in partnership with  

Discover what the future may 
hold for you and your land.  
View the video or call us today! 

(866) 792-6248  

Postcard to Promote the Impact Movie™

sePteMber 2009



name a few. “Our Blufflands Alliance partners 
saw the movie and are seriously thinking about 
making one of these now,” Engstrom says.

ProMotion to allaMakee 
County absentee landowners

The Center also promoted the movie and tested 
its effectiveness as part of an outreach project 
that targeted 400 absentee landowners in 
Allamakee County, Iowa. The project contacted 
absentee owners through a newsletter, postcard, 
and phone calls.

“We build relationships 
with people, a step at 
a time. It usually takes 
time to develop trust. I 
think people are happy 
with the work done and 
our relationship because 
we help them do what 
they want to get done 
with their land.” -- 
Darrel Mills, Blufflands Coordinator for INHF

The campaign began with a newsletter 
introducing Darrel Mills, an INHF employee 
who offered to meet with absentee landowners 
at local coffee shop meetings to explore the 

benefits of permanent land protection through easements.  Following 
the newsletter, an endorsement letter from a landowner who had worked 
successfully with Darrel Mills was sent to all 400 Allamakee County 
landowners. Then, post cards were sent to the absentee landowners inviting 
them to a coffee shop meeting with Darrel.  The project also invited people 
to view the movie and request materials or a meeting through emails and 
information posted at the Center for Absentee Landowners’ Web site, www.
iowaconservationconnect.org. 

As a result, 54 landowners requested the Landowner Options Guide, 
phone follow-up, or a meeting with Darrel. Darrel had five meetings with 
landowners at the coffee shops and followed up with 32 of those who had 
further questions. In addition, the Iowa Conservation Connect website had 
32 visits over the course of the campaign.

the Call for aCtion

As is the case with all Impact 
Movies™, this one ends by asking 
the viewer to take an action of 
some kind. It gives the viewer three 
options. One option is to send the 
viewer’s name, address, phone 
and other contact information to 

INHF as a request to be contacted. A second option takes the viewer to the 
landowner’s options booklet online for more detailed information, and a 
third option is to forward the Impact Movie™ to a friend. The INHF toll-
free telephone number is also listed.

“Most of the people respond-
ing to the video were already 
familiar with us. It was good 
in that it triggered a call from 
some of the people we had 
already worked with, to follow 
up more on what they wanted 
to do with their land.”
––Heather Jobst, INHF Land 
Projects Coordinator

strong viewershiP, viewer feedbaCk 

In August, three months after the video went online and emails were sent, 
INHF had 1,054 visits to the movie on their Web site. Heather Jobst, a land 
projects coordinator whose job it is to follow up on leads of people interested 
in protecting their land, collected replies. “We had seven direct requests from 
the online feedback form, plus two people who called us after watching the 
video,” she says. “We are pursuing those leads. One is from a soil and water 
conservation district employee who has three landowners interested. Most 
are people we have talked with in the past, who were motivated by the movie 
to contact us to move the discussion forward. I think at least some of them 
will result in viable land protection projects.”

“Most of the people responding to 
the video were already familiar with 
us. It was good in that it triggered a 
call from some of the people we had 
already worked with, to follow up 
more on what they wanted to do with 
their land.” - Heather Jobst, INHF 

Land Projects Coordinator

“We build relationships with people, a 
step at a time. It usually takes time to 
develop trust. I think people are happy 
with the work done and our relationship 
because we help them do what they want 
to get done with their land.” - Darrel 
Mills, Blufflands Coordinator for INHF

Case study – Allamakee County (continued)
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Those numbers may not seem large, but to INHF, 
all new viable projects are valuable.  “Our work is all 
about quality rather than quantity,” notes Engstrom. 
Their investment was mostly one of time, Engstrom 
says, and INHF didn’t need large numbers of people 
responding to make it worth their time to be involved 
with the Impact Movie™. “Even just one completed 
land protection effort, in a critical location or with 
threatened resources, is priceless.”  

“We’re not finished yet,” Engstrom says. “There’s a lot 
of good use left in this movie. Now that the initial rush 
is over, I see us doing more aggressive promotion of it, 
and we’ll continue using it for several years.” She says 
INHF has talked about developing Impact Movies™ 
for other topics.

Solid Results from Relationships Built Over 
Time

The Impact Movie™ isn’t pushy. It allows people 
who are happy with their land protection decisions 
to tell their story in an interesting way, and give 
a viewer some options and some things to think 
about. It fits with the philosophy and style of the 
Foundation, which believes in building relationships 
with landowners.

“We build relationships with people, a step at a 
time. It usually takes time to develop trust,” says 
Mills, a point person for INHF in northeast Iowa. “We 
work one on one with people on their own turf and 
their terms. It’s a process -- for every project we 
complete, there are many more projects pending”

“I’d say well over 90 percent of the people who 
have easements with us are very happy with the work 
done and our relationship,” Mills says. “I think that’s 
because we help them do what they want to get done. 
We show them the different mechanisms available, 
and tailor those offerings to accomplish their goals.”

Mills has helped guide an average of four to 
eight northeast Iowa families a year for the past 
twelve years through the process of donating a 
conservation easement. He’s a firm believer in 
treating people like he wants to be treated. “I’m a 
landowner, and I know the skepticism I have toward 
someone coming to me with ideas of what to do with 
my land.” Mills says. “So we explore relationships. 
Some develop quickly, but many others take years to 
develop. I learn something from every one of them, 
and value every one of them.”

Mills knows a high percentage of people who have 
dealt with INHF are very happy with the outcome. 
“But you have to remember, there are many other 
people who decided not to work with us who are very 
happy, too. A permanent conservation easement isn’t 
for everyone, and not every property is suitable for 
one. You can’t be pushy. You just need to be willing 
to put yourself out there and meet people more than 
half way,” he says.

It’s an approach that must be working. Both 
the number and value of permanent conservation 
easements is rising every year. “It’s a joy to 
represent just a part of the foundation,” Mills says. 
“I think the INHF brings a reputation of good results 
to a project, and a big reason is the relationships we 
build. People trust that their wishes will be followed, 
and that brings a peace of mind to people as they 
permanently project their land.”

Case study – Allamakee County (continued)
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Case study – Michigan
a landowner advocate 
specializing in conservation

In hospitals throughout the country, they are called “patient advocates.” The 
advocates work with patients and their families to help them understand 
their diagnosis and treatment, home health care needs, and the paper work 
involved. They try to interpret and deliver busy doctors’ technical language 
in everyday language, in a climate where questions are encouraged.

In Arenac and Tuscola Counties in Michigan, the concept was applied to 
the field of conservation. A “landowner advocate” was hired to work one-
on-one with landowners inexperienced in conservation as part of a pilot 
outreach project to absentee landowners. The advocate’s job was to build 
relationships and trust, and assist landowners who were not equipped to 
overcome the barriers they could encounter as they began to work with 
professional conservationists in local conservation offices. 

Unfamiliar terminology, long wait times for technical assistance, unfamiliarity 
with government conservation programs and eligibility rules, landowner 
requirements for participating in conservation programs, confusion among 
multiple conservation programs, and farm operator objections are among 
a number of barriers that may face absentee landowners who want to do 
what’s right for their land.

A PlAn to Move lAndowners froM 
“AwAreness” to “desire”

The landowner advocate’s work was the second phase of an outreach 
campaign in the Great Lakes Basin by Michigan Conservation Connect, 
designed to test the ability of communications strategies to: 

 1)  create awareness of available conservation programs and 
 2)  evaluate methods that encourage, nurture, and assist interested 

landowners to move forward with conservation implementation on 
their land.

Plans for the advocate approach in phase two 
were finalized after an initial campaign was 
completed in July of 2008. In phase one, 
small group meetings were offered in various 
locations throughout Michigan. A total of 59 
landowners made reservations for the meetings, 
but only 32 actually attended. Telephone calls 
following the meetings to all landowners 
resulted in 17 meeting requests with the local 
conservationist and 50 landowners requesting 
a phone call.

InvItatIons to meet wIth 
the landowner advocate

In phase two, absentee landowners were offered 
the opportunity to meet with a landowner 
advocate in a one-on-one setting, rather 
than a small group meeting. The Great Lakes 
project offered the two conservation districts 
a stipend of $25 for each absentee landowner 
they succeeded in meeting with, and twice 
that amount for each landowner taking further 
action, including signing a CREP agreement. 
In retrospect, the incentive to districts didn’t 
have much effect on actions taken. But the idea 
of the conservation district hiring a landowner 
advocate to engage landowners in conservation 
conversations was a good one.

Kevin Wilson, Landowner Advocate, meets with 
local landowners.

december 2009
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Kevin Wilson, an experienced CREP 
technician who was currently working in 
several conservation districts, was contracted 
as the project’s landowner advocate in February 
of 2009. Kevin began his part time duties as 
landowner advocate in March, when a multi-
step direct marketing campaign was initiated 
to invite more than 700 landowners in Arenac 
and Tuscola counties to begin taking advantage 
of the new landowner advocate.

Following the first campaign, absentee 
landowners were divided into AIDA stages 
according to their level of engagement. Plans 
for the second campaign focused on developing 
outreach pieces for landowners at different 
stages rather than a “one size fits all” campaign.

The result was a personalized CREP map and 
estimate sent via Priority Mail to all landowners 
at the “desire” level. Mailings were followed by 
personal phone calls from the CREP technicians 
inviting the landowners to a one-on-one 
meeting.

Newsletters, telephone calls, and endorsement 
letters from local landowners were then used to 
invite all landowners to a coffee shop meeting 
to discuss conservation options on their land, 
and the financial and technical help available to 
them. “Kevin has met with us. He was very easy 
to talk with and has a wealth of knowledge on 
conservation. There’s no charge for his service. 
The government CREP and WHIP programs 
he got us signed up for offered financial and 
technical help to plant beautiful wildflowers 
and native grasses near our farmstead that 
we enjoy every day!” said Robert and Carol 
Drinkwine in an endorsement letter. 

The one-on-one coffee shop meetings took 
place in April of 2009.

the coffee shop conversatIon: 
survey shows satIsfIed customers

Landowners who attended the coffee shop meetings were asked to rate how 
helpful the encounter was to them. On a scale of one to six, with six being 
very useful, they rated the meeting as a 5.3. 

Only 5 had worked with Kevin or other local conservationists in the past. 
Their intentions after the meeting, though, indicated that would change. 
Asked for their plans as a result of the meeting, 6 would schedule a follow-up 
meeting with Kevin; 7 would pursue a CREP signup to install conservation 
filter strips; 15 would pursue a WHIP signup to improve wildlife habitat; 8 
would explore other conservation practices appropriate for their land; and 
1 would look into the commercial forest act and conservancy option. Just 2 
people said they planned to do nothing regarding conservation at this time.

In the spirit of the coffee shop 
conversations, one participant 
wrote “The availability of an 
experienced individual to make 
suggestions, bounce ideas off, 
check things out for information, 
and provide information is very, 
very helpful.

The chart on the opposite page shows the steps involved in two campaigns by 
the Center for Absentee Landowners and Michigan Conservation Connect to 
create landowner awareness and follow-up actions to put more conservation 
on their land.

“The availability of an experienced 
individual to make suggestions, 
bounce ideas off, check things 
out for information, and provide 
information is very, very helpful.” 

-- Michigan Landowner

“Kevin has met with us. He was very easy to 
talk with and has a wealth of knowledge on 
conservation. There’s no charge for his service. 
The government CREP and WHIP programs 
he got us signed up for offered financial and 
technical help to plant beautiful wildflowers 
and native grasses near our farmstead that 
we enjoy every day!” said Robert and Carol 
Drinkwine in an endorsement letter. 

American Robin, Michigan State Bird
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barrIers to absentee landowner 
conservatIon actIons IdentIfIed

Outreach efforts seemed to be successful in raising both awareness and 
interest among landowners for natural resources care. Response numbers 
have been promising, and anecdotal comments from partners and 
landowners have been very encouraging. However, expectations for CREP 
signup and installation of other conservation practices were not met. The 
Center for Absentee Landowners attributes the lag in conservation action 
to several key barriers:

	 •	These	landowners	are	a	very	new	audience.	As	the	coffee	shop	meetings	
evaluation shows, most people report never working with a local 
conservation agency in the past. This outreach is likely the first time 
many of them have heard of or considered conservation on their land. 
Making a decision with such long-term implications requires a level of 
knowledge and trust that can’t be developed quickly.

	 •	 Building	to	action	takes	time.	Landowners,	
especially those landowners unfamiliar 
with conservation programs, need time to 
consider and commit. To an audience so 
new to Farm Bill programs, the 10 and 15 
year easements required for CREP filter 
strips or wetlands are serious commitments.

	 •	 Local	 partners	 in	 Arenac	 and	 Tuscola	
counties were unable to provide a 
mailing list sorted to landowners who 
own agricultural land along a stream 
or waterway. So mailings could not be 
targeted to potential CREP candidates. 
Instead, outreach was made to all out-
of-county landowners. As many as half 
of the landowners in this audience were 
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ineligible for the program opportunity 
being presented to them. In other 
words, many of the landowners 
who responded positively to direct 
marketing pieces later found out they 
were ineligible for CREP.

	 •	 “Lead	 nurturing”	 is	 EXTREMELY	
important. Much more so than 
previously anticipated, this group of 
landowners takes a great amount of 
follow-up and “lead nurturing” as 
coined by the sales and marketing 
industries. Building relationships, 
credibility, and trust with these 
landowners will be extremely 
important in converting their interest 
to conservation action. Unfortunately, 
it has been challenging for field offices 
to provide the necessary time and 
resources for this project. Even field 
office staff who have a high level of 
interest and support from state and 
regional level management for the 
project are unable to provide the 
consistent follow-up and customer 
service that is needed by these 
landowners.

lessons learned

Following up with interested landowners is 
integral to the success of outreach efforts. 
It was challenging for field offices to 
provide the necessary time and resources 
needed to nurture this new audience. In 
some cases, failure to follow up in a timely 
manner caused a loss of momentum and 
excitement that was initially present. It is 
important that all leads be nurtured, if the 
goal of program sign-up is expected to be 
met. Lead nurturing and follow up must 

be maintained as a priority to obtain the maximum success from your efforts.

There is still great opportunity for water quality improvement by working with 
absentee landowners. They own nearly half the agricultural land in the Great 
Lakes area, and remain a critical audience in resource management. And, the 
demographic survey results and outreach pilots have both shown that these 
landowners are interested in conserving natural resources on their land.

However, additional work is necessary to better understand the most efficient 
way to engage these landowners in conservation action. Work in this and other 
pilot projects shows the current technical assistance infrastructure provided 
through governmental agencies is inadequate to meet the needs of many absentee 
landowners.

The lack of ability in local conservation offices to reach out to absentee 
landowners, for time and resource reasons, lends more credibility to the idea of a 
local landowner advocate. This pilot showed the idea is promising, and time will 
tell if it can be refined and expanded. 

“Even field office staff who have a 
high level of interest and support from 
state and regional level management 
for the project are unable to provide 
the consistent follow-up and customer 
service that is needed by these 

landowners.”  
-- Center for Absentee Landowners

Case study – Michigan (continued)

Action: Signed up for CREP, in 
process, or installed buffers based 
on outreach.

Desire: In-person contact 
with conservationist.

Interest: Landowner 
requested more 
information in the 
form of a phone 
call or mailing.

Awareness: 
Received 
mail or 
phone 
calls.

Moving Up the AIDA Pyramid

1%
Action

8%
Desire

45%
Interest

95%
Awareness



Reaching Out tO absentee LandOwneRs 
in chiPPewa cOunty, wi

Sometimes an absentee landowner believes his land is being cared for as he 
wishes, but later discovers otherwise. Just ask Tom McCall*, who owns a 
farm in Chippewa County, WI.

Tom lives in Madison and rents his crop ground to a local farmer. Like 
many landlords, he left most land management decisions to the farmer and 
believed his land was being well-cared-for.

Through the absentee landowner outreach project, Tom received several 
mailings and phone calls, which prompted him to request an in-field 
meeting with local conservationists. He and his operator walked the farm 
with the local NRCS district conservationist and a conservation specialist 
from the county Land Conservation Department. What the landowner saw 
greatly disturbed him. 

“He was very frustrated with the condition of his land and things his tenant 
had not been doing,” reported Tammy Lindsay, district conservationist. 
“He is considering a contract to install maximum-width filter strips...People 
don’t take the time to walk their land or communicate with their operator.” 

Tammy reported this story following several mail and phone contacts to 
absentee landowners from the Center for Absentee Landowners. Landowners 
had received a newsletter promoting the use of filter strips and CREP on 
their land and were mailed a box of postcards highlighting the benefits 
of filter strips and encouraging them to contact their local conservation 
office. The mailings, followed by a personal phone call from the Center for 
Absentee Landowners, resulted in numerous landowners requesting more 
information.

DESIGNING aN outrEach campaIGN

Tom’s story illustrates the best possible response to educational outreach 
efforts – a personal meeting of the landowner and conservation specialist, 
either on the land or in the local office. 

“These landowners are not working the land or physically on it,” said Tammy. 

Case study – Chippewa County

“These landowners are not working the 
land or physically on it,” said Tammy. 
“They aren’t as aware of problems on 
their property. You have to grab them 

with another interest.”

*Real names have been changed.

These before-and-after photos were taken along Trout Creek in Chippewa County.
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Local Partners add extra 
Outreach effort

as local conservationists 

worked with the landowners who 

requested a visit, they initiated 

one further step of personalized 

outreach. the local nRcs and land 

conservation department pulled 

aerial maps of everyone on the 

mailing list and sorted them by 

likelihood of cReP eligibility. 

Of the 200 on the original list, 

they determined that 17 were 

very likely to be eligible for the 

program. they sent a personal 

letter to each of these top 17, 

along with an aerial map of their 

property with potential buffer areas 

highlighted. 



“They aren’t as aware of problems on their 
property. You have to grab them with another 
interest. They come in through a side door and 
learn about conservation. They take quite a bit 
more time when explaining conservation.” 

Local partners in Chippewa County, working 
with the Center for Absentee Landowners, 
mapped out an outreach campaign to a target 
group of 200 absentee landowners. The list of 
landowners was generated from the Chippewa 
County tax rolls. Landowners were sorted to 
those who owned agricultural land that had a 
stream or waterway running through it, and 
who had an out-of-county or out-of-state 
address. The list was then randomly cut to 200 
names for budgetary reasons.

Once the list was complete, the outreach 
campaign was designed. Keeping in mind that 

at least five contacts are generally 
required before a prospect takes 
action to make a purchase or 
adopt a new service, several steps 
were built into the first phase of 
the campaign: 

1. Distribute press release through local media announcing the beginning 
of outreach efforts to absentee landowners.

2. Phone each landowner asking them to watch their mail for a newsletter 
from the Center for Absentee Landowners. 

3. Mail four-page newsletter promoting conservation buffer strips, CREP, 
and a testimonial from a satisfied CREP client.

4. Personal phone call to those who responded to the newsletter with a 
request for more conservation information.

5. Mail four postcards and a packet of native prairie seed in a unique white 
box to reinforce the benefits of buffer strips.

. . . at least five contacts are 
generally required before a prospect 
takes action to make a purchase or 

adopt a new service . . .
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6. Collect all responses, either by phone or return postcard, and refer 
names to county conservation office. 

7. Mail personal thank-you card to landowners who responded to mailings 
and/or phone calls.

8. County partners initiated an extra effort to contact the “Top 17” list 
of landowners who had the highest likelihood of CREP eligibility (see 
accompanying box for details.)

This series of contacts generated more than a dozen productive phone 
calls and visits with landowners. Admittedly, many of those who expressed 
interest in conservation were ineligible for CREP, but contact with these 
landowners was valuable nonetheless.

Mike Dahlby, Chippewa County private lands specialist, was pleased with 
the overall response to the first phase of outreach.

“I anticipate that we reached some of the best land stewards in the county,” 
Mike said. “It has been my experience that many absentee landowners 
bought the land for its natural characteristics from someone who sold it for 
its value as a commodity. Many of these new landowners want to do what 
they can to protect the characteristics that drew them to the land in the first 
place.” 

SEcoND rouND of EDucatIoNal outrEach

Several months after the first round of mailings, a second outreach effort 
was conducted. Local partners and the Center for Absentee Landowners 
determined the best use of remaining resources was to expend the most 
effort on landowners with the greatest potential for CREP eligibility. In fact, 
one partner believed the mailing list should have been sorted tighter from 
the beginning, determining as closely as possible the candidates who were 
most likely eligible for the program.

“Materials were excellent,” said FSA 
Director Jeff Myers. “But they went 
to the wrong people. We need to 
target the most eligible.”

With that in mind, the list of 
landowners was sorted to separate 
those who were likely CREP eligible 
vs. those whose land was primarily 
wooded, making them ineligible for 
CREP. The woodlands group received 
a simple brochure promoting proper 
management of their land and contact 
information for the local forester. 

The group potentially eligible for 
CREP also received a brochure, this 
one promoting the benefits of buffer 
strips and CREP. This was followed 

by a letter suggesting they schedule an office visit or land walk with a local 
conservation official. This group also received a phone call attempting to 

schedule a personal one-on-one meeting in 
Chippewa County.

The final step of the second campaign was to 
mail requested information to landowners 
and follow up with those requesting one-on-
one assistance. Depending on their interests 
and land use, they received either a booklet 
containing general conservation contacts in the 
county, or a folder with specific CREP details.

Results of this second round of outreach were 
disappointing, with only a couple of meetings 
scheduled. By this time, local conservationists 
admit they had reduced their effort in reaching 
out to absentee landowners, since previous 
efforts had not resulted in any signed CREP 
contracts.

DISappoINtING rESultS, but 
StIll bENEfIcIal

“The landowners are slow at making a 
commitment,” said Mike Dahlby, the county’s 
private lands specialist. “We learned a great 
deal about the nature of absentee landowners 
in Chippewa County and the kind of land 
they’re buying here. It’s not well-suited for 
buffers. They’re interested in forestry.” 

Although CREP contracts did not materialize 
from outreach efforts, local partners did see 
benefit in the contacts they made with people 
who were not CREP eligible.

“Even though these landowners do not have 
eligible CREP land, it was a great opportunity 
to make contact with them to find out 
what they want to do with their land,” said 
Chippewa County Conservation Specialist Lisa 
Richardson. “After finding that out, we may be 
able to help them find the answers that they’re 
looking for, whether it’s different programs, 
conservation easements, different contacts, 
or just answers to general questions regarding 
management of their land.” 

“Even though these landowners do not 
have eligible CREP land, it was a great 
opportunity to make contact with them 
to find out what they want to do with 
their land,” said Chippewa County 
Conservation Specialist Lisa Richardson.

Case study – Chippewa County (continued)



What coulD bE DoNE 
DIffErENtly?

One crucial component of any outreach or 
educational effort is that local partners must 
be squarely behind the project. Without local 
support, all efforts are bound to fail.

In Chippewa County, representatives from 
the County Land Conservation Department, 
NRCS and FSA all were part of the planning 
process from day one. They helped sort the 
original contact lists to those with ag land 
intersected by a waterway. They offered 
suggestions and critique of outreach ideas. 
Initially, they followed up on every lead and 
kept good records of their contacts. The local 
representatives even shared and committed to 
their idea to prepare personalized letters with 
aerial maps for those deemed most likely to be 
eligible for CREP. 

But, as the process continued and no contracts 
were signed, local partners realized that 
working with absentee landowners was more 
difficult than expected. And, at that point, 
their priorities changed. Follow-up calls were 
not made to landowners who requested them. 

“In prioritizing things, we didn’t have time to chase people down who didn’t 
appear (CREP) eligible,” Mike said. “Since there were no contracts, it’s 
harder to maintain this as a priority.”

At the project’s conclusion, Chippewa County partners reported the 
following results:

	One landowner is expected to complete the process for CREP sign-up.

	One landowner is pursuing an EQIP (Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program) contract. 

	One landowner’s property was determined ineligible for CREP, but he 
was put in contact with the State Department of Natural Resources. He 
is now considering selling his land to a neighboring state park. 

	Several landowners whose land was wooded rather than agricultural 
visited with the local forester about conservation programs appropriate 
for their land.

In addition to these specific results, valuable contacts were made and seeds 
of interest in conservation were planted. (See AIDA pyramid below.) 

Tom McCall, the absentee landowner who learned that his tenant was not 
caring for his land as he hoped, would not have turned to conservation 
without the outreach efforts, according to the district conservationist.

“He is an example of a landowner who found out his tenants were not using 
conservation and now has a great interest in it,” Lindsay said. 

Photo by Robert Buman; Agren, Inc.
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Action: Signed up for CREP, in 
process, or installed buffers based 
on outreach.

Desire: In-person contact 
with conservationist.

Interest: Landowner 
requested more 
information in the 
form of a phone 
call or mailing.

Awareness: 
Received 
mail or 
phone 
calls.

Moving Up the AIDA Pyramid

2%
Action

11%
Desire

26%
Interest

99%
Awareness



Reaching Out tO absentee LandOwneRs 
in ManitOwOc cOunty, wi

Land conservation agencies in Manitowoc County did a great job getting 
farmers to install conservation buffers in the early years of Conservation 
Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP). But after the initial enthusiasm, 
thousands of acres remained that would benefit from buffers. What’s the 
best approach to reignite interest and get more CREP contracts in place?

One avenue that held promise was working with a group of landowners that 
often is overlooked in traditional conservation education efforts – absentee 
landowners. Manitowoc County conservation officials recognized there are 
many challenges to working with absentee landowners. Most obvious is 
their diversity – young and old, rural and urban, varying levels of income 
and education, and a wide range of knowledge or lack of knowledge about 
natural resources. There are also issues of finding current addresses and 
telephone numbers, and trying to determine what approach to natural 
resource conservation will strike an interest. 

Planners also knew 
many of the landowners 
on their mailing list 
lived within driving 
distance of the county 
and that they preferred 
to get information 
through direct mail or 
one-on-one meetings. 

Perhaps the strongest incentive for working with absentee landowners 
in Manitowoc County was the enthusiasm of the local NRCS District 
Conservationist, Matt Rataczak. He was instrumental in planning outreach 
approaches, was willing to follow up on any leads generated through the 
project, and was available to travel short distances to meet with landowners 
where it was most convenient for them. “I wanted to try something different.  
By that I mean seeing what our absentee landowners are interested in and 
how we can help them,” said Matt.

Case study – Manitowoc County, WI

“I wanted to try something 
different. By that I mean 
seeing what our absentee 
landowners are interested 
in and how we can help 

them,” said Matt Rataczak, 
District Conservationist, 

Manitowoc County, Wisconsin

Photo by Robert Buman; Agren, Inc.
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enthusiastic Proponents 
of buffers

although not technically an 
absentee landowner herself, cory 
Masiak typifies the role of many 
absentee landowners. Her mother 
still owns the family farm near Lake 
Michigan in Manitowoc county. cory 
lives and works about an hour away, 
in Milwaukee, and has helped her 
mother manage the farm for several 
years.

what’s typical about cory’s story 
is how she manages a farm she 
doesn’t live on. what is not typical 
about cory is her prior knowledge 
and interest in natural resource 
conservation. She had a long-time 
interest in “giving back”, and waited 
for the right time and program to 
install conservation on the Masiak 
farmland.

“i was always interested in doing 
something with conservation on the 
land,” cory said. i even contacted 
(conservation) people in Manitowoc 
about it at times; but, for whatever 
reason, it didn’t work out. suddenly, 
we got a mailing inquiring if we 
were interested in cRP or cReP. 
when i discovered we were eligible, 
i thought this was perfect. it worked 
out very well.” 

Cory and her mother enrolled 
21.5 acres of their farm in CREP, 
seeding a portion to prairie grasses 
and forbs and leaving the rest in 
existing alfalfa. cory visits the land 
frequently and takes an active role 
in managing the buffers, particularly 
weed control. A local farmer rents 
the rest of the farm and maintains 
the buffer. 

Cory and her mother are so 
supportive of cReP, they volunteered 
to host other landowners on a bus 
tour of buffer sites in the county. “I’m 
a great proponent of this program, 
and I hope more people sign on,” 
cory said.



CrEating an outrEaCh plan

The first step was to create a mailing list of absentee landowners. The first 
option was to use the FSA’s most current mailing list. However, this proved 
less than helpful, since addresses were not updated regularly and the list 
included only those landowners who already participated in government 
programs. A better source of landowner names was needed.

Fortunately, the Manitowoc County assessor’s office uses a GIS-based record 
system. By working with the assessor, a list was generated of 227 landowners 
who owned ag land in the county but did not live there, and whose land 
bordered a stream or waterway. This increased the likelihood that the farm 
might be a good candidate for conservation buffers and/or CREP.

A two-phased outreach campaign was planned to help landowners become 
aware of their conservation choices and ideally install some type of conservation. 
Phase I included a combination of direct mail, personal phone calls, and 
individual meetings in local coffee shops. Matt Rataczak agreed to schedule 
half-hour meetings one morning a week with landowners at coffee shops in the 
neighboring communities of Denmark, Brillion, and Elkhart Lake. 

A multi-step approach was used to entice landowners to meet with Matt 
one-on-one: 

	All landowners on the mailing list received a four-page color newsletter 
that introduced the concept of conservation buffers, explained CREP, 
and told them about the upcoming coffee shop meetings.

	Personal invitations were mailed to landowners asking them to call 
or return a postcard to reserve a half-hour coffee shop meeting with 
Matt. All attendees were offered a $25 gift certificate to a popular local 
restaurant.

	All landowners for whom we obtained phone numbers were called by a 
telemarketing company asking them to schedule a meeting time. With 
this call, information was also gathered such as land use, interests, and 
other pertinent information.

	Postcards confirming meeting times and places were mailed to everyone 
who scheduled a meeting, and they received a phone call reminder 
from Matt the day before their meeting.

	The Manitowoc page on the Center for Absentee Landowners 
website was updated and promoted for all internet users - www.
manitowocconservationconnect.org. The website explains conservation 
programs that are available to landowners in the county and offers 
a simple step-by-step decision guide to determine which are most 
appropriate for their land and interests.

Success of this process exceeded all expectations. When the first four mornings 
of coffee shop meetings filled up, three more days were added, giving Matt 
the opportunity to meet with several dozen individual landowners over a 
seven-week period. In a second newsletter prepared after the coffee shop 
meetings, Matt reported on his meetings with landowners: 

“We may not be getting a lot of buffers out of the project like we initially 
hoped, but we are making some great contacts and providing landowners 
with valuable information,” Matt said. “It was pretty apparent from the 

unDErstanDing thE auDiEnCE 
– absEntEE lanDownErs in 
manitowoC County 

Oftentimes, children or other family members 
become absentee landowners through 
inheritance. Absentee landowners also may 
have purchased their land for recreational 
or business interests, or may have once lived 
on it but now live a distance away. All fit the 
definition of an absentee landowner – they own 
agricultural land they don’t live on or operate.

In Wisconsin, more than a third of the state’s 
ag land is in the hands of absentee landowners. 
Fully 40% of all Wisconsin landowners are 
absentee. While some of them have knowledge 
and interest in natural resources conservation, 
a majority have virtually no understanding of 
conservation programs or practices. 

But that does not mean they are not interested. 

Based on a 2006 survey of 2000 landowners in 
three states of the Great Lakes region, soil/land, 
wildlife, and water are the topics that most 
interest absentee landowners. Conservation 
is a high priority for this group - much more 
so than making money - yet, they have little 
or no experience working with conservation 
programs or practices. 

In addition in Manitowoc County, the survey 
revealed 69% of absentee landowners rent or 
lease either some or all of their land to others 
to be farmed. While Manitowoc landowners 
indicated they left many of the land management 
decisions to their tenants, 83% indicated they 
feel comfortable encouraging their operators to 
use conservation practices on the land. 

All of this data suggests there is great potential 
for working with absentee landowners to 
increase natural resources conservation in 
Manitowoc County. The challenge is reaching 
the right audience with the right information 
at the right time. 

Conservation is a high priority for this 
group - much more so than making 
money - yet, they have little or no 

experience working with conservation 
programs or practices.

Case study – Manitowoc County, WI (continued)



beginning that maybe only one out of 
six people on average who attended the 
meetings might be eligible to receive 
assistance through CREP. Realizing this, 
I took the approach of just talking more 
about conservation in general, program 
and technical assistance mainly.”

“Interests of the landowners I visited with 
ranged from wetlands to stream bank erosion, woodland management, 
wildlife, and native grasses,” Matt said. During the meetings, he distributed 
packets of CREP information, if applicable, or a small general information 
booklet listing conservation agencies and organizations that work in 
Manitowoc County. Roughly half of those he met with had never worked 
with a conservation official before. 

survEying anD Evaluating rEsults

Prior to beginning the second phase of outreach efforts, all absentee 
landowners on the contact list were surveyed to gauge their satisfaction 
with the first educational campaign. Essentially, the survey revealed about 
a third of those responding already had conservation buffers on their land, 

“We may not be getting 
a lot of buffers out of the 
project like we initially 
hoped; but, we are making 
some great contacts and 
providing landowners with 

valuable information.”

but the campaign prompted another third to 
give serious consideration to installing them. 
A significant majority reported the mailings, 
coffee shop meetings, and phone calls increased 
their understanding of conservation buffers 
and CREP, but far fewer were motivated to 
actually install buffers or use CREP.

The primary lesson learned from the surveys 
was that the first phase of outreach did a 
good job of raising awareness and interest in 
conservation, but had little success in actually 
moving landowners to action. 

thE sEConD Campaign

Armed with this data, planners decided to target 
the second outreach campaign to landowners 
with the highest likelihood of being eligible for 
CREP. The highlight of the campaign was to be 
a bus tour of three CREP sites in the county. 
Landowners who were thought to be CREP 
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eligible, or whose status was unknown, 
were mailed a personal invitation card 
from Matt inviting them to the bus tour. 
This was followed a few days later with a 
four-page testimonial flyer featuring the 
three landowners with buffers featured on 
the tour. Personal phone calls were made 
to secure reservations to the bus tour. 

Unfortunately, only two landowners 
signed up for the tour, resulting in it 
being cancelled. During the phone calls, 
the primary reasons that were cited for 
not attending the bus tour were that 
landowners couldn’t attend (mainly due to 
work schedule) or that they were either not 
interested/not eligible for buffers.  

After the bus tour cancellation, Matt 
followed up with landowners who had 
questions or interest in natural resources 
but couldn’t attend a bus tour. He met 
one-on-one with some individuals and 
phoned others. 

what was lEarnED in 
manitowoC County?

Despite an enthusiastic, involved district 
conservationist, and consistent efforts to 
encourage program participation, outreach 
efforts did not achieve the desired results. 
The two targeted marketing campaigns 
were successful in making landowners 
aware of and interested in natural resource 
conservation. But it proved much more 
difficult to move them to implement 
conservation practices. (See AIDA pyramid 
to the right for specific results.) 

For landowners who had prior knowledge 
of conservation, the project served to 
reinforce their interest and encourage them 
to be sure they were using all appropriate 
measures. 

In the case of landowners who were new to 
the concept of conservation, however, it’s 

necessary to make repeated, consistent contacts to raise awareness and eventually 
motivate the landowners to action. Installing conservation is a major land-use 
decision, one that in most cases won’t be made lightly and without considerable 
effort on the part of the local conservation office. Local offices will likely struggle 
with finding the extra time and resources needed for successful outreach to 
absentee landowners. 

In spite of the difficulties of working with absentee landowners, much progress 
was made through the Manitowoc County project. 

The two-part outreach campaign ran over an 8-month period. At the end of this 
time, measurable results included: 

	Fully 96% of the landowners on the original contact list received mailings 
and phone calls to start them thinking about natural resources conservation.

	40% of those landowners were interested enough to call or return a 
postcard requesting a phone call or more information by mail. 

	36 landowners discussed their land with the district conservationist at 
individual coffee shop meetings.

	From the original list, 16% actually had some form of in-person contact 
with the district conservationist.

	One landowner proceeded with CREP sign-up. 

Outreach efforts in Manitowoc County also confirmed the importance of the 
involvement and full support of local agencies. Matt, the district conservationist, 
was fully engaged in the absentee landowner project, meeting people one-on-one 
and making countless phone calls. Without his involvement, much less would 
have been accomplished. “Many of the landowners now have a place to start 
looking when they have questions (about conservation), and they feel confident 
to do so,” Matt said. 

Action: Signed up for CREP, in 
process, or installed buffers based 
on outreach.

Desire: In-person contact 
with conservationist.

Interest: Landowner 
requested more 
information in the 
form of a phone 
call or mailing.

Awareness: 
Received 
mail or 
phone 
calls.

Moving Up the AIDA Pyramid

1%
Action

16%
Desire

40%
Interest

96%
Awareness

“Many of the landowners now have a 
place to start looking when they have 
questions (about conservation), and 

they feel confident to do so.”
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EDUCATIONAL OUTREACH TO ABSENTEE 
LANDOWNERS IN ORLEANS COUNTY, NY

Educational outreach efforts to absentee landowners in Orleans County, 
NY, were tailored to what those same landowners said they preferred – 
contact by direct mail. But it wasn’t enough. It was evident fairly early on 
that while relying on mailings alone was effective in making landowners 
aware of natural resources conservation, it takes more than direct mail to 
get them to act. 

First outreach relies on direct mail

When Orleans County landowners were asked how they preferred to receive 
information about their land, 71% of absentee landowners responding to 
a 2006 survey said direct mail was their first preference, followed by 57% 
preferring one-on-one consultations. 

Based on these responses, an outreach campaign was designed to encourage 
one-on-one meetings through a blitz of direct mailings. 39% of Orleans 
County absentee landowners also indicated a willingness to use computers 
and the Internet, so an e-mail option was included.

Prior to the mail blitz, landowners were phoned alerting them to the 
upcoming mailings, asking if we could include them in the mailing list, 
verifying address information, and obtaining email addresses. 

Beginning in March, about 150 absentee landowners received conservation 
information in their mailbox every two weeks for nearly three months. 
Each mailing encouraged landowners to respond by returning an enclosed 
postcard or calling the Center for Absentee Landowners toll-free hotline. 

Case study – Orleans County

*Real names have been changed.
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Valuable History Lesson

Imagine being the sixth 
generation to own a piece of land. 
If the land could talk, you would 
hear a valuable history lesson of 
the blood, sweat, and tears of your 
ancestry as they labored on the 
land. While Tim Simons cannot 
hear the land speak, he does fit in 
the category of a sixth generation 
landowner. He grew up on the farm 
and retained ownership of it, even 
though his career took him away 
from the farm. But, he has never 
lost his love for the land. Now, 
he has plans to move back to the 
family farm and build a house.

About 120 acres of land is 
rented out for farm ground. The 
remaining is composed of an 
abandoned orchard and a creek, 
lined with willow trees and brush, 
which runs through the farmable 
acres.

Tim first learned he might 
be eligible for the USDA-CREP 
program when he was contacted 
by Orleans Conservation Connect 
with information about natural 
resources options. He took 
advantage of the opportunity to 
learn more after he received his 
first newsletter. He asked to be put 
on the e-mail contact list, and also 
requested a folder of materials 
specific to CREP. 

Tim is working with local 
officials to find the best 
conservation options for his farm. 

“This is something that is 
very important to me,” Tim said. 
“When I get back to the land, it will 
become even more important.”



Colorful, fun, and creative mailings were used 
for this campaign:

1. Four-page, full-color “Benefits of Filter 
Strips on Your Land” newsletter introduced 
the concept of conservation filter strips, the 
Center for Absentee Landowners, and the 
Continuous Conservation Reserve Program 
(CCRP).

2. A small cardboard mailing box contained 
the first of four postcards hyping specific 
benefits of filter strips. The benefit to wildlife 
was illustrated with a small packet of native 
prairie seed, an example of the type of seed a 
landowner could use in a filter strip.

3. Two weeks later, chocolate candy coins 
wrapped in gold foil were mailed with a 
benefits postcard emphasizing that filter 
strips add value to the land. 

4. A third small white box was mailed next, containing cups filled with 
candy “dirt” and “worms” and a postcard that explored how filter strips 
make soil healthier and slow erosion. 

5. The final promotional mailing was a larger cardboard box holding a 
postcard explaining how filter strips benefit water quality. The featured 
item was a blue water bottle inscribed with the Orleans Conservation 
Connect logo. 

6. Twelve landowners who had requested conservation information via 
e-mail received the same benefit information electronically but did not 
get the promotional items (seed packet, chocolate coins, dirt cups, or 
water bottles).

7. The mail campaign concluded with a second four-page newsletter, this 
one highlighting a “success story” with one Orleans County landowner 
and more specifically promoting the use of CREP.

8. Immediately after the final mailing, the Center for Absentee Landowners 
(CAL) phoned all landowners confirming that they’d received the 
mailings and encouraging them to schedule a meeting with their local 
conservation officials.
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As a result of this blitz campaign, 12 landowners (7%) mailed back 
postcards asking for more detailed information about conservation. From 
the phone call, 36 landowners (22%) requested information by mail, and 
13 landowners (8%) requested a call.  Depending on their interests, they 
were either referred to the local conservation office, were mailed a packet of 
CREP information, or were mailed a booklet listing general conservation 
contacts.

how to increase response rate?

The series of mailings was successful in making landowners aware of natural 
resource conservation (87%), and also moved 28% of those to either request 
additional information via mail or a phone consultation. However, only two 
landowners actively began exploring filter strip implementation.

Faced with this disappointing response rate to the direct-mail campaign, 
organizers struggled with what changes would take landowners to action and 
actually installing conservation practices.

CAL had achieved some success on other projects by incorporating phone 
calls into outreach campaigns. So it was decided to supplement direct-mail 
efforts with a series of conference phone calls on the benefits of filter strips in 
Orleans County.

About a month after the second newsletter was mailed, landowners again 
heard from the center. This mailing invited them to participate in a series of 
four conference calls - billed as “conservation conversations” - promoting the 
same four benefits of filter strips. Each call was in the form of an interview 
between a representative of the center and a local conservation official. 

Landowners were invited to participate in the calls in one of two ways. They 
could dial into the call at the scheduled time. Or, they were contacted through 
a “blast dial” feature that dialed every landowner’s phone, giving them a chance 
to hang up or join the call. Postcards were mailed a week before each call with 
information about how to access the calls and the topic for the upcoming 
interview. 

Each conference call was recorded and posted 
on the Orleans Conservation Connect page of 
the CAL website (www.orleansconservation 
connect.org). This gave landowners a chance to 
listen to the conversations at their convenience, 
and also made the calls available to anyone else 
who accesses the website.  

During the four-call series, 9 landowners 
participated in the calls for all or part of the 
conversation. Another 7 listened to recordings 
after the live calls.

The final contact with landowners was a letter 
signed by the district manager of the Orleans 
Soil & Water Conservation District. In his 
letter, he encouraged landowners to contact 
him for individual conversations about their 
land, and also promoted the “conservation 
conversations” recordings on the website. The 
final letter generated five hits to the Orleans 
Conservation Connect web page.

personal calls add to the mix

Personal phone calls were a critical component 
of the Orleans outreach campaign, and 
became more important as it became apparent 
that direct mail alone was not achieving the 
desired results. As landowners requested more 
information or a one-on-one meeting, they 
were referred to the local conservation office. 
However, local officials indicated they wanted 
respondents pre-screened so they spent time 
talking only with landowners who had high 
potential for CREP eligibility. Since CAL 
believed it important that all landowners who 
requested calls receive one, they took it upon 
themselves to phone many landowners during 
the year-long outreach campaign.

In addition to these calls, a professional 
telemarketing firm was hired to phone 
landowners on three separate occasions. Each 
round of calls from the telemarketing firm had 
a different specific goal:

1. The first calls were made prior to the 
direct-mail campaign. They simply alerted 
landowners to watch their mailbox for 
upcoming mailings from the Center for 
Absentee Landowners. Photo by Stan Buman; Fenceline Photos
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2. The second round of calls was made 
immediately after the mail blitz 
(newsletter #1 and four mailed boxes). 
The goal was to confirm receipt of the 
mailings and to profile landowners so 
planners could better understand the 
group they were marketing to. Callers 
engaged landowners in conversation to 
determine how the land was currently 
used (crop, pasture, forest/timber, 
recreational), and what their primary 
natural resource interests were (soil, 
water, wildlife).

3. Late in the project, CAL hired the 
telemarketing firm to make one last 
series of calls. These targeted, in-
depth calls were made to gauge where 
landowners were in the decision-making 
process of installing conservation, 
and to determine the effectiveness of 
specific marketing techniques used in 
the county. Eleven Orleans County 
absentee landowners participated in the 
lengthy telephone interviews. Overall, 
the landowners remembered the 
dimensional mailings and commented 
that they got their attention and 
contained good information.  Phone 
calls were not recalled as easily.  Overall, 
Orleans landowners did not understand 
how the information related to them and 
their land and did not feel compelled to 
act on the information.

take-away lessons From orleans outreach
 
Several significant lessons were learned from absentee landowner outreach efforts 
in Orleans County: 

1. Direct-mail alone does not lead this group of non-traditional landowners to 
make a decision regarding natural resources. Change in behavior only occurs 
when supplemented by other educational efforts to move landowners to make 
a significant change in land use. 

2. Make a stronger and more specific offer and call to action to motivate 
landowners to go into the local conservation office. Through each mailing 
and phone call, landowners were encouraged to “request more information” 
by returning a postcard or calling the CAL hotline. But if the ultimate goal 
was to get them into a one-on-one meeting, that should have been stated 
more directly and repeatedly. 

3. Confirm the full commitment of the local natural resource experts before 
embarking on outreach to absentee landowners. Providing good information 
isn’t enough if it’s not supported by a personal contact, either by phone or face-
to-face meeting. It’s also imperative that follow-up be done timely, especially 
when follow-up is requested by the landowner. The old adage, “strike while 
the iron is hot” is absolutely true when working with landowners. If the 
message is effective in catching the landowner’s interest, it is imperative that 
this momentum be kept up to move to the next step of the process.

Photo by Stan Buman; Fenceline Photos
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Action: Signed up for CREP, in 
process, or installed buffers based 
on outreach.

Desire: In-person contact 
with conservationist.

Interest: Landowner 
requested more 
information in the 
form of a phone 
call or mailing.

Awareness: 
Received 
mail or 
phone 
calls.

Moving Up the AIDA Pyramid

1%
Action

3%
Desire

29%
Interest

87%
Awareness



Case study – Fire in the Loess Hills
Reaching Out tO absentee LandOwneRs 
in the LOess hiLLs, ia

The Loess Hills of western Iowa are unique to the planet. Nowhere else on earth 
can be found a land formation so truly unique in its creation and structure. 

The native prairies that once covered this one-of-a-kind region have nearly all 
been lost, both to introduced grasses and to encroachment of unwanted trees 
and other plant species. According to recent estimates, about 1,500 acres of 
grassland in the Loess Hills are lost to encroachment of woody species each year. 

Prior to settlement, prairie fires were the key to controlling woody vegetation 
and keeping the Loess Hills ecosystem “in check.” In recent decades, as fire has 
disappeared from the horizon, invasive woody vegetation such as eastern red 
cedar, sumac, and dogwood have been steadily taking over the Hills, choking 
out native plant communities, reducing wildlife habitat, and decreasing livestock 
grazing quality.   

Prescribed fire––the planned, controlled 
use of fire under specific conditions and 
boundaries––is promoted by scientists as 
a way to mimic nature to achieve healthy 
grasslands, but it is not widely accepted 
or used in the Loess Hills. The choice of 
whether to use prescribed fire lies with 
landowners in the area, where about 97 
percent of the land is privately owned.

Many of these private landowners are absentee landowners who do not live on 
the land they own. How could these landowners be reached, shown the benefits 
of prescribed fire, and encouraged to use it to improve the management of their 
grasslands?

Prescribed Fire education For Loess HiLLs 
absentee Landowners 

A REAP Conservation Education Program grant was awarded for a prescribed 
fire educational program directed at selected absentee landowners of the Loess 
Hills.  The project developed a list of 335 absentee owners of land within 12 
“Special Landscape Areas”. The special landscapes encompass approximately 
100,000 acres that string through the rugged western margins of the Loess Hills, 
along the Missouri River Valley. Here the loess is deepest, the topographic relief 
is greatest, and the Loess Hills are the highest and most articulated. 

The landowners involved in the project lived outside the county in which 
they owned land. This project, which tested methods of communicating with 
absentee owners, followed a yearlong prescribed fire educational project for 
those landowners who lived on the land they farmed in the Loess Hills. 

The project analyzed landowner participation and satisfaction, as well as 
their resulting actions from group meetings in metropolitan areas, group 

“We respect fire, but don’t fear it. 
Once you see a prairie before and 
after a burn, you’re convinced of 
the value of burning. You walk 
the land the year after a burn, 
and you see so many plants 
blooming.” Bill Zales, Westfield, 

Iowa, landowner

Photo by Robert Buman; Agren, Inc.
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prescribed fire professional.  80 landowners (about 57 percent) requested 
additional information through the phone call.  

Very few landowners responded with “I’m not interested” or hung up on 
the caller. The personality of the caller and interest shown in landowner 
needs were important in getting a good response. Personal phone calls were 
effective in part because they were 
prefaced by a series of other contacts.  
Many landowners indicated they 
recalled getting information in the 
mail from “Conservation Connect.” 

wHat tHe surveys sHowed

As the prescribed-fire education program for absentee landowners in the 
Loess Hills came to a close, both participants and non-participants were 
surveyed with questions about how they prefer to receive information, which 
outreach activities were most helpful, benefits gained through participation, 
and potential action that will be taken as a result of receiving conservation 
information. 

Surveys were mailed to Loess Hills absentee landowners in July 2007, 
followed by reminder postcards two weeks later. Of 281 surveys mailed, 92 
were to landowners who participated in at least one educational opportunity; 
29 were returned, a response rate of 32 percent. Landowners who did not 
participate in any of the available activities returned 51 of 189 surveys 
mailed, a response rate of 27 percent. 

teleconferences, direct mailings, telephone 
calls, prescribed fire toolkits, and on-site, one-
on-one consultations with specialists. 

A primary goal of the project was to better 
understand how people prefer to receive 
helpful conservation information.

teLePHone caLLs extremeLy 
eFFective

The initial methods of outreach -- group 
meetings in metropolitan areas and tele-
conference calls -- were much less successful 
than hoped. Only eight absentee landowners 
participated in the Sioux City meeting, 
and seven absentee landowners participated 
in the Omaha meeting. Seven individuals 
participated in the three conference calls, some 
in more than one, and another five accessed the 
conference call recordings. An additional seven 
owners requested further information by mail.  

A disappointing 35 landowners of 335 in the 
project (about 11%) participated in this stage 
of outreach.  Although the response rate was 
low, the series of introductory contacts was 
very important to the success of individual 
phone calls that would come later.     

Personal telephone calls or conservation 
“telemarketing” was undoubtedly the most 
effective marketing tool used in this project.  
Each absentee landowner who did not actively 
participate in an earlier stage of outreach was 
contacted via telephone to ask if they were 
interested in learning more about prescribed 
fire.  Each landowner on the list was called up 
to three times at different times of the day or 
evening until they were reached.  If they were 
not reached by the third call, a message was 
left with the toll-free Conservation Connect 
Hotline number.  

Notably, 141 landowners who did not 
participate in the earlier means of outreach 
were reached via telephone, and messages were 
left for an additional 64 landowners.   During 
this phone conversation, landowners were 
offered access to listen to recorded conference 
calls, Prescribed Fire Information Toolkits, 
and/or on-site consultations by a Loess Hills 

“I would be afraid of a controlled 
burn, because if they get out of 
hand, how would you stop it?” 
Loess Hills Absentee Landowner

Photo by Robert Buman; Agren, Inc.
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Participants were asked to rate the value of activities in which they 
participated. A high percentage of respondents––77%––found the personal 
phone calls somewhat or very helpful. The most beneficial component 
was the informational binders, cited by 89% of respondents as somewhat 
or very helpful. A little more than one third of respondents, 36%, rated 
the informational meetings helpful, while 22% benefited from the 
teleconferences. No one who responded to the survey took advantage of the 
opportunity for an on-site consultation.

resuLts oF tHe Project

The survey showed landowners felt they benefited from additional 
knowledge on burning, and gained confidence to conduct a burn on their 
land. Benefits perceived and actions taken include:

89% of absentee landowners benefited by an increased knowledge 
of prescribed fire and its benefits

56% of absentee landowners gained greater confidence to 
conduct a fire

50% of absentee landowners reported increased motivation to 
use prescribed fire on their land

33% of absentee landowners learned about available technical 
assistance and cost-share opportunities

60% of absentee landowners intend to conduct a fire on 1,860 
to 3,200 acres in the Loess Hills as a direct response to their 
participation in the Conservation Connect program

“I grew up living in the Hills, so I 
know about burning and other aspects. 
I appreciate your checking. I try to do 
any practice that will protect the hills 
and help wildlife.”  Loess Hills Absentee 

Landowner

 From an overall communications viewpoint, 
organizers of this project learned that 
well-planned telephone calls to potential 
conservation clients, properly prefaced with 
direct mailings of information materials, 
can be a very effective outreach method.

Photo by Stan Buman; Fenceline Photos
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Action: Plan to burn based on 
outreach.

Desire: In-person meeting.

Interest: Landowner 
requested more 
information.

Awareness: 
Received 
mail or 
phone 
calls.

Moving Up the AIDA Pyramid

4%
Action

6%
Desire

31%
Interest

97%
Awareness
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Campaign 1
Mailing list of
335 absentee
landowners
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flyer

promoting
meeting and
conference

calls

Small group
events (2)

Loess Hills, IA Outreach

Prescribed Fire Toolkit mailed

Access to conference call recordings

Conference call
events (3)

Satisfaction
Survey
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to  determine
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One-on-one meeting
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Survey
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