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MISSION: 

To preserve the island’s natural and scenic 

character and to enhance the quality of life for 

present and future generations 

 

VISION: 

A community where residents and visitors have 

access to parks, natural and wilderness areas 

and can experience the natural richness and 

wildlife of rare ecosystems, where people value 

the natural and scenic character of St. Simons 

and care deeply about the natural and cultural 

assets of the island, and where the SSLT’s 

work inspires a conservation ethic in present 

and future generations. 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The St. Simons Land Trust (SSLT) has spent the past 

twenty plus years protecting and preserving almost 1,200 

acres of property, constituting some ten percent of the 

island’s upland acreage.   This work has been a calling, 

indeed a mission, for the thousands of SSLT members 

and volunteers, hundreds of business and community 

partners, and the myriad generous private and public 

donors.  Several large tracts of land require active 

management, as they serve as essential recreation, 

education, and research sites for residents and visitors 

alike.  All the properties serve to amplify the scenic 

beauty of the island and protect against over-

development while providing habitat for birds, wildlife, 

and native species.  The past and current Board of 

Directors and the many staff who have dedicated 

themselves to the organization’s success should be 

rightly proud.  Yet, the SSLT has never been one to 

trumpet success or take a rest.  

 

 

Having marked its 20th Anniversary, the Board of Directors, and staff of the SSLT knew it was 

important to thoughtfully consider the next steps. To do so, the Board of Directors embarked on a 

six-month strategic planning process which has resulted in this plan to guide the organization’s 

efforts from 2022 through 2026.  Through the process, the Board used input and experiences 

from members and partners.  Ideas and examples were gleaned from peer organizations and expert 

advisors.  Staff and Board Members shared perspectives through a confidential survey instrument 

gauging organizational characteristics and Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Challenges 

(SWOC).   Over the last decade, the Land Trust has significantly expanded its property holdings 

and also its scope and reach with new programs and services at these sites.  The outstanding 

quality of the organization has been recognized through national accreditation.    

 

Looking ahead, the SSLT now seeks to maintain its respected stature and grow its conservation 

portfolio.  Stewardship, sustainability, and community enhancement are at the core of the Land 

Trust’s mission and goals – to ensure the long-term preservation of St. Simons Island’s natural and 

scenic character and to enhance the quality of life for present and future generations. 

While the beauty and charm of St. Simons 

Island is undeniable, it and all other barrier 

islands serve an extremely important 

purpose in the environment. Barrier islands 

act as a buffer against storm surges, are a 

home to many endangered, threatened, and 

protected species, improve water quality and 

minimize erosion. Keeping these islands in 

pristine condition is vital to the health and 

resilience of the Georgia coast. Although 

barrier islands such as St. Simons are 

effective at absorbing wind and wave energy 

from storms, they are also very fragile 

ecosystems that are constantly changing.  

We at the St. Simons Land Trust feel as 

though it is our responsibility to protect and 

preserve these areas, with the help of our 

wonderful community members, so that our 

coastlines remain strong, beautiful, and 

habitable for future generations. 
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Through its planning process, the SSLT identified six overarching goals, organized into three 

mission-centric focal areas.  Within each of the focal areas are detailed the Board’s goals and, as 

described in later pages, its primary objectives.  During the next five years, the Land Trust will 

concentrate its work on:  

 

• CONTINUING STRATEGIC ACQUISITION 

• EXPANDING INNOVATIVE APPROACHES TO CONSERVATION 

Conserving and protecting the natural and scenic character of St. Simons Island through strategic 

acquisitions of properties, while simultaneously engaging new partners and tactics to promote 

innovative types of conservation opportunities.  

 

• EMPHASIZING STEWARDSHIP  

• PROMOTING CONSERVATION-BASED LAND USE AND MANAGEMENT  

Protecting and managing its significant property holdings while finding meaningful and sustainable 

ways to expand appropriate education and programming on its actively managed, public parcels. 

 

• EMBRACING ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

• ENSURING OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE 

Continuing to expand the skills, competencies, and impact of all aspects of the organization, and 

maintaining unparalleled standards of excellence - in personnel, preservation, land management, 

and programming.   

 

The pages which follow recognize the Board and staff who steered this process, all-too-briefly 

chronicle the extraordinary history of the Land Trust, describe the strategic planning process, and 

detail the five-year goals and objectives for the organization.  Following the plan’s adoption, the 

staff begins their work in earnest to set forth timelines and resource expectations and to establish 

measures to benchmark performance.  The Board of Directors is prepared to fully embrace its 

governance and fiduciary roles and responsibilities - to steer, support, assess, and amplify the 

impressive work of the St. Simons Land Trust as it successfully achieves its ambitious future goals.   
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2. BOARD MEMBERS, EXECUTIVE STAFF 

Susan Shipman, Chair 

Greer Brown, Vice Chair 

Deb Luginbuhl, Secretary 

Jay Buchert, Treasurer 

 

Jim Barger 

Dialo Cartwright 

Nancy Dorn 

Georgia Golden 

Valerie Hepburn 

Mary Jenrette 

Bill Jones 

Russ Mentzer 

Frank Mitchell 

Patrick Parker 

Tom Regan 

Scott Steilen 

David Wright 

 

Emily Ellison, Executive Director 

Sue Tuttle, Finance, Operations & Stewardship Director 

Stephanie Knox, Cannon's Point Preserve Manager 
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3. BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION 

The St. Simons Land Trust (SSLT) was founded in 2000, with a goal of protecting the natural and 

human environment of this beautiful, iconic barrier island off the Georgia coast. Like so many 

coastal areas, St. Simons began experiencing a population boom in the 1990s – and the growth 

and interest in development of residential and commercial properties has continued in earnest.  

Recognizing that the uniqueness of St. Simons would continue to attract new residents and thus 

be heavily impacted by development, the Land Trust was 

born. SSLT has become a community institution entrusted 

with an extraordinary responsibility: to protect the island’s 

scenic and historic treasures and to preserve the beauty and 

charm of the island for generations to come.  

Over two decades with resolute focus, the Land Trust has 

preserved nearly 1,100 acres through fee simple acquisitions, with 

another 137 acres protected in five separate conservation 

easements. Total land assets of the more than 1,200 acres held in 

trust are approximately $55,000,000.  The first parcel of land 

protected was the Gilbert property on Frederica Road, now the site 

of the popular John Gilbert Nature Trail which opened to the public 

in 2006.  In addition to securing and preserving many smaller, 

important iconic properties on the island, SSLT has added several 

large, publicly accessible preserves, Cannon’s Point and Guale, which have considerable 

environmental, educational, historic, and research significance. 

The success of the Land Trust can be directly linked to its strong membership base of more than 

1,200 households along with a core group of over 350 Live Oak Society members who contribute 

$1,000 or more annually and nearly 30 Benefactors who contribute more than $10,000 each year 

to help the Land Trust achieve its mission. Annual business sponsorships, coupled with “Pennies 

for Preservation” involving lodging, restaurant, and tourism-related businesses, supplement the 

income base for the Land Trust to operate and undertake conservation projects. Special events, like 

the much-beloved annual Oyster Roast which now attracts capacity crowds, serve to support both 

friend-raising and fundraising. The Land Trust has been able to leverage 

donor contributions effectively by taking advantage of an array of 

federal, state and county funds to help complete conservation 

transactions.  As property holdings and uses have grown, support for 

operations and stewardship of land holdings has necessitated greater 

portions of the SSLT annual budget.  

The legacy of the Land Trust founders 

with their foresight on the importance of 

saving the island is unique and special. 
Board Member 

We are working toward a 

common cause and 

engaging stewardship in 

our community. 
Board Member 
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The St. Simons Land Trust was first accredited by the Accreditation 

Commission of the Land Trust Alliance in 2015 and its accreditation was 

recently renewed, a process that takes place every five years. Accreditation is 

awarded to land trusts that meet the highest national standards for 

excellence and conservation permanence.  SSLT is one of only seven 

accredited Land Trusts in Georgia.  

Like other land trusts across the country, the SSLT works with willing 

property owners to preserve their land using tools that include conservation easements, donations 

of land, and outright purchases of land through tax advantaged sales. The Land Trust has been 

guided in its work by regularly updated strategic plans focused on land conservation, stewardship, 

and management which establish priority areas for the organization’s work, fundraising, and 

investment.  Governed by a self-perpetuating, voluntary Board of Directors, SSLT approaches its 

work on behalf of the island and its residents with respect, resolve, and responsibility.  
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4. OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS 

After twenty years of incredibly successful preservation and protection initiatives, the SSLT Board 

of Directors sought to ensure a planful and equally ambitious approach to its next five years of 

work.  Given the challenges of a two-year long health pandemic and the rapidly changing forces 

impacting land availability and conservation management, the Board of Directors and the Executive 

Director mapped out a pathway for information gathering, environmental scanning, and Board 

engagement with the goal of adopting a new strategic plan at the first Board meeting of the 2022 

calendar year. 

 

During 2021, Board members and staff explored and discussed future opportunities for the SSLT 

and considered model practices from other land trusts and non-profit organizations.  The 

information and comparative perspectives from these reviews provided insight on emerging trends 

and shared challenges for land trusts across the country and complementary organizations in the 

community.  The Acquisitions and Stewardship committees continued their environmental scanning 

efforts and provided context and perspectives on emerging opportunities and ongoing challenges 

to both new land purchases as well as existing property management. 

 

In late summer, a survey instrument was distributed to all governing Board members and staff 

designed to collect anonymously their perspectives on the Land Trust’s unique attributes as well as 

its Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Challenges (SWOC) to address in the coming years.   

Armed with considerable quantitative and qualitative data and an assessment of its recent 

accomplishments and ongoing challenges, the Board of Directors convened for a half-day 

Strategic Planning Retreat in November 2021.   The day resulted in a set of prioritized goals and 

desired objectives.   An initial document draft was developed and refined in consultation with the 

Executive Committee and the retreat participants.  During December, the full Board reviewed and 

provided input on the proposed draft of key goals and strategic imperatives. 

 

At its February 2022 meeting, the Board of Directors provided final editorial suggestions and 

formally acted to adopt its Strategic Plan, 2022-2026.  The pages which follow detail the goals 

embraced by the Board for the St. Simons Land Trust for the next five years. 
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5. GOALS AND STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 

• CONTINUING STRATEGIC ACQUISITION 

• EXPANDING INNOVATIVE APPROACHES TO CONSERVATION 
From its inception and at its core, the SSLT conserves and protects the natural and scenic character of St. 

Simons Island through strategic acquisitions of properties which meet stewardship criteria.  As appropriate 

land purchase options diminish, SSLT must engage new partners and new strategies to promote conservation 

opportunities across the island.   

 

• Successfully complete the Canopy Campaign, securing the purchase of two of the last large 

tracts of undeveloped land on St. Simons Island and bringing the land holdings, including 

conservation easements, of the SSLT to some 1,200 acres.  

• Using the Stewardship Matrix, identify and prioritize properties desirable – and necessary – 

for acquisition over the next decade, whenever possible secure SSLT standing and flexibility 

through rights of first refusal or other binding approaches. 

• Continue focused fundraising, and community-wide programming (e.g., Pennies for 

Preservation) to secure discretionary resources which allow for rapid, opportunistic 

acquisition for properties or situations which merit immediate Land Trust action. 

• Develop and nurture conservation partnerships which 

provide businesses, neighborhoods, and local 

institutions with the expertise and support to acquire 

and steward property and protective buffers (e.g., 

properties-to-parks strategy). 

• Undertake a focused effort to expand the SSLT’s 

expertise and involvement in conservation-without-

acquisition. 

o Develop internal expertise through specialized training and utilize external expertise 

when appropriate. 

o Develop materials, provide expertise and work with developers, realtors, and 

landowners to promote their own use of conservation easements across the island. 

o Pilot one Conservation Development on the island with a willing conservation 

partner which could serve as a model for replication. 

o Work with public and private sector partners to promote implementation of existing 

model ordinances, planning, and development practices. 

o When requested, provide expertise and support to public and private organizations 

seeking to promote smart growth principles, develop conservation goals, decrease 

density, and protect quality of life. 

SSLT should continue to expand 

outreach and education, along with 

partnerships across the community.  

We need to expand our work in 

“conservation without acquisition.” 
Board Members 
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o Expand partnerships with businesses, non-profits (e.g., GIFT, Coastal Wildscapes, 

Georgia-Alabama Land Trust, TNC, etc.), and civic organizations to improve the built 

environment and promote sustained land conservation strategies across St. Simons 

Island and adjacent communities. 

o Divest of parcels more appropriately held by conservation partners. 

 

 

• EMPHASIZING STEWARDSHIP 

• PROMOTING CONSERVATION-BASED LAND USE AND MANAGEMENT 
Protecting and managing nearly 1200 acres of property requires considerable resources, both financial and 

human.  The SSLT recognizes that it must continue to invest in the care and stewardship of the properties it 

owns.  Moreover, to fulfill its mission to enhance the quality of life for present and future generations, SSLT 

seeks the capacity to expand appropriate education and programming on its actively managed, public 

properties. 

 

• Adhere to the Land Trust Alliance formula to set-aside an average of 20% of land purchase 

value for maintenance and management based on the needs of the given property. 

• While acknowledging that funding for acquisition and management of properties remains 

the priority, fully recognize and embrace the important roles of visitation, education, 

programming, research, and recreation on the large preserves which have been acquired 

with significant public and private investment. To do so requires fundraising, dedicated 

resources, and new development efforts which unabashedly highlight the public use of 

certain preserved land. 

• Working with the Finance Committee, develop and implement a five-year plan to gradually 

move greater percentages of annual funding into land use and management. 

• Identify key partners (e.g., DNR, TNC, educational institutions, community groups, history 

organizations, etc.) which can provide expertise and content support in research, education, 

and programming.  Continue expanding the focus of education and programming to 

encompass the history, culture, and diversity of St. Simons Island and the SSLT parcels.  As 

appropriate, ensure all field research which is taking place on the properties is showcased 

annually in a public forum or symposium. 

• Building upon the success of Passport to Preservation, launch a dedicated initiative to focus 

on programming for youth and families.  With Board champions 

and community partners, seek to raise funding to secure 

education expertise to put together modules and activities which 

address curriculum needs and advance conservation goals.  

Work with the various school systems to institute annual field 

trips for certain classes. 

Public accessibility to the 

properties and education 

are key to the SSLT’s future 

and sustainability. 
Board Member 
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• Explore opportunities for large tracts, specifically Cannon’s Point Preserve and Guale 

Preserve, to participate in mitigation banks and/or the voluntary “retail” market for carbon 

offsets, as a means to provide continuing resources for land use and maintenance. 

  

• EMBRACING ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

• ENSURING OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE 
The SSLT has a respected and cherished brand across the community and throughout the region.  Its history, 

growth and two decades of outstanding conservation and stewardship have ensured that members and 

funding partners are proud and loyal in affiliation and support.  The Board of Directors recognizes that the 

trust and respect of members, donors, and partners is 

foundational to the organization’s future.  To that end, SSLT 

pledges itself to maintaining and advancing its organizational 

effectiveness – both within the Board and across the staff.  

Moreover, the SSLT pledges to continue its operational excellence 

through wise and ethical stewardship of its significant natural, 

human, and financial resources. 

 

• Utilize the following strategies to ensure optimal staffing and Board Governance: 

o Celebrate the extraordinary talents and capabilities of the current staff but recognize 

that the scope and breadth of the organization requires greater staffing.  At 

minimum, resources need to be allocated to hire a development director and land 

management staff.  Future efforts to expand programming and innovative 

conservation strategies (e.g., easements, mitigation banking) will require more 

expertise and capacity. 

o Align staffing needs with programmatic needs to achieve strategic goals. 

o Institute an annual evaluation process for the Executive Director, which occurs at the 

close of each fiscal year and in which all Board members participate. 

o Recognize the need for and engage in succession planning for key staff and Board 

members. 

o Structure opportunities for all Board members to feel knowledgeable and be involved 

in decision-making. 

o Ensure all Board members are assigned to and actively involved in committee work 

and other service opportunities that will utilize the talent and reasoning associated 

with their election to the Board.  Engagement and participation should top priorities 

when “on-boarding” new Board members. 

o Provide adequate opportunities throughout the year for Board members, and 

occasionally their families, to learn about each other’s backgrounds and experiences 

and to spend time together socially. 

This organization is made up of 

incredibly hard-working and motivated 

individuals.  We have skilled and 

dedicated employees, an engaged Board 

of Directors, loyal members, and 

talented volunteers. 
Board Members 
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o Acknowledge the challenge with member age and diversity on a donor-centered, 

volunteer board and cultivate alternative pathways to bring voice and perspective. 

o Consider the skills, experience, and commitment required for a governing board of a 

conservation non-profit with significant assets and annual operations/budget and 

make realignments, as necessary.   

o If appropriate and desired, convene an affinity group with a focus on volunteerism 

and friend- and fund-raising. 

• Undertake a focused, long-term recruitment process 

to bring the many new island residents into the 

organization.  Programming opportunities become a 

major selling point for younger families moving into 

the community. 

• Gradually ramp up outreach and public information efforts, to include public speaking, social 

media, expanded business partners, and marketing initiatives to keep the SSLT in the hearts 

and minds of the community. 

• Once a development director is on board, move forward with increasing membership in The 

Legacy Society via a targeted planned giving campaign focused on the SSLT’s long-term and 

most loyal donors.  

• Maintain accreditation and continue implementing and building upon Land Trust Alliance 

standards and best practices. 

We have great opportunities to engage 

new residents and more diverse 

members. 
Board Member 
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6. IMPLEMENTATION AND CHARGE 

The Board of Directors has set aggressive, but achievable, goals for the coming five years.  The 

staff are enthusiastic and prepared to translate these goals and strategic imperatives into an 

operational roadmap which will guide the journey.  Board Members will support and nurture that 

work, yet they recognize the need to empower the Executive Director and her staff to attach 

details and resources to each objective.   

 

As such, the Board and the Executive Director have agreed: 

 

• Following adoption of the Strategic Plan, the Executive Director is charged with working with 

staff to develop a five-year implementation plan to include Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 

and a regular reporting and benchmarking process with the Board. 

• To ensure that the Strategic Plan drives the Board’s work for the coming five years, meeting 

agendas and work items should be linked, wherever possible, directly to one or more goals and 

strategic objectives. 

• To steer and support the Executive Director in successfully leading this implementation, during 

2022, the Chair and Officers working in concert with the full Board will initiate an annual 

performance review process in which tasks and progress are clearly stated and agreed upon. 

 

The Board of Directors proudly shares this 2022-2026 Strategic Plan, seeking to foster the 

engagement, advisement, ongoing support, and investment from its many stakeholders.  The St. 

Simons Land Trust entered this planning process with an exceptional record of accomplishments 

and in a position of strength – both financially and operationally.  Staff are talented, highly 

qualified, and deeply committed to their work.   The goals and strategic objectives set forth herein 

are designed to build on the Land Trust’s firm foundation, continuing to strengthen and expand the 

organization’s missions in conservation, management, and education well into the future.


