
 

SECOND HELPINGS: GROWING STRONGER COMMUNITIES SESSION TAKEAWAYS 

 

Opening New Ground: Access, Ownership and Creative Growing Spaces 

Speakers  

• Leigh Ann Hammerbacher, Triangle Land Conservancy (NC)  
• Heather Szaro, Triangle Land Conservancy (NC)  
• Kierra Hyman, Triangle Land Conservancy (NC)  
• Amy Ballard, City of Raleigh Parks, Recreation and Cultural Resources (NC) 

Overview 

This session explored innovative approaches to land access for farming, featuring three 
case studies from Triangle Land Conservancy (TLC) and City of Raleigh that range from 
community gardens to large-scale farm programs. Presenters demonstrated how creative 
partnerships, flexible land arrangements, and strategic use of conservation tools can 
overcome barriers to farming—particularly for historically marginalized communities. 

Main Themes and Strategies 

Meeting Farmers Where They Are: A Spectrum of Land Access Models 

Successful land access programs offer multiple entry points based on farmers' 
experience, resources, and readiness: 

• Community Gardens (City of Raleigh): Amy Ballard manages two community 
garden sites with raised beds on a $4,000 annual budget per garden, providing the 
smallest-scale entry point for urban residents. 

• Incubator Farms (Williamson Preserve): Heather Szaro oversees 120 acres 
supporting five beginning farmers at $43/acre annually. Farmers can work off costs 



through volunteer labor, and the program includes shared tractors and equipment 
to reduce startup barriers. 

• Ownership Pathways (Good Ground Initiative): Kierra Hyman's program uses 
conservation easements to reduce land costs, making ownership accessible to 
farmers who couldn't otherwise afford property in rapidly developing areas. 

Presenters noted, "not everybody is ready to purchase land and own it...not everyone's 
ready to manage [even] five acres." This spectrum allows farmers to progress as their skills 
and resources grow. 

Conservation Tools Can Create Affordability 

The Good Ground Initiative demonstrates an innovative application of conservation 
easements: 

• TLC purchases land, then places a conservation easement restricting development 
rights 

• This dramatically reduces market value (example: a $500,000 property with a 
$250,000 easement value sells for $250,000) 

• Buyers gain affordable land ownership while the property remains permanently 
protected for agriculture   

• The approach "switches around the order" of typical conservation projects, using 
easements as an affordability tool rather than just a preservation mechanism 

The Real Cost is Surprisingly Modest 

A critical insight for communities considering similar programs: 

• City of Raleigh's community gardens operate on roughly $4,000 per garden annually 
from an $80 million parks budget—a tiny fraction even smaller municipalities could 
match or organizations could fundraise for. 

• Williamson Preserve's operating costs run under $20,000 annually (mostly tractor 
repairs), though initial county funding of $40,000 helped establish the program 

Location Matters As Much As Land Availability 

Heather Szaro acknowledged: "I have a problem finding farmers, frankly." Despite offering 
120 acres at $43/acre, recruitment in Johnston County (east of Raleigh) remains difficult. 
She suggested land "smack dab in the middle of Chapel Hill and Durham" wouldn't have 
this problem. Proximity to farmer networks and markets affects program viability as much 
as land availability itself. 

 



Building Trust Takes Time—And It's Essential 

Presenters emphasized recruitment isn't an "if-you-build-it-they-will-come situation," 
especially with historically underserved communities. Marginalized farming communities 
are "inherently distrustful of organizations that are often white led". Success requires: 

• Years of relationship-building before programs gain traction 
• Connections through trusted institutions like local churches (Williamson worked 

with a local church whose members served on advisory boards for 20+ years) 
• Farmer-led outreach through advisory committees with direct community 

connections 
• Starting small (like backyard raised bed workshops) before scaling up 

Creative Local Funding Can Replace Federal Sources 

Wake County created an innovative funding mechanism through "rollback taxes": 

• When farmland enrolled in present use valuation (reduced agricultural tax rates) is 
sold for development, owners must pay three years of back taxes 

• Wake County directs these collections to farmland preservation 
• This generated $4 million in one year, funding the first two Good Ground projects 

Acknowledge and Address Historical Inequities 

Kierra emphasized examining "who are the people in the communities that we've worked 
with" over TLC's 43-year history versus "who are the people that we're missing out on." This 
included: 

• Researching the people history of TLC's own properties (like Fort Grove Nature 
Preserve, located on what was one of the Southeast's largest plantations with 
nearly 1,000 enslaved people) 

• Recognizing that conservation easement benefits have historically accrued to 
landowners, excluding communities lacking ownership 

• Designing programs to create ownership opportunities, not just access, so 
historically underserved farmers can benefit from conservation financially and build 
generational wealth 

Implementation Insights 

What Works in Recruiting Farmers: 

• Community-driven events and workshops 
• Presentations at farming conferences and organizations 



• Partnerships with soil and water conservation districts, cooperative extension 
programs, and food hubs 

• Starting with accessible entry points before farm leases 
• Word-of-mouth through trusted community members 

Essential Partnerships: 

• Local churches and community organizations 
• County soil and water conservation districts 
• Cooperative extension services 
• Food justice and farming advocacy organizations 
• Parks departments for urban gardens 

When Government Support Matters: 

An attendee asked if projects could work without supportive local government, noting their 
county used zoning and bureaucratic delays to block initiatives. The panel acknowledged 
this is challenging but pointed to examples like Interfaith Food Shuttle producing 50,000 
pounds of food annually through non-governmental partnerships. However, they 
emphasized that farmer advocates calling commissioners directly about farmland loss has 
been their "best strategy" for advocacy as agriculture crosses political aisles. 

The Dropout Reality: 

Heather noted that incubator programs face "a big dropout rate" among beginning 
farmers—it's "just par for the course." However, Williamson's 30-day exit flexibility reduces 
risk while the program's low barrier allows for natural turnover. 

 


