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Dear Survey Respondents, 

 

I would like to express my gratitude for your time in responding to my 

survey. Thank you for taking an interest in this research project and for 

sharing your opinions. I am conducting this project as part of my thesis, 

thus I am personally grateful to you in helping me towards my goal of 

obtaining a graduate degree.  

 

As of November 1, 2015, I received 257 responses both through the mail 

and online. Each and every one of these responses is important in helping 

me to address the research objectives of my project. I valued the 

experience of reading through each response and entering the data as it 

provided an opportunity to connect with the respondent. I appreciated the 

opportunity to learn about each unique perspective. 

 

In order to maintain confidentiality, the report that follows is a preliminary 

data summary of your responses. Although this report may not present 

each individual and unique story, it does weave together a larger 

perspective composed of many different landowners.  

 

I am extremely grateful to you for participating in this survey. The survey 

was lengthy and detailed, and I sincerely appreciate you taking the time to 

share your perspective. I hope the following report will be interesting to 

you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Ashley Vizek 
M.S. Graduate Student 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 

Private land provides valuable ecological and cultural resources 

while also supplying open space and scenic views. Unfortunately, private 

land is vulnerable to development and subdivision, presenting a need to 

conserve our remaining private lands. Conservation easements (CEs) 

emerged in the 1980s as a popular approach to private land conservation. 

A CE is a legal agreement between a landowner and an eligible 

organization, such as a land trust or government agency. This agreement is 

tailored to meet both the goals of the conservation organization and the 

landowner. CEs are powerful voluntary conservation tools that allow land to 

remain in private ownership. CEs, and private land conservation in general, 

are dependent on the decisions of private landowners; therefore, it is 

necessary to gain a better understanding of the factors impacting a 

landownerôs decision to place a CE on their property.  

My thesis research at Portland State University explores 

landownersô perceptions of CEs focusing on how information, attitudes, 

social interactions and place connections influence private land 

conservation actions. In order to address these questions, I distributed a 

questionnaire to private landowners in the Whychus Creek Watershed 

(Deschutes County, Oregon) during the summer of 2015. The questionnaire 

asked about landownersô interest in conserving the natural qualities of their 

land through the use of CEs and select land management practices.  

As of November 1, 2015 I received 257 responses, yielding a 

response rate of 41%. Survey respondents were older than 50 years of age 

and, in comparison to the general population, had a higher level of 

education and above-average income. Most survey respondents specified 

that they use their property as a primary residence and live on their 

property more than nine months out the year. There was a wide range of 

property sizes ranging from less than one acre to greater than 2,000 acres. 

The report that follows summarizes the survey responses from this sample 

of landowners.  

Additionally, this report includes an exploration of the differences 

between respondents who were likely, unlikely or unsure about placing a 

CE on their property1. Survey respondents who said they were Likely or 

Very Likely formed the Yes Group (n=43), those that said Neither Likely nor 

Unlikely formed the Maybe Group (n=95) and those that said Unlikely or 

Very Unlikely formed the No Group (n=119).  

 

 

1Respondents were categorized into three groups based on their response to  
Q13 of the surveyðIn general, how likely or unlikely would you be to place a 
conservation easement on your property?   
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Key Findings  

Place Connections |  When asked about how they connected to the 

Whychus Creek Watershed, more respondents had a positive connection 

than a negative connection. Respondents reported a high emotional 

connection to the Watershed as well as high self-identification to the 

Watershed. Conversely, respondents reported a lower level of behavioral 

dependence on the Watershed. Respondents in the Yes Group were more 

positively connected to the Watershed than respondents in the No and 

Maybe Groups. Consistent with past research, this suggests that there may 

be a link between sense of place and likelihood of adopting a CE (Cross et 

al. 2011, Vaske and Kobrin 2010). Respondents also had a positive 

connection to their social community in the Whychus Creek Watershed. 

They reported high levels of membership and emotional connection to their 

community, but reported much lower levels of having an influence in their 

community.  

Awareness of CEs  | Survey respondents were moderately aware of CEs; 

over 60% of respondents said they knew at least a little about CEs. 

Respondents in the Yes Group showed the highest levels of awareness, 

whereas the Maybe Group showed the lowest levels of awareness. 

Awareness of CEs may be a limiting factor for landowners in the Maybe 

Group.  

Beliefs about CEs and Attitudes towards CEs  | In general, survey 

respondents held positive beliefs about the characteristics of CEs. 

However, the majority of respondents were unsure if CEs provide adequate 

financial incentives. Most survey respondents expressed neutral attitudes 

towards CEs. The Yes Group held the most positive attitudes towards CEs, 

while the No Group held the most negative attitudes.  

Information Sources  | The top five sources that respondents received 

land management information from included 1) land trusts, 2) government 

agencies, 3) neighbors, 4) environmental organizations and 5) soil and 

water conservation districts. Landowners were also asked how much they 

trusted land management information from these various institutions and 

individuals. The top five highly trusted information sources included 1) 

spouse, 2) land trusts, 3) watershed councils, 4) relatives and 5) 

environmental organizations. When asked who were the three or four 

individuals or institutions whose opinion they would most respect when 

struggling with a difficult land management problem, 21% of the responses 

were neighbors, 17% were spouses, 17% were affiliated with a government 

agency and 10% were friends. However, when asked to list the one opinion 

they would be most likely to follow the top three included 1) spouse, 2) land 

trusts and 3) professional consultants.  

Perceived Risk and Advantages of CEs | Survey respondents rated 

future regulatory burdens and causing difficulty in the future sale of a 

property as the largest risks associated with CEs. However, those risks  
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appeared to be outweighed by a number of potential benefits. When asked 

how likely or unlikely they were to place a CE on their property in general, 

13% reported that they were Likely or Very Likely. The percentage of 

respondents who were Likely or Very Likely to place a CE on their property 

increased from 13% to approximately 50% if they were offered 1) a 

property tax benefit, 2) an estate tax benefit, 3) property rights assurances 

to guarantee no additional burden would arise as a result of the CE or 4) 

paid the value of the CE. The overall percentage of respondents who were 

Likely or Very Likely did not change if there were no financial costs or 

benefits to the landowner or if the landowner was asked to make a donation 

to support the land trustôs management of the CE.  
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SECTION ONE 

Introduction  
 
 

Land protection in the United States has historically favored the 

outright acquisition of land by public agencies. While public reserves 

provide varying levels of protection from land use change, these reserves 

may not protect the land with the greatest biodiversity. Habitat for between 

90-95% of federally threatened and endangered species is on private land 

(Scott et al. 2001). Despite the ecological importance of private land, there 

has been a dramatic increase in development on private land (Brown et al. 

2005). Rural and low-density communities near public natural areas have 

become an appealing option for development as people seek quality-of-life 

and outdoor recreational opportunities (Maestas et al. 2001), presenting an 

urgency to incorporate private lands in natural area conservation.  

In the 1980s, conservation easements (CEs), although not a new 

idea, emerged as an innovative method of protecting private land. CEs are 

attached to the property deed meaning that significant conservation values 

of a piece of land can be permanently protected. A CE is an individually-

crafted voluntary legal agreement between a landowner and land trust (a 

non-profit organization that works to protect land) or government agency. 

When a landowner decides to place a CE on their property, they continue to 

own the property, but uses and/or management practices that would 

negatively affect the conservation values are limited. CEs are now a 

popular tool used by land trusts across the U.S. to protect habitat, 

agricultural and forestry uses, biodiversity and open space (Kiesecker et al. 

2007).  

For my M.S. thesis research I was interested in exploring private 

landownersô awareness of and attitudes towards CEs to better understand 

how CEs can be further utilized in private land conservation. This research 

project focused on one study areaðthe Whychus Creek Watershed in 

Deschutes County, Oregon. The objectives of this research project were to: 

¶ Determine private landownersô familiarity with and attitudes towards 

CEs;  

¶ Understand the advantages and risk that landowners perceive to be 

associated with CEs; 

¶ Evaluate the role of community and social connections in 

developing an awareness of and interest in CEs; 

¶ Identify private landownersô likelihood of placing a CE on their 

property. 

This report summarizes responses to the questionnaire titled ñA Survey 

About You and Your Land: Whychus Creek Watershedò implemented to 

address the research objectives presented above.  
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Study Area  and Methods  

Whychus Creek (Deschutes County, Oregon) provided an 

appropriate and interesting study area to investigate my research objectives 

for two primary reasons: 1) private land conservation is particularly relevant 

in this area due to the ownership pattern of private land surrounded by 

public land (Figure 1.1) and 2) there is an extensive history of conservation 

and restoration efforts in the area.  
 

Deschutes County has been experiencing increases in population 

and is one of the fastest growing counties in Oregon. The area surrounding 

Whychus Creek may be especially vulnerable to increases in development 

as the area is situated between public protected land, offering outdoor 

recreational opportunities, and Whychus Creek, an attractive and valuable 

quality-of-life resource. Therefore, private land conservation is a useful tool 

in the Whychus Creek area as it maintains land in private ownership while 

also protecting valuable ecological resources. Additionally, Whychus Creek 

presents an interesting case study due to the presence of well-developed 

conservation interests in the area, exemplified through an extensive history 

of conservation and restoration activity. Interest in restoring Whychus Creek 

gained momentum in the 1990s when many private and public entities 

began collaborating to restore aquatic and terrestrial habitat in order to 

address water allocation issues and potential federal regulation under the 

Endangered Species Act. This initial effort has developed into an 

established suite of private organizations, public agencies and landowners 

who continue to conserve and restore Whychus Creek.  
 

The boundaries of the study area used in this research project 

reflect the boundaries of the Whychus Creek Watershed. A watershed can 

be defined as an area of land within which all water drains to the same 

place. Therefore, by using the watershed boundaries to delineate the study 

area each parcel of land within the study area is connected to Whychus 

Creek. I randomly selected a sample of private landowners within the 

Whychus Creek Watershed based on a few criteria, which included that: 
 

¶ Landowners were private individuals, trusts or family businesses; 

not industrial or corporate landowners; 

¶ Landowners owned more than five acres, unless they owned 

property directly adjacent to the creek or next to property that had 

been previously protected. 

 

Participants were recruited using the Tailored Design Method 

(Dillman 2000), which consisted of a four contact mailing approach offering 

both a web and paper survey instrument. Mailings were administered 

between July and September 2015. As of November 1, 2015 I received 257 

responses yielding a response rate of 41%. 
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Figure 1.1  Map of the Whychus Creek Watershed 

 

Organization of this Report  
 

The remainder of this report presents a summary of the survey results, 

based on the 257 responses received as of November 1, 2015. The report 

is organized into four main sections, reflecting the structure of the 

questionnaire. Each section of the report includes a written summary of the 

responses and, where appropriate, a descriptive table and graph. Each of 

the graphs presented in Section Three, Four and Five show the cumulative 

percentage of positive, neutral and negative responses1.  

 

¶ Section Two  describes demographic characteristics of the survey 

respondents in comparison to the general population in the 

Whychus Creek Watershed. 

 

 
1For example, if a survey question asked a respondent to rate how much they 

agree or disagree with a statement on the five point scale of Strongly Agree to 

Strongly Disagree, the graph would show the percentage of respondents who 

agreed (grouping Strongly Agree and Agree responses), neither agreed nor 

disagreed and those who disagreed (grouping Strongly Disagree and Disagree 

responses). 
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¶ Section Three summarizes responses to questions in the 

Conservation Easements and You section of the survey. These 

questions asked respondents about their familiarity, beliefs and 

attitudes towards CEs. In this section, respondents were also asked 

how likely they were to place a CE on their property in general and 

under specific situations. 

 

¶ Section Four summarizes responses to questions in the Land 

Management and You section of the survey. These questions asked 

respondents about their experience with select land management 

practices and their likelihood to implement these practices on their 

property. 

 

¶ Section Five summarizes responses to questions in the Your 

Community and You section of the survey. These questions asked 

respondents about their connection to the social community and 

physical environment of the Whychus Creek Watershed. 

 

¶ Section Six presents a more in-depth analysis and interpretation of 

the survey responses by comparing different groups of landowners 

based on their likelihood of placing a CE on their property. This 

section does not follow a question-by-question format as the 

previous sections, but instead highlights the key findings. 

 

An index of figures and tables can be found in Appendix A. Appendix B 

contains a copy of the survey titled, ñA Survey About You and Your 

Land: Whychus Creek Watershed ò for reference. Within the sections 

above I note which question you should refer to for original question 

wording and formatting.  
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SECTION TWO 

Demographics of Survey Respondents  
 

In this section I describe the general characteristics of survey respondents 

based on their responses to questions in the Your Land and You  and 

More About You  section of the survey. Survey question numbers are listed 

in figure captions and can be referenced in Appendix B.  
Additionally, to understand areas of potential bias I compared, where 

possible, demographics of respondents to U.S. Census Data. I used U.S. 

Census Data from the 2013 American Community Survey for the census 

blocks that composed the Whychus Creek Watershed, excluding the City of 

Sisters. I was unable to specify the U.S. Census Data for only private 

landowners, thus, I expected there to be some differences between the 

survey respondents and the U.S. Census Data. 

 

Age and Gender  

Q36. The average age of survey respondents was 64.5 years (n=221). 

Figure 2.1 shows the percentage of survey respondents within each age 

group compared to the general population in the Whychus Creek 

Watershed based on the U.S. Census Data. Respondents younger than 40 

were not represented and the age groups between 60 and 79 were 

overrepresented. While survey respondents were older than the general 

population, this is not unprecedented. The National Woodland Owner 

Survey found a similar age distribution, where most family forest owners 

were older than 45 (Butler 2006). 

 
Figure 2.1  [Q36] Age of survey respondents and the general population of 
the Whychus Creek Watershed (n=221) 
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Q35. Males accounted for 62% of the respondents, whereas, females 

accounted for 38% of the respondents (n=235). In comparison, the general 

population in the Whychus Creek Watershed was comprised of 53% males 

and 47% females. The gender distribution of survey respondents is 

consistent with other surveys of private landowners, such as the National 

Woodland Owner Survey (Butler 2006). 

Property  in the Whychus Creek Watershed  

Q1. The average number of years that survey respondents have owned 

property in the Watershed was 18.3 years (n=256). The length of ownership 

ranged from less than one year to 65 years and the median length of 

ownership in the Watershed was 15 years.  

Q2. Respondentsô average property size was 39.1 acres (n=257). Acreage 

owned by survey respondents ranged from less than one acre to over 

2,000 acres and the median property size was ten acres. 

Q32. Most respondents (68%) specified that they live on their property for 

more than nine months out of the year; 9% live on their property between 

four and nine months and 28% live on their property less than four months 

out of the year (n=240).  

Q3. Most respondents (69%) reported that they use their property for a 

primary residence (Figure 2.2); 21% use their property for recreational 

uses; 16% for ñotherò uses which included investment purposes and future 

development; 13% use their property for timber or forestry purposes; 9% 

use their property as a second home or vacation property; 8% use their 

property for ranching and 6% use their property for farming.  

        
Figure 2.2  [Q3]  Primary use of survey respondentsô property (n=257)  

 

Political Views  

Q37. Political views were evenly distributed across conservative and liberal 

perspectives (n=228). Many survey respondents (31%) considered their 

political viewpoints to be Somewhat Conservative, while 10% reported Very 

Conservative political views. 26% of respondents reported Somewhat 

Liberal political views and 15% reported Very Liberal political views. 18% 

reported that their views were Neither Conservative nor Liberal.  
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Education  and Income  

Q33. The survey sample is most representative of a highly educated 

population of landowners as the majority of respondents reported obtaining 

at least a four year college degree. Figure 2.3 shows the highest level of 

education completed by survey respondents (n=238) in comparison to the 

general population in the Whychus Creek Watershed. Education levels 

below a two year college degree were underrepresented in comparison to 

the general population.  

 
Figure 2.3  [Q33]  Highest level of education completed by survey 
participants and the general population of the Whychus Creek Watershed 
(n=238)  
 

Q38. Figure 2.4 shows the income distribution of survey respondents 

(n=203) in comparison to the general population in the Whychus Creek 

Watershed. Many survey respondents (26%) reported an annual household 

income of more than $200,000 for 2014. The income range with the next 

highest percentage of respondents (25%) was between $100,000 and 

$149,999. Income ranges below $75,000 were not well-represented by the 

survey. The National Woodland Owner Survey also found that landowners 

were wealthier than the general population (Butler 2006). 

 
Figure 2.4  [Q38]  Survey respondentsô household income in comparison to 
the general Whychus Creek Watershed population (n=203) 
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SECTION THREE 

Conservation Easements and You  
 

This section summarizes the responses to questions in the Conservation 

Easements and You  section of the survey. These questions asked 

respondents about their familiarity with and awareness of conservation 

easements (CEs). Additionally, respondents were asked about their beliefs 

and attitudes towards CEs. This section also contained questions about the 

amount of risk respondents perceived to be associated with CEs and 

respondentsô likelihood of placing a CE on their property.  
 

Familiarity with Conservation Easements  

Q4. How much do you know about conservation easements? (n=255) 
 

¶ 15% of respondents had never heard of a CE before reading the 

questionnaire 

¶ 23% heard of a CE, but know very little 

¶ 37% of respondents know a little about CEs 

¶ 20% know quite a bit about CEs 

¶ 5% know a great deal about CEs 

 

Q5. From whom did you FIRST learn about conservation easements? 

Select one response. (n=255) 
 

The top five responses included 1) land trust (26%), 2) other (21%), of 

which the most common description was ñmedia/newspaperò, 3) donôt 

remember (19%), 4) never heard of before reading this survey (16%) and 

5) neighbor (6%). 

 

Q6-7. Do you have experience with conservation easements? Do you 

know someone who has experience with conservation easements? Select 

one response. (n=248) 
 

17% had either considered or completed a CE (Table 3.1). The majority of 

respondents specified that they do not know anyone who has experience 

with CEs (62%), while 38% responded that they know someone who has 

considered or completed a CE. 
 

    Table 3.1 [Q6-7] Personal and indirect experience with conservation easements (n=248)  

 

 No Experience  Considered CE  Completed CE  

Q6. Personal Experience 83% 11% 6% 

Q7. Indirect Experience 62% 7% 31% 
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Q8. Do you know of a local land trust? If yes, please list one or two names 

of the land trusts you know of. (n=250) 
 

¶ 20% of respondents did not know of a local land trust 

¶ 16% knew of a local land trust, but did not provide a name 

¶ 4% knew of a local land trust, but listed only a partially correct name 

¶ 60% of respondents knew of a local land trust and listed an accurate 

name (the most frequently listed name was the ñDeschutes Land Trustò) 

 

Awareness of Conservation Easements  

Q9. Before reading this questionnaire, how aware were you of the following 

characteristics of conservation easements? Select one response for each. 
 

Respondents were most aware that CEs 1) limit the use of the property 

they are placed on, 2) are voluntary and 3) keep land in private ownership 

(Table 3.2, Figure 3.1). Respondents showed low levels of awareness that 

CEs 1) do not require public access, 2) give the right to monitor and 

enforce property restrictions to an eligible entity and 3) may provide a 

financial benefit.  
 

Table 3.2 [Q9]  Awareness of the characteristics of conservation easements (n=245-249) 

Conservation easementsé 
Very 

Aware  
Aware  

Moderately 
Aware  

Slightly 
Aware  

Not At All 
Aware  

n 

Limit Uses:  Limit the uses of a property (typically 
development) that negatively impact conservation values 

29% 26% 15% 12% 18% 249 

Voluntary:  Are completely voluntary 26% 29% 9% 10% 26% 245 

Private Ownership:  Keep land in private ownership 22% 31% 12% 9% 26% 246 

Size:  Can be applied to the entire property or a portion 
of it 

18% 26% 17% 10% 29% 249 

Financial Incentives:  May provide a financial benefit 15% 14% 13% 12% 46% 248 

Property Rights:  Give the right to monitor and enforce 
property restrictions to an eligible entity such as a land 
trust 

13% 24% 19% 15% 29% 248 

Public Access:  Do not require public access 12% 25% 17% 11% 35% 246 
 

  
Figure 3.1  [Q9]  Awareness of conservation easements (n=245-249)  

 


