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• Defining the 

Absentee Landowner

• Developing an 

outreach campaign

• Engaging 

Landowners

• Results, Challenges 

and Next Steps



What is an Absentee Landowner?

• Wikipedia: a landlord 

of real estate, who 

leases the property to 

tenants, but fails to 

ensure that proper 

maintenance is done 

on it



What is an Absentee Landowner?

• Our Definition:      

An owner of 

agricultural land who 

owns but does not 

operate the land 

themselves. 

• Purchased as an 

amenity or 

investment

• Inherited

• Retired from the farm

• Acquired through 

marriage/divorce/gift



Who is an Absentee Landowner?
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To whom do you rent?



Who is an Absentee Landowner?
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Highest education level attained

High school or more

Bachelors degree

Advanced degree
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Absentee Landowner Income in VA and WV

Per Capita Income stats:

• MD: $51,971



How much Land do they Own?

Absentee Landowner %

OWNERS ACRES

Delaware 32% 73%

Maryland 51% 57%

New York 44% 33%

Virginia 42% 45%

Pennsylvania 44% 37%

West Virginia 35% 29%

1997 Census of Agriculture, Agricultural 

Economics and Land Ownership Survey 

Absentee Landownership in the Chesapeake 

Bay watershed



What do they Value?

MD survey data



What do they Value?

Intrinsic values are more important than income or tradition



Relationship with Tenants

Most surveyed landowners:

– Rely on their tenant to make land-management 

decisions

– Are committed to their continuation as tenant

– Feel comfortable asking renters to use certain 

conservation practices BUT also feel they don’t 

know enough about farming to participate in 

decision-making



How Engaged are they in 

Conservation?
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Landowners Uncertain about 

Assistance



Summary
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• Conservation and long-term investment are important 
land values that can influence decision making

• Yet, participation in conservation programs is low – in 
part due to lack of knowledge

• Can participation be increased with an increase in 
knowledge?

The Great Opportunity



Absentee Landowner Outreach Goals

• Identify and reach 

out to ~800 

landowners

• Engage ~200 in 

conversations

• Enroll ~30 in cost-

share programs



Identifying Absentees

• ID unbuffered 

stream parcels >25 

ac

• ID ALs through 

zip code analysis

• ~15,300 names



Identifying Absentees

• Determine farm 

ownership

• Remove businesses 

& agencies

• Remove duplicates

• ~1300 names 



Hire a Landowner Advisor



Establish Local Buy-in

Carroll Soil Conservation District



Create Outreach Materials



Create Outreach Materials



Couple Outreach with Offers

• Call Joe

• Coffee Shop Visits

• Free Conservation 

Assessments

• ‘Tips’ for talking 

with your operator

• Money



Conservation Assessments



Landowner Response to MD Outreach
• Intro Newsletter - Call Joe

• Coffee Shop Visits

• Cold Calling - volunteer

• Testimonial Letter

• Newsletter - $1M Investment; 

Free Conservation Assessments

• ‘Tips’ Sheet

• Cold Calling – professional

• Newsletter – BMPs and funding

• Personal follow-up letter

n = 18

n = 2 + 2

n = 1+

n = 12

n = 16

n = 10 + 16

n = 2

n = 5



Personal Contact Works Best!



But People also Need Money…



Landowners Taking Action

• Landowner 1: planted 13 acres 

(>8,800) new trees

• Landowner 2: invasives removal, 

wildlife and pollinator plantings

• Landowner 3: switched tenant; 

cover crops, nutrient mgmt, 

permanent cover on slopes 

• Landowner 4: Convert cropland to 

permanent pasture, hedgerows,  

grassed waterways, CREP

• Landowner 5: enrolling up to 

5,000’ in CREP and 2 ac. ACEP-

WREP

• Landowner 6:  ~2 ac of trees, 

shrubs and pollinator habitat



Results Summary

Action

Desire

Interest

Awareness 

32 (6%)

38 (7%)

450 (85%)

10 (2%)



Lessons from the Field

Types of  landowners we have worked with:

• Elderly

• Active professionals

• Business owners

• Physically Impaired



Conservation Assessments

Learning on the Land –

helping landowners identify 

opportunities to meet their 

goals



Lessons from Landowners

• Who has acted and 

what drove them to 

make a change?

• Why haven’t more 

people acted?

• How do we 

encourage 

landowners to take 

the next step?



Ingenuity- Using what you’ve got



Satisfaction Survey Results



Next Steps

• Continue planning 

assistance until funds 

are expended

• Replicate successes in 

VA and WV



Questions?

Joe Thompson

northernneckjoe@gmail.com


