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Let’s say you’re an environmental do-gooder, trying to 
keep suburban development from engulfing the bucolic 
landscape where you live. you’re motivated by several 
desires: an aesthetic love of open space, a sentimental 
attachment to your region’s agricultural heritage, and a 
preference for local food. But instead of pursuing your goal 
through regulation—by zoning changes that increase the 
minimum parcel size—you decide to accomplish it through 
market transactions. your nonprofit acquires conservation 
easements from willing sellers that prevent them from 
subdividing their dairy or cattle ranches. Case closed, farms 
saved, mission accomplished, right?

Not so fast. Beginning in 1980, the Marin Agricultural 
Land Trust (MALT) tried that strategy for a few decades 
amid coastal pastures just north of San Francisco, and it 
worked for a while. But then a new predicament popped 
up. City dwellers were cashing out of the urban real estate 
market in exchange for rural estates. Instead of the spec-
ter of suburban sprawl, trophy homes with hundred-acre 
backyards were threatening to supplant the area’s historic 
ranches. Although the new owners might leave the open 
space untouched, they might also withdraw the parcel 
from the local farm base. 

Students of economics might wonder why productive 
land would fall out of cultivation. If the farm was economi-
cally viable, wouldn’t the owner either cultivate it or lease it 
to someone else who would? The answer lies in consumer 
preferences: affluent owners, for example, might value their 
privacy more than the extra revenue they could expect 
from a lease for someone to farm on their land.

“you have this situation on both coasts,” says Jim Old-
ham, executive director of Equity Trust, a Massachusetts-
based land trust that operates nationwide. “you have it 
wherever you’re close enough to a city that money can get 
to the countryside easily.”

To keep land in farming, not merely in open space, 
Oldham’s group has made use of several methods. It may 
acquire an option to purchase the property at its agricul-
tural value. Then, if the land is about to be sold for a non-
farm use, the trust can buy it and turn it over to a farmer at 
an affordable price, subject to a similar restriction. Another 
method is to include an “affirmative” farming clause in the 
easement, which requires the land to stay in production. Fi-
nally, the land trust can hold title to the property and lease 
the ground to a farmer, who would own the improvements 
but not the underlying land.

On Live Power Farm in northern California, the decater 
family was farming organically on ground they had leased 
from a private party. When the land went up for sale, they 
couldn’t afford to buy it at full market value on the strength 
of their farm income alone. But after Equity Trust bought 
a conservation easement that guarantees the farm will be 
cultivated and allows the trust to buy it at its farm value 
if it were ever to fall out of production, the decaters were 
able to afford the remainder of the purchase price. Many 
of the subscribers to the decaters’ Community-Supported 
Agriculture arrangement, who receive a weekly share of 
the produce grown on the farm, made donations to Equity 
Trust to help fund the easement’s purchase—providing 
secure land tenure to the farmers who raise their food.

In New york’s hudson Valley, Equity Trust helped a 
pair of established farmers find a permanent site for their 
operation. With donations, the trust bought the 150-acre 
site and committed the land to the farmers in a 99-year 
lease that requires the land to remain in cultivation. The 
farmers bought the house and other improvements but 
were buffered from the escalating price of land. Equity 
Trust has carried out similar projects in Massachusetts and 
New hampshire, and recently several other land trusts have 
adopted analogous strategies. 

Back on the West Coast, MALT now negotiates for 
easements that require the property to stay in agricultural 
production. If the owner doesn’t ranch it or lease it for graz-
ing, the land trust can step in and broker a lease itself.

As MALT executive director Bob Berner points out, 
farmland preservation is different from other kinds of con-
servation. “Most other easements are preserving a natural 
feature of the property,” he says. “These are protecting a 
particular human use.”

Look a little deeper, though, and a similarity emerges. 
The underlying purpose of many easements is to protect 
habitat for a threatened species, such as an eagle. These agri-
cultural easements aim to protect habitat for farmers—if the 
land is whole but unfarmed, the soil may be intact, but the 
creatures whose habitat was to be protected (the farmers) 
will be as bereft as if it were covered in asphalt.
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L earning how to park takes a few weeks, but find-
ing a place to park takes a lifetime. Streetline, a San 
Francisco-based start up, has help on the way. Its new 

technology beams the location of the closest open park-
ing spaces to anyone with an iPhone and the new app—
Parker. Streetline promises to reduce driver frustration, gas 
consumption, air pollution, and traffic congestion, while 
bringing joy to meter maids everywhere.

If this sounds amazing, it is, but so is the problem—
and it is getting worse. A few years ago, UCLA students 
documented parking problems near their Westwood 
campus. The group reported that motorists traveled an 
extra 950,000 miles per year in search of parking spots 
and that the average search time in late afternoon was 
12 minutes. Parking policy experts see Streetline as an 
important step toward solving parking problems in 
densely populated urban areas. IBM also bestowed its 
blessing on Streetline by naming its CEO, Zia Yusef, the 
IBM Global Entrepreneur of 2010.

So how does it work? Let’s begin at the pavement. It 
takes only minutes to embed a durable, energy-efficient, 
wireless sensor in the street where it collects information 
on a single parking space and feeds it to a server. From 
there it is available to motorists circling the block, traffic 
engineers, transportation managers, meter maintenance 
workers, and parking police. If you are behind the wheel, 
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the Parker app is a motorist’s best friend. It not only finds 
the closest open spaces, but then notifies the driver when 
the meter is about to expire. For those who want to linger 
over dessert, the iPhone app can help by adding time to 
the meter. It should be noted, however, that new high-tech 
meters are needed to enjoy all of Streetline’s features.

More money in city coffers is also a Streetline benefit. 
Broken meters can be quickly identified and repaired, and 
parking prices can be adjusted to parking demand. At mid-
day on a busy downtown street, a parking space could be a 
chunk of change, but at 9 p.m. the same space might be on 
sale for a quarter.

As luck would have it, Hollywood is one of the first 
areas selected by Streetline for a trial run. So far, so good. 
Tourists are seeing the sights with fewer hassles, and the 
stars are able to get their nails done and pick up a new 
Prada bag with no fear of a parking ticket.

Parker App


