
Strategic Plan 
FY2027–FY2029

Safeguarding the land and resources that make Sussex County special



Mission, Vision, Values

MISSION: Safeguarding the land and resources that make Sussex County special

VISION: A protected and connected network of natural and cultural places for all to enjoy

VALUES:

• Stewardship: We responsibly care for the land and resources entrusted to us, ensuring they are 
protected, maintained, and accessible for future generations.

• Sustainability: We make thoughtful, long-term decisions that balance environmental health, 
community needs, and responsible use of land and resources.

• Community: We believe protected places are stronger when they reflect and serve the people who 
live, work, and recreate in Sussex County.

• Preservation: We protect and conserve natural, cultural, agricultural, and historic places so they 
remain intact, healthy, and valued over time.

• Collaboration: We work alongside landowners, partners, governments, and communities to achieve 
lasting land protection and shared success.
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Strategic Priorities

1. Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships  
2. Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, and Staffing  
3. Open and Operate Priority Lands for Public Access  
4. Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network  

Mission Enabler: Strategic Land Acquisition & Capacity Balance
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Goal 1: Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

Develop a diversified, reliable revenue base and strong partnerships to support SCLT’s mission and core 
operations through FY2029.

KEY FOCUS AREAS
• Developer Partnerships 
• Major Donors & Individual Giving 
• County Partnership
• Planned Giving & Legacy Program 
• Grant Funding for Park Openings 
• Fundraising Events
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Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

OBJECTIVE 1.1 
Expand Developer Partnership Program

Target: Grow from 2 active partners (+1 in pipeline) to 6+ active developer partnerships by June 30, 2029 (FY2029), 
contributing 20% of the annual operating budget, with at least 50% under multi-year agreements.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Standardize partnership offerings, including defined contribution tiers, benefits, and recognition opportunities

• Identify and prioritize target developers aligned with SCLT’s geographic focus areas and conservation priorities

• Integrate partnership discussions into land use, acquisition, and development conversations, where appropriate

• Establish annual renewal, stewardship, and reporting processes to retain partners and grow contributions over time

• Explore and pilot partnerships with renewable energy developers (including solar), identifying opportunities for mission-

aligned funding, mitigation support, or land stewardship contributions, and develop internal guidelines for engagement
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Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

OBJECTIVE 1.2
Grow Major Donor & Individual Giving (Including DAFs)

Target: By FY2029, generate 10–15% of the operating budget from individual giving, including Donor-Advised 
Funds (DAFs), supported by an active pipeline of 8+ qualified prospects.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Conduct CRM wealth screening and maintain a prioritized major donor prospect list

• Implement a moves management system to track cultivation, solicitation, and stewardship

• Develop targeted outreach strategies for DAF donors and financial advisors 

• Provide meaningful donor engagement opportunities, including site visits and project updates
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Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

OBJECTIVE 1.3 
Secure Core Operating Support through Sussex County Partnership

Target: By June 30, 2027 (FY2027), execute an MOU with Sussex County Council covering 20-30% of SCLT’s 
operating budget, and expand to a multi-year agreement covering 30%+ by FY2029

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Engage County leadership through regular coordination meetings to align priorities and demonstrate impact 

• Establish clear reporting tied to public access, stewardship, and community benefit

• Position SCLT as the County’s land management and parks partner through formalized roles and responsibilities

• Advocate for inclusion in long-term County budget planning and capital discussions
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Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

OBJECTIVE 1.4
Establish a Planned Giving & Legacy Program 

Target: By FY2029, secure at least 5 documented planned giving commitments and establish a recognized legacy 
giving program.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Develop planned giving messaging, materials, and website presence 

• Identify and cultivate prospective legacy donors among existing supporters 

• Partner with financial advisors and estate planning professionals to promote giving options 

• Establish a legacy recognition society to steward and acknowledge commitments
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Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

OBJECTIVE 1.5
Secure Grant Funding for Priority Space Openings

Target: By FY2029, secure grant funding covering 60% of opening costs for Forest of the Broadkill, Hopkins 
Preserve, and Ickford Park.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Maintain a grant calendar aligned with state, federal, and foundation funding cycles 

• Prioritize applications that support capital improvements and public access 

• Strengthen relationships with key funding agencies and partners 

• Track and report outcomes to support continued funding and renewals
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Build Sustainable Revenue & Strategic Partnerships

OBJECTIVE 1.6
Generate Reliable Revenue through Fundraising Events

Target: By FY2029, generate 12%+ of the annual operating budget through three annual fundraising events, 
supported by multi-year sponsorships.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Execute and refine a consistent annual event calendar (e.g., Dogfish Dash, Annual Meeting, Donor Appreciation) 

• Grow sponsorship revenue through targeted outreach and retention strategies 

• Enhance attendee experience to increase participation and giving 

• Implement post-event reporting and performance evaluation within 30 days
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Goal 2: Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, & Staffing

Build and implement the next phase of SCLT’s organizational capacity, including staffing, systems, and 
internal processes, to support sustainable growth and effective operations through FY2029.

KEY FOCUS AREAS
• Systems Optimization 
• Policies & Procedures 
• Staffing & Capacity 
• Volunteer Program 
• External Partnerships
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Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, & Staffing

OBJECTIVE 2.1 
Optimize and Consolidate Core Systems

Target: By June 30, 2027 (FY2027), complete a systems audit and achieve full staff utilization (100%) of core 
systems (CRM, QuickBooks, Microsoft 365); by FY2028, decommission redundant systems; and by FY2029, 
establish an ongoing system review and optimization cycle.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Conduct a comprehensive audit of all current systems to identify redundancies, gaps, and integration opportunities 

• Complete CRM optimization and ensure integration with financial and communication systems where appropriate 

• Train all staff to achieve consistent daily use of core systems (CRM, QuickBooks, Microsoft 365) 

• Decommission outdated or redundant systems to reduce cost and complexity 

• Establish a quarterly technology review process to evaluate system performance and future needs
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Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, & Staffing

OBJECTIVE 2.2 
Document and Implement Organizational Policies & Procedures

Target: By FY2027, document and implement 50% of critical organizational policies, prioritizing HR and financial 
procedures; by FY2028, reach 75% completion and establish an annual review cycle; and by FY2029, achieve 100% 
documentation and standardized onboarding processes.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Develop and adopt a comprehensive employee handbook, including HR policies and organizational expectations 

• Document financial, compliance, and grant management procedures to ensure consistency and accountability 

• Establish templates and workflows for recurring operational processes (e.g., grants, events, reporting) 

• Implement a centralized system for storing and maintaining policies (e.g., SharePoint) 

• Conduct an annual policy review cycle to ensure accuracy and relevance
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Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, & Staffing

OBJECTIVE 2.3 
Build and Align Staffing Capacity with Organizational Growth

Target: By July 1, 2026 (start of FY2027), hire a full-time Stewardship Manager; by June 30, 2027, onboard a part-
time Development Manager (volunteer or AmeriCorps); and by FY2029, evaluate staffing needs and develop a 
future staffing plan aligned with organizational growth.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Recruit, hire, and onboard a full-time Stewardship Manager to lead land management and stewardship efforts 

• Recruit and support a part-time Development Manager (volunteer or AmeriCorps) to lead grant writing and fundraising       

support, with a target of 8+ grant applications annually 

• Clearly define roles and responsibilities across staff to ensure alignment with organizational priorities 

• Conduct periodic staffing and workload assessments to identify capacity gaps 

• Develop a FY2030+ staffing plan based on organizational growth and program needs
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Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, & Staffing

OBJECTIVE 2.4 
Establish a Structured Volunteer & Stewardship Program

Target: By FY2028, develop and implement a structured volunteer stewardship program led by the Stewardship 
Manager, with defined roles, training, and engagement opportunities.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Design a volunteer program framework, including roles, expectations, and training materials

• Launch volunteer recruitment efforts aligned with stewardship and program needs

• Integrate volunteer coordination into CRM or tracking systems

• Provide ongoing engagement opportunities, including workdays, events, and ambassador roles

• Track volunteer participation and impact to support reporting and growth
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Strengthen Organizational Systems, Processes, & Staffing

OBJECTIVE 2.5 
Leverage Capacity-Building Resources and Partnerships

Target: By FY2029, identify and utilize at least 2 external capacity-building resources annually (e.g., Catchafire, 
AmeriCorps, pro bono consultants) to support organizational growth and efficiency.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Continue engagement with Catchafire and similar platforms to support strategic initiatives 

• Identify opportunities for pro bono or low-cost professional services (e.g., legal, HR, technology) 

• Evaluate partnerships with universities (interns), service programs, or fellows to supplement staff capacity 

• Track outcomes and impact of capacity-building partnerships to inform future use
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Goal 3: Open & Operate Priority Lands for Public Access

Open and actively operate priority SCLT properties to provide safe, welcoming, and well-maintained public 
access consistent with the organization’s mission and values through FY2029.

KEY FOCUS AREAS
• Public Access Standards 
• Forest of the Broadkill Preserve 
• Hopkins Preserve 
• Ickford Park Improvements 
• Operations & Maintenance Systems
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Open & Operate Priority Lands for Public Access

OBJECTIVE 3.1
Define and Implement Standards for Public Access (“Open”)

Target: By December 31, 2026 (FY2027), establish and adopt a standardized definition of “open” for SCLT 
properties, including minimum requirements for signage, parking, and trail networks, and apply these standards 
to all priority properties.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Formalize minimum public access standards, including:

• Trailhead signage and wayfinding
• Parking capacity and ADA considerations
• Continuous, marked trail networks

• Develop cross-property design templates for signage, trailheads, and visitor experience

• Establish baseline Operations & Maintenance (O&M) standards, including safety, upkeep, and monitoring

• Integrate standards into all planning, design, and construction processes moving forward
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Open & Operate Priority Lands for Public Access

OBJECTIVE 3.2 
Open Forest of the Broadkill Preserve (FOTB)

Target: By June 30, 2027 (FY2027), open Forest of the Broadkill Preserve for minimum viable public access, 
including trailhead signage, operational parking, and a complete, waymarked trail network, with O&M and visitor 
monitoring initiated upon opening.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Finalize design and engineering plans and secure all required permits 

• Align construction timeline with environmental windows and regulatory requirements 

• Coordinate funding sources to ensure full or sufficient project funding prior to construction 

• Complete construction of parking, signage, and trail infrastructure 

• Verify opening criteria are met and initiate operations, maintenance, and visitor tracking
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Open & Operate Priority Lands for Public Access

OBJECTIVE 3.3 
Open Hopkins Preserve for Public Access 

Target: By June 30, 2028 (FY2028), open Hopkins Preserve for minimum viable public access, including trailhead 
signage, operational parking, and a complete, waymarked trail network, with O&M and visitor monitoring initiated 
upon opening.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Finalize design and engineering plans and secure all required permits 

• Align construction timeline with environmental windows and regulatory requirements 

• Coordinate funding sources to ensure full or sufficient project funding prior to construction 

• Complete construction of parking, signage, and trail infrastructure 

• Verify opening criteria are met and initiate operations, maintenance, and visitor tracking
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Open & Operate Priority Lands for Public Access

OBJECTIVE 3.4 
Advance Ickford Park Public Access Improvements

Target: By FY2029, complete priority improvements at Ickford Park to meet or exceed SCLT’s public access 
standards, enhancing visitor experience through expanded trails, signage, and site amenities.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Finalize master planning and phased development priorities 

• Secure funding for priority improvements through grants and partnerships 

• Implement phased construction aligned with funding and permitting 

• Enhance interpretation, accessibility, and visitor experience features
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Open & Operate Priority Lands for Public Access

OBJECTIVE 3.5
Establish Ongoing Operations & Maintenance (O&M) Systems

Target: By FY2028, implement standardized operations, maintenance, and visitor monitoring systems across all 
open SCLT properties.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Develop property-specific O&M plans aligned with organizational standards 

• Integrate stewardship staff and volunteer program into ongoing maintenance 

• Implement visitor tracking methods (e.g., counters, observations, event participation) 

• Establish regular maintenance schedules and reporting processes 

• Use data to inform future improvements and funding opportunities
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Goal 4: Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network

Build and sustain a volunteer and ambassador network that supports property stewardship, enhances 
public access, and increases community engagement with SCLT through FY2029.

KEY FOCUS AREAS
• Volunteer Stewardship Program 
• Volunteer Engagement & Growth 
• Community Ambassador Program 
• Recognition & Retention 
• Integration into Stewardship Operations
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Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network

OBJECTIVE 4.1
Establish a Core Volunteer Stewardship Program

Target: By June 30, 2027 (FY2027), launch a structured volunteer stewardship program supporting all open SCLT 
properties, with at least 10 active volunteers per property participating in bi-annual trail workdays.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Define volunteer roles (e.g., trail maintenance, clean-up, event support) 

• Establish a recurring stewardship schedule, including at least two organized workdays per year per property 

• Develop basic training materials and safety guidelines for volunteers 

• Assign program oversight to the Stewardship Manager
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Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network

OBJECTIVE 4.2
Expand and Sustain Volunteer Engagement

Target: By FY2029, grow to 50+ active volunteers across all properties, with consistent participation and retention 
year-over-year.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Implement a volunteer recruitment strategy, including partnerships with schools, civic groups, and local businesses 

• Create a simple onboarding process, including orientation and expectations 

• Track volunteer participation and engagement through CRM or a centralized system 

• Offer consistent engagement opportunities, including monthly or seasonal activities
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Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network

OBJECTIVE 4.3
Establish a Community Ambassador Program

Target: By FY2028, launch a Community Ambassador program with 10–15 trained ambassadors supporting 
outreach, events, and public engagement.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Define the role of ambassadors (e.g., event presence, education, community outreach) 

• Develop training materials to ensure consistent messaging about SCLT’s mission and properties 

• Engage ambassadors in key events (e.g., Dogfish Dash, public programs, park openings) 

• Provide ambassadors with branded materials and talking points
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Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network

OBJECTIVE 4.4
Implement Volunteer & Ambassador Recognition and Retention Practices

Target: By FY2027, establish a formal recognition program, achieving 70%+ annual volunteer retention by FY2029.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Recognize volunteers through events, social media, and annual acknowledgments 

• Provide meaningful experiences, including behind-the-scenes access and site tours 

• Communicate impact regularly (e.g., “You helped maintain X miles of trail”) 

• Gather feedback to improve the volunteer experience
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Grow a Volunteer Stewardship & Community Ambassador Network

OBJECTIVE 4.5
Integrate Volunteer Support into Stewardship Operations

Target: By FY2028, integrate volunteers into routine stewardship and maintenance operations, reducing staff 
burden while maintaining quality standards.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Align volunteer activities with property O&M plans (from Goal 3) 

• Develop task lists suitable for volunteer execution 

• Ensure staff oversight and quality control for all volunteer work 

• Track volunteer hours and contributions to support grant reporting and funding
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MISSION ENABLER: Strategic Land Acquisition & Capacity Balance

Safeguarding the land and resources that make Sussex County special requires maintaining the flexibility, 
readiness, and capacity to pursue high-value conservation opportunities as they arise. 

KEY FOCUS AREAS
• Readiness for Strategic Opportunities 
• Capacity-Aligned Acquisition 
• Positioning for Future Growth
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MISSION ENABLER: Strategic Land Acquisition & Capacity Balance

OBJECTIVE E.1
Maintain Readiness to Pursue Strategic Land Opportunities

Target: Maintain organizational readiness to evaluate and pursue priority land conservation opportunities on an 
ongoing basis (FY2027–FY2029), ensuring alignment with SCLT’s mission, strategic priorities, and capacity.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
•Maintain and periodically update priority conservation criteria (e.g., location, ecological value, public access potential, partnerships) 

• Coordinate with public and private partners (e.g., County, DNREC, landowners) to identify emerging opportunities 

• Conduct timely due diligence, including financial, legal, and stewardship capacity assessments 

• Present opportunities to the Board with clear analysis of mission alignment, risks, and capacity impacts
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MISSION ENABLER: Strategic Land Acquisition & Capacity Balance

OBJECTIVE E.2
Align Acquisition Activity with Organizational Capacity

Target: Ensure that all pursued acquisitions include a defined plan for funding, stewardship, and long-term 
management capacity prior to commitment.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Evaluate each acquisition for operational impact, including staffing, maintenance, and financial requirements 

• Identify funding strategies for both acquisition and long-term stewardship (grants, partnerships, endowment, etc.) 

• Align acquisition decisions with current staffing capacity and strategic priorities 

• Phase acquisitions when necessary to maintain organizational sustainability

31



MISSION ENABLER: Strategic Land Acquisition & Capacity Balance

OBJECTIVE E.3
Strengthen Positioning for Future Opportunities

Target: By FY2029, strengthen SCLT’s ability to act on opportunities through established partnerships, funding 
pathways, and internal processes.

 HOW WE WILL DO THIS
• Maintain strong relationships with key partners (Sussex County, DNREC, landowners, funders) 

• Build a reputation as a trusted and capable conservation partner in Sussex County 

• Develop internal processes for efficient transaction management and decision-making 

• Identify potential funding sources in advance of acquisition opportunities
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