
 Aerial photographs, soil maps and other tools of the 
conservation trade were part of the package for about 
30 non-operator landowners who took the Potomac 
Conservancy up on their offer for free landowner 
advisor services last year. But the real value to them was 
the keen eye of Joe Thompson, a career conservationist 
who took a close look at their land. 

The retired conservation veteran has been reaching 
out to people who own but don’t live on or operate 
land in Carroll, Frederick, and Washington Counties in 
Maryland for the past year, as part of a grant through 
the Conservancy. After a personal conversation with 
landowners to learn of their goals for their land, water, 
and wildlife resources, Joe visited their farm to make a 
physical assessment of the condition of their investment.

His trained eye spotted both good practices and 
opportunities to improve the condition of the farm. Joe 
says he has time to offer more of these assessments this 
coming spring for people who live away from their farms 
and want a helping hand.

More buffers and manure management needed
“I found a majority of the streams don’t have adequate 

buffers of grass, trees and shrubs separating them from 
crop fields,” Joe says. He also found a lack of manure 
storage facilities that could allow for use of manure on 
crop fields at times the crop needs the manure most. 
On some of the farms, he saw a need for more grassed 
waterways that prevent erosion and nutrient runoff 
from farm fields.

“The good news is that there are funds and technical 
assistance available to help these landowners install the 
needed conservation measures,” Joe says. “I’m following 
up with the people who want to move forward with 

improvements to see that they get that help, and I know 
several are going to take actions this spring to improve 
their farms.”

Joe points out that USDA has a Conservation Reserve 
Enhancement Program that makes annual payments for 
10 to 15 years to landowners who plant grasses, trees and 
shrubs along streams, and the program also helps pay 
for installation of the practices. This is just one of many 
programs offered to agricultural landowners.

An educational experience
“Many of the non-operator landowners are two 

generations removed from the land,” Joe says. “The land 
may have been in the family, but the current owners aren’t 
farmers. I don’t expect them to understand all the nuances 
of conservation and water quality improvements. It’s an 
educational experience when we talk.”

The discussions have included potential for wildlife 
habitat, too. While at least half the landowners 
contacted want to enhance habitat for wildlife, “the key 
for landowners is protecting their investment, making 
their land sustainable, and farming in a way that doesn’t 
contribute to water degradation on their farms or in the 
Potomac River Basin,” Joe says.
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“I can’t stress enough what a great 
opportunity this is. You get 
an unbiased third party, 
high quality assessment 
that’s specific to your land 
for free. There are absolutely 
no strings attached.” 

-- Joe Thompson, Landowner Advisor
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“The good news is that most of the land in crop 
production I saw in those visits has about two-thirds of 
the needed best management practices in place,” Joe says. 
“I saw a lot of no-till farming and use of winter cover 
crops, both key practices for land care and improved 
water quality.” Overall, though, there’s still a lot of room 
for improvement on most farms, Joe says. 

Whenever possible, Joe also talks, or walks the land, 
with the farmer. “Since non-operator landowners are 
removed from the farm for the most part, they rely 
heavily on their farmer. I’ve had very good conversations 
with farmers, and make sure they’re informed of what’s 
in my reports to the landowners,” Joe says. “These 
conversations are so important. For instance, you 
can’t observe the nutrient management practices in a 
one-time visit with the landowner. So for a complete 

assessment, it’s best if I’m able to talk with the farmer as 
well as the landowner.”

“I’ve been able to talk with quite a few landowners so 
far – about half in person and half over the phone - but 
I’m still available to see more people who want assistance 
this spring,” Joe says. 

You can reach Joe on his cell at (540) 903-8947 or 
email northernneckjoe@gmail.com.
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REQUEST YOUR 
ASSESSMENT TODAY!

CALL JOE AT
540-903-8947

or Return the Enclosed Card


