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ELCR advances the conservation of 
land for horse-related activity.

Every weekend across the United 
States, equestrians gather at a vari-
ety of facilities for a show or event 

in their favorite discipline. But beyond 
the trophies and ribbons, many horse 
lovers may not consider the importance 
these public and private venues have in 
ensuring places are available for training 
and competition. What is most important 
regardless of how they are structured and 
managed, every equestrian has a stake in helping ensure their future. �Without the active 
involvement of equestrians speaking up for their treasured places, and supporting them 
with their time, talent and treasure, these beautiful and vital competition venues may be 
lost forever,� notes Deb Balliet, CEO of the Equine Land Conservation Resource. In this 
issue of �e Resource and on our website www.elcr.org, ELCR is pro�ling several horse 
parks around the country which demonstrate various organizational structures, com-
munity involvement, and e�orts to ensure places are available for equine use. 

 
Nestled in the foothills of Tryon, NC is a nature and equestrian treasure�the Foot-

hills Equestrian Nature Center, otherwise known as FENCE. Owned by a non-pro�t 
organization which, as stated in its mission statement, is �dedicated to providing 
facilities and focus for education, recreation and preservation in nature studies and 
equestrian activities with the aim of enhancing these endeavors to enrich the quality 
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of life for the community�, FENCE came into being in 1985 as 
a non-pro�t nature education and outdoor recreation center, 
built around an original land grant of 112 acres generously 
contributed by the Mahler family. Now 
governed by a volunteer board of direc-
tors working with a small salaried sta�, 
FENCE�s property is protected by a 
conservation easement and therefore will 
always be available, free from develop-
ment, for future generations to enjoy.

Since its founding, FENCE has grown 
to its present 384 acres and six miles of 
trails through hardwood forest, meadow, 
and wetland and serves some 65,000 
people each year with programs in nature 
study, outdoor recreation and equestrian 
competition. Dedicated to educating 
the public about nature, FENCE o�ers 
a variety of programs and amenities for 
hikers, birdwatchers, gardeners, and 
astronomers, and also helps educate future 
generations by working with local schools 
in their �Project FENCE� natural history 
curriculum and hosting summer day 
camps. Gretchen Verbonic is a FENCE 
volunteer who also serves on the Board 
of Directors, as well as Chair of the 
organization�s Finance Committee. �First 
and foremost, the focus of FENCE is on 
nature and education, although we o�er a 
variety of other activities which include our equestrian center 
and therapeutic riding program,� she notes.

Since holding its �rst event in the late 1980�s, FENCE�s 
equestrian center has gained a reputation as one of the �nest 
facilities of its kind in the Southeast. Comprised of three 
lighted show rings with all-weather footing (including a 
covered arena), stabling for over 300 horses in eleven barns, 

and spectator seating, the FENCE Equestrian Center hosts 
events in all disciplines year-round, including hunter/jumper 
competitions, cross-country events, dressage, carriage driv-
ing, and the famous Block House Steeplechase. In addition, 
FENCE o�ers a therapeutic riding program which teaches 
horsemanship skills to adults and children with physical and 
developmental di�culties.

(Sustain Your Horse Park, continued)

Kay Whitlock has managed dressage shows at FENCE for 
over twenty years, and is a strong supporter of the non-pro�t 
organization. �I manage competitions at several di�erent 

facilities in the region, and FENCE is one 
of the best groups that I get to work with,� 
Whitlock explains. �Facilities with di�erent 
organizational structures, such as state-run 
properties, seem to fall victim to budget 
cuts and don�t have necessary funds for 
maintenance, equipment, or sta�. Some 
parks are burdened by tremendous debt 
from the land which they can�t get out 
from under. Others don�t have extensive 
community involvement and have to �ght 
a perception of elitism. None of these are 
issues with FENCE.�

 Verbonic explains that FENCE 
primarily relies on grants and donations, 
which may be earmarked by donors for a 
speci�c purpose such as a new building or 
arena. �Our biggest challenge at this time 
is that with the tough economic times, our 
donations are down,� says Verbonic. �Our 
equestrian center facilities are rented 
out to various groups to hold shows and 
events, and the money generated goes back 
into the property for maintenance and to 
further support the nature programs. We 
also hold community events such as a golf 
tournament and a wine and art festival in 

the fall to help generate additional revenue.�
But without support from volunteers, serving in a myriad of 

roles in both the nature center and equestrian facility, FENCE 
would not be able to continue serving the community.  
Verbonic, a busy licensed dressage judge by day, makes time 
to serve in multiple volunteer capacities for FENCE and is 
committed to the center�s success. Her dedication and active 
involvement sets an example for horse lovers everywhere to 
help preserve the venues they utilize and treasure. Become 
educated about the organizational structure of equestrian 
facilities in your area, understand the challenges facing them, 
become an advocate for these sites, and �nd out how you can 
help beyond simply attending the occasional horse show. Yes, 
writing a donation check is important, indeed. �However, 
even if someone doesn�t have the funds to donate to a facility, 
they may have the time to contribute as a volunteer,� says 
Verbonic. �Every bit helps.� 

 
Look for additional horse park pro�les on the Equine Land 

Conservation Resource website, http://elcr.org/sustain.php
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But without support from volun-
teers�FENCE would not be able to  

continue serving the community.
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From the Saddle
A letter from ELCR�s CEO, Deb Balliet

Recently, I have been consider-
ing the notion of leadership    
 and volunteerism. From 

my seat, it is easy to see the many 
divisions amongst horsemen and the 
independence for which we are sometimes know. However, 
I also know that horsemen come together when there is 
a need, a crisis or a common challenge. � ere are leaders 
amongst us and caring, giving individuals abound in our 
ranks; those are qualities that are within every 
one of us.    

� e loss of land is a common challenge that demands all 
of our attention. As the nation�s population grows, land for 
horses will continue to diminish. I worry those urban and 
suburban residents, particularly children who grow up in 
metropolitan areas, will never know the joy and magic of 
the horse. � ey will lack the opportunity that we have had. 

� e horse is playing an ever decreasing role in our culture; 
we and the horse may be marginalized.

It is clear that there are a solution to this problem.� e 
solution includes a combination of leadership, organiza-
tion, volunteerism and active involvement by members 
of the equestrian community. We know that all land is 
saved locally. Given that, how can you organize and engage 
the horsemen in your town to protect the land needed to 
ensure the future of the equestrian lifestyle?

At ELCR, we want to help you and the equestrians in 
your community to protect the land that is vital for you and 
your horses. We are here to help you with information and 
networking resources. We will help you with tried and true 
solutions; we will provide connections to others who have 
dealt with similar issues. 

Call us. Join us. Time is of the essence. 

Photo courtesy of Jennifer M
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2011 Conservation Partners 
Conference Call Calendar

 
FALL FARMLAND PROTECTION SERIES

Call #5 October 13

Topic: Purchase of Development Rights Program, 
How � ey are Formed, How � ey Work & Bene� ts to 
Land Owners

Panel: Lorraine Garkovich, Ph.D, University of  
Kentucky Professor; Jamie O�Neill, Saratoga County, 
NY; Billy Van Pelt, Division of  Purchase of  Develop-
ment Rights, Lexington-Fayette County, KY 

� anks to our 2011 Conservation Partners Sponsor

Visit the Equine Land Conservation Resource on Facebook

www.KPPusa.com

� anks to our corporate friend:

Some people want it to happen, 
some wish it to happen, others make 
it happen. —Anonymous
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Sustainable Stables (Durham, NC) assists horse farm 
owners with implementing �best management practices,� 
or BMPs.  �BMPs are practices that help protect soil and 

water on your property and nearby,� notes Lynnette Batt, co-
owner. �On a horse farm, these include things like composting 
manure and fencing horses out of streams. Going further, they 
can include bigger projects like conservation easements and 
stream and wetland restorations.�

Sustainable Stables is working with the NC Division of 
Soil and Water to provide information and assistance to the 
equestrian community on BMPs.  �ey developed educational 
materials highlighting BMPs on a local demonstration farm, 
which included a rainwater collection tank used to water 
gardens and bathe horses, and a rain garden that traps and 
�lters polluted runo�.  Sustainable Stables is also working to 
help make the state�s agricultural cost share program -- which 
provides �nancial and technical assistance for implementing 
BMPs -- more horse-friendly.

BMPs are becoming increasingly important as regulations 
tighten in response to an increasing number of horse farms. In 
North Carolina, for example, farms in certain watersheds must 

fence horses 25 feet from streams; in other states, farms must 
develop waste management plans to keep nutrients from horse 
manure and fertilizer out of streams.             

Sustainable Stables LLC is a small business that provides 
site planning, design and farm management services to horse 
property owners.  Principals Clay Nelson and Lynnette Batt 
founded the company in 2009. �ey emphasize sustainable 
horsekeeping practices that make good �nancial sense, create 
healthy environments, and help to protect nature.  

As a primary service, Sustainable Stables provides assistance 
with facility planning and design, specializing in small to 

medium-sized farms.  �ey have success-
fully worked with land owners in North 
Carolina, New York, Maine, and Michigan 
to develop plans for properties ranging 
from 5 to 250 acres.  �Whether building 
from scratch or renovating an existing 
facility, creating a well thought-out site 
plan is critical to developing a smart, 
sustainable horse farm,� says Lynnette. 
Planning will help answer questions on 
size, location, and type of facilities (barns, 
paddocks, pastures, manure storage, etc) 
based on the owners� interests and local 
environmental conditions such as soil type 
and wind/rain patterns.

For more information contact Clay and 
Lynnette at www.sustainablestables.com. 

Conservation Partners Spotlight: Sustainable Stables 
By Clay Nelson

Lynnette Batt of Sustainable Stables reviewing site 
plans with NC land owners developing a horse farm. 

ELCR President Larry Byers and Advisory Council member, Rand Wentworth, President of the 
Land Trust Alliance present Luke Lynch and John Turner, (ret) with a plaque recognizing their 
support of ELCR in its formative years and in recognition of their equine land conservation work. 
�e presentation occurred at a gathering in Teton Village, WY, at the ranch of ELCR Board 
member Robin Lighter and her husband, Sam.
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