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SV2 Grant Case Study 

In 2005, SV2 awarded Acterra: Action for a Sustainable Earth a STRENGTH grant for 
$150,000, to be distributed over three years and directed towards Acterra’s Stewardship 
Program (ASP). Acterra brings people together to build sustainable communities and 
preserve natural resources through education, action, and advocacy. It operates several 
environmental projects, including an environmental leadership-training program, two 
projects that help people reduce their carbon emissions and combat global warming, an 
environmental library and resource center, and Acterra’s Stewardship Program. ASP’s 
mission is to educate the pubic on open space preservation, habitat restoration and 
promotion of ecological and recreational values in local parks and open space. Its projects 
include the Arastradero Preserve Stewardship Project (APSP), Acterra’s Native Plant 
Nursery, Young Earth Stewards, and the San Francisquito Watershed Project.  
 
Grant Objectives 
 
Acterra outlined five grant objectives for strengthening its Stewardship Program’s 
organizational capacity. First, the program would develop and implement a five-year 
strategic plan. Second, it would purchase a laptop, a global positioning system (GPS) 
receiver, and geographic information system (GIS) software to assist with tracking and 
managing native and non-native plant populations on the Arastadero Preserve. Third, it 
would purchase a used pickup truck to transport tools and materials to and from preserve 
work sites. Fourth, it would implement programs to share knowledge with fellow 
restoration practitioners in the region, striving to become a model for restoration and 
increase collaboration. Finally, it would develop the individual funding base for the 
preserve to support 25% of the APSP project budget.  
 
Strategic Planning 
 
In year one of the grant cycle, Acterra hired a consultant to guide the ASP strategic 
planning process. The consultant worked with staff to form a committee and begin 
drafting a strategic plan. The planning process was prolonged by the resignation of the 
ASP director a few months into the grant cycle. But, following the hiring of a new 
director, the plan was finalized at the beginning of 2006. Putting the plan into action, 
Acterra hired an education director in year two and began submitting grant proposals to 
expand its environmental education efforts on the preserve and in classrooms. The most 
significant new component was the Youth and Nature (now Young Earth Stewards) 
program, which does educational outreach to schools in underserved communities using 
habitat restoration as a vehicle for educating youth about their local ecosystem. While 
SV2 Partners offered to assist with the strategic planning exercise, they ultimately acted 
as observers instead of actively participating in the staff-driven process. Staff members 
felt that the exercise was very helpful, enabling them to develop a clearer vision of ASP’s 
future and making them more conscious about setting quantifiable objectives.  
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Physical Equipment 
 
In year one Acterra also purchased a global positioning system (GPS) receiver, 
geographic information system (GIS) software, and a laptop to assist with tracking and 
managing native and non-native plant populations and better communicate their work to 
funders and other stakeholders.   
 
GIS software is used to manage & analyze data captured by a GPS receiver. ASP staff 
members use the equipment to map populations of native and non-native species in 
restoration sites. For example, the staff can now efficiently track the health of oak and 
buckeye trees scattered throughout the preserve. They are also able to track and manage 
weed populations more precisely. Staff members compared newly generated maps with 
GPS data collected by a consultant in 2001 to see how effectively they controlled weeds. 
Since acquiring the equipment they have occasionally hired temporary GIS/GPS 
technicians to help create new maps. 
 
The data strengthens Acterra’s credibility and increases ASP’s chances for funding by 
illustrating the preserve’s needs and the results of their efforts with great precision. In 
year one, ASP documented a new invasive species and sent the data to the Santa Clara 
County Weed Management Area, which subsequently awarded the program a grant to 
manage the weeds. In year two, the maps helped ASP acquire a $35,000 grant from the 
California Department of Food and Agriculture for additional weed management. The 
GIS maps also help ASP communicate with the public and with collaborators such as the 
City of Palo Alto rangers.  
 
Acterra also purchased a used pickup truck, the organization’s first vehicle, with its SV2 
funding. Previously, staff used their personal vehicles to move equipment and materials 
to and from work sites. The truck has increased their efficiency in delivering plants, tools, 
and water to the preserve on volunteer workdays, increasing volunteer productivity. It has 
been especially helpful for watering native plants during the summer, such as the oak 
trees, using a water tank mounted on the back of the truck. The truck also provides access 
to places on the preserve that were previously inaccessible with most personal vehicles.  
 
Regional Convening & Collaboration 
 
In 2006 Acterra hosted its first regional restoration workshop, bringing together leaders 
from local organizations involved in habitat restoration and land management, including 
the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District, the Jasper Ridge Preserve, and the 
California Native Plant Society. Acterra shared its approach of using habitat restoration 
as an educational opportunity for youth and adult volunteers.  
 
In 2007, Acterra organized its second annual restoration workshop. This event was much 
larger than the first, spanning three days and attracting 124 attendees from agencies and 
organizations such as Peninsula Open Space Trust, Midpeninsula Regional Open Space 
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District, CalTrans, San Jose State University, California Academy of Sciences, the 
Sonoma Ecology Center, Edgewood Park, and Palo Alto’s Open Space staff. It included 
forums in which practitioners could network and communicate to improve information 
sharing and collaboration amongst projects. Each day’s forums had a different theme: 
February 6th, Nuts & Bolts of Restoration, including a “Weed ID” session; February 7th, 
Education and Outreach to the Community; and February 8th, The Effects of Climate 
Change on Biodiversity in California: Implication for Habitat Restoration. ASP intends 
to make this three-day workshop an annual event and has already scheduled its third for 
Winter 2008-2009.  
 
Development 
 
Since it was founded in 1997, Acterra’s Stewardship Program has been primarily 
supported by a small contract with the City of Palo Alto and by grants from private 
foundations. To increase the program’s sustainability, Acterra planned to diversify the 
project’s funding stream, with an emphasis on developing a strong individual donor base. 
It aimed to cover 25% of the project budget through individual donations by year three. 
Acterra identified a potential source of individual donors in the affluent and well-
educated surrounding communities adjacent to the Arastradero Preserve. Acterra planned 
to achieve its goals by purchasing a more sophisticated donor tracking database and 
creating a Development Director position. However, development efforts stalled in the 
first two years of the grant. Some of the original assumptions about the potential donor 
base proved to be erroneous, while the underlying development goals were even more 
problematic.  
 
The plan involved splitting the development director’s time equally between ASP and 
Acterra as a whole. Acterra used the SV2 grant to fund ASP-specific development 
efforts, and funded the other half of her time for Acterra from other sources. The original 
plan was that the development director would develop a system for identifying, 
cultivating, and tracking individual donors, using a new donor-tracking database. She 
would also expand the underdeveloped membership program, start a major donor 
campaign, and help create marketing materials to improve communications with 
community members and other potential donors. The development director would work 
closely with the ASP director, who would continue to conduct development efforts from 
corporate, foundation, and government sources. In the autumn of year one, Acterra hired 
Alexi Miller as development director.  
 
During year one, Miller prepared a fundraising plan that identified potential donor groups 
and strategies for solicitation, and began the outreach process. However, this proved to be 
unfruitful. The assumptions outlined in the grant proposal concerning the interest of 
neighbors around the preserve proved to be wrong. Many of these individuals were 
concerned with the fire danger in the area rather than habitat restoration efforts. In 
addition, the strategy of tabling at the preserve and several fairs and events to heighten 
visibility and induct new donors generated volunteers but did not bring in many 
donations.  
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The greater problem underlying the difficulty in cultivating donors was the inherent 
conflict between raising funds from individuals to support the organization overall and 
raising funds from (potentially the same) people to support a specific project. SV2 
Partner Nancy Cole noted that it is generally not a good strategy to establish a donor base 
for a program of a parent organization, except in the case of time-bound campaigns when 
the parent organization’s unrestricted donor base is healthy and well established. By 
trying to raise money specifically for ASP, Acterra was self-restricting its funding, when 
it should have been encouraging individuals to make unrestricted gifts to Acterra 
generally. This unresolved pull between the parent organization and its project resulted in 
ambivalent and confusing communications to donors, who had difficulty discerning 
whether they were making a donation to Acterra or ASP.  
 
Marketing and Communications 
 
Miller and Acterra’s Communications Director developed marketing materials to support 
the cultivation of individual donors. In the first two years of the grant cycle they 
produced a new marketing brochure and multimedia presentations, and started updating 
the website. However, although these materials were informative, they were not effective 
in cultivating donors. Messaging to donors was inconsistent due to ambivalence over 
potentially weakening Acterra’s donor base by attempting to build one for ASP. Even 
long-time donors had difficulty understanding the difference between donating to Acterra 
versus ASP. Acterra needed to clearly define the relationship between the parent 
organization and ASP, create a consistent and integrated development strategy, and 
reflect this clarity in their marketing materials.  
 
Mid -Course Evaluation and Correction 
 
In 2007, at the end of year two of the grant, SV2 Partners Ann Iverson, Lance Fors, and 
Nancy Cole sat down with Acterra executive director Michael Closson to reevaluate the 
trajectory of the grant. While Acterra had excelled in meeting the first four objectives of 
the SV2 Strength Grant, its effort to attract large individual donations had very limited 
success. Together, SV2 and Acterra revamped development goals and strategies for the 
final year of the grant. Acterra would focus on building a major donor campaign for the 
parent organization, and eliminate individual donor goals for ASP. ASP-specific 
development would focus on a promising earned income strategy with corporate 
customers. To accommodate these new strategies, Acterra would reorganize staff 
responsibilities. Miller, the development director, would focus mainly on Acterra’s donor 
development, and a half-time outreach coordinator would be hired to assist with ASP’s 
public outreach and volunteer coordination. The outreach coordinator would organize 
events and hikes at the preserve as well as systematize volunteer outreach in terms of 
recruitment, retention, and tracking. Finally, Acterra staff would work with SV2 Partner 
Ann Iverson to create marketing materials that reflected the newly defined relationship 
between Acterra and ASP.  
 



Acterra 
SV2 Grant Case Study 

 

-5- 

In line with the above shift in fundraising strategy, ASP hired a half-time outreach 
coordinator in the fall of 2007. She helped create a corporate outreach brochure, updated 
the general ASP brochure, and initiated relationships with local corporations such as 
OSH, Home Depot, Trader Joe’s, and Whole Foods who provided discounts or in-kind 
donations. In 2007-2008, also as a result of this shift in emphasis, ASP engaged 
volunteers from Whole Foods, Trader Joes, REI, Hewlett Packard, Whole Travel, X-Fire 
and Roche in restoration work on the preserve. Roche donated $50.00 per person for their 
volunteer work. Building on this progress, in 2008-2009 ASP will offer a new fee-based 
volunteer program and corporate team building options on the Arastradero Preserve. 
 
Organizational Capacity Outcomes 
 
As the table below indicates, Acterra’s overall organizational capacity grew substantially 
over the course of the SV2 grant cycle. Its budget increased 50%, it added several new 
staff positions, and it expanded its program to emphasize developing local strategies to 
combat global warming.  
 
 Y1:FY05/06 Y2:FY06/07 Y3:FY07/08  
Organizational budget (Acterra) 640,900 801,900 960,100 
Program budget (ASP) 202,000 245,500 180,500 
Funding from individual donors $211,400 $278,400 $292,200 
FTEs (Acterra) 11 12 13 
# volunteer hours (ASP) 5500 4000 4240 
# native plants installed (APSP) 6000 5600 4203 
# non-native plants removed 
(APSP) 15,000 30,000 50,000 

 
The Acterra major donor campaign aimed to increase unrestricted funding for the entire 
organization. In year one the organization had raised $225,000 from individuals, of which 
$170,000 was unrestricted. It aimed to increase that to $230,000 in unrestricted funding 
for year three, FY 07-08.  
 
The focus on raising ASP-specific funding shifted to a promising earned income program 
with corporate customers. Acterra marketed the program to companies as an opportunity 
to perform public service while strengthening their internal capacity, and offered a 
corporate membership program. The organization is being advised by a senior executive 
at a large corporation who took interest in the project. Though Acterra is still working out 
the details of the funding model and researching the potential market, several 
corporations have already expressed interest. Executive Director Michael Closson 
anticipates that it continue to grow in the years to come, and Fors estimates that with 
strong development efforts Acterra has the potential to eventually double ASP’s 
unrestricted funding from individual donors. 
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SV2 Involvement 
 
SV2 Partners Lance Fors and Ann Iverson acted as co-Liaisons to Acterra on this grant. 
Both SV2 partners and Acterra staff found it challenging to strike the right balance in 
terms of collaboration.   Closson appreciated the Partners’ dedication and responsiveness 
but acknowledged that Acterra could have drawn more heavily on their skills. Iverson felt 
that SV2 could have intervened earlier as they saw the development strategy falter, but 
the Partners chose to be patient. SV2’s experience with Acterra illustrates the challenges 
in a high-engagement partnership of striking the balance between working intimately to 
provide human capital and respecting the autonomy of grantees as they work through 
their own issues and obstacles. 
 
After the new development strategy was finalized, SV2 Partner Ann Iverson, an 
experienced marketing consultant, worked with Acterra staff to align their marketing with 
the new development strategy. She has volunteered to work extensively with them to 
develop an aggressive marketing plan that matches the age and size of the organization, 
starting with a messaging map exercise. Acterra accepted her offer at the beginning of 
year three, but shortly thereafter hired an experienced marketing director and decided to 
rely on that more accessible in-house expertise to meet its marketing needs. 
 
Future Avenues 
 
Acterra is currently updating the Stewardship Program’s strategic plan and building the 
outline for a new strategy to be initiated in the next year— the San Francisquito 
Watershed Project (SFWP).  Although ASP’s strategic plan needs much more work and 
refinement, the goal is to adopt SFWP’s funding model. Whereas the current ASP model 
is heavily reliant on the program director’s ability and success of writing corporate, 
government, and foundation grants, the SFWP model has the potential to be much more 
sustainable because it receives steady funding from municipalities such as the Santa Clara 
Water District, Joint Powers Authority, Stanford University, the City’s of Portola Valley, 
Menlo Park and Palo Alto to monitor, restore, and clean up local waterways.   
 
SFWP also brings in funding based on restoration consulting work.  This type of 
consulting work is becoming more sought after as land managers, home and land owners, 
corporations, school districts and other local government departments are required to 
adopt and maintain certain environmental standards such as clean water and air.  ASP 
staff members are highly qualified to teach and consult with people on everything from 
how to improve their landscapes with native plants to how to reduce water, labor and 
chemical costs and usage by planting native drought tolerant landscapes. If ASP can be 
more involved in a fee-based consulting service and adopt a similar financial model to 
that of SFWP, it will rely less on grant-based funding in the future, thus allowing staff to 
more fully carry out the work and mission of the Acterra Stewardship Program.  


