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Regional Partnership Announces 2026 Shenandoah Valley Conservation Fellows
Collaborative Program Prepares the Next Generation of Conservation Leaders
While Advancing Conservation Priorities Today

HARRISONBURG, VA (March 16, 2026) — Shenandoah Valley Conservancy, Alliance for the Shenandoah
Valley, and Potomac Conservancy today announced the selection of the 2026 Shenandoah Valley
Conservation Fellows, a cohort of emerging conservation professionals who will support critical land,
water, and community conservation efforts throughout the region.

The Shenandoah Valley Conservation Fellowship Program is a collaborative workforce development
initiative that connects college students with regional conservation organizations for hands-on training,
professional development, and meaningful employment in environmental and natural resource
conservation. Developed through a partnership among regional conservation organizations -
Shenandoah Valley Conservancy, Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley, and Potomac Conservancy — and
Sustainable Shenandoah Valley's consortium of regional colleges and universities, the program reflects
a shared commmitment to strengthening the future of conservation across the Shenandoah Valley.

Fellows will gain direct experience in conservation easement stewardship, community outreach, land
conservation fieldwork, and policy engagement through placements with the individual organizations
while contributing to collaborative conservation priorities shared across the Valley. The 2026 Fellowship
cohort includes:

e Lillian Naftel (James Madison University), Stakeholder Outreach and Engagement Fellow,
Shenandoah Valley Conservancy — A senior earth and environmental science student
passionate about conservation and environmental education, Lillian brings a lifelong
connection to the Shenandoah Valley and strong experience in community engagement.

e Sofia Rocchi (James Madison University), Stewardship Fellow, Shenandoah Valley Conservancy
— A biology major concentrating in ecology and environmental biology, Sofia is committed to
protecting Valley landscapes through hands-on stewardship and conservation work.

e Jade Shull (Virginia Commonwealth University) Community Engagement for Natural
Resource Conservation Fellow, Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley — An environmental studies
graduate excited about strengthening connections between communities and the natural
environment, Jade is dedicated to advancing conservation outreach across the Valley.

e Emily Herrup (James Madison University), Land Conservation and Fieldwork Fellow, Potomac
Conservancy — With academic interests in geography and environmental systems, Emily is
focused on building a career in sustainable land use and land stewardship.

The Fellowships run Spring through Fall 2026. Applications for next year'’s Fellows will be available in Fall
2026.
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The Shenandoah Valley holds growing importance as a regional, national, and even global conservation
priority. The Valley's productive agricultural lands help supply food across the region, while its forests,
waterways, and open spaces form a globally significant biodiversity hotspot and a landscape of scenic
beauty that supports thriving outdoor recreation economies. As pressures from climate change,
population growth, and development continue to intensify, preparing the next generation of
conservation professionals is essential to protecting the lands and waters that sustain the Valley's
communities, economy, and natural heritage.

“The future of the Shenandoah Valley depends on strong conservation leadership and a skilled
workforce prepared to meet the challenges ahead,” said Peter Hujik, Executive Director of Shenandoah
Valley Conservancy. “This Fellowship program brings together leading conservation organizations to
invest directly in the next generation, providing meaningful hands-on experience while advancing
conservation outcomes that will benefit the Valley for decades to come. We couldn’t be more proud to
welcome these students into our ranks.”

Dr. Rob Alexander, Professor at James Madison University, added: “The Fellowship Program is a unique
collaboration between conservation employers and our regional institutions of higher education
through Sustainable Shenandoah Valley, showing that such partnerships work to strengthen and
deepen our conservation workforce.”

By aligning workforce development with active conservation priorities, the Shenandoah Valley
Conservation Fellowship Program strengthens the capacity of regional organizations while ensuring the
next generation of conservation leaders is equipped with the experience, skills, and professional
networks needed to help protect the Shenandoah Valley for generations to come.

The Shenandoah Valley Conservation Fellowship Program was made possible through foundational
pilot-year support from the Virginia Economic Development Partnership, Virginia Talent + Opportunity
Partnership, Arconic Foundation, Re:wild, and Virginia's United Land Trust. Their investment, along with
additional regional partners, sustains the program and enables its ongoing impact across the
Shenandoah Valley.

For more information about the Shenandoah Valley Conservation Fellowship Program and the 2026
Fellows, visit shenandoahconservationfellowship.org.
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About Shenandoah Valley Conservancy

Shenandoah Valley Conservancy, formerly Valley Conservation Council, is a non-profit, nationally
accredited land trust dedicated to advancing conservation priorities in the Shenandoah Valley and
adjacent Alleghany Highlands by strategically protecting farms, forests, and waterways. The
Conservancy is focused on protecting the natural landscapes of its service area with strategic and
innovative approaches that consider the intrinsic connection between our land and water, along with
the plants, animals, and people they sustain.

The Conservancy's service region includes 11 counties: Frederick, Warren, Shenandoah, Page,
Rockingham, Augusta, Highland, Bath, Rockbridge, Alleghany, and Botetourt. Since our founding in
1990, our mission to protect the natural landscapes and agricultural legacy of our region has never
wavered. The Conservancy has secured 95 easements and protected over 11,500 acres throughout the
Valley.

About Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley

Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley works to ensure the Valley's rural character, scenic beauty, clean
water, and vibrant communities are protected by providing accurate and timely information to
community members and decision makers. We believe that, together, we can preserve what is



important to community members and grow in ways that are sensitive to the extraordinary natural and
cultural resources that distinguish our region.

About Potomac Conservancy

Potomac Conservancy is a nationally accredited land trust and clean water leader in the Potomac River
region. We're committed to restoring the Potomac to full health for the five million people who rely on
the river for drinking water and outdoor enjoyment. We improve local water quality through land
conservation initiatives that effectively stop pollution from entering our streams and tributaries. Our
impassioned base of 42,000 supporters empowers us to protect and expand streamside forests, pass
water protection laws, and restore local shorelines.

About Sustainable Shenandoah Valley

Sustainable Shenandoah Valley is a Regional Centre of Expertise consisting of the five higher education
institutions in the central Shenandoah Valley — James Madison University, Eastern Mennonite University,
Bridgewater College, Blue Ridge Commmunity College, and Mary Baldwin College.

This consortium brings together teachers, students, higher education administrators, members of the
local business community, local and regional governmental officials, researchers, and other commmunity
members to promote activities, events, and resources that increase understanding and awareness of
how current actions can have implications for the Valley in the future.
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