NETWORK NEWS 4/1/08
Senate Finance Committee amendments improve land conservation tax credit bill: Yesterday, the Senate Finance Committee favorably reported a substitute to HB 1274. The major changes from the bill passed unanimously by the House on March 11 include:
· The Board of Natural Resources will promulgate rules to determine whether or not a donated tract is suitable for conservation purposes. Currently, eligibility is determined by referral to the language in the GA Land Conservation Act, some of which is vague (e.g., lands that protect water quality).
· Members of a partnership are eligible for a total tax credit of up to $1 million. Individuals are still limited to $250,000 and corporations to $500,000.
· If a parcel of land is subdivided but remains in one ownership, only one qualified donation may be made in a given year. 
The Senate Finance Committee substitute retains all of the changes made in the House bill, including:

· Fair market value is determined by appraisal.

· Donations to the federal government qualify.

· Substantial value misstatements are defined and penalties assessed for making them.

· The donated portion of a bargain sale qualifies.

·  The carry forward for unused credits is extended from 5 to 10 years.

The Senate Committee’s substitute now goes to the Rules Committee, who must pass it today. Assuming they do so, the Senate then votes; if favorable, then the bill is assigned to a conference committee to iron out the differences between the House and Senate bills. To read the Senate committee substitute, go to www.legis.state.ga.us and click on legislation; then enter HB 1274.
GA Land Conservation Act improvements on the way to the Governor: On March 28, the Senate voted 46 to 1 to amend the Act, allowing state agencies in addition to GA DNR to be eligible for grants and to allow non-profit organizations to borrow money for land conservation projects. The bill (HB 1176) passed the House unanimously on March 11.

Fate of FY 2009 budget for land conservation grants uncertain:  The Governor requested $35 million for land conservation grants, with $5M for local projects and $30M for projects of statewide significance. The House budget includes $10 million and the Senate budget includes $26 million.  The House/Senate conference committee will recommend a final amount. 
► HOLD THE DATE: The next meeting of the Georgia Alliance of Land Trusts will take place on July 17 and 18 in Augusta. The local host will be the Central Savannah River Land Trust. Preliminary plans call for a half day training session sponsored by the Land Trust Alliance – Southeast and a half day of technical assistance sponsored by the GA Department of Natural Resources. Please put this important meeting on your calendar. Details will follow.

U.S. Forest Service announces $54 million in Forest Legacy grants including funds for Georgia’s Paulding Forest: Yesterday, the USFS announced 35 Forest Legacy project grants to 35 states totaling $54. Georgia’s Paulding County project will receive $3,464,000 (the highest amount awarded; only one other state, Minnesota, received as much).    

Final Rule allows the Georgia Wetlands and Streams Trust Fund (GWSTF) to continue to provide funds for wetlands and streams preservation: On March 31, the Environmental Protection Agency and the Army Corps of Engineers released a pre-publication version of the Final Rule for Compensatory Mitigation for Losses of Aquatic Resources (the official version will appear in the Federal Register on about April 4). The Draft Rule had proposed eliminating in-lieu fee mitigation programs such as the GWSTF, but the track record of the program and the need for a variety of mitigation tools prevailed in the Final Rule. Some changes will be necessary to the Georgia program to bring it in line with the new rule – such as a greater emphasis on mitigation in the same watershed - but the program will survive. The GWSTF has provided over $5.3 million to land trusts in Georgia, GA DNR and the US Forest Service to help preserve 25 sites totaling over 2,350 acres, including 240 acres of wetlands and over 13 miles of stream.

To read the 232-page Final Rule, go to www.epa.gov/wetlansmitigation/
Land trust applicants for accreditation find some practices difficult: The Land Trust Accreditation Commission has released a list of the indicator practices that are requiring the greatest amount of follow-up (in other words, applicants are not getting it right the first time). More than 50% of the applicants had difficulties with recordkeeping (Practice 9G) followed by baseline documentation reports (11B), easement monitoring (11C) and appraisals (10B). Less than 50% had trouble with dealing with conflicts of interest (4A), funding easement stewardship (11A), land management (12C), board approval of transactions (3F), investment and management of assets and dedicated funds (6F), project planning (8G), project selection and criteria (8B) and enforcement of easements (11E). 

A reminder - monitoring reports on lands conserved in 2006 are due in April: If you are holding a conservation easement on land that was eligible for a tax credit in 2006, GA DNR requires that you submit a monitoring report in whatever form you keep them in. For details, contact Kristina Sorensen at 770-761-3043 or Kristina_Sorensen@dnr.state.ga.us
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