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FY 2009 grant funds for land conservation suspended: Governor Perdue has suspended grant funding for the Georgia Land Conservation Program using the fiscal year 2009 allocation of $10 million. This is due to the economic downturn affecting the U.S. economy and the sharp decline in revenue being received by the State of Georgia.  These funds are on hold until the General Assembly reconvenes and acts on an amended FY 2009 budget early next year.   A few things to keep in mind regarding the Land Conservation Program:

· These budget actions do not impact GLCP’s low interest loan or tax credit programs, and the loan fund currently has $45 million available.  In addition, the GEFA Board is expected to amend the loan program policies as early as next week to reduce the 3% interest rate to 2% for projects in much of the state and reduce the 2% closing cost for most projects;

· These budget actions do not impact any applications previously approved by the Land Conservation Council and staff will continue to work with applicants to bring these important projects to fruition.

Curt Soper, Director of the GLCP, has stated: “We regret that some of you may have incurred time and costs in preparing grant applications only to have this part of the program suspended, but we also support Governor Perdue and the General Assembly in the tough decisions they are making to balance the state’s budget.  Feel free to contact me if you have any questions, and thanks for your continuing support of the Georgia Land Conservation Program.”
The GLCP still has approximately $4.5 million in funds from the FY08 Budget for projects of statewide significance. These funds have not been affected by the Governor’s suspension decision.
Stakeholders meeting fine-tunes the proposed tax credit rules: For two hours, participants in yesterday’s stakeholders meeting reviewed the proposed rules for the land conservation tax credit program and discussed possible revisions and clarifications. Most of the discussion focused on the definition of “conservation land” and what should be included and what left out. The direction the proposed Rules are taking is to reinforce the tax credit program as a stimulus primarily for rural land conservation. For example, for farm and forest land to qualify for the tax credit, they will have to be at least ten acres in size; buffers to wetlands and streams will have to be at least 100 feet wide; recreational land will have to be “nature-based” (and not running, jogging or biking). DNR staff plans to revise the draft rules and submit them in mid-September for consideration by the Board of Natural Resources. Final Board action is expected at their December meeting.
The clarifications and refinements in the Rules address both the changes to the law brought about by the passage of HB 1274 and by the experience derived from the five applications DNR has denied and their subsequent appeals (all five are heading to court).

► Your feedback is needed on one question that arose at the stakeholders meeting: how onerous would it be if DNR required evidence of title in the application for certification? Please send your response to Kristina Sorensen at Kristina_Sorensen@dnr.state.ga.us
or call her at 770-761-3043.

Audubon Environmental Land Trust accepts first conservation easement in Georgia: We have a new land trust conserving land in Georgia. In December, the AELT accepted a conservation easement on upland green space, wetlands and coastal marsh in a “sustainable, conservation-oriented coastal development” at Barbour Point in Savannah. AELT was created by Audubon Environmental, a provider of environmental technical services to Audubon International’s programs of sustainable development. The Executive Director of AELT is Rich Henderson. He can be reached at AELT, 1000 Saint Albans Drive, Suite 350, Raleigh, NC 27609; tel. 919-380-9640; e-mail: rhenderson@audubonenv.com
Do you have a newsletter due to go out before the November elections? If so, consider educating your members about the proposed Constitutional Amendment #1 – which if passed, enables the Georgia Forest Land Protection Act of 2008. IRS Rules allow land trusts to take positions on such measures. A primer on the Amendment, prepared by Jason Rooks, is appended to this issue of Network News.

As you draft your budgets for 2009, consider including these outstanding educational events:

· March 25-26: Southeast Land Trust Conference, Auburn, Alabama. Sponsored by the Land Trust Alliance – Southeast Region.
· October 11-14: Rally 2009, the National Land Conservation Conference. Portland, Oregon. Sponsored by the Land Trust Alliance.

Longleaf Alliance & Forest Guild to hold joint meeting: “Forestry in a Changing World: New Challenges and Opportunities” will be the meeting topic to be held in
Sandestin, Florida on October 28-November 1, 2008. Why this topic? According to meeting publicity, “today’s forests face changes of unprecedented pace and magnitude. Global climate change threatens the stability of ecosystems already vulnerable from altered fire regimes. Regulation and market forces are changing the sources used to meet our energy needs. Industrial divestiture, intergenerational estate transfers, and the land trust movement are changing the face of forest ownership. Concurrently, there is an increasing awareness of the broader ecosystem services that well-managed forests provide, including carbon sequestration. A variety of forest values are being enhanced with appropriately scaled biomass utilization and increased native forest restoration efforts (exemplified by increased longleaf pine restoration on a range wide basis). These and other examples of excellent forestry offer models for meeting the myriad of management challenges faced across the United States.” Special sessions at the Longleaf Alliance & Forest Guild 2008 Joint Meeting include keynote addresses by renowned Harvard Professor Edward O. Wilson and Conservation Biologist Reed Noss, the unveiling of the first public draft of the Range-Wide Conservation Plan for Longleaf Pine, and a plenary on climate change. For details and to register, please visit www.forestguild.org/meeting.html or www.longleafalliance.org  or call 919-515-9563.

Dates:
August 25: Deadline for registering for Rally 2008 - the National Land Conservation Conference to be held in Pittsburgh, PA Sept. 18-21. To register, go to www.lta.org
October 16: Tentative date for the next Georgia Land Conservation Council meeting; tentative location: Atlanta.

October 28-November 1: Longleaf Alliance & Forest Guild 2008 Joint Meeting. See article on page 2 for details.
Changes:
The Georgia Forestry Commission board has approved Robert Farris as Executive Director of the GFC. Mr. Farris had served as Interim Director since December 2006. Among his credentials are a degree in Forest Resources from UGA and a recommendation for the position from Governor Perdue.

Reggie Lanier has joined the GFC as Conservation Forester. He will be working with Buford Sanders. Contact information: 61949 Highway 46 East, Metter, GA 30439; tel. 912-685-2077 or rlanier@gfc.state.ga.us
Andrew Schock of The Conservation Fund has changed his e-mail to: aschock@conservationfund.org
Beth Bradley has joined the Association of County Commissioners of Georgia as Land Initiative Director. She fills the position vacated recently by Robert Barr, who is returning to Carroll County. Beth can be reached at ACCG, 50 Hurt Plaza, Suite 1000, Atlanta, GA 30303; tel. 404-522-5022; e-mail: bbradley@accg.org
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Constitutional Amendment # 1

Frequently-Asked Questions


Q: What is Amendment #1?

On November 4, the General Election ballot will include a proposed amendment to the Georgia Constitution known as amendment #1. The amendment will appear on the ballot as follows:

“Shall the Constitution of Georgia be amended so as to provide that the General Assembly by general law shall encourage the preservation, conservation, and protection of the state's forest through the special assessment and taxation of certain forest lands and assistance grants to local government?”

Q: What does Amendment #1 do?

For property tax purposes, Amendment #1 will allow state and local governments to assess forestland according to its value as a forest rather than at fair market value. To receive the forest value assessment, forestland owners will have to promise to leave their land in tree production for at least 15 years.

Q: Why is Amendment #1 needed?

Property taxes on most Georgia forestland are based on the fair market value of the land. As land values have increased, property taxes in many areas have risen to the point where many landowners have to decide whether it makes economic sense to keep their land in forests or sell it for development. Landowners in areas of the state that were once rural but are now rapidly growing are especially feeling the pinch of rising property taxes. Amendment #1 will encourage landowners to keep their land in forests rather than selling it for development.

Q: What is fair market value and why is it important?

In the context of property taxes, fair market value is the estimated value of property at its highest and best use. The fair market value is the basis for calculating most property taxes. Development pressure raises the fair market value of forestland, increasing property taxes and discouraging landowners from keeping the land in forest. High taxes penalize landowners for providing greenspace. Amendment #1 encourages greenspace.

Q: Why is forest land different from other land?

Forest management is a long-term commitment for landowners. Forest owners may receive no return on their investment for 20 years or more, but they must pay property taxes every year. An increasing property tax burden often forces landowners to consider whether the investment is worthwhile. Amendment #1 will help forestland owners afford to keep their land in forests.

Q: I don't own forestland. Why should I support Amendment #1?

Georgia is the number one forestry state in the nation, and the forest industry is a major economic force. Forestland is good for our environment. Trees help to clean our air and water and provide habitat for wildlife. Many recreational activities occur in woodlands. Georgia's abundant forests add to our quality of life. Vote yes on Amendment #1 to keep Georgia green!

Q: How will Amendment #1 affect my county's tax base?

Amendment #1 will affect local county tax revenues very little. If Amendment #1 causes the total county tax digest of revenue to be reduced by 3% or less, the State of Georgia will reimburse the county for half the lost revenue. Lost revenue in excess of 3% will be totally reimbursed by the State.

Q: Who supports Amendment #1?

This amendment is supported by diverse groups representing farmers, foresters, environmentalists, and sportsmen. The legislation authorizing Amendment #1 passed the Georgia House of Representatives on March 6 by a margin of 159-0. It passed the Georgia Senate 46-1 on March 31, and was signed by Governor Perdue on May 8. Just about everybody who loves the outdoors and wants to preserve Georgia's forests supports this amendment.

Q: What type of land qualifies to be entered into the 15 year covenant?

The property must be a tract of land of at least 200 acres which has as its primary use the preservation & management of wildlife habitat; the commercial production of trees, timber, or other wood products; or carbon sequestration. At least half of the land must be dedicated to these uses provided that no business is being operated on the unused portion, and the unused portion of the property must be managed in an environmentally responsible manner. The land must be owned by individuals or entities registered to do business in Georgia.

Q: What is the 15 year covenant?

In order to receive the reduced property tax assessment, landowners must sign a legal document stating the property will continue to be used as forestland for the next 15 years. Stiff penalties are associated with breaching the covenant.

Q: What are penalties for breaching the 15 year covenant?

If the breach occurs during the first five years of the covenant, the penalty is 3 times the accrued tax savings received by the owner. If the breach occurs in years 6-10, the penalty is two and a half times the tax savings, and in years 11-15, the penalties are double the accrued tax savings over the life of the covenant. The penalties and interest constitute a lien on the property and shall be collected under the same authorization as property taxes.

Q: When will Amendment #1 go into effect?

Amendment #1 will appear on the November 4 General Election ballot. If ratified by the voters, the effective date is January 1, 2009. NEED MORE DETAILED INFORMATION?

CLICK HERE to see HR 1276, which authorized the amendment to be placed on the ballot.

CLICK HERE to see HB 1211, the enabling legislation, “The Georgia Forest Land Protection Act of 2008”
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