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Congratulations to the Mountain Conservation Trust of Georgia and Athens Land Trust for being the first to be accredited in Georgia: At a graduation ceremony at Rally 2008, thirty-nine land trusts were accredited by the Land Trust Accreditation Commission, an independent program of the Land Trust Alliance. Four were from the southeastern United States, the others being Upstate Forever (SC) and the Carolina Mountain Land Conservancy (NC). Formal accreditation is a mark of distinction in land conservation, recognizing organizations for meeting national standards of excellence, upholding the public trust and ensuring that conservation efforts are permanent. Robert Keller accepted the accreditation seal on behalf of the Mountain Conservation Trust and Nancy Stangle accepted the seal for the Athens Land Trust. The spectrum of land trusts receiving accreditation is very diverse; one of the land trusts is an all-volunteer group; two have part-time staff, 28 have between one and ten staff members and eight have more than ten staff. This diversity demonstrates that the process is both meaningful and achievable. Representatives of accredited land trusts have endorsed the accreditation process as being difficult, time-consuming and expensive but well worth the effort for it results in a stronger organization better able to conserve land. 
Accreditation Class of 2009 has openings: The Land Trust Accreditation Commission has opened a registration system for the Class of 2009 that allows land trusts to select the specific round they wish to be in. Applicants for Round 1 have to pre-apply by January 15, 2009 and submit the full application by March 26; for Round 2, the dates are May 7 and July 16; and for Round 3, September 3 and November 12. For details on how to apply, go to www.landtrustaccreditation.org  If you plan to apply, please contact Chuck Roe at the Southeast Regional Office of the Land Trust Alliance (croe@lta.org); he may have some funds available to help.
Accreditation guidance available: Applicants in the Class of 2008 have experienced difficulty in meeting some of the practices contained in the Land Trust Standards and Practices. As a result, the Land Trust Accreditation Commission has published a number of guidance documents to help future applicants. The documents cover: record keeping (Practice 9 G); tax code requirements (10 A); appraisals (10 B); funding easement stewardship (11 A); funding land stewardship (12 A); baseline documentation report (11 B); easement monitoring (11 C); and land management (12 C). These guidance documents may be obtained from the Commission at  www.landtrustaccreditation.org
Public comment wanted: The Oconee River Land Trust is seeking accreditation from the Land Trust Accreditation Commission.  The Commission, an independent program of the Land Trust Alliance, is conducting an extensive review of each applicant’s policies and programs.  The Commission invites public input and is now accepting signed, written comments on ORLT’s pending application.  Comments must relate to how ORLT complies with national quality standards.  These standards address the ethical and technical operation of a land trust.  For the full list of standards see:  www.landtrustaccreditation.org/getting-accepted/2008-indicator-practices. To learn more about the accreditation program and to submit a comment, visit www.landtrustaccreditation.org.  Comments may also be faxed or mailed to the Land Trust Accreditation Commission, Attn: Public Comments, 112 Spring St., Suite 204, Saratoga Springs, NY 12866. Fax number 518-587-3183.  Comments on ORLT’s application should be submitted by December 29, 2008.

Comments also sought for the Central Savannah River Land Trust’s application: See previous article for details.

Rally Report: About 1600 people attended Rally 2008 in Pittsburgh including representatives from the Athens Land Trust, the Central Savannah River Land Trust, Chattowah Open Land Trust, the Georgia Land Trust Service Center, the Mountain Conservation Trust of Georgia, the Oconee River Land Trust, the St. Simons Land Trust, Tall Timbers Research Station & Land Conservancy and The Nature Conservancy – GA Field Office. A number of agency people also attended, including representatives from the Georgia Environmental Facilities Authority, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The next Rally will be held in Portland, Oregon on October 11-14, 2009. 
Words of wisdom from the IRS – read the new Form 990 now: Speakers at the annual IRS panel at Rally had a number of words of wisdom to impart, including reading the new and revised Form 990 now so that you can gather information and be prepared to respond to the questions in early 2009. They also advise not relying on your accountant’s software; it may not include the new Form 990, which has specific and detailed questions for land trusts. Other advice from the IRS included being sure to sign the gift acknowledgement letter when you receive a conservation easement; signing Form 8283 is not enough, and if you fail to acknowledge the gift, the donor will not be entitled to a tax deduction. Also, an easement donor should include the baseline documentation with the tax return and appraisal; the baseline should document the land’s conservation values. Also remember that all non-profits have to submit a Form 990 next year (there are several to complete, depending on revenues and assets), no matter how small your organization might be. Failure to do so may result in your 501c3 status being revoked. 
Land Trust Standards and Practices to be revised: The Land Trust Alliance will initiate a revision of Standards and Practices starting in 2009. Completion in expected in early 2011. The anticipated revisions will include legal and technical corrections needed to bring Standards and Practices into line with new IRS requirements; the revisions will also include wisdom from Independent Sector and others.
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