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Making the land conservation tax credit transferable: A consortium of business interests led by Yukon Property Consultants, LLC, are leading an initiative to make Georgia’s land conservation tax credit transferable. If they are successful, landowners who cannot use all their tax credits would be able to transfer the credits to another party, either by sale or gift. A study on the impacts of state tax credit programs
 found that “by far the most important element of a conservation credit program is making the credits transferable.”  For example, Virginia adopted a non-transferable tax credit in 2000. In 2002, the tax credit was made transferable. As a result, the number of donations doubled and the number of acres protected tripled.  

While making the tax credit transferable in Georgia would undoubtedly be good for land conservation, concerns have been raised about the timing of the initiative. The first is the economy. California’s tax credit program has been allowed to sunset due to its effect on the state’s economy. The commencement of Massachusetts’ tax credit program has been delayed due to the potential effect on the budget. Colorado’s tax credit is expected to come under vigorous attack for its effect on the budget. North Carolina is anticipating similar problems. In Virginia, the legislature placed a cap on the tax credit program due to budget concerns. Georgia is currently in a budget crisis situation; two examples: the state’s tax revenues fell 17.8% in October
 and GA DNR’s budget is being cut by 27.7%
 (compared to the FY09 budget). 

A second concern is the limited ability of the State to prevent abuse of the program. When Colorado and Virginia made their conservation tax credits transferable, the sharks arrived – people who didn’t care about land conservation and who wanted to make as much money as possible. We should expect the same to occur here, and Georgia and its taxpayers need to be protected.

Finally, there is the attitude of the Governor. In the past, he has stated that he would veto a bill to make the tax credit transferable. Now, because the initiative is being billed as an economic recovery measure (saving banks from toxic assets) in addition to being a land conservation measure, the Governor is reassessing his position. If he decides to actively lead the initiative, the measure may have a chance. The fact that Representative Jimmy Pruett, one of the Governor’s floor leaders, supports the bill may influence the Governor’s thinking.
The Georgia Conservation Voters agreed to put the issue on their “watch list.”

Marietta voters approve $25 million bond for parks: On November 4, voters in Marietta voted for money to fund land acquisitions, parks improvements and administration. Passage of the measure illustrates that even during difficult economic conditions, Georgia voters are willing to support local land conservation initiatives. For more information, go to www.mariettaga.gov/departments/parks_rec/parksbondreferendum.aspx
Georgia Power donates Spewerell Bluff site: The Board of Natural Resources recently approved the acceptance of three land donations – one conservation easement and two in fee. The properties were:
1) Acquisition by donation of a Conservation Easement over 1,593± acres of real property on River Creek, Rolf and Alexandra Kauka Wildlife Management Area. The Balfour Land Company, L. P., Myrtlewood Plantation Conservation Easement, Thomas County. The tract is along 3 miles of the Ochlockonee River. The owner will continue to harvest timber in the uplands.  He has also reserved the right to build a house on 20 acres. 
2) Acquisition by donation of 1,995± acres of real property, Georgia Power Company Tract, McGraw Ford Wildlife Management Area, Cherokee County. DNR has leased this land since 1996. It has 4 miles of frontage on Etowah Creek. This area offers exceptional recreation opportunities.
3) Acquisition by donation of 3,074± acres of real property, Georgia Power Company Tract, Sprewell Bluff State Park and Natural Area, Upson, Meriwether and Talbot Counties. This property has frontage along both sides of the Flint River. One side is a state park and the other side is a natural area. There are old growth pines, some as old as 400 years. The area has great recreational value. Georgia Power will retain the right to use the existing power lines. Traditionally areas like this are made heritage preserves at a future date. 
Challenging Practices: The Land Trust Accreditation Commission has released a list of the top ten practices “for which the most expectations for improvement were issued to accredited land trusts” (in other words, the land trust was accredited but asked to improve certain of its practices). These were: (1) easement monitoring; (2) baseline documentation report; (3) amendments; (4) appraisals; (5) dealing with conflicts of interest; (6) recordkeeping; (7) tax code requirements; (8) funding easement stewardship; (9) board composition; and (10) board approval of land transactions. For board composition (3B), the practice calls for, among other things, a “systematic process for recruiting, training and evaluating board members.” Many land trusts have systems for recruiting board members and some do board training but few have a system for board member evaluation.
Changes
Dennis Billew, a board member of the Georgia Piedmont Land Trust, has been appointed to the Board of Natural Resources. Mr. Billew is principal of Development Consultants Group, Inc. of Lawrenceville.

Governor Perdue recently requested the resignation of Environmental Protection Division Director Dr. Carol Couch. The Board of Natural Resources immediately replaced her with King & Spalding attorney Allen Barnes. 

Susan Shipman, Director of DNR’s Coastal Resources Division, retires November 30, to be replaced by Spud Woodward, presently Assistant Director of Marine Fisheries. Ms. Shipman will join the board of the St. Simons Land Trust, so her 30 years of experience will not go to waste.

Cynthia K. Dohner is the new Southeast Regional Director for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. She replaces Sam Hamilton, who was promoted to Director of the USFWS in August. Ms. Dohner has worked for the USFWS for 16 years, the last five as Deputy Regional Director.

Reed Harris, the courageous legislator who introduced the Coastal Marshlands Protection Act and fought for its passage in 1970 will receive the Board of Natural Resources’ Rock Howard award.

Dates

December 3: Georgia Land Conservation Council quarterly meeting starting at 10:00 am at the usual location (47 Trinity Avenue, Atlanta).

March 17-19, 2010: Southeast US Land Trust Conference, Greenville, SC. More later. 

October 2-5: Rally 2010 in Hartford, Connecticut
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