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Tall Timbers joins the ranks of accredited land trusts: The Tall Timbers Research Station and Land Conservancy is the third land trust operating in Georgia to be accredited by the Land Trust Accreditation Commission, an independent program of the Land Trust Alliance. The other two are the Athens Land Trust and the Mountain Conservation Trust of Georgia. Three additional land trusts operating in Georgia are in the Class of 2008, with the Commission’s decisions on accreditation to be made later this year: the Central Savannah River Land Trust, the Chattowah Open Land Trust (doing business as the Alabama Land Trust and the Georgia Land Trust) and the Oconee River Land Trust. 

In the Commission’s news release announcing the accreditation of 14 additional land trusts (now up to 53 nationwide), Tall Timbers’ Kevin McGorty is quoted: “The accreditation process has enabled Tall Timbers to look within itself as an organization on how we can improve our operation to meet the goals of our mission and achieve greater public accountability. While we recognize that opportunities for improvement abound, we are excited to be on that pathway.” Congratulations, Kevin and Tall Timbers!
There are still openings on the accreditation class of 2009 and a new application handbook to help you do it. For more information, go to the Commission’s web site, www.landtrustaccreditation.org
Draft land conservation tax credit rules all but final: On February 25, Steve Friedman, Chief of DNR’s Real Estate Office, presented a briefing on the revised Draft Rules to the Board of Natural Resources’ Land Conservation Committee and responded to questions from the Committee. Carol Hassell of the Georgia Piedmont Land Trust and Hans Neuhauser of the Georgia Land Trust Service Center spoke in favor of the rules while recognizing that there were still issues to be resolved in the future. While neither the Committee nor the Board as a whole took any formal action, the Draft Rules now move to legal review and a 30-day comment period. Any modification to the Draft Rules will necessitate starting the review process over again so changes are unlikely. The Board is expected to vote to approve the rules at their April 29 meeting. The rules will go into effect after certification by the Secretary of State, probably in late May.   
There are significant differences between the current tax credit rules and those that are expected to go into effect in May, including what lands qualify as meeting the “conservation purposes” requirement and what a land trust has to do to be -and remain - a “qualified organization.” You are urged to become knowledgeable about the requirements of the new rules, for many land donations are motivated in part by the tax credit incentives (see next article). The Draft Rules should be posted on DNR’s web site in the next week or ten days (www.state.ga.us/dnr/).
Some statistics for the tax credit program: DNR has released some interesting statistics on the effectiveness of the land conservation tax credit in Georgia. Between December 2006 and February 2009, DNR has received 122 applications for the tax credit, and the number received has increased exponentially over the years (3 in 2006; 35 in 2007; 76 in 2008). To date, 99 applications have been certified; 95 were conservation easements (95% of which were held by land trusts) and four were fee simple donations. The program has helped conserve 34,621 acres in 58 counties including eight historic façade easements in Savannah. Tract size ranges from less than 10 acres to more than 1000 with 100-200 acres being the most common. The success of Georgia’s program is prompting advocates in Alabama to develop a tax credit program for their state modeled after ours. 

Effect of Senate Bill 55 on conservation easements uncertain: On February 18, the Georgia Senate passed SB 55 by a vote of 46 to 6. The bill contains a provision promoted by the Georgia Forestry Association regarding how conservation easements are to be valued for property tax purposes. The bill states (in part): “The tax assessor shall consider the following criteria in determining the fair market value of real property…(vi) decreased value of the property based on limitations and restrictions resulting from the property being in a conservation easement;…” Existing law requires the tax assessor to consider “existing covenants or restrictions in deed dedicating the property to a particular use…” Is there a significant difference?
GA Land Conservation Council to meet March 4: The Council will meet at its usual Atlanta location (see dates below for details) to consider a number of reports and discuss emerging issues. Reports will be presented on budget and legislative activity, projects previously approved by the Council, the results of a land values study in North Carolina, conservation mapping and outreach, and the Conservation Tax Credit Program. After the meeting, you can walk across the street to the State Capitol and enjoy Georgia’s official peanut butter and jelly day (your legislators hard at work!)

Auburn Conference ride and room share: Trying to decide on attending the Southeast Land Conservation Conference in Auburn, Alabama on March 25 and 26 (with a field day on March 24)?  Would reducing the cost by sharing a ride and/or a room help you say yes? If so, let Hans Neuhauser at the Georgia Land Trust Service Center know and he will try to link you with a suitable partner. Send an e-mail to hansneuhauser@bellsouth.net
Congressional sponsors sought for legislation making conservation easement tax incentives permanent: Representatives Mike Thompson (D-CA) and Eric Cantor (R-VA) are expected to introduce legislation in a few weeks to make permanent the enhanced financial incentives for the donation of conservation easements (the enhanced incentives currently come to an end December 31, 2009). Co-sponsors of the legislation are being sought. In Georgia, the low-hanging fruit are the Congressmen who co-sponsored a similar measure last year: Cong. John Lewis, Jim Marshall and John Barrow. If your service area includes one of these Congressmen’s district, call (see box below) and thank him for supporting the measure last year and ask him to co-sponsor this year’s initiative by calling Cong. Thompson’s office.  
	Congressman
	District
	Environment staff member
	Telephone
	Fax

	John Lewis
	GA – 5th
	Jesse Uman
	202-225-3801
	202-225-0351

	Jim Marshall
	GA – 8th
	Tim Nelson
	202-225-6531
	202-225-3013

	John Barrow
	GA – 12th
	Hill Thomas
	202-225-2823
	202-225-3377


Does your land conservation work involve mineral interests? Georgia has a wide variety of commercially important minerals, ranging from gold in the mountains to kaolin in mid-state to titanium on the coast. If you are contemplating a conservation easement on lands involving mineral resources and rights, you should obtain a copy of Mineral Development and Land Conservation – A Handbook for Conservation Professionals published recently by the Colorado Coalition of Land Trusts. Its utility goes beyond Colorado and oil and gas development. The 130-page book covers such topics as tax laws related to conservation easements and mineral development, split estates, impacts of mineral development on conservation values, surface use agreements and mineral development on lands protected by existing conservation easements. To obtain a copy, contact the Colorado Coalition of Land Trusts at 303-271-1577.
Dates
March 2: Early registration deadline for the Southeast Land Trust Conference in Auburn, Alabama. Afterwards, the fee goes up. Also the deadline to make lodging reservations at the Hotel at Auburn University (1-800-228-2876).

March 4: Quarterly meeting of the Georgia Land Conservation Council at the Bid Room, GA Financing and Investment Commission, 2nd Floor, 270 Washington Street, Atlanta, from 10:30 AM to noon. 

March 18: Deadline for comments on the Conservation Defense Feasibility Report; see Network News 2/13/09 for details.

March 24: Southeast Land Trust Conference Field Day. For information and to reserve space, contact Dan Dumont at the Alabama Forest Resources Center, 251-433-2372 or dan@alfrc.org
March 25-26: Southeast Land Trust Conference, Auburn, Alabama.

April 28: The Board of Natural Resources’ Land Acquisition Committee will vote on the Draft Rules for the land conservation tax credit program (see article on page 1). The meeting will begin at 1:00 PM in the DNR Board Room, Room 1252 East Tower, 2 MLK, Jr. Drive, Atlanta.

April 29: The Board of Natural Resources will vote on the Draft Rules for the land conservation tax credit program. The meeting will begin at 9:00 AM in the DNR Board Room, Room 1252 East Tower, 2 MLK, Jr. Drive, Atlanta.
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