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►There’s still time to sign up for the Auburn Conference: Registration is still open for the 2009 Southeast Land Trust Conference to be held in Auburn on March 25 & 26. There is also space on the March 24 Field Day that will visit working forests with conservation easements. For conference information, go to registration@lta.org or call 202-638-4725, ext. 345. For information on the Field Day, contact Dan Dumont at the Alabama Forest Resources Center: 251-433-2372 or dan@alfrc.org
AG’s interpretation brings bridge loans to a halt: In 2008, changes to the Georgia Land Conservation Act allowed non-profit organizations to qualify for loans to help conserve key natural areas in the state. The announcement at the recent meeting of the Georgia Land Conservation Council of the denial of the bridge loan to The Conservation Fund to reduce the interest rate on their Silver Lake property in southwest Georgia brought to the fore a significant problem with what should have been a very helpful funding technique. The Attorney General’s office has interpreted the Act as requiring that restrictions be placed on the property at the time of its acquisition by the non-profit. 

In a hypothetical example of the problem that the AG’s interpretation creates, consider this: if a land trust borrows $3 million from the program to acquire a property, it must then restrict its use, reducing the property’s value to $2 million. When the government agency has the funds to acquire the property from the land trust, it can only pay up to fair market value of the restricted property, or $2 million. That leaves the land trust to pay back the difference of $1 million from its own funds. 

A change in the Act will probably be necessary to change the AG’s interpretation. The exact wording for the needed change has yet to be determined, and time is getting short in this year’s General Assembly session to make such a change. In the meantime, the reality is that bridge loans from the GA Land Conservation Program don’t work.  

Conservation Tax Credit Rules posted: There are two sets of Rules for the Conservation Tax Credit Program you should be aware of. The Final Rules promulgated by the GA Department of Revenue may be viewed at the DOR web site (Google, then in the search box, enter “rule 560-7-8-.50”). They address such topics as the credit amount, per taxpayer credit limitations, qualified donation limitations, claiming the tax credit, carry forward, joint tenancy, pass-through entities and effective date (February 15). The Draft Final Rule by the Georgia Department of Natural Resources has also been posted on the Wildlife Resources Division’s web site (www.georgiawildlife.org/conservation.aspx). Among other topics, the Draft DNR Rules address such topics as the definition of conservation lands (now more suburban land friendly), qualified donations, qualified organizations, application procedures and monitoring and reporting requirements. ►A public hearing will be held on the Draft DNR Rules on March 19 (see dates below for details); the Board of Natural Resources is scheduled to vote on them April 29; if all goes well, the rules will go into effect in late May.
DNR needs your application and monitoring reports: Until the new rules go into effect, the existing Rules for the Conservation Tax Credit Program require that holders of certified conservation easements “shall annually monitor the conservation easement to assure that the terms are maintained. The annual monitoring report shall be submitted to the Department…A qualified Organization that fails to annually submit monitoring reports shall not be eligible to be a Qualified Organization until they are in compliance with this rule.” ►Please send your application to be listed as a “Qualified Organization” and your monitoring reports for 2008 to Kristina Sorensen at DNR (see March 19 date below for contact info) by April 1st in order to be eligible for 2009.  Many of you have not yet sent these in yet.  Applications are available at www.glcp.ga.gov\taxcredit.  
Your advice is needed on the Land Trust Alliance’s proposed conservation defense insurance program: In November, Rand Wentworth wrote to every Alliance member asking for comments on a report looking at the feasibility of creating a conservation insurance program. More than 200 land trusts responded positively to that request. Your comments and those the Alliance sought from attorneys, business leaders and insurance experts have been valuable in revising the draft feasibility report with substantive improvements. The Alliance now needs advice from land trusts on the details of this program to make sure it works. Please comment on the new proposed business terms for the insurance program.  The Alliance encourages your land trust to review and discuss the revised plan and its details with your board, your land trust attorney and insurance agent, as well as your key staff or volunteers. The draft Business Terms and draft Conditional Commitment Agreement are available online for your review. See: Commitment letter: http://www.lta.org/cdins/commitment-ltr and business terms: http://www.lta.org/cdins/business-terms
Please send Leslie Ratley-Beach (lrbeach@lta.org) your comments and suggestions by March 25, 2009 so that the Alliance has your advice in time for the Alliance board vote on the Business Terms at its April 9, 2009 meeting.  Starting in May the Alliance plans to ask your land trust for a formal commitment to the insurance program. If you wish to read the original report or the explanatory material, go to the Alliance website: www.lta.org/cdinsurance. 
Increased funds available for stream and wetland preservation in the mid-Savannah River basin: The Georgia Wetlands and Streams Trust Fund currently has $55,934 for wetlands preservation and $546,707 for stream preservation in the Savannah River basin  preferably in the general vicinity of Augusta and only on the Georgia side of the river. For further information, contact hansneuhauser@bellsouth.net  The amounts available for other river basins has not changed since the February 6 announcement in Network News.
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation- Acres for America: Acres for America, a partnership between Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, was established to provide funding for projects that conserve important habitat for fish, wildlife, and plants through acquisition of interest in real property. The goal of the Acres for America program is to offset the footprint of Wal-Mart's domestic facilities on at least an acre by acre basis through these acquisitions. All grant awards require a minimum 1:1 match of cash or contributed goods and services. Preference will be given to acquisitions that are part of published conservation plans (North American Waterfowl Management Plan, Partners in Flight, State Wildlife Action Plans or Endangered Species Act Recovery Plans). Applicants are strongly encouraged to contact the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation regional director (click this) in their area to discuss project ideas prior to applying. Pre-proposals are due April 1, 2009; invited full proposals must be submitted by June 1, 2009. Visit the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation website listed above for program details. 

NRCS funds available but you must act quickly: The Natural Resources Conservation Service has lots of money available for various kinds of land conservation but the application deadlines are soon approaching. Among the programs are restoration of flood-prone lands ($145 million available nationwide) and conservation innovation grants ($20 million). March 27 is the sign-up deadline for flood-prone lands and March 20 is the deadline for the innovative grants program. The NRCS office in Georgia also has about $3 million to distribute for the Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program, the Grassland Reserve Program and the Healthy Forests Reserve Program. Applications for the Georgia funds are due by May 9. Additional information may be found at www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs
Dates

March 19: Public hearing on DNR’s  Draft Final Rules for the Conservation Tax Credit Program from 5:30 to 6:30 PM at DNR’s Wildlife Resource Conservation Center, 2065 US Highway 278 SE, Social Circle, GA 30025. Written comments may also be submitted to Kristina.Sorensen@dnr.state.ga.us or her at the above address. Comment deadline is April 10. 

March 18: Deadline for comments on the Land Trust Alliance’s Conservation Defense Feasibility Report; see Network News 2/13/09.
March 20: NRCS deadline for submitting innovative grant requests. See article on page 3 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: Comments due on the Land Trust Alliance’s proposed conservation defense insurance program. See article on page 2 for details.

March 25-26: Southeast Land Trust Conference, Auburn, Alabama. See article on page 1.
March 27: NRCS deadline for submitting flood-prone lands requests. See article on page 3 for details.

April 1: Deadline for submitting monitoring reports and application to be a Qualified Organization to DNR. See article on page 2 for details.

April 1: Pre-proposals due for National Fish and Wildlife Foundation: Acres for America grants. See article on page 2 for details.

April 10: Deadline for comments on DNR’s Draft Final Rules for the Conservation Tax Credit Program. See March 19 date for details.

April 22: As part of the Elachee Nature Science Center’s Earth Day activities, Georgia author and greenspace advocate Janisse Ray will conduct a dialogue and book signing at Featherbone Communiversity in Gainesville. From 5 to 6 PM; details later.
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.

May 9: Deadline for application for NRCS Georgia programs for the Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program, the Grassland Reserve Program and the Healthy Forests Reserve Program. See article on page 3 for details.

May 12: Financial strategies for landowners: Advanced Seminar for professionals on conservation easements and tax and estate planning. The presenter will be Timothy Lindstrom, Esq. The continuing education seminar, hosted by the Carolina Mountain Land Conservancy, will be held at the North Carolina Arboretum in Asheville; For information, go to www.carolinamountain.org Registration begins April 1. Reserve early.
Job Opening

The Georgia Land Trust Service Center is seeking an experienced office manager for part-time employment in Athens. Working experience with Quick Books Pro and Microsoft Office Works is required. Accounting and non-profit backgrounds are pluses as is college degree. Flexible hours and work schedule. Salary commensurate with experience. Send cover letter and resume to hansneuhauser@bellsouth.net or to Search, 380 Meigs Street, Athens, GA 30601.

Network News is a periodic communication produced by the Georgia Land Trust Service Center for land trust leaders in Georgia. To subscribe or to contribute news items, please contact Hans Neuhauser at the Georgia Land Trust Service Center: 706-546-7507 or hansneuhauser@bellsouth.net
PAGE  
5

