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Conservation easement insurance program approved: On June 5, the board of the Land Trust Alliance approved the terms of a potential program to cover the costs of defending and enforcing conservation easements and fee-owned land. The Alliance will need a minimum of 12,000 easements or fee parcels to make the program feasible, so the next step is to see how many land trusts want to participate. Details including the final terms and conditions and commitment letter will be sent shortly.

You must provide a substantiation letter: The Internal Revenue Service has often sought to disallow charitable deductions for conservation easements claiming they have no value. Rebuffed by the courts, the IRS has found another tool to disallow the deduction. Leslie Ratley-Beach, Director of Conservation Defense for the Land Trust Alliance, continues:  
It also appears that in a number of cases that these landowners did not obtain the goods and services letter from the land trust.  Many of the conservation easements under audit were donated in 2002 and 2003.  The IRS is asking the taxpayer to produce these goods and services letters for the first time, six to seven years later, and in most cases after the audit has been closed, with the dispute having moved on to the IRS Appeals Division or Tax Court.  It looks like the IRS believes it has found its silver bullet to disallow these conservation easement charitable deductions on a technicality and not on the merits of the donation.  The result is that potentially hundreds – maybe thousands - of landowners nationally who donated valuable development rights to land trusts and permanently restricted their property with conservation easements, may have their charitable contributions disallowed by the IRS as a result of not being able to provide the goods and services letter to the IRS.  As the IRS continues to audit later conservation easement donations, the experts assume that the goods and services letter issue will be on the IRS checklist.  If the taxpayer does not have the goods and services letter, then the experts anticipate that the IRS will disallow the entire deduction.  For more information and general guidance on the goods and services letter, see http://www.landtrustalliance.org/about-us/programs/conservation-defense/easement-deductions-denied. 

GA Land Conservation Council meets: The Council held its second quarterly meeting of 2009 on June 3 at the Little Ocmulgee State Park and Lodge. Among the highlights of the session were:

· Tax credits: To date, 107 projects had been certified, protecting 39,168 acres.

· Conservation easement assessments: Representatives from GEFA and DNR will meet with the Department of Revenue, encouraging them to issue land-conservation-friendly guidance on how tax assessors should  implement the provisions of SB 55 (“the tax assessor shall consider…decreased value of the property based on limitations and restrictions …in a conservation easement”).

· Bridge loans: An amendment to the GA Land Conservation Act is being drafted to fix the broken bridge loan program (see Network News #125 for background).

· Grant: The Council awarded a grant of $6 million (the last of the FY08 grant funds) to GA DNR for the acquisition of 7,180 acres on the Lower Altamaha River. Among the site’s features: a cypress tree with a diameter at breast height of over 43 feet. The acquisition almost completes the conservation of the Lower Altamaha from the Griffin Ridge Wildlife Management Area above Jesup to the Wolf and Egg Island National Wildlife Refuge where the Altamaha meets the Atlantic. James Holland, the Altamaha Riverkeeper, present for the vote, almost wept for joy at the Council’s action.
· Outreach: The GLCP web site gets 800-1000 visits a month; about 20% of those are related to the tax credit program.

· State-held easements: DNR currently holds 11 conservation easements; the GA Forestry Commission holds 6. In 2005, the numbers were 5 and 2 respectively. The Governor has called for a reduction in the paperwork associated with state-held easements. One staffer said, “But there are always lawyers.”
· Blueways: DNR Commissioner Clark endorsed water-based recreational blueways, saying “their development was a priority for DNR.”
· Emerging issues: Gorgeous properties are on the market at distressed prices; can funds be found to help acquire some? Rural counties are struggling financially and are not taking advantage of the Program’s low interest loans; there is a risk that if loans are not made, the Feds may withdraw funding.

On June 4, the Council visited a variety of conservation sites near the Lower Ocmulgee River including The Nature Conservancy’s Broxton Rocks Preserve and Project Orianne’s Mopani tract (conserved for the indigo snake).  
A name is needed: To promote public awareness, support and, where appropriate, eco-tourism, a name is needed for multiple owner, multiple conservation tool lands such as described above. The Lower Altamaha conservation area, for example, includes Wildlife Management Areas, mitigation banks, Natural Areas, conservation easements, restrictive easements, Forest Legacy tracts, Preserves, Historic Sites and a National Wildlife Refuge. Another well-known example is the ACE Basin in coastal South Carolina where multiple agencies and NGOs protect a network of natural areas using a variety of tools. Do you have a suggestion? Reasonable responses will be run in future issues of Network News!
The Conservation Easement Incentive Act needs Congressmen Marshall and Lewis: Last year, both Cong. Marshall and Lewis co-sponsored legislation to make the increased Federal tax incentives for donated conservation easements permanent. They have not this year. Has anyone asked them to? The bill number is HR 1831.
Accreditation’s most challenging practices: The Land Trust Accreditation Commission has released a list of the indicator practices that are the most challenging to applicants for accreditation. The top four are: (1) recordkeeping – practice 9G; (2) tax appraisals – 10B; (3) conservation easement monitoring – 11C; and (4) conservation easement amendments – 11I. Guidance on how to meet these and other practices is available from: www.landtrustaccreditation.org Grants may soon be available to help your land trust prepare to become accredited. Stay tuned. 
Fundraising for turbulent times: Recently, the Land Trust Alliance hosted an excellent and cost-effective online training webinar on this topic of great concern to many. It is impossible to summarize the 1 ½ hour long session with experts Leo Arnoult and Andy Robinson, but here are some highlights:

· There is no real correlation between a recession and a decrease in donations from individuals. 

· Diversify funding sources, especially if you are reliant on government and/or foundation funding. Individual donors are the most recession-proof sources of funds.

· Make a plan to raise funds, implement the plan and keep asking.

· Develop contingency budgets – instead of cutting expenses, raise more money.

· Get closer to your existing and lapsed donors – the ones who already care about what you are doing.

· Remember your mission and focus on core programs.

· Re-examine your case for giving statement – focus on personal and community value of land – explain why this is the best time to invest in land conservation.

· Talk about values and not just statistics (number of acres saved). How do you meet the needs of the community?
· Increase volunteer involvement.

· Keep asking. Many people are willing to give in hard times and some will give more!

· Fundraising is everyone’s job (staff, board and other volunteers).

The Land Trust Alliance will offer other online training programs in 2009 including “Demystifying the farm bill” on July 8, “Demystifying the accreditation process” on July 16 and 25, “Climate change and land trusts” on August 26 and “Funding land stewardship” on September 2. In-depth sessions will cover “Drafting easements for perpetuity” starting September 10 and “Preparing for perpetuity: building your board” starting October 28. To learn more about these sessions, go to www.landtrustalliance.org/learning/training/online-training/online-training
Changes

Lou Clark passed away May 30 of cancer. Lou was considered the “dean of appraisers” of conservation land in the South. He was a man of high integrity who loved land conservation. He had worked with landowners to save hundreds of thousands of acres. In the Red Hills alone, he saved nearly 85,000 acres helping the Tall Timbers Land Conservancy with donated conservation easements. Lou was a lively panelist at the Southeast Land Trust Conference in Auburn, speaking on IRS issues; he was a member of the Land Trust Alliance’s Conservation Defense Network. Lou was sought after for expert advice and appraisals for the really tough projects.  Many will sorely miss Lou’s friendship, professional guidance, direct demeanor and his leadership on maintaining high standards. 
Former Lt. Governor Pierre Howard has been selected to be the President of the Georgia Conservancy effective May 26. Allison “Allie” Wall, former Director of Georgia Watch, has been named Senior Vice President. In his introductory message, President Howard said, “It is my personal goal to make the Georgia Conservancy a leader in the effort to create a sustainable funding source for land conservation in Georgia…I consider conservation funding to be the most important action the Georgia Conservancy can take as a steward of our natural environment.” 
Dates

August 16: Last day to register early for Rally 2009; afterwards, the registration fee increases by $60. Go to www.lta.org/rally for more information and to register.

September 3: Next meeting of the Georgia Land Conservation Council. Location to be determined.

September 19: Last day to make discounted hotel reservations for Rally 2009.
September 21: Rally registration ends.

October 11 – 14: Rally 2009: The National Land Conservation Conference – Leading and learning in uncertain times. Portland, Oregon. Go to www.lta.org/rally for more information and to register.
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