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Bridge loan bill introduced: On February 11, Senators Tolleson, Bulloch and Hooks  introduced an administration-sponsored bill (SB 402) to fix the bridge loan problem.  According to Curt Soper, the intent behind this legislation is to enable “bridge” loans with private sector conservation organizations.  Currently, when the Land Conservation Program loans funds to a non-governmental conservation organization, a permanent deed restriction must be placed on the property at the time of the loan that forever limits the use of the property to conservation uses.  One effect of this restriction is that the monetary value of the property is significantly reduced.  In instances where the intent is for the state or another governmental entity to be the eventual owner of the property being acquired with a Georgia Land Conservation Program (GLCP) loan, the non-governmental organization is faced with selling the property for much less than it purchased it for.  This is because public agencies always use an appraisal commissioned at the time of its purchase to determine the true fair market value and hence the maximum amount it can pay for property.  Since there are times when a particular piece of conservation property of interest to an agency might become available before that agency has all the funding in place to acquire it, being able to work in partnership with private sector organizations in a bridge capacity to utilize the GLCP’s low interest loan funds to purchase and hold that property for a period of time is desirable. Both GEFA and GA DNR worked with the State Attorney General’s office to craft the language included in Senate Bill 402.  The passage of SB 402 will necessitate the promulgation of new rules. The bill has been assigned to the Senate Natural Resources and Environment Committee where its chances of passage are excellent; the bill’s lead sponsor chairs the committee. To download a copy of the bill, go to www.legis.state.ga.us and enter the bill number, SB 402.
Tax credit transfer bill introduced: Representative Stephens has introduced HB 1202 to amend the Georgia Land Conservation Tax Credit Act so as to make the credits transferable. Code section 48-7-29.12 would be amended by adding a new subsection (d.1): “Any tax credits under this Code section earned by a taxpayer and previously claimed but not used by such taxpayer against such taxpayer’s income tax may be transferred or sold in whole or in part by such taxpayer to another Georgia taxpayer, subject to the following conditions…” The conditions include a requirement that the Georgia Department of Revenue be notified “within 30 days after the transfer or sale of such tax credits.” If passed, the provision becomes effective January 1, 2011. The bill has been assigned to the House Ways and Means Committee, of which Rep. Stephens is a member. Because this is not an administration bill, its fate is uncertain.   To download a copy of the bill, go to www.legis.state.ga.us and enter the bill number, HB 1202.
Georgia Land Conservation Council to meet March 4: The Council will meet in the Bid Room of the Georgia Financing and Investment Commission, 2nd floor, 270 Washington Street, Atlanta, from 9:30 to 11:00 AM. Agenda items include a legislative update (SB 402, HB 1202, the Governor’s FY11 bond package and possibly others), 2009 annual reports  on both the GLCP and tax credit programs, and a presentation on carbon sequestration by Dr. Robert Keller, Executive Director of the Tybee Island Land Trust. 
Updates to the State’s Conservation Lands GIS database: Kristina Sorensen reports that two shapefiles have been added to the State Land Conservation GIS database. These include all funded Georgia Land Conservation Program projects to date and all approved tax credit projects.  The files are available now for downloading from the GIS Clearinghouse at https://data.georgiaspatial.org//
Reminder: Register now for the 2010 Southeast Land Conservation Conference: Whether you’re a new board member or an experienced hand at land conservation, there will be sessions of interest and use to you at this, the premier event of its kind in the southeast; don’t miss it. The Conference will be held March 17 through 19 at the Westin Poinsett Hotel in Greenville, South Carolina. The Conference agenda, sponsor information and registration instructions are now available on line at: http://www.landtrustalliance.org/learning/training/rc/se/southeast
Another Reminder: Sign up for the conservation defense insurance program before July 1 – the registration fee increases by 50% after that. For information, go to www.lta.org/cdinsurance. Also participate in the conference call on Feb. 23: call 1-800-803-0998 and enter passcode 559933#. The call starts at 4:00 PM. Eight land trusts operating in Georgia have signed up for the program and the Land Trust Alliance is 71% of the way to making the insurance program a reality. 
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