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THE CHALLENGE

Since its founding 20 years ago, the Land Trust Alliance (LTA) has helped build a strong land trust movement in America that now includes more than 1,260 conservation organizations. LTA has supported land trusts through its conferences, workshops, field services, grants, research, publications and an Internet library. LTA has been a champion for land trusts in Washington, DC, bringing new funding and tax incentives for land conservation, and LTA created the Land Trust Standards and Practices to ensure the proper management of land trusts. Thanks to LTA services, land trusts have grown in quality and professionalism to become respected and enduring civic institutions.

Local land trusts have protected more than 6.2 million acres – an area roughly twice the size of Connecticut – and each year protect an average of 500,000 additional acres. Despite the growing effectiveness of land trusts, more than eight square miles of agricultural and natural lands are lost to development every day – a total of two million acres every year. At this rate, we have about 20 years to protect our most cherished landscapes before they will be lost forever. Due to tightening budget and political constraints on government land acquisitions, land trusts will be called upon to play a greater role in the conservation of private land.

In response to this urgent challenge, the board of the Land Trust Alliance launched a strategic planning process to help increase both the quality and pace of land conservation in America and to create a road map for LTA’s conservation services from 2004-2008. In developing this strategic plan, LTA surveyed its entire membership and consulted with more than 300 land trust leaders, staff, board members and conservation partners. We thank the many individuals and organizations that helped as advisors in developing this strategic plan.

VISION

We believe that land is essential to the human spirit. When we conserve land, we bring natural beauty into our lives, we build healthy communities and we preserve natural habitat. Land trusts are strong and enduring civic institutions that are conserving the best of the American landscape. They are one of the most hopeful signs of American democracy:  As neighbors work together to protect the places they love, they spark a civic process that transforms their communities. We are working for the day when every child in America will grow up within 10 minutes of a park, trail or protected open space. We envision a vast national network of greenways, farms, forests and natural areas that will be protected for all time.
PURPOSE

The Land Trust Alliance supports land trusts and works to increase both the quality and pace of land conservation by land trusts and their partners. LTA trains land trust practitioners, promotes best practices, encourages strategic conservation and advocates for incentives and funding for land conservation.

GOALS

To guide our work and to respond to the urgent challenges facing land trusts, LTA will structure its conservation services to meet four goals: 

1. Accelerate the pace of land conservation

2. Encourage strategic conservation

3. Ensure the permanence of conservation
4. Build strong land trusts

1. Accelerate the Pace of Land Conservation

To accelerate the pace of land conservation, LTA’s top policy priority will be federal legislation providing new tax incentives and funding sources for land conservation. Over the past decade, local land trusts protected an average of 500,000 acres per year, and LTA believes that the proposed tax incentives have the potential to double the pace of conservation to a million acres per year. By mobilizing the voices of 1,260 land trusts with a million local members, LTA has the potential to become a highly effective voice in Washington, DC. We will provide advocacy training for land trusts and serve as a clearinghouse for state and local measures that help land trusts pass tax incentives and funding for land acquisition.

Action Steps

· Coordinate a campaign to pass new federal tax incentives in Congress, working in partnership with land trusts, national conservation groups and other partners.

· After the passage of tax legislation, build broad awareness of the new incentives among land trusts, landowners and their advisors.

· Identify and cultivate relationships between land trust members and their representatives in Congress.

· Support federal funding for land conservation in partnership with other conservation organizations.

· Provide information to land trusts on the federal regulations on lobbying by nonprofits. 

· Build awareness of the importance of public policy in the land trust community. 

· Develop training, publications and field programs to build public policy skills.
· Support and train land trusts to pass local and state legislation for land conservation. Convene land trusts active in state and local policy work and create a national clearinghouse for state and local policy issues.
· Create a formal process to review and prioritize LTA’s policy work through a Policy Advisory Council.

2.  Encourage Strategic Conservation 

Given the urgency of our mission, land trusts will want to concentrate on their top priority conservation goals. Every land trust finds its own balance between being strategic and being opportunistic.  LTA has found that land trusts which focus on strategic priorities typically raise more funds and protect more land. These land trusts work with their partners to develop a conservation program appropriate for their community. 

The criteria for setting conservation priorities will vary depending on the needs of each community – farmland protection, recreational trails, scenic vistas, riparian corridors, biodiversity or other conservation goals. LTA refers to this process of creating a conservation vision and setting clear protection priorities as “strategic conservation.” LTA will work with land trusts to identify the best planning tools, resources and approaches, and then develop a training curriculum on strategic conservation that can be delivered through the Internet, training conferences, workshops, publications and mentoring. 

Action Steps

· Research and develop a training program on strategic conservation including a portfolio of approaches to conservation planning.

· Research planning tools, software and partnerships that could assist land trusts with strategic conservation.

· Include strategic conservation in all LTA training events, publications and field programs.

· Encourage collaborations between land trusts and other conservation organizations to accomplish strategic conservation.
3.  Ensure the Permanence of Conservation
When landowners donate land or an easement to a land trust, they expect that land trust to protect their land for all time. And when a land trust accepts that gift, it makes a promise in perpetuity with the landowner, to its donors and to the surrounding community. The best way to keep this promise is to build strong and enduring institutions that are managed in accordance with Standards and Practices. Government agencies, which now hold most of the conservation easements, share many of the responsibilities and challenges of land trusts in ensuring good stewardship of easements.  To perpetuate our conservation mission for generations to come, land trusts will need to build strong memberships and public support that will come to the defense of protected land whenever it is threatened.  

The greatest immediate threat to the permanence of conservation is the vulnerability of conservation easements. Conservation easements are the primary legal tool to protect private land from development, but these agreements are increasingly under attack-often from successor landowners who do not share the conservation vision of the original landowner who donated that easement. If conservation easements collapse under legal challenge and fail to fulfill their purpose, the IRS or Congress could begin to question whether this instrument deserves special tax treatment, and land trusts could risk losing an essential conservation tool and leave these lands under tremendous threat. The best defense against litigation is prevention: design good easements, prepare baseline surveys, monitor annually, build an endowment for legal defense, and maintain good relationships with landowners.

Action Steps

· Provide information to land trusts and their partners on the threats facing conservation easements and the need for improved standards, management and enforcement of easements.

· Research and draft new standards for the design and management of conservation easements.

· Create training programs to promote best practices for the design, management and strong defense of conservation easements.  

· Develop an assessment tool for conservation easements.

· Encourage best practices for managing landowner relationships.

· Create partnerships to educate government agencies on conservation easements.

· Advance best practices for the long-term conservation stewardship of protected land. 

· Build a national network of attorneys to advance 

easement defense strategies and legislation. Investigate legislative strategies to defend easements.

· Create a legal clearinghouse on conservation easement defense issues.

· Create a “Friend of the Court” fund to support amicus briefs, legal assistance in key cases, and development of good case law for conservation easements. 

· Fund and coordinate regional pilot programs to test collective easement defense strategies.

4.  Build Strong Land Trusts

With the support of land trusts throughout the country, LTA developed the Land Trust Standards and Practices that set forth the professional and ethical requirements of a well-managed land trust. Recognizing that most organizations want to improve their practices and would appreciate guidance and help, LTA will create an integrated assessment, training and credentialing program. This program would advance land trusts through a series of skill levels and recognize achievement at each level. The first stages of training would focus on program initiation, skill building, assessments and program improvement. LTA will develop training and materials to help land trusts become strong institutions capable of permanently protecting their conservation lands in accordance with Standards and Practices.
The U.S. Senate has launched an investigation of land trust practices, and land trusts are receiving increased critical scrutiny from the national media.  Sooner or later, the government will demand stricter standards and credentialing for land trusts; the question is whether this will be imposed by a government agency or adopted voluntarily by land trusts. LTA has traditionally served as the “standard bearer” for the land conservation community, and we believe that the best solution is a single, national set of standards and a credentialing process that is designed and managed by the land trust community. Anticipating this emerging trend, LTA will research and develop an integrated program of training, assessments and credentialing based on the Land Trust Standards and Practices.  LTA’s approach to assessment and credentialing will be positive, voluntary and incentive-driven. 
LTA will provide leadership on critical emerging issues such as the ethics of conservation practices, racial diversity in the conservation movement, and managing the conservation values of protected land. 

LTA will also serve as a national research forum, convening conservation practitioners and other experts to capture and disseminate the most forward-thinking trends in land conservation. LTA will research and alert land trusts to the broad national trends, challenges and opportunities that affect land trusts in the years ahead. 

Action Steps

· Align each of LTA’s training programs and tools to advance Standards and Practices, strategic conservation planning, public policy and easement excellence.

· Research, design and conduct an integrated training, assessment and credentialing program to encourage land trust excellence and the implementation of Standards and Practices.
· Plan and implement leadership development programs to train land trust board members and executive directors.

· Assess the land trust service providers in each region to identify the best potential partners to deliver programs to land trusts. 

· Change LTA’s grant-making criteria to further LTA’s strategic goals. 

· Design an evaluation process that measures the outcomes of each of LTA’s services. 

· Convene research forums on conservation issues and disseminate findings through white papers, articles and workshops.

· Research emerging trends in land conservation and formulate guidelines for land trust practitioners.

· Evaluate the publications offered by LTA. Explore partnerships to improve the marketing and management 

of publications.

· Assess each of LTA’s communication tools including LTA’s public and password-protected Websites. 

· Improve the content and design of Exchange and increase its circulation.

· Research and design self-guided learning programs. Investigate partnerships with educational institutions experienced in Internet training and distance learning.

· Provide increased training to the partners who are essential to the success of land trusts: attorneys, planners and government agencies. 

· Encourage the full implementation of Standards and Practices by requiring land trusts to re-commit to Standards and Practices each year.

CONCLUSION

The next two decades will prove to be pivotal in the history of land in America. Either we will develop the vision and resources to protect our treasured landscapes, or we will lose those places forever. The Land Trust Alliance is determined to help land trusts further their conservation mission by developing improved policies, tools and training. 

This strategic plan provides a clear focus for LTA’s work from 2004-2008: increase tax incentives, encourage conservation planning and collaborations, ensure the permanence of conservation and develop a comprehensive curriculum to advance Standards and Practices. LTA will develop annual work plans with measurable goals to implement these strategic goals, and it will achieve these goals through close working partnerships with local, state and national conservation groups. Through these partnerships, we aspire to create a vast national network of greenways, farms, forests and wild lands that will enrich our communities for all time.
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