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Together, conserving the places you love




Help Set the Alliance's Public Policy Priorities for 2012

Priorities Memo
We want your input on our policy work for 2012 – because our bottom line is how we can best help you meet your conservation goals. 
For 2011, our Policy Advisory Council* recommended, and our Board adopted, the following goals for our policy work:  

· Extending the 2006 increase in conservation tax incentives and making it permanent; 

· Working to improve IRS administration of the rules governing conservation donations;

· Working to maximize funding for the purchase of conservation easements in the Farm Bill, and to increase land trusts’ access to these and other major federal conservation programs.

· Changing federal policy to better protect conserved lands from new energy transmission facilities.
The Alliance works on other issues, but these are priorities that hopefully reflect the issues that are most important for advancing land trusts conservation work across the country. All remain unresolved, and we believe they're likely to remain atop our agenda in 2012, although we propose to frame the growing importance of broader federal budget issues as a separate priority in addition to our Farm Bill work.
There’s lots of background below, but you can help us most by taking our online survey.  It’s a lot simpler this year -- just a handful of simple questions. You can also share your opinion in person at Rally 2012 – join us for Workshop B-18 "Public Policy 2011 Update and 2012 Forum" on Saturday, October 15, 1:30 pm - 3:30 pm in Room 102E of the Convention Center.  
Our Criteria for Policy Priorities

Several years ago, our Board adopted the following criteria for consideration of public policy priorities:

· Would the objective of the policy priority result in broad, national benefits?

· Is there a reasonable prospect that the objective will be successful?

· Is the Alliance's participation critical to success?  

· Does the Alliance have the capacity to achieve that success? 

· Will the initiative have general support from the Alliance's membership? 

· Is the objective consistent with land trusts' support for voluntary conservation by willing landowners?

Below are very brief write ups of potential policy issues the Alliance could address.  The issues we prioritized last year (listed above) have been perennially approved by Alliance members, our Policy Advisory Council, and our Board, and we have addressed them first.  But your input can help us figure out where we should be headed in the future.   

Remember, too, that working on specific public policy issues, as important as it is, is part of our larger goal to increase the activism and influence of the land trust community, by getting more land trusts to advocate effectively for their missions.

Our Current Priorities
1. Extend the 2006 increase in conservation tax incentives and make it permanent 
In 2006 Congress enacted a major increase in tax benefits for conservation easement donors for two years. In 2008, we won an extension of the enhanced easement incentive through 2009, and in 2010 we won an extension through 2011.    We are still working to make this incentive permanent this year.  We may get a one-year extension, a two year extension, a permanent incentive – or nothing at all. It’s hard to get Congress to focus on anything but the deficit right now, but our House bill with more co-sponsors than any other puts us in a better position for success than most issues. 
The new incentive is designed to reward modest-income farmers, ranchers and forestland owners who, before the incentive, received very little tax benefit for donating a conservation easement.  In some cases, the incentive increases that benefit by as much as a factor of 10.

We are also working to promote the idea of conservation incentives in any estate tax reform.  The current estate tax regime expires at the end of 2012, and Congress will have to act to keep the tax from returning as a 55% levy on all inheritance above $1 million. In recent years, we have sought to exclude the value of land under easement and defer estate taxes on working lands.
2.  Improve IRS administration of the rules governing conservation donations
Audits of well-intentioned easement donations are far more common, and hostile, than they used to be.  Many of these audits are ending up in Tax Court, and how these cases are resolved will change the rules we live by.  

The policy staff of the Alliance is working closely with our Conservation Defense Program, headed by Leslie Ratley-Beach.  The IRS is a large and complex bureaucracy, and both their policy-setting and audit processes are slow. We can expect this issue to be of great importance to land trusts for the next several years – or longer.  
3.  Maximize funding for the purchase of conservation easements in the Farm Bill, and increase land trusts’ access to these and other major federal conservation programs.
The Alliance played a major role in the 2008 Farm Bill, doubling funding for the Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program and the Grassland Reserve Program, which provide grants to land trusts to purchase easements.  But those gains are all at risk, due to pressure to cut Farm Bill costs. Without determined advocacy, there is little question that this funding could be seriously eroded. We’re also promoting simple changes to make these programs function better for land trusts and landowners.
The growing federal budget crisis has pushed broader funding issues higher on our agenda this year. In recent months we’ve been participating in an effort by wildlife advocates and the outdoor industry to build Congressional awareness and support for the importance of basic natural resource programs like the Land and Water Conservation Fund, Forest Legacy Program, and North American Wetlands Conservation Act, all now facing severe budget cuts. We propose to frame these broader federal budget issues as a separate priority for the Alliance in 2012.
  4. Gain protections for privately conserved land in the planning and siting of new energy facilities

The deregulation of electric generation, combined with plans to greatly expand new wind and solar generation, has led to a wave of applications for new high-voltage electric power lines.  Land trusts in Pennsylvania, Virginia and New Jersey have been fighting power line proposals for years, as they threaten key areas they have worked hard to protect.  Proposed lines crossing significant areas in Colorado, and threatening state parks and other lands in California, indicate that the threat of condemnation of protected lands for power lines is continuing to grow.

The Alliance has been working with land trusts in these areas to change federal policy to ensure that lands protected by land trusts are recognized as important early in the planning process, and protected from condemnation.

Possible Future Priorities 
Below are brief summaries of some additional issues of importance to the land trust community.  This list is far from complete. We urge you to tell us your ideas for what the Alliance's policy program should be doing. 
5. Help land trusts enact state funding & tax incentives for land conservation
State and local governments have provided the bulk of the money for land conservation.  The enactment of transferable state income tax credits for conservation donors greatly accelerated conservation donations in Colorado and Virginia.  Several states have committed large sums of money for conservation through voter referenda.
Although our policy program was been designed to work on federal policy issues affecting land trusts across the country, the effectiveness of these state programs has led many to view them as the most effective possible conservation tools. 

The Trust for Public Land and The Nature Conservancy have long-established, highly successful programs to create funding and incentives at the state level.  The real question for the Alliance may be how we can best assist and expand those efforts.


6.  Defend the federal deduction for charitable contributions
The President’s budget and jobs package, the Simpson-Bowles deficit commission, and the Rivlin-Domenici deficit panel, all propose major revisions to the charitable deduction.  The Alliance has worked with Independent Sector to resist changes to the charitable deduction at this time – but this is an issue that could grow in importance if major tax reform gets underway after the 2012 elections.

7.  Build land trusts into Gulf Coast restoration

The Deepwater Horizon oil spill will eventually lead to billions of dollars in settlement funds being used for restoration of environmental resources in the Gulf of Mexico.  This will almost certainly be the largest environmental restoration project in the US over the next decade.  The Alliance has already convened the region’s land trusts to consider the coming opportunities.  The question may be what importance the Alliance should give this work, given its regional focus.
8.  Your idea for what the Alliance's policy program should be doing
You may have a very different take on how the Alliance's policy program can best help land trusts achieve their goals. If so, let us know! 
Provide feedback online at www.surveymonkey.com/s/AlliancePriorities OR download the feedback chart at www.lta.org/policy/documents/feedback and email it to policy@lta.org with your narrative comments and suggestions for engaging your supporters. 
Thank you so much for your time!


*Members of the Policy Advisory Council
· **Mark Ackelson, President of the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation

· Darla Guenzler, Executive Director of the California Council of Land Trusts

· Burgess Jackson for the Texas Land Trust Council

· Andy Loza, Executive Director of the Pennsylvania Land Trust Association

· **Gretchen Long, Vice Chair of Scenic Hudson Land Trust

· Sydney Macy, Senior Vice President of The Conservation Fund, in Boulder, Colorado
· Christopher Miller, President, Piedmont Environmental Council
· Rock Ringling, Managing Director of the Montana Land Reliance

· Laurie Wayburn, President of the Pacific Forest Trust

· Reid Wilson, Executive Director of the Conservation Trust for North Carolina

** Members of the Land Trust Alliance Board of Directors
