Tips for Hosting a Public Education Forum 

A great way to increase public awareness about the enhanced conservation tax incentive is to host a public education forum.  A public education forum will allow you to bring a wide range of key audiences together to discuss the new parameters for private land conservation at the same time.  We encourage land trusts with the capacity to host this type of event to do so—especially land trusts in states or where elected officials have been supportive of increased tax incentives.  Below are tips and suggestions for organizing a public education forum quickly and efficiently.

Audience:  Determine who needs to learn about the enhanced conservation tax incentives and land trust reforms.  Current and potential donors, local media, and elected officials all will benefit from learning more about private land conservation.  When you are clear about who your audience is, designing the rest of the program will become much easier.

Panel of Speakers:  When pulling together a panel of speakers for a public education forum, you’ll want to consider the following:

1. Do people in the community know and respect the potential panelists?

2. Will these panelists be a draw for the media and the general public?

3. Can these panelists tell the story of the importance of voluntary, private land conservation from a number of different perspectives (i.e. a land donor, a land trust leader, a local elected official)?  

4. Is there a panelist that can share a first-person account of the importance of private voluntary land conservation?

A successful event will provide a wide range of perspectives and information.  Below is a list of suggested panelists:

· A private land donor who has already placed his/her land into a conservation easement, especially if they were able to use the incentive;

· An elected official who has championed voluntary, private land conservation; 

· The executive director of the local land trust who can clearly and easily explain the changes; 

· A land owner that has been considering donating land and is now spurred on by the changes to the tax incentive; and

· An attorney who is familiar with conservation donations and the law governing them.

Location:  A few things to consider when choosing a location for a public education forum:

· Is the media familiar with the location?

· Does the venue have whatever AV equipment might be needed for your presentation, including microphones for audience questions as well as for panelists?

· Is there ample parking or is the venue public transportation accessible?

· Are you able to serve refreshments at the venue?

· Are there adequate chairs, tables and handicapped access? 

· Is there a room available to comfortably host the expected audience?
· Is the temperature comfortable? Will an attendant be available to adjust the heat / cooling if needed?
Agenda:  When planning your public education forum, you’ll want to balance the need to provide the audience with as much information as possible while keeping the program moving and the audience engaged.  We suggest beginning the event with a substantive presentation by your land trust’s executive director or other leader to discuss the changes in the tax incentive for private land conservation (10-15 minutes), especially emphasizing the kinds of properties your land trust is looking to protect and how the incentive will benefit specific landowners, followed by brief remarks (5 minutes) from other panelists to address a specific aspect of private land conservation.  When all panelists have finished speaking, provide ample time for questions and answers.   This type of public education forum is a great way to interest land owners in donating their land by giving them access to land donors and the facts!

A few tips on media:

· Make sure to recognize reporter’s questions first during the Q&A session.  Reporters may only stay for part of the forum so you’ll want to ensure their questions are answered before those of other audience members who are more inclined to stay for the whole event. 

· Individually greet each reporter before and after the forum.  Make sure they know you are a source of information or can help them set up interviews with panelists or other spokespeople.  If the reporter cannot stay, offer to send a copy of your presentation and be available for an interview at the reporter’s earliest convenience.
A few tips on elected officials:

· It is common practice to allow elected officials to speak first at a public forum.  If you have an elected official on the panel, offer him/her the first speaking slot after the land trust as a courtesy.

· If an elected official who is NOT scheduled to speak shows up at the event, offer him/her the opportunity to say a few words.  You don’t want to appear partisan or unsupportive of any particular official at a public education event.  This is especially relevant in an election year.
Materials: Make sure that plenty of take-away materials are available for audiences you invite to the forum.  Materials to consider distributing:

· Land donor fact sheet (included in this toolkit).

· Background information on your local land trust.

· Information on how to donate a conservation easement.

· Contact information for your local land trust.

· Background information on all of the panelists.

For the media, you’ll want to put this and any other information you choose into a “media packet” to ensure they have all of the material in one place, including the business card of your land trust’s executive director.  For attendees, place materials on a table where they can choose information they want to take.
Advertising, Invitations and Media Outreach:  You’ll want to employ a number of different strategies for advertising the public education forum.

To reach a broad audience of current and potential land donors:

· Create a flyer for the event.  Mail / email to all current and potential land donors you are in contact with, include abutting neighbors.  Post at public venues such as community centers, local libraries, coffee shops, garden centers and farm equipment suppliers, etc.  (See sample flyer in the following section)

· Consider advertising in local newspapers and on radio.  If you have the budget and the contacts with local media, inquire about placing an ad to ensure the public knows about the forum.  Some newspapers or radio stations may do this for free as a public service announcement or in community calendar sections.

To reach elected officials:

· Mail / email a formal invitation to local elected officials and their schedulers.  Consider inviting local mayors, county officials, state legislative officials and your U.S. House Representative.  Follow up with a phone call to the scheduler to determine whether or not they will attend (See sample invitation letter in the following section).

To reach the media:  
· A week prior to the event, email a media advisory to local reporters at newspapers, radio and television news programs who may be interested in the event.  Follow up with phone calls to these reporters a few days ahead of time to determine their interest and gauge whether or not they will attend (See sample media advisory in the following section).
Registration: Encourage folks to RSVP to determine proper room set up, refreshments for the event and potential interests of the audience.  Have a Registration Sign In roster and greeter to make sure that as folks arrive, they sign in so that you can track who attended the event.  Make sure to include a spot for name, telephone and email.
Refreshments:  Last but not least, make sure to provide your audience with refreshments at the event.  A small, thoughtful gesture, such as coffee and donuts or cookies, will go a long way to make your guests feel welcome.
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