Dear Land Trust Staff and Board Members:

The Congress has just passed a significant expansion of the tax incentive for conservation donations, along with some strong but practical reforms to ensure that this incentive is used well.  The Land Trust Alliance is proud to have been a leader in persuading the Congress to do this, along with hundreds of land trusts like yours and a strong coalition of conservation, wildlife, and sportsmen’s organizations.  

The expanded tax incentive will enable many more Americans, especially family farmers and ranchers, to protect the land they love through voluntary conservation agreements with local land trusts.

The new appraisal standards included in this legislation, when combined with stronger IRS enforcement and LTA’s independent accreditation program, will help us maintain and build the public’s confidence in the work of land trusts throughout the United States – an essential element to our continued success.  
This new law is also a tremendous opportunity for us to educate potential donors, elected officials and the media about our conservation work, the enhanced conservation tax incentive, and the accountability that comes with it.  LTA created this toolkit to assist our land trusts with that education.  The toolkit provides you with the information you need to reach out to key audiences in a timely, cost-effective way.  Included in this toolkit are the following:

· Key messages

· A fact sheet for donors

· A sample letter to the editor

· A sample op-ed for your local newspaper
· Tip for hosting a local public education event

· A sample event flyer

· A sample event media advisory

· A sample invitation letter for elected officials

· A template newsletter article for your next publication and/or your Web site

We hope you will use the enclosed tools to educate your key stakeholders about the improved opportunities for private land conservation in your community.    If you have any questions or concerns, please contact policy@lta.org by e-mail.
America needs voluntary, private land conservation and the important work that you do to make it a reality.  Now, we must work harder than ever to spread that message throughout our local communities and across the country.

Sincerely,

Rand Wentworth

President, Land Trust Alliance

Land Trust Alliance Message Platform

DIRECTIONS: This message platform is meant for your INTERNAL USE only.  PLEASE DO NOT POST THIS on your web site or distribute it. 

These are our best ideas for how to talk about the new conservation tax incentive to the press and to the public.  Opinion research from around the country shows that most people not intimately involved in land conservation don’t understand what a conservation easement is.  It also shows that the term “voluntary conservation agreement” is a description that people who don’t already know a great deal about conservation easements find much more understandable and positive.  
CONGRESS IS HELPING FAMILY FARMERS AND RANCHERS PROTECT THEIR LAND.

· The newly-enacted tax reconciliation bill helps family farmers, ranchers, and other moderate-income landowners get a significant tax benefit for donating a voluntary conservation agreement that restricts future development to protect an important public resource.

· The conservation tax incentive, in place for 26 years, has been adjusted to:

· Raise the maximum deduction a donor can take for donating a voluntary conservation agreement from 30% of adjusted gross income (AGI) in any year to 50%; 

· Allow farmers and ranchers to deduct up to 100% of AGI; and 

· Extends the carry-forward period for a donor to take tax deductions for a voluntary conservation agreements from 5 to 15 years. 

· The adjusted conservation tax incentive helps landowners who want to pass their working family farms and ranches on, intact, to their children and grandchildren. 
CONGRESS, THE IRS AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR HAVE ALL TAKEN ACTION TO BUILD PUBLIC CONFIDENCE IN PRIVATE LAND CONSERVATION.

· Congress has enacted a land conservation reform package that includes adoption of stronger land appraisal standards and penalties for appraisers who fail to follow those standards.  Land trusts supported these stronger standards.
· The IRS has created a task force to focus on enforcement and prevention of abuses, while supporting legitimate conservation by private landowners. 

· The Land Trust Alliance, which represents more than 1,500 conservation groups across America, is implementing a training and accreditation program based on the highest legal and ethical standards.  Private sector accreditation will provide a seal of approval for land trusts.
AMERICA NEEDS VOLUNTARY, PRIVATE LAND CONSERVATION.

· By protecting important natural and historic resources on private land, private landowners play an important part in preserving America’s natural heritage for future generations.

· Voluntary conservation agreements, also known as conservation easements, protect working farms and ranches and make it easier for families to leave the land to their children. 

· Voluntary conservation agreements respect private property rights while providing the public benefit of protecting America’s natural heritage.

· Private conservation donations have resulted in millions of acres being protected for farming, ranching, forestry, hunting and fishing.
· Voluntary conservation donations give individual landowners the opportunity to conserve clean water, natural areas and traditional ways of life that are important to them and their communities.

· Voluntary conservation agreements keep land on the tax rolls, preserving revenue for local schools and providing cost-effective, non-regulatory conservation.

###

Template Donor Fact Sheet

DIRECTIONS:  Use the information here to create a new fact sheet to distribute to potential donors.  It contains the most up-to-date information about tax incentives for private land conservation.  If your local or state government also provides incentives, you may want to include information on them in this document as well.  Insert your logo and contact information to make it your own.

[INSERT LOCAL LAND TRUST LOGO]

New Federal Law Gives Better Tax Break for Voluntary Conservation Agreements

Congress recently passed a law to enhance the tax benefits of protecting your land by donating a voluntary conservation agreement.  If you own land with important natural or historic resources, donating a voluntary conservation agreement can be one of the smartest ways to conserve the land you love and protect America’s natural heritage, while maintaining your private property rights and possibly realizing significant federal tax benefits.   

These new incentives make it easier for average Americans, including working family farmers and ranchers, to donate land.  The legislation allows:

· A conservation agreement donor to deduct up to 50% of their adjusted gross income in any year; 

· Qualifying farmers and ranchers to deduct up to 100% of their adjusted gross income; and 

· Donors to carry over deductions for their contribution for as many as 15 years.
These changes allow many modest income landowners to deduct much more than they could under the old rules, bringing increased fairness to the tax code.
What do you need to know to enter into a voluntary conservation agreement?  Here are the facts:

· A voluntary conservation agreement, also known as a conservation easement, is a legal agreement between a landowner and a nonprofit land trust or government agency that permanently limits uses of the land in order to protect important conservation values. It allows you to continue to own and use your land and to sell it or pass it on to heirs.

· When you enter into a voluntary conservation agreement with a land trust, you give up some of the rights associated with the land. For example, you might give up the right to subdivide your land or build additional houses, while retaining the full right to grow crops. Future owners also will be bound by the agreement’s terms. The land trust is responsible for making sure the terms of the agreement are followed. 
· Voluntary conservation agreements vary widely. An agreement to protect rare wildlife habitat might prohibit any development there, for example, while one on a farm might allow continued farming and the building of additional agricultural structures. An agreement may apply to just a portion of the property, and need not require public access.
· A conservation donation requires not only a willing donor, but a qualified conservation organization to accept the donation.  That organization needs to be able to show that the donation closely fits its particular charitable mission.  A land trust will not accept a donation that does not fit its mission and purposes.

· A voluntary conservation agreement can help a landowner pass land on intact to the next generation. By limiting the land's development potential, the agreement lowers its market value, which in turn lowers estate tax. Whether the agreement is donated during life or by will, it can make a critical difference in the heirs' ability to keep the land intact.
· If a conservation agreement benefits the public by permanently protecting important conservation resources and meets other federal tax code requirements, it can qualify as a tax-deductible charitable donation. The amount of the donation is the difference between the land's value with the agreement and its value without the agreement.
· To qualify as a charitable donation, a conservation agreement must be permanent.  A landowner should get professional financial planning and legal advice before making such a major donation. 

· [INSERT INFORMATION ON LOCAL OR STATE TAX INCENTIVES, AS APPROPRIATE]
To learn more about protecting your land with a voluntary conservation agreement, call [INSERT LAND TRUST NAME AND CONTACT INFORMATION]. 

Template Letter-to-the-Editor

DIRECTIONS:  If your local newspaper publishes a story about the new conservation tax incentives or about tax incentives for private land conservation in general, use this template to draft a quick response in favor of tax incentives.  
Dear Editor:

Thank you for your [insert date] article, “[insert article headline]”, which discussed land use and development in our community.

It is important for your readers, especially local landowners, to know that there are choices that strike a balance between conservation, private property rights and the needs of the local community.

Federal law gives significant tax benefits to landowners who enter into voluntary conservation agreements, also known as conservation easements.  The owner donates some of their rights to develop their land, in order to permanently protect important natural or historic resources on it.  Congress just voted to make this tax benefit even more attractive to many landowners, and particularly to family farmers and ranchers.
The landowners still own and use their land, sell it or pass it on to their heirs. We all get clean water, wildlife habitat, and family farms, which contribute to the quality of life in [insert name of community].  Private land conservation is a choice worth considering.

Sincerely,

[Insert name of Land Trust representative]

Template Op-ed

DIRECTIONS:  Use this template op-ed to let your local community know about the new conservation incentives and the strong reforms passed by Congress that will ensure strengthened public support for private land conservation.  Include local information to demonstrate the importance of this issue to your local community.

Tax Cut for Conservation on Private Land
Congress just passed a new tax law that helps all of us interested in protecting clean water, natural areas and family farms.  The law enhances the federal tax benefits for landowners who donate voluntary conservation agreements.  These agreements can provide a win-win solution for protecting resources important to our community while keeping land in productive private ownership.

What Congress just did makes the tax law work much better for many modest income landowners who, under the old rules, only got credit for a small portion of the value of their donation.  Now, a conservation donor can deduct up to 50 percent of their adjusted gross income in any year (up from 30%), and, if most of their income is from farming, ranching or forestry, they can deduct all of their income.  Even more important is that if the value of their donation is larger than this, they can continue to use the deduction for up to 15 years (up from five) after the initial year.  

These agreements, often referred to as conservation easements, are donations of a landowner’s development rights to land, to protect specific natural, scenic or historic resources.  The landowner continues to own and manage their land, and continues to pay local taxes.  The public gets protection of resources that are an important heritage for our community.

The [INSERT ORGANIZATION] has been accepting donations like this for – years, and have protected ------ acres in [YOUR AREA OF OPERATION].  This change in the law will enable us to help many more landowners to protect resources for our children and for our community’s future.
The people of _____________ believe in protecting our family farms, ranches, forests, and wildlife habitat – part of the traditions that make this a great place to live.  Thanks to a helping hand from Congress, we will be able to do even more of this in the next several years.

[NAME] is [INSERT TITLE] of [INSERT ORGANIZATION].
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; 
· 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 but is 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?
· 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 AV equipment, such as microphones, available for the forum? 

· Is there a room available to comfortably host the expected audience without being too big?
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, followed by brief remarks (5-7 minutes) from the other panelists that address a specific aspect of the private land conservation.  When the panelists have finished speaking, make sure to 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—give them time to get 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. 

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 willing to speak, offer him/her the first speaking slot 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.  This is extremely important, especially in a year when many officials are campaigning for re-election.  You don’t want to appear partisan or unsupportive of any particular candidate at a public education event.

Materials: Make sure that there are plenty of take-away materials available for the range of audiences you invite to the forum.  Materials to consider distributing:
· 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 the panelists. 

For the media, you’ll want to put this and any other information you choose into a folder to ensure they have all of the material in one place.  For attendees, place materials on a table where they can choose what they want to take with them. 
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 land donors and potential donors:

· Create a flyer for the event.  Mail to all current and potential donors you are in contact with.  Post at public venues such as community centers, local libraries, 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 a formal invitation to local elected officials.  Consider inviting local mayors, county officials, state legislative officials and your U.S. House Representative.  Follow up with a phone call 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, send 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.  When folks arrive, make sure they sign in so that you can track who attended the event.  
Refreshments:  Last but not least, make sure to provide your audience with refreshments at the event.  A small gesture, such as coffee and donuts, will go a long way in ensuring that people see you as a reputable organization that hosts professional events. 
PRESERVE YOUR LAND FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS
Come learn how it just got easier. 

WHAT:
A public education forum sponsored by [NAME OF LAND TRUST]
WHEN: 
[INSERT DATE]
WHERE: 
[INSERT LOCATION]
TIME:
[INSERT TIME]
WHY:
Congress recently passed legislation increasing tax incentives for private land conservation, making it easier and more economical for average Americans to conserve their land and natural resources for future generations.  This forum will explain the incentive structure and inform you of options to preserve your land. 

WHO:
Speakers at the event will include:
· Speaker #1

· Speaker #2

· Speaker #3

· Speaker #4

COST:
FREE! 

RSVP:
Contact [NAME] at [NAME OF LAND TRUST] at xxx-xxx-xxxx or by e-mail at [E-MAIL ADDRESS] to reserve your space at the forum. 


To learn more, visit: [INSERT WEB ADDRESS]
Template Media Advisory

DIRECTIONS:  Use this template to create a media advisory that works for your event. 

MEDIA ADVISORY

August X, 2006
Contacts: 


CONTACT NAME 


(XXX) XXX-XXXX




E-mail address
[NAME OF LAND TRUST] HOSTS PUBLIC FORUM TO EXPLORE IMPROVED TAX INCENTIVES FOR PRIVATE LAND CONSERVATION
Local leaders and land donors will discuss the benefits of a new federal law aimed at encouraging more voluntary, private land conservation. 
Location -- On [DAY], [DATE], the [NAME OF LAND TRUST] will host a public education forum to discuss the recent improvements to the federal tax incentive structure that encourages voluntary, private land conservation.  The public forum will take place at [TIME] at the [LOCATION], [ADDRESS].  
In April [or month it passes], Congress passed a law to enhance the tax benefits of protecting private land.  Whether a working family farm, forest land, shoreline or other natural resource, local land owners can ensure that it remains as it is, for their children and for future generations.  The law also includes strong reforms to the private land conservation system, ensuring that local land trusts across the country meet the highest ethical and fiscal standards.    
Panelists at the public education forum include:  


[NAME], executive director, [NAME OF LAND TRUST]
[NAME], elected official
[NAME], local land owner and voluntary conservation donor
[NAME], conservation expert
Please call or e-mail [NAME OF CONTACT PERSON] at XXX-XXX-XXXX or e-mail address to confirm your attendance at the forum.  To learn more, visit: [INSERT WEB ADDRESS].  
Sample Invitation Letter to Elected Official
DIRECTIONS:  Use this sample letter to invite elected officials to your public education forum. 

Date

The Honorable Rick Santorum
United States Senate

1 South Penn Square
Widener Building, Suite 960
Philadelphia, PA 19107

Dear Senator Santorum:

I am writing to invite you to a public forum to educate people in the Philadelphia area about the recently passed conservation tax incentives for private land conservation.  As a leader in supporting efforts to preserve Pennsylvania’s natural heritage, I would be honored to have you attend and speak at this event.
The public forum will take place on [DAY], [DATE] at [TIME] at [LOCATION].  I would be happy to have you welcome the crowd and speak about the importance of private land conservation in the Philadelphia area and throughout Pennsylvania.  Other speakers at the forum will include: [LIST FORUM SPEAKERS]. 
Please call me with any questions or comments you may have about this event at xxx-xxx-xxxx.  I will call your office next week to follow up and provide you with more information.

Thank you again for your support.  I look forward to hearing from you in the near future.

Sincerely,

[NAME]

[TITLE]

[NAME OF LAND TRUST]

Template Newsletter Article

DIRECTIONS:  Use this template to create your own newsletter or web article about the new legislation passed by Congress to improve private, voluntary land conservation.  
New Federal Law Gives Fairer Tax Benefit for Voluntary Conservation Agreements

Generous landowners who donate voluntary conservation agreements, also known as conservation easements, to the [INSERT NAME OF LAND TRUST] are inspired by many things: they love the [INSERT NAME OF REGION], they feel connected to their land, and they wish to leave a legacy for future generations.  This inspiration is at the heart of our work to permanently protect valuable natural resources.  But for almost all of our donors, donating a conservation easement is a major financial decision, and the federal income tax deduction that comes with a donation helps make easements possible for landowners in our community.

Congress recently passed a new law that enhances the tax benefits of protecting private land for many landowners.  The legislation improves the tax incentive for conservation easements by allowing conservation easement donors to:

· Deduct up to 50% of their adjusted gross income in any year (up from 30%); 

· Deduct up to 100% of their adjusted gross income if the majority of that income came from farming, ranching or forestry; and 

· Continue to take deductions for as long as 15 years (up from 5 years) after the initial deduction.   

Congress also passed tighter appraisal standards for such gifts, and stronger penalties for appraisers who violate the standards.

The Land Trust Alliance (LTA) led the effort to get Congress to approve this new law.  LTA is a national organization that sets national standards for conservation organizations like ours, provides training and networking opportunities, and represents the land trust community in Washington, DC.  [INSERT NAME OF LAND TRUST] has been a member of LTA for --- years.

[If appropriate, add:  Our Senator/Representative (name them!) has been a strong supporter of our work, and was very supportive of this effort.  Our thanks to them for their help in winning this new help for conservation donors.]

Each day we are touched by the generous and inspired landowners who work with us.  The new law will make it easier for others in our community to build on their love of the land and permanently protect [INSERT NAME OF REGION].  

To learn more about these new developments, visit: [INSERT WEB ADDRESS] or www.LTA.org
