National Conference Call: LTA Accreditation Program 
Question and Answer Session

August 11, 2005 at 4:00 PM EST

Summary

The call started at 4:01 PM* and opened with the introduction of Rand Wentworth, LTA President. Rand welcomed the listeners and provided a brief summary of events to date that had led up to the conference call. He also briefly provided a policy update. Rand then introduced Tammara Van Ryn, LTA’s director of standards and research, as the call speaker and moderator. Tammara reviewed the Standards and Practices Program Design Steering Committee actions to date; reviewed highlights from the information packet distributed in July 2005; and discussed next steps in refining a business plan and implementing an accreditation program. 

Synopsis from Question and Answer Dialogue
Q: At one time the Senate Finance Committee and the Internal Revenue Service were advocating a mandatory national accreditation program, possibly run by the IRS. Is that concept still being considered by those two entities?
A: Even though the Senate Finance Committee and the IRS have suggested this approach, LTA firmly believes and has always advocated that accreditation is best done voluntarily and gradually by the land trust community. The land trust community-led approach accommodates all land trusts, including many land trusts that will need several years to become accredited. The Senate Finance Committee’s counsel has suggested that the first draft of reform legislation will not tie accreditation to 170(h) tax deductions, but the Senate Finance Committee has expressed interest in developing incentives for land trusts to encourage participation in accreditation. LTA is anticipating that the Senate Finance Committee will release draft legislation of broad land trust reforms in September.  

Q: A number of newer land trusts would like to focus their compliance on those standards and practices that will be part of the “Core Practices.” How soon will the land trust community know what practices will be considered “core” so they can begin focusing on them?
A: LTA is in the midst of a core practices review process using the steering committee, the LTA board, and comments received from the land trust community. As soon as the list is finalized – anticipated in October – it will be made widely available to the land trust community. The core practices will serve as an effective tool to guide new and established land trusts in what an accreditation commission will be considering and what are good first steps for any organization to take in implementing Land Trust Standards and Practices. 
Q: In discussing revisions to the Land Trust Standards and Practices in 2004, there were discussions of benchmarking certain practices to develop objective, quantitative measures for compliance. Where is LTA on that? Aren’t Land Trust Standards and Practices always going to inherently be a subjective, qualitative measure? Also, how will an accreditation commission process land trusts in volume to avoid a bottleneck if hundreds of land trusts – possibly 1,000 – want to be accredited by 2008?
A: Land Trust Standards and Practices was written as a guideline document, and will be the source of the final core practices list. The first step for an accrediting entity will be developing quantifiable measures for each practice that is part of the accreditation program. That process will happen during the first year of its work (likely 2006) as the accrediting entity builds systems, polices and procedures. 
As an example of how a practice originally intended as a guideline might be converted to an objectively measured performance standard, let’s consider practice 8B. Measurable indicators for practice 8B might include whether or not the land trust has written project selection criteria; whether the criteria are consistent with the land trust’s mission; and whether the land trust documents its capacity to undertake the project. The accrediting entity would then look at project files to ensure that the criteria are followed and documented.
Regarding the issue of managing the application load: the first year (likely 2006) would focus on developing measures and application procedures and conducting beta tests; the second year (likely 2007) would involve a pilot program to train accreditation staff and volunteers in the systems and procedures. The second year would allow for the development of a well-trained team to accommodate a fairly high volume of transactions in year three (likely 2008). It is the time spent on the development of effective review systems that will allow a high volume of applications to be accommodated. 

Q: How has the extended land trust community (funders, agencies, etc.) been involved in this process and what is their anticipation of the program output with reference to future working relationships?
A: LTA has been keeping these partners apprised. Foundations, agency partners, and others have been staying in contact with LTA and land trusts during this process.  They have been briefed about the effective and valuable work of land trusts, and have been informed that LTA supports targeted reforms. As an example of interest by partners, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation is one of the lead investors in developing the accreditation program. The Natural Resource Conservation Service, too, has been kept abreast of the program development and its leader has expressed interest in providing funding for the program to help keep accreditation fees as affordable as possible for land trusts. 

Q: As a land trust service provider, I am keenly interested in curriculum development and future partnership opportunities for delivery of training. What is the status of that program?

A: A core practices curriculum is now being developed. LTA is now dividing the draft set of core practices into 18 different training units that would be accessible on the web and at some in-person trainings (state conferences, day-long training sessions, Rally, etc.) LTA would work with land trust service centers and others to build a community of trainers to train from this curriculum. The goal is to make the training units available within the next 24 months so land trusts interested in pursuing accreditation can take advantage of them. 

Q: Several years ago LTA worked to bring services to land trusts across the entire country then had to reduce the number of field programs to reflect the change in the national economy.  The national economy is still questionable, but this accreditation effort implies a much larger infrastructure at LTA. I’m curious to know how LTA plans to ramp up capacity to accommodate accreditation and its training component, which alone seems vast. How does LTA envision helping land trusts prepare for accreditation and improve their effectiveness, in a real tactical way? In addition, would the curriculum training units be generally available, or would delivery depend solely upon LTA staff?
A: This is a question on which LTA has spent much time and thought. Rather than replicate an approach that proved to be unsustainable, LTA is looking at a three-fold response to address the challenges raised by this question. The activities fall into three areas: streamline and clarify what is asked of land trusts; build more accessible “self-help” tools; and work with a broader network of partners.
First, the identification of core practices and development of specific performance measures will help land trusts know where to prioritize their efforts to build a strong organizational foundation and conduct sound transactions. Second, with regard to new tools, LTA has recently updated and revised Assessing Your Organization. LTA is also developing the core practices curriculum that will be available online to training partners for in-person delivery. Third, LTA also hopes to build more partnerships with land trust service centers. These steps will all help address the question above.   

Closing Remarks

Tammara Van Ryn remarked that all of these questions will be considered as LTA and the steering committee continues to develop the business plan and the final accreditation program.  

* According to the conference call center, 46 people were on the lines including the two speakers.  


