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Recommendation Sheet #12: 
Targeted Land Acquisition and Conservation Easements
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UNRBA TAC approval: Oct. 11, 2005; Feb. 7, 2006 

UNRBA BOD approval: Oct. 19, 2005; BOD needs to approve revised version in light of Upper Neuse Clean Water Initiative

Watershed Management Category: Citizen Education & Stewardship

Implementation Scale: Regional and Local 
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*Subject to NPDES Phase I or II stormwater requirements

Focus Areas:  

Stakeholders in the Upper Neuse River Basin (defined as the Falls Lake watershed) are developing a detailed conservation plan for the entire 770 square-mile basin.  This Falls Lake Land Protection Partnership will identify and prioritize lands critical to water quality and aquatic habitat for voluntary land protection.

Description: 

The Upper Neuse Watershed Management Plan recommends that local governments and/or the UNRBA “Inventory critical land (i.e., land critical for water quality and habitat protection) within the Upper Neuse River Basin for areas already under protection; areas planned for protection by local, state, or federal bodies; and those areas not yet under protection, but worthy of protection.  Submit grant proposals or other funding applications to purchase land and/or conservation easements in environmentally sensitive areas.” (For recommendation context, see Upper Neuse Watershed Management Plan §4.3 and pp. 46–47 (Tetra Tech, 2003).)
Conservation of land around surface waters is perhaps the most cost-effective and long-term water quality protection strategy available.  Protection of vegetated riparian buffers along headwater streams, tributaries, and lakeshores provides natural and effective protection against nonpoint source pollutants and reduces future impacts from additional development.

Basic Implementation Steps and Alternatives: 

1. Local governments and local land trusts participate in the Upper Neuse Clean Water Initiative to prioritize lands based on their potential to protect local water quality.

2. After Upper Neuse Clean Water Initiative’s land protection study and recommendations are completed, UNRBA includes prioritized lands in the second version of the Upper Neuse Watershed Management Plan land protection recommendations.  UNRBA should model protection of prioritized lands as part of a “conservation scenario” that will show the value of protecting priority lands.  The conservation scenario may assess the water quality benefits of floodplain, steep slopes, or other ordinances, and it will help justify protection of high-priority lands to potential funders.

3. Local governments protect priority lands identified through the Upper Neuse Clean Water Initiative analysis through any combination of the alternatives listed here.

A. Local governments can protect priority lands by adopting new and/or strengthening existing land use plans and ordinances, open space plans, greenways master plans, riparian buffer regulations, parks and recreation master plans, watershed protection plans, and other plans and ordinances.

B. Local governments can also coordinate with local land trusts (e.g., Triangle Land Conservancy, Tar River Land Conservancy) and other organizations (public and private) to protect priority lands through fee-simple acquisitions, easements, and other approaches.

C. Local governments can require permanent protection of priority lands (or a percentage of lands) for large developments as part of the development approval process using a variety of acceptable measures (e.g., dedication of land to local government or land trust (in fee), conservation easements, bargain sale, etc.).

Above and Beyond Basic Implementation:
1. Counties with areas not covered by Natural Heritage Inventories should obtain countywide Natural Heritage Inventories to facilitate planning to protect lands critical to water quality and aquatic habitat.  Contact Kristen Sinclair, NC Natural Heritage Program County Inventory Manager, at 919-715-8687 or Kristen.Sinclair@ncmail.net.

2. Local governments can coordinate with UNRBA, a local land trust, and/or other organizations to develop riparian corridor preservation plans, which can be funded through state grants.  (For examples of riparian corridor conservation plans, see UNRBA, 2005a; UNRBA, 2005b; and Eno River Association, 2000.)

3. Local governments, partnering with land trusts and other organizations as appropriate, can help educate landowners and the public on the importance of land protection.

Costs: 

· Falls Lake Land Protection Partnership analysis - $170,000 (funded by Raleigh)

· Upper Neuse water quality model of high-priority critical lands 

· Land acquisition costs (fee-simple or use rights/conservation easements)
(The Falls Lake Land Protection Partnership will estimate the costs of protecting the priority lands it identifies.)

· Outreach costs to contact and discuss acquisitions and easements with land owners (land trusts and local governments can conduct outreach)

· Local government staff time to revise development ordinances and enforce codes

Funding Opportunities:

· Existing and future state and local bonds

· Citizen donations (cash, land, easements, etc.)

· Agricultural conservation programs (e.g., CRP, CREP, WRP, etc.)

· NC Ecosystem Enhancement Program (if land protection is tied to specific water quality benefits such as nitrogen reduction)

· NC Clean Water Management Trust Fund

· Public water supply users, including municipal systems and water and sewer authorities (e.g., South Granville Water and Sewer Authority)

Potential Pitfalls:

· The Upper Neuse Clean Water Initiative recommendations will depend greatly upon stakeholder input; therefore, it is crucial that local governments influence the goals and criteria guiding the effort.

· Local jurisdictions often do not adequately target lands identified as “critical” for protection in ordinances. 

· Minimum state requirements for easements/buffers may not be addressed in local ordinances.  If they are addressed, they may not be adequately enforced. 

· Some local governments may have to rely on conservation groups to do landowner outreach.  
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