
Trust Funds Support State’s Effort in Strategic Conservation Planning
RALEIGH - Stakeholders with North Carolina’s four conservation trust funds made history in March when they met to discuss a new, unified approach to curb the loss of land to urban sprawl.

The meeting was the second in as many years for the Clean Water Management Trust Fund, Natural Heritage Trust Fund and the Parks and Recreation Trust Fund. For the first time, the Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund joined the discussion. The farmland fund was created in 1986 but not regularly funded. In recent years, the farm fund was renamed, given an advisory committee and a $50,000 budget.

“By including the Agricultural and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund, our working lands will be better represented in our discussion,” said Bill Ross, secretary of the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources. “The goal (of the joint meeting) is to determine how to build on last year’s momentum and move our partnership to the next level.” 

Certainly, PARTF, CWMTF and NHTF have used their combined revenue to help conserve many significant areas, including Hickory Nut Gorge State Park and Chimney Rock, the Elk Knob State Natural Area and Lake James State Park. But Ross and others stressed that much more needs to be done. “We brought the trust funds together for the first time last year, and found the joint meeting has helped foster collaboration and communication,” said Bob Gordon, NHTF chairman. “This is especially important on projects that require joint funding.”
Each year, North Carolina loses about 100,000 acres of farm and forests to development. The need to better organize our conservation efforts by working together is vital as sprawl and unplanned development is expected to increase with the state’s exploding population, say leaders from the four funds.

An important component will be increasing funding for the four trust funds. For instance, the Clean Water Management Trust Fund has been able to fund only about one-third of the requests received in the last 10 years, said Phil Baddour, the fund’s chairman. 

The Land and Water Study Commission, which was appointed by the General Assembly, brought attention to the gap in conservation funding, and pointed out the need to optimize the state’s current investment, prioritize land acquisition and conduct long-term strategic planning. Currently, Gov. Mike Easley’s proposed budget calls for $6 million for the Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund and $100 million in special financing for state conservation land acquisitions.

Another important step is planning. For that reason, the Department of Environment and Natural Resources is working with many partners to create a better map that the trust funds can use to optimize the state’s limited funding resources for land acquisition. DENR is developing a planning process that will identify, evaluate and prioritize a network of essential ecosystems. 

The process also will be used to coordinate conservation efforts, inform funding decisions and guide conservation efforts in the state for the next 25 years, said Richard Rogers, the Department of Environment and Natural Resources’ assistant secretary for Natural Resources. 

A breakout session enabled leaders of the four funds to provide some direction in the planning effort. In the end, stakeholders agreed on several areas that would make a conservation plan useful: a map detailing protection priorities, a working lands component, a collaborative effort to produce the plan and monitor progress, and an outreach effort to share the plan with the public.
