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Land Trust Accreditation: A Primer for Land Trusts

Presentation Script

Introduction

This script is to be used in conjunction with the PowerPoint presentation, Land Trust Accreditation: A Primer for Land Trusts. The presentation was developed by the Land Trust Accreditation Commission for use by land trust staff and boards considering accreditation.

If you have any questions about the accreditation program, please contact the Commission at 518-587-3143 or info@landtrustaccreditation.org. 

Suggested Handouts

As part of this presentation, you may wish to have certain fact sheets and handouts available for staff and board members who have additional questions. We recommend the following to start with, all of which are available for download from www.landtrustaccreditation.org. 
· Land Trust Accreditation: Excellence, Trust, Permanence (information on the benefits of accreditation) 
· Getting Started: Beginning your land trust’s journey to accreditation fact sheet
· Profiles in Excellence – find a case study of a land trust similar to yours that has achieved accreditation
· Registration System fact sheet

We also strongly recommend starting the presentation off with a viewing of Keeping the Promise: Perpetuity and the Land Trust Accreditation Program, available on our website or on YouTube. You may also request a copy of the video on CD by contacting the Commission.
Slide 1: Opening
Land Trust Accreditation: A Primer for Land Trusts was developed by the Land Trust Accreditation Commission for use by land trust staff and boards considering accreditation. It provides an overview of the accreditation process and requirements, along with information on what to expect during the accreditation process. Land trusts seriously considering accreditation are urged to take advantage of the free webinars and workshops offered by the Commission throughout the year for more in-depth information on the process. 

Slide 2: Presentation Outline
This presentation will cover the following topics:
· Accreditation Background & Overview

· The Commission

· Requirements & Process Overview
· Benefits & Results

· Getting Ready
· Resources to Help You Prepare
· Next Steps
Slide 3: Welcome!
Thank you for taking the first step on the path to accreditation and having this important conversation. Accreditation is a milestone for any land trust, and understanding the process and requirements before jumping in is key to ensuring success in the program. 
There is a lot of information in this presentation, but we expect there will still be questions and encourage you to contact the Commission so we can help answer them. Let’s begin!

Slide 4: What is Accreditation?
· Accreditation, by definition, is a program that provides independent verification of compliance with accepted standards.  

· In the case of land trust accreditation, the program verifies compliance with Land Trust Standards and Practices (2004).

· Land Trust Standards and Practices are the ethical and technical guidelines for operating a land trust.

· The Land Trust Accreditation Commission verifies compliance by looking at a sample of the practices, known as indicator practices. There are 26 indicator practices.

· The accreditation program is entirely voluntary.
Slide 5: What Accreditation is Not
· Accreditation is not meant to be a mentoring or training program. 
· It is also not a way to identify what practices we need to improve. Organizations that apply must be able to demonstrate compliance with the practices at the time of application. 
· It is not something to just jump into. Land trusts need to be aware of the program requirements well before registering. 
Slides 6 & 7: History & Milestones  
· Land Trust Standards and Practices were first published in 1989; a corresponding verification program has been talked about since that time.
· The Land Trust Alliance convened a Program Design Steering Committee in 2004 that worked from 2004-2005 to develop the framework for the accreditation program.

· As part of that process, there were 3 phases of public comment. The Alliance received input from the land trust community through a survey, interviews, focus groups, conference calls, web dialogue and other venues. 

· The general design of the program was approved by the Alliance in the fall of 2005.

· The Commission was established in April of 2006.
· The Commission sought feedback on the initial draft of the application for accreditation. 

· Revisions based on that input were made and in 2007 the Commission held 2 rounds of pilots to test the application and review process. The Commission refined the program a great deal from what it learned in the pilots.

· The program officially launched in early 2008 with an open call for applications.

· The inaugural awards were held at Rally in September 2008 with 39 land trusts walking across the stage.

· Today there are over 100 accredited land trusts from around the country.

Slide 8: Looking Ahead
· The Commission is currently developing the next phases of the accreditation program.

· The Commission has begun work on designing the accreditation renewal process. Accreditation is awarded for a five-year period after which an accredited land trust must renew its accreditation. The scope of the renewal process is not yet known, but a committee consisting of both commissioners and Alliance board members – several of whom are also representatives of accredited land trusts – are working on the design of the process. 

Slide 9: Goals of the Program
· The land trust accreditation program was designed for three primary reasons.

· To build and recognize strong land trusts.

· To foster public trust in our work.

· To help ensure that land protected today stays protected forever.

Slide 10: The Commission
Structure and Relationship to the Land Trust Alliance
The accreditation program is operated by the Land Trust Accreditation Commission. It was established in 2006 as a subsidiary or supporting organization of the Land Trust Alliance. That means that it is a separate nonprofit corporation, but it is tied to the Alliance via its tax-exempt status.

This structure is something that land trusts said they wanted during the public input process when the program was designed and is important for three reasons:
· First, it means that the Commission makes decisions independent from the Alliance. 

· Second, land trusts asked that the training and technical assistance programs be separated from the new accreditation program. People need to be able to call the Alliance or attend trainings and ask questions without worrying that it will impact their accreditation review.  

· Third, the accreditation program can draw financial stability and institutional credibility from the Alliance.

It is important to keep in mind that the role of each organization is very different. One (the Alliance) is to provide training, support and overall leadership in the land trust community. The other (the Commission) is to verify compliance with national standards.

Commissioners 

· There are 15 volunteer commissioners. They serve as the board of the organization.  

· They are an incredibly diverse group of people and each one brings certain skills and experiences to the Commission. 
Staff
There are 5 staff members at the Commission and they are based in Saratoga Springs, NY.
Slide 11: Accreditation Process
Now let’s talk about the accreditation process, from registering to submit an application to a final decision on accreditation. This is just to provide an overview of what the process is like. The Commission offers webinars and workshops that go into the process much more in-depth and it is highly recommended that we sign up for those when the time is right. As we evaluate whether accreditation is right for our land trust, we should consider if our organization would be ready to take on the steps described in the following slides.

Slide 12: Eligibility
Before getting too far into the program details, it’s important to make sure that we are eligible for accreditation.  
· We must be a land trust to apply – primarily engaged in the acquisition and stewardship of land. We must be a US-based organization that is classified as a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization or a quasi-governmental organization.
· We must have been in operation for at least two years to be accredited. This is because no organization can expect to have all the policies and procedures in place from the beginning. The Commission knows it takes time to put the systems in place and this requirement is designed to allow new organizations some time to get their feet on the ground.

· We must also have completed two direct land or conservation easement projects. This means that the organization must have been in the chain of title on the projects. This is important because the Commission’s job is to verify if an organization is implementing the indicator practices. In order to do so, the organization must have completed some actual land transactions. 
· We must also have adopted Land Trust Standards and Practices and completed an assessment against them within three years before registering for accreditation. These requirements are included as basic eligibility requirements because it’s important that land trusts are aware of and implementing all the practices from Land Trust Standards and Practices, not just those indicator practices used for accreditation.
Slide 13: Registration
· Registration is done electronically through the Commission’s website. Registration is the first step in the application process; all land trusts planning to apply must register.

· Registering secures us a slot in a specific round, and it also presents the Commission with a formal opportunity to welcome us into the program and ensure that the applicant receives timely and relevant correspondence for its application round, particularly if there are any substantive changes to the program. Registration also assists the Commission with its internal work planning and budgeting processes. 
· Completing the online registration form itself takes about 15-30 minutes.
· Registrants pay a nonrefundable, nontransferable fee of $750. Registration fees are nontransferable (meaning we cannot register for one round then later change rounds unless we pay an additional registration fee) and nonrefundable. So we should be aware of this restriction and not register until we are certain our land trust is ready to apply for accreditation. When we submit our application, the $70 is credited toward the total fee and we are only invoiced for the balance. 
· The Commission reviews the registration information to identify if there are any areas of concern. For example, one potential item it might bring to a registrant’s attention is if its assessment will be too old by the time of its pre-application due date and will therefore need to be completed again in order to be accepted. Another issue that might be flagged is the existence of a related corporation. 
· There is a fact sheet with further details on the registration process on the Commission’s website.
· If our land trust has a related entity, such as a supporting organization or foundation, a parent organization, LLC., or any other related entity, and we have not discussed it with the Commission yet, we should read the Commission’s policy on multiple corporations and give them a call. The related corporations might need to apply concurrently and submit separate pre-applications. 

Slide 14: Pre-Application
· Once we are registered, we are committed to a specific application round. The next step in the process is submitting a pre-application by the due date for that round.

·  The pre-application consists of a questionnaire and several required attachments. 
· Pre-applications give the Commission and the review team an overview of the land trust, its conservation work, and its organizational structure, service area, and size.
· One attachment is the Land Conservation Project List (an Excel download from the Commission’s website). The Commission uses the data on this to verify compliance with pre-application requirements, and to select the projects which it will ask for additional documentation to be submitted with our application. 
· Another required attachment is the Schedule of Dedicated and Restricted Funds (another Excel download). This gives the Commission an overview of the organization’s finances, in particular the funds available for the stewardship and defense of land trust easements and fee properties.
Slide 15: Pre-Application Review
· Pre-applications are screened to make sure that each applicant meets the eligibility and pre-application requirements.
· The Commission must be able to verify that a land trust meets all pre-application requirements particularly those requirements regarding annual monitoring, baseline documentation reports, fee management plans and regular inspections of fee properties.
· The Commission will also screen for potential issues, such as inadequate funds for conservation easement defense and stewardship, which do not need to be addressed by the time of application, but will need to be addressed before a land trust can be accredited.

Slide 16: Project Selection 
· Once the pre-application has been accepted, we will receive notification of which projects the Commission would like to see documentation for. This generally happens about five weeks before the application due date.

· This documentation helps the Commission understand how we implement Land Trust Standards and Practices on the ground in our land conservation work.

· The Commission looks at a range of projects, generally selecting 2-6, to give reviewers a representative sampling of our conservation work.

· There is a Project Documentation Checklist available online so we can get a sense of what documentation is requested.

· The Commission generally selects at least one newer project to determine and evaluate our current practices. The Commission also generally selects one older project, recognizing that an older project may not be representative of our current work. However, older projects may be an indication of how prepared our organization is to meet our stewardship obligations. In addition, it allows the Commission to see how our practices have evolved over time.  
Slide 17: Notification of Acceptance

· The Commission will notify us electronically whether or not our pre-application is accepted. If accepted, the notification will include the list of projects for which we must include project documentation. In addition, the notification will include information about areas where the Commission requests additional information with the complete application (for instance, a fundraising plan or information on a related entity).  

· If our pre-application is not accepted, we will be notified by a phone call, followed by a written notification. If we want to re-apply we must follow whatever process is in place at that time, but should be sure we meet the requirements. All fees are non refundable and non transferable, so we lose the $750 if the pre-application is not accepted. 
· Once we are notified that our pre-application has been accepted, we should begin our public comment process by notifying key stakeholders that the organization is applying for accreditation. Complete details are in the Applicant Handbook and are covered in more detail in the In Depth: The Application Process webinar.  
Slide 18: Application
· The next step is to submit a complete application. This includes the completed application questionnaire (a question and answer form) and all required attachments. 
· The attachments include
· statements describing our implementation of a practice,

· documentation that shows our practice implementation,
· project documentation, and 
· evidence of public notice.

· A word on public notice: This is a step in the process that helps the Commission verify if a land trust is meeting the practices, especially since it is not able to go on site to every applicant. All comments must be attributed, and if they are substantive to the review of the application, they will be shared (with the name withheld upon request) with the applicant for a response. More information on public notice is in the Applicant Handbook.
· An application fee is due at the same time the application is due. We’ll talk more about costs in a bit. 
· We can get more information from the detailed webinar on the application process. 
Slide 19: Our application arrives at the Commission – now what?
Slide 20: Review Process 
· The Commission will notify us that our application has arrived and then the review process begins.

· The first thing the Commission staff does is check our application for completeness. Most applicants are missing a document or two, and the Commission does provide an opportunity to submit the missing documents, so if we forgot to include that last piece of paper on the copier, don’t worry!
· As with the pre-application, however, the Commission may decide not to accept an application if it is substantially incomplete or the applicant does not meet program requirements (see the Applicant Handbook).

Slide 21: Review Process 
Each application is reviewed by a staff member of the Commission and at least one commissioner. The review team will evaluate compliance with all 26 of the indictor practices. It considers a variety of data in evaluating applications, including:

· Our application responses 

· The supporting documents

· Project documentation 

· Public comments

· Any research done (looking at the website, doing a web search, etc.)

· Site visit information (I’ll talk more about that in a minute) 

· And conversations with us
Slide 22: Applicant Conference Call  

The Commission has a chance to talk with each applicant, either during a conference call or site visit.

· This is a chance to hear from us and for us to clarify any questions the review team might have.

· An agenda for the call is sent several days in advance, so we will have a chance to prepare.

· Calls generally take about 2 hours.

· The calls work well when land trust board members and staff (if the land trust has staff) are on the call.

· We can take the opportunity to ask questions of the review team while on the call as well.

Slide 23: Site Visit

· In order to keep costs affordable, the Commission does not conduct a site visit on every organization but will occasionally select organizations to visit on-site. These visits serve as a cross check on the process. All applicants should plan on having a conference call unless otherwise notified by the Commission.

· Like the call, applicants receive a site visit agenda in advance. Site visits last 1.5 to 2 days and include interviews with board and/or staff members, a review of files in the land trust office, and visits to protected lands.

Slide 24: Additional Information Request 

After the conference call or site visit we should expect to receive a request for additional information or clarification of materials to enable the Commission to make its final decision. We may also be provided with a limited opportunity to take corrective action if we are not in complete compliance with a practice. We will be given a specific timeframe for completing this “follow-up” request.
Slides 25 & 26: Review Team Report and Recommendation 
Once all the data has been received and evaluated, the team that reviewed our application presents an overview of our organization’s application history and makes a final recommendation to the Commission. This recommendation is based on a number of factors.  
· The review team must find compliance with all practices, however:
· Review is of Current Practice

· The Commission recognizes there is variation in older and newer projects.
· Review is Flexible 

· The Commission recognizes land trust diversity and appreciates the range of approaches in meeting the practices.
· Review is Practical

· The final recommendation also reflects realities in the day-to-day work of land trusts and nonprofits and fosters continuous improvement.
Slide 27: Final Decision
· A final decision on a complete application is made by the full Commission.  

· The Commission can accredit an organization if it is implementing all of the indictor practices.
· Decisions to grant accreditation may be accompanied by expectations for improvement for practices where the Commission believes we must take action over time to improve compliance. If we submit an application for renewal, the Commission will evaluate our progress toward these expectations at that time.
· The Commission may, on occasion, provide an accredited land trust with a commendation on an exemplary policy or document.

· We will be awarded this seal!

· Accreditation is granted for a period of 5 years at which point we must renew our accreditation.
· The Commission may table our organization if there is some information that is needed in order to make a final decision.
· The Commission will also deny an organization that does not comply with the practices. Organizations that are denied have the right to appeal the decision.

· Please note that the Commission may require withdrawal at any time (we’ll expand on this in a moment).

Slide 28: How Long Does it Take?

Generally:

· Applications are deemed complete or not within 1 month of submission.
· The call with the review team is held within 3 months.
· A follow-up letter is sent within a few weeks of the call.
· A final decision is made 6-8 months after the application is submitted.
Slide 29: How Much Does it Cost? 
· Land trusts pay an accreditation fee. The fee is based on the size of the land trust’s budget. If we think we are interested in accreditation, we should begin now to plan ahead for the fees.

· There are other costs to consider when applying. 

· The amount of time spent on the application varies widely. Organizations that have consistently worked on implementing Land Trust Standards and Practices over a several year period tend to spend the least amount of time on the accreditation application. Organizations that must review and adopt new policies or track down many documents should expect to spend more time on the application.

· Land trusts should also budget for other costs, such as copying, supplies and shipping (and late-night pizza parties!).

· The fee schedule is available online. It includes the application fees, but it also includes more information on the additional costs and time commitment we can expect.

Slide 30: Withdrawal

· Voluntary
· The accreditation program is voluntary, so if we have something come up unexpectedly, like a major staffing change, we can withdraw from the program at any time during the application process. 

· The only times a land trust cannot withdraw from the program are after a decision to deny accreditation has been made or if an accredited land trust is facing disciplinary action.

· If we withdraw, the fees are not refundable, nor can they be applied to a future application.
· Required 
· The Commission may require applicants to withdraw if: 
· the applicant has not provided sufficient evidence that it is implementing Land Trust Standards and Practices at the time of application and would need substantial additional time or resources to correct areas of noncompliance identified during the accreditation process;
· the applicant is not a strong candidate for accreditation and is unlikely to be successful, or has not demonstrated that it has the capacity to be successful, in the accreditation process at this time; or, 
· the applicant has willfully disregarded a non-indicator practice that could put the applicant organization at risk or threaten the credibility of the accreditation program. 
· The Commission may also require an application to be withdrawn when an applicant misses assigned due dates or fails to submit information requested by the Commission. 
· Again, all fees are forgone.
· To date about 14% of land trusts have withdrawn from the program. A decision to require withdrawal will be made as early in the review process as possible.
· Of that 14%, some have returned with successful applications and are now accredited land trusts.
· A fact sheet on withdrawal from accreditation is available on the Commission’s website. More information can also be found in the Applicant Handbook.
Slide 31: What is Public?

The Commission adheres to a strict confidentiality policy (available on its website) that prevents it from sharing specific information on any applicant. Generally, the only information that is public is whether or not an organization is in the accreditation program and its status. The Commission can say if an organization:
· Is registered or is a current applicant.
· Is an accredited land trust.
· Has been denied accreditation (listed as such online for five years).
· Has withdrawn (listed as such online for one year).
Slide 32: It’s Working!

The good news is, the program is working and meeting its goals.

Slide 33: The Difference it Makes  
Accredited land trusts:

· Are more prepared to defend conservation land

· Have better systems for making and documenting decisions

· Have proven they meet national quality standards
The most important goal of the program is to help ensure the permanence of our land protection efforts. Here we know that accreditation is making a difference. Land trusts that have been through the program have raised additional funds for stewardship and defense, have completed baselines for all easements and management plans for their fee holdings and formalized their conservation easement monitoring program. All of these actions will help ensure that the land that is protected today will be able to stay protected in the future.

Slide 34: The Difference it Makes  

The Commission hears over and over again that land trusts are stronger organizations for having gone through this process. But accredited land trusts are seeing additional benefits. 

· Some are seeing an increase in major donor and foundation support.

· Some have been able to protect more acreage than ever before thanks to more efficient processes.
· Accredited land trusts report that their boards are more engaged in the organization and have greater understanding of policies and procedures. 

· Accredited land trusts report a greater sense of organizational and community pride.
· Almost all report their land trust is better for going through accreditation.
· The Commission and Alliance have compiled case studies of accredited land trusts – called Profiles in Excellence – that we can look at to see what these organizations are saying.

Applying for accreditation is a big step for an organization. We need to make sure that we have the documentation that we are meeting all of the indicator practices and that we have the time and resources needed to apply. Over time, the Commission is confident that the accreditation program will help build strong land trusts, foster public confidence in land conservation and help ensure the permanent protection of land.
As we evaluate if accreditation is right for our land trust, we should consider if the benefits of strengthening internal systems and gaining external credibility are benefits that would be important to our land trust.

The presentation will now go into some detailed steps your land trust can take to get ready to apply. This may be a point at which to stop if your land trust is not yet ready to discuss this level of detail.
Slide 35: Getting Ready
Each land trust is unique, and how ready each land trust is to apply varies. We might want to think about where we are on this spectrum. Wherever we are, it might be good to start with Stage 1 – Assessment.
Slide 36: Stage 1 – Assessment

· As noted earlier, a complete assessment across the full suite of Land Trust Standards and Practices is required for accreditation. But it is also a great way to identify areas where our land trust may need to improve or implement additional practices. 

· For example, we may realize that while we all know how we do something, there are no written procedures or policies that would help new staff or board members understand that process.
· The key is to take the self-assessment seriously and be as candid as possible.

· Once we’ve completed the assessment, we can then tackle the high-priority areas first (such as the indicator practices).
Slide 37: Stage 2 – Evaluate Readiness

· The next step is to begin reading the accreditation program materials to better understand the requirements for accreditation.

· We should read the application, Applicant Handbook and Guidance Documents.
· The Handbook is really key – it details the entire process as well as how to physically put together an application.
· Guidance Documents are also essential reading. We’ll talk more about these in a minute. 
· Work through the Master Attachment Checklist. As we go through the checklist, we should be figuring out if we have the required documents and, if we do, do they meet the practices?
· Create an accreditation plan – some applicants have created a workplan to help keep track of the process. For example, what policies need to be adopted by the full board; who is responsible for answering what portions of the application; what deadlines are coming up, etc.
Slide 38: Stage 3 – Final Review

· Assemble our accreditation team – who in our organization is going to be a part of the accreditation effort? And perhaps most important, who is going to lead our team? Applicants have repeatedly stressed the need for one person to be in charge of the overall process – someone who’s a real taskmaster.
· Start gathering all the required documents, policies and procedures. 

· Edit final documents – for example, it may be that during the process we decided to revise our bylaws or amend some policies, or it may be that some procedures are needed to be updated to match current practice.
· Register to apply!

Slide 39: Resources – Land Trust Accreditation Commission Tools

· The Commission’s website, www.landtrustaccreditation.org,  has a tremendous amount of information, including: 
· Copies of the application materials and Applicant Handbook

· Fact sheets

· Guidance Documents 
· and more

· The Commission also offers free webinars throughout the year on the process. Upcoming dates can be found online.

· The Commission publishes a monthly eNewsletter we should sign up for to stay current on the program. We can sign up by e-mailing info@landtrustaccreditation.org. 
· You can also e-mail (info@landtrustaccreditation.org) or call (518-587-3143) Commission staff if you have specific questions. 

Slide 40: Resources – Guidance Documents
The Guidance Documents are a great resource. The Commission started publishing Guidance Documents to help provide greater clarity on those practices that applicants were finding the most challenging. These documents are the Commission’s essential tool for communicating accreditation requirements. For example, there is a Guidance Document on the policies required for accreditation. For each policy, the Commission describes what is required for accreditation along with examples of how a land trust can demonstrate compliance.
We should read through all Guidance Documents (listed on screen). 

Slide 41: Resources – Land Trust Alliance Tools

· Pathways to Accreditation – This is a new (2010) interactive online tool that allows land trusts to work their way towards accreditation. It is also available through The Learning Center.
· The Land Trust Standards and Practices Guidebook provides information on how to implement all the practices.
· Standards and Practices Curriculum Courses provide in-depth training and can be taken in-person, online, or on your own time.
· The Alliance also offers trainings, conferences, online learning and webinars throughout the year and across the country.
· The Learning Center, http://learningcenter.lta.org, is free to access for all board and staff of Alliance member land trusts. All of the above mentioned tools are available there.
· The Alliance, along with the Commission, now also offers a daylong seminar on developing an accreditation workplan. In addition to Rally, this seminar is offered at conferences throughout the year.
Slide 42: Next Steps
To recap possible next steps to prepare to apply:
· Assign an accreditation coordinator and a team

· Create an accreditation workplan

· Sign up for Pathways to Accreditation
· Download and read all materials 
· Sign up for a seminar, webinars or workshop for more in-depth information on the process

· Call Alliance for training assistance and the Commission with accreditation questions
Slide 43: Questions? 
The Commission appreciates the thoughtful consideration land trusts give to the accreditation process. If there are any questions following this presentation, please contact Commission staff:

By Phone:

518-587-3143

By E-mail:

info@landtrustaccreditation.org
Online:


www.landtrustaccreditation.org 

By Mail:

112 Spring Street, Suite 204




Saratoga Springs, NY 12866


Thank you for your interest in land trust accreditation!
This script was created December 2010.
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