December 2025

Vermont Housing and Conservation Board

DONATED EASEMENT FUNDING PROCESS GUIDELINES

FOR NATURAL AREA, OUTDOOR RECREATION, PRIVATE WORKING FOREST, AND FARM

PROJECTS:

The following document outlines the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board’s guidelines for grants that support
transaction and stewardship costs for donated conservation easements. The program is intended to accelerate and expand
voluntary land conservation across Vermont by reducing financial barriers for landowners and partner organizations,
consistent with VHCB’s statutory mission to enhance the quality of life for all Vermonters through the conservation of the
state’s essential lands and natural resources. This streamlined approach strengthens statewide conservation capacity,
leverages private investment, and advances progress toward Vermont’s conservation goals.

1. Project and Applicant Eligibility

a)

b)

Projects must conform with existing criteria for the relevant VHCB funding policies (i.e. Natural Area policy for
non-profit acquisitions, private working forest policy for easements on privately owned forestland, etc.)

Applicants must have an existing stewardship memorandum of understanding (MOU) with VHCB.

2. Match Requirements, Funding Eligibility, and Project Budgets

a)

b)

¢)
d)

2)

Detailed project budgets must be submitted at the time of application. Applicants must demonstrate sufficient
matching funds, including donated easement value where applicable.

Only expenses and activities directly related to the conservation easement project are eligible for funding,
including transaction costs, stewardship endowments, baseline documentation, and related due diligence.

The donated value of the conservation easement will be considered leverage.

Generally, VHCB awards will be limited to the lesser of $32,500 or 50% of eligible project related costs, with the
rest of the cost-share provided by the applicant.

VHCB will receive a dollar-for-dollar match in support of its award for hard transaction costs and stewardship
costs. Statutory limitations on contributions toward stewardship and management of State-owned conservation
projects will still apply. Staff will report on the overall value received in accordance with section 3 below.

In exceptional circumstances VHCB may award over $32,500 for applicable costs. These projects must
demonstrate exceptional alignment with VHCB funding policies with respect to biodiversity, water quality, public
access, and/or community resilience. Funding awards over $32,500 will be reviewed and approved by the full
VHCB board.

Existing VHCB funding programs that support predevelopment costs prior to project closing, such as Feasibility
Grants, remain available for donated conservation projects. Funding provided by VHCB for project
predevelopment costs will contribute to the total maximum grant award outlined in this policy.
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3. Land Valuation and Appraisals

a)

b)

Staff anticipate VHCB will leverage at least $4 for every dollar invested for every project funded under
this policy, with many projects bringing in significantly more leverage. VHCB staff will estimate and
track total leverage, including an estimated donation easement value, for all projects funded under this
policy.

If available, staff will use a conservation easement appraisal to track total project leverage. Appraisals
used for tax deductions must have an effective date within 60 days of closing, and as such, if they are
conducted, they are nearly always conducted after closing. For this reason, instead of using an appraisal
to track conservation easement value and total project leverage, staff may use 50% of the CLA adjusted
town assessed value of the land only as a proxy for the easement value. This rule of thumb considers that
generally conservation easements reduce land value between 30 and 70%. A grant condition will be
included for each project that requires the applicant to report the appraised donated easement value to
VHCB upon receipt of the IRS Form 8283 from a landowner. These appraised values will be used to
ground truth our land value estimates, which will be adjusted accordingly if necessary.

VHCB staff may require that a conservation easement appraisal be conducted if a more accurate
depiction of the property's value is needed. Funding for the appraisal can be built into the request to
VHCB.

4. Legal Instruments

a. Conservation Easements

1. All projects must involve permanent protection of the project area through a conservation easement.
ii. A draft or template conservation easement representative of the intended encumbrance must be
submitted with the application.
11i. Before VHCB disburses funds, a finalized conservation easement must be submitted for VHCB

review and approval. The easement can be sole-held by the applicant. Sole-held easements may only
be executed with organizations that have a stewardship memorandum of understanding with VHCB.
VHCB may consider co- holding the easement on a case-by-case basis.

b. Executory Interest

1.

VHCB has a long history of requiring co-holding of easements. The one exception has been when
federal law precludes co-holding. Co-holding adds the State as enforcer in the case of violations
which in some instances is useful. It can help keep the public interest more front and center in
stewardship matters. For donated conservation easement projects some partners have asked for
flexibility in recognition of the lower VHCB investment and the goal of streamlining stewardship
responsibilities and long-term holding costs. VHCB may, where appropriate, hold an executory
interest rather than co-hold the conservation easement. Applicants should indicate a preference for
co-holding or an executory interest; VHCB will consider that preference and make a final
determination based on project-specific factors. Where warranted by the particulars of a property or
stewardship risk, VHCB may continue to require co-holding; in other cases, an executory interest
will be sufficient, subject to VHCB review and approval of the easement form.
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ii.

Prior to disbursement of VHCB funds, applicants must grant VHCB an executory interest
which VHCB will prepare. An executory interest is not needed if VHCB chooses to co-hold
the easement.

c¢. Grant Conditions

ii.

VHCB may provide grant conditions including but not limited to required provisions to
be included within legal instruments.

Grant agreements will remain valid for two years from the date of award and may be
extended upon the discretion of staff.

5. Strategic Prioritization

It is important to ensure VHCB support for donated easements complements and does
not replace existing donation practices. Within the application for VHCB funds,
applicants must demonstrate a recent history and future pipeline of non-VHCB-funded
donated easements, and/or provide justification for the need in the current project.
VHCB reserves the right to prioritize applications that represent an expansion of
donation efforts rather than a substitution of previously self-funded activity. VHCB may
require a continued strategic prioritization rationale prior to disbursement of grant funds.

VHCB may prioritize funding for donated easement projects in regions or
among landowners where donation activity has historically been low.

VHCB shall require grantees to report annually on their overall pace of donated
easements, including those completed without VHCB assistance.

The Board and staff will review with grantees whether this funding is bringing forward
deals that would not have happened but for the availability of this program.

Projects that advance VHCB’s dual goals and support underrepresented communities
will receive high priority.

Projects where VHCB funds will serve as match for federal programs such as the USFS
Forest Legacy Program will be prioritized.

Public access is not required under our current policy for the conservation of Private
Working Forest projects, however over time, using retroactive Option to Purchase at
Agricultural Value (OPAV) or other mechanisms, we have enhanced existing easements
adding additional protections. As it relates to Private Working Forest projects funded
under this policy, public access will be considered a positive factor in project review
and prioritization. Where a project area is contiguous with, or near an existing trail
corridor or publicly accessible land, VHCB may request that project developers
evaluate, and where feasible, pursue opportunities to establish public access, either at
closing or through future-access mechanisms in a manner that respects donor intent and
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site context. VHCB staff will report to the board on conversations with partners
regarding the development of future access mechanisms such as a public access option
or right to purchase the property.

6. Application Guidelines

a. Applications are accepted on a rolling basis, and timing of funding decisions will be
determined on a case-by-case basis. Applicants should expect a review time of approximately
four weeks from date of application. In FY26, VHCB established a dedicated funding
allocation for piloting this process, supporting 10 to 15 donated easement projects with up to
$325,000 available. VHCB will reassess reallocation to this program once this initial amount
is awarded.

b. Eligible projects that meet pre-approved criteria, including consistency with town and regional
plans, may be approved directly by the Executive Director or designee without requiring full
Board action. Projects that fall outside the streamlined criteria, or that involve public
infrastructure such as water or sewer, will continue to require full Board review.

c. VHCSB staff will report at every Board meeting on all funding commitments and project
closings made through this streamlined process.

d. Applicants are strongly encouraged to contact VHCB program staff before applying to review
project details and confirm whether this funding pathway is appropriate.

e. Application materials should follow VHCB’s standard process for conservation projects.
Donated easement proposals will be evaluated using existing VHCB policies and criteria, with
this streamlined funding track applied where applicable. See how to apply here.

4|Page
Donated Easement Funding Process and Guidelines


https://vhcb.org/conservation/conservation-applications-funding-programs/

