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Protecting Small Parcels
Thank you for the opportunity to be here this afternoon. My name is Don
Owen, and I am the Executive Director of the Land Trust of Virginia. I will
be talking to you about the unique challenges of protecting small parcels of
land – which, for the purpose of our discussion today, I will define as parcels
that are less than 100 acres in size.
Before I start, let me talk for a minute about a couple of fairly common
misconceptions that people have about protecting small parcels of land.
The first misconception – one that I’ve heard on numerous occasions – if
that it isn’t worth protecting small parcels of land.

Here’s the truth:

conservation easements on small parcels of land can protect conservation
values just as well as conservation easements on large parcels of land. Let’s
take a look at some examples (powerpoint slides):
- A key portion of a Civil War battlefield
- A key segment of a stream, habitat for an endangered mussel
- A small farm
- A historic structure
- A critical view along a scenic byway
What do all of these properties have in common? ______ That’s right.
They’re all “small parcels”. What else? They all protect very significant
conservation values – by anyone’s standards, but most importantly, by state
and federal standards.
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The second general misconception is that it isn’t worth protecting tracts of
land in suburban and urban environments (which, by comparison to tracts of
land in rural environments, are usually smaller). Again, here’s the truth:
these parcels of land protect open space, natural resource values, and
historical values where people live, and as a result, have a proportionally
larger impact in people’s lives. The Northern Virginia Conservation Trust,
based in Annandale, Virginia, says it well: “Saving Nearby Nature.”
The third misconception is one that I guess I take a little personally, and that
is, that the Land Trust of Virginia only takes small easements. Nothing
could be further from the truth – three weeks ago, we recorded a 500-acre
easement on a spectacular farm in Loudoun County, and in one fell swoop,
protected a mile-and-a-half of a Virginia Scenic Byway, the upper reaches of
Short Hill, which provides a visual backdrop for much of northern Loudoun
County, 360 acres of farmland, 135 acres of forest land, more than 100
acres of steep slopes and sensitive soils, three tributaries to Catoctin Creek, a
state scenic river, a portion of the town water supply, and a 1782 farmstead
on the northern edge of historic Hillsboro. And, last December, we accepted
an easement on a beautiful 365-acre farm in northern Fauquier County – also
located along a Virginia Scenic Byway, with significant open space,
agricultural, and historical resource values.
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The key factors for us in evaluating a property for a potential conservation
easement are really pretty straightforward – and size is not one of them. We
ask:
(1) Does the property have significant conservation values; and
(2) Is the landowner willing to agree to terms and conditions that will
protect those values, forever?
If the answer is yes, then we are usually interested in taking a conservation
easement on the property.
So, three simple concepts: (1) small conservation easements are important;
(2) conservation easements can make a big difference in suburban and urban
environments; and (3) the Land Trust of Virginia takes easements on small,
medium, and large properties.
With that as a background, let’s dive in to the challenges associated with
placing a conservation easement on a smaller parcel of land.

I would

propose that there are four distinct challenges:
1) Often, a specific conservation value spans multiple properties.
Protection of many conservation values, particularly wildlife habitat,
historic battlefields, and open space, requires protection on a
landscape level. This is often true even for large parcels of land, but is
a particular challenge in evaluating the significance of a particular
conservation value. The key question becomes: does this property,
small or large, contain enough of the conservation value that it is
worth protecting?

Or, if not, does the property tie in to other
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conserved properties in such a way that its conservation would protect
significant conservation values?
2) On a small parcel of land, it may be difficult to protect a conservation
value and provide for other uses in a limited space.

There’s no

problem with a second home on a 1,000-acre tract. But what about a
25-acre tract? When does use of the property begin to interfere with
conservation of the property?

And is the landowner going to be

willing to accept more strict limitations on his use of the property, to
ensure that the conservation values are protected in perpetuity? We
place increasingly strict conditions on smaller properties to ensure that
conservation values are not compromised. And if a landowner can’t
accept them, we don’t compromise.
3) A small parcel may present unique challenges from an appraisal
standpoint, particularly if the property is not divisible – or has very
limited division potential – under local ordinances.

Valuation

becomes a particular challenge in working with smaller easements: if
the property has limited division rights under county subdivision
regulations, the appraised value in the “before condition” may not be
much higher than the value in the “after condition.” As a result, the
tax benefits of placing an easement on a small parcel may be much
less.
4) Small parcels of land are also extremely vulnerable. Many small
parcels of land lie on the leading edge of development. They are “ripe
for development,” and urban and suburban jurisdictions may not
support conservation of small parcels of land, particularly if they are
located in the path of development.
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5) Limited manpower can be an issue. Protecting land 40, 50, or 60
acres at a time can be a lot of work. And it rarely generates the sex
appeal of a 1,000-acre property. With limited budgetary resources in
hand, it can be a challenge to make ends meet. Still, the benefits of
placing conservation easements on small properties can be just as
significant as the benefits derived from placing easements on large
properties – it just requires more work to protect a thousand acres of
“small parcels” than a thousand acres of “large parcels.”
6) These challenges are partially offset by one clear, long-term benefit
when placing an easement on a small parcel: stewardship is almost
always (but not always) easier. A smaller property can be monitored
more easily.
In sum, if conservation values exist on a small property (and in northern
Virginia, many conservation values are located on small properties), and the
landowner is willing to agree to conservation easement terms and conditions
that ensure their protection in perpetuity, then there’s plenty of work to be
done. Let me show you two projects that we are working on, and what the
implications of protection of small parcels are with regard to protection of
the resource values.
Goose Creek
We are currently conducting a GIS analysis of lands along Goose Creek,
which drains into the Potomac, which drains into the Chesapeake. Every
mile of Goose Creek that is protected from sedimentation, and phosphorus
and nitrogen loading makes a difference in the health of the Chesapeake.
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We are working with the Goose Creek Association to identify key parcels,
regardless of size, and reach out to those landowners.
1. Here’s Goose Creek and its major tributaries, with the primary
branch of Goose Creek shown in yellow
2. Main Branch of Goose Creek – This slide depicts properties along
the main branch of Goose Creek. Properties in green are protected
by conservation easements; properties in orange adjoin Goose
Creek, and properties in yellow are within 100 feet of Goose Creek
3. Approximately 20 percent of the land along Goose Creek in
Loudoun County is under conservation easement
4. And 80 percent is not.
5. Same thing in Fauquier County – approximately 20 percent of the
land along Goose Creek is in conservation easement
6. And 80 percent is not.
7. We’re currently looking at this data from another perspective, and
breaking the unconserved properties out by size – and frontage on
Goose Creek.
8. Most of these properties are under 100 acres in size. If even 10%
were under conservation easement, we would be making a
significant contribution to reducing nitrogen, phosphorous, and
sedimentation in Goose Creek, the Potomac River, and the
Chesapeake – forever.
We’re also working with the Waterford Foundation on a study of the
conservation landscape in and around the historic community of Waterford.
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Again, most of the key properties are “small parcels” – less than 100 acres in
size.
1. Here’s a slide showing the existing land use pattern in and around
Waterford. The areas shown in green are conserved lands; the areas
shown in yellow, orange, red, and brown are not.
2. The most critical properties to protect, based upon a weighted analysis
of properties adjacent to (a) the Waterford national landmark district;
(b) Catoctin Creek, a state-designated scenic river; (c) the three scenic
byways that bisect the study area; as well as properties with (d prime
farmlands, (e) forest lands, (f) steep slopes, (g) sensitive soils, and (h)
other resource values, these are the properties that are most important
to conserve.
3. How many of them are “small properties”? More than 70 %.
4. Protecting only the large parcels won’t preserve the landscape. We
need to protect the small parcels, too.
Thank you. Are there any questions?

