Frequently Asked Questions
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How Land Trusts Can Help Prevent Species Extinction on Private Lands
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Rare plants are an irreplaceable part of Colorado’s natural heritage and are valuable indicators of ecosystem health and good stewardship. More than 75% of Colorado’s 155 imperiled species are plants. 121 plants in Colorado are imperiled, meaning they are in danger of extinction and only known from a few locations; 68 of these occur in Colorado and no place else in the world.  Our rare plants typically occur in small numbers and in limited geographic areas, occupying less than 62,500 acres or <0.001% of the state.  Protecting their habitat can have extraordinary conservation benefits.  For example, plants provide important medicines, yet only 2 percent of the world’s plants have been analyzed for their medicinal potential.  If these species disappear, we lose their potential benefits to humanity. Research shows that ~10% of the rarest plants in Colorado have ‘alkaloids’, which are biologically active compounds (such as caffeine) that could prove useful to humans.  

Colorado’s rare plants are in trouble because development, recreation, transportation, and invasive species are placing unprecedented pressures on their already limited habitat.  Climate change also poses a serious threat, particularly to plants restricted to specialized habitats, e.g., alpine.  Most people are unaware of Colorado’s rare plant heritage, so it is no surprise that our state lacks official protection for them. The Colorado Rare Plant Conservation Initiative prepared the following Frequently Asked Questions for land trusts interested in including rare plants in conservation work on private lands.

1. How can my land trust make a significant difference in conserving Colorado’s rare plants?

· Assist private landowners to protect rare plants on their property by holding conservation easements that protect plants and their habitat.  There is no federal or state protection for plants on private land.

·  Acquire data on the locations of rare plants in your area to inform your land trust’s conservation work from the Colorado Natural Heritage Program (see #2).

· Include rare plants in your prioritization of land conservation projects.  

· Implement conservation projects that preserve open space that harbor rare plants.

· Help Colorado Rare Plant Conservation Initiative (RPCI) botanists gain access to private lands for rare plant inventories. This greatly increases our knowledge of the presence, distribution, and status of rare plants.

2. How can a land trust learn if rare plants might occur in their project areas?  

· The Colorado Natural Heritage Program (CNHP) at CSU is a clearinghouse for information on rare plants, animals and ecosystems. Check out their website at www.cnhp.colostate.edu  or contact Susan Panjabi (susan.panjabi@colostate.edu) to learn about what plants might be in your area. 

· To get site-specific information about which plants might occur on priority parcels, work with CNHP to conduct surveys OR work with your county to apply for GOCO funds to conduct a county-wide comprehensive biological inventory.

3.  What kinds of actions can protect rare plants on private lands?

· Any actions that perpetually remove threats of development on and near rare plant habitat.  A conservation easement is the most likely tool for rare plant conservation on private lands.  

· Once land protection is in place, monitoring rare plant habitat during land trust’s annual monitoring is important to assure long-term protection is adequate (See #7).

4. Does the conservation easement have to mention the rare plants?

· Not necessarily, provided the easement language has general prohibitions against activities that would have negative impacts on the plants.  However, if the landowner is interested, it would be helpful to mention rare plants as a conservation value and include specific allowable and prohibited uses that would ensure their long-term protection.

5. Would a separate management plan be required?

· Not necessarily, but a plan would be a good idea to help ensure the long-term stewardship of the plant.  There may be assistance available from RPCI partners for developing rare plant management plans on conservation easements.  

6. Can landowners still graze and manage their land for agriculture?

· Yes.  In many cases, rare plants are found on properties that have long been managed for grazing.  Plants have different tolerances to various land uses that should be considered when including them as conservation values in an easement.

7. What additional information would be required for rare plant protection?  

· Document the presence and location(s) of rare plants on the subject property in the baseline or present conditions report.

· The Colorado Natural Areas Program has a Rare Plant Monitoring Program that could potentially assist land trust staff in monitoring for rare plants on protected properties.

8. How would rare plant protection help my land trust?  

· Property providing habitat for rare plants qualifies for conservation purposes under IRS definitions (Sec. 170(h) (4)(A)ii (“the protection of a relatively natural habitat of fish, wildlife, plants, or similar ecosystem”).  Rare plant habitat can add conservation value to qualified open space properties OR it can qualify a property for conservation purposes on its own.

· Identifying rare plant habitat for priority conservation properties may result in an increase in conservation easements and number of acres protected. 

· Including multiple conservation values (open space, agricultural, scenic, biodiversity) and diverse partners (like RPCI) may strengthen the justification for a conservation easement on a property and increase its importance, visibility or financial support.

· Additional funding sources may be available to help pay for project costs and future stewardship (see #9).

· Local native plant advocates could be untapped sources of support for land trusts. Participating in the Colorado Rare Plant Conservation Initiative could serve a targeted marketing role in getting new land trust members.

9. What funds are available to support land conservation projects that involve rare plants? 

· The Colorado Natural Areas Program, Colorado State Parks, can potentially acquire federal dollars (e.g., US Fish and Wildlife Service) for projects on private land to protect federally listed species.  

· The Colorado Natural Areas Program also has limited funding for small transaction cost grants (only through 2012!).  Contact Brian Kurzel at brian.kurzel@state.co.us.  

· Funding can be directly acquired from US Fish and Wildlife Service’s Partners for Wildlife Program to help private landowners with management needs (e.g., fencing).  

· The Natural Resource Conservation Service has several programs, e.g., Grassland Reserve Program (GRP) and Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program (FRPP), that can provide funding for conservation easements to help conserve habitat for rare plants. See http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/.

· The above funding sources could help land trusts seeking matching funds and help strengthen grant proposals. 

10. What jurisdiction does the government have over rare plants on private lands?

· Not much.  Neither the federal nor the state government may dictate management of private lands to protect rare plants.  Unlike animals, plants are not protected on private lands under the federal Endangered Species Act, and Colorado has no state protection for plants.  The government might require rare plant protections on private lands if a project on private land (e.g., a power-line installation) requires a federal permit or if private landowners receive federal funds for land management.  

· If private landowners want to voluntarily protect rare plants, they may benefit by:

· Obtaining funds (either state or federal) to help manage or monitor their land,

· Putting a conservation easement on the property and receiving state tax credits and federal tax deductions.

11. What land trusts have completed and/or are working on conservation easements to conserve rare plants? 

· Colorado Open Lands (South Park), Montezuma Land Trust (East Dolores County), Middle Park Land Trust (Middle Park), Palmer Land Trust (Arkansas Valley) and The Nature Conservancy (Arkansas Valley, Pagosa Springs, Larimer County).

12. What is the Colorado Rare Plant Conservation Initiative (RPCI)?

· RPCI is a partnership of 23 state and federal agencies, private organizations and universities working to conserve Colorado’s most imperiled native plants and their habitats through collaborative partnerships for the preservation of our natural heritage and the benefit of future generations.

13. Why is the RPCI conducting a session at the CCLT meeting today?

· RPCI hopes to expand its work within the land trust community because private land conservation is a key strategy in protecting rare plants in Colorado.  

· RPCI is taking a proactive approach to avoid the need for federal listings under the Endangered Species Act.

· CO has no official rare plant protection; responsibility for protecting our rare plants on private lands must be taken on by partnerships between landowners and land trusts.

· Rare plant conservation may fit well with private land conservation projects and could provide additional benefits to land trusts (See #8).

14. What is the RPCI doing to protect imperiled plants? 

· The RPCI completed the first statewide conservation strategy (CO Rare Plant Conservation Strategy 2009) to guide conservation efforts over the next 10 years. 

· RPCI members are taking steps to implement this strategy, including the following activities related to private lands:  

· Developing action plans for high-priority geographic areas. 

· Prioritizing private land parcels that are important to rare plant conservation. 

· Supporting land trusts and conservation groups by providing expertise/tools and helping to secure funding to protect priority lands.

15. What resources are available to help me get started? 

· Colorado Natural Areas Program: www.parks.state.co.us/NaturalResources/CNAP
· Colorado Natural Heritage Program: www.cnhp.colostate.edu/ 

· Colorado Rare Plant Conservation Initiative and Plant Conservation Strategy: http://conserveonline.org/workspaces/corareplantinitiative
· Colorado Rare Plant Field Guide: www.cnhp.colostate.edu/download/projects/rareplants/cover.html 

· Colorado Native Plant Society: http://www.conps.org
· Denver Botanic Gardens: www.botanicgardens.org 

· Landscope America: www.landscope.org
· The Nature Conservancy: www.nature.org
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