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Conservation Partners (CP) Meeting Minutes 

Friday, March 8, 2024 10:00 AM – 12:15 PM via Zoom 
 
Attendance:  On record at MLTC (93 as of 10:16AM) 
 
Hand-outs: (Emailed/or links in Agenda)  

● March 8th Meeting Agenda: https://massland.org/programs/meetings-retreats 
● March 8th Policy Update: https://massland.org/programs/meetings-retreats 
● December 8th Meeting minutes  

 
Kathy Orlando, Partner Engagement Chair, called the meeting to order at 10:01 

1. Kathy reviewed the Zoom meeting logistics and noted the record number of attendees. 
2. Participant introductions were conducted and concluded at 10:16AM. 
3. December 8th Meeting Minutes.  William “Buzz” Constable moved and Pat Loring seconded the motion to accept 

the minutes.  Hearing no further discussion, Kathy called the vote to accept.  VOTE: Unanimous 
4. The next CP Meeting: Friday, June 14th  (hybrid, in-person location,  pending confirmation, will be at the 

Fruitlands Museum in Harvard, MA)  
 
LTA Report, Jen Plowden, New England Program Manager, gave the following report and a PDF of her presentation was 
sent to all.  (See Attachment A)  Jen discussed as follows: 

1. LTA’s upcoming programs: 
a. Advancing Conservation Excellence Program 
b. Strategic Fundraising Program: https://landtrustalliance.org/resources/learn/explore/building-a-

strategic-fundraising-program-massachusetts 
2. LTA Advocacy Days will be on April 15-18th and stipends to help with travel expenses are still available 
3. Jen provided an update on Government relations; a remote monitoring toolkit; a stewardship tea and talk (will 

not be recorded) and reviewed the Learning Paths on the Resource Center.  Links for additional resources were 
shared in the presentation. 

4. Ray Lyons noted he had heard issues with accreditation however said that NEFF has just become accredited and 
he thanked all at LTA for the smooth and streamlined process. 

 
MLTC Staff Report, Robb Johnson, MLTC Executive Director provided this update.  (See Attachment B) 

1. Mass Land Conservation Conference (MLCC) update:  On Saturday, March 23rd at UMass Amherst and 
registration is going very well.  Registration link was posted in the chat.  He reviewed each aspect of the MLCC 
and thanked all the sponsors noting the key role they played with their financial support. 

2. Program updates were given and Robb noted improvements to website coming soon, including a one-step 
calendar of MLTC’s programs.  He noted registration options for upcoming programs will be posted soon. 

3. MLTC Board of Trustees has three openings.  Contact Kathy Orlando, Robb or any board member with 
suggestions.  Board elections will be at the MLTC Annual Meeting on June 14th. 

 
Policy Update, Robb Johnson & Jack Clarke (MLTC Policy Chair) Robb provided the following updates.  (See Attachment 
C) 

1. Updates given on priority legislation concerning funding and legislative priorities.  
2. Environmental Bond bill will be up for reauthorization and anticipate a 2025 vote.  Advocacy work will begin 

shortly and Robb welcomed input in on land trust priorities that MLTC should advocate for. 
3. Working diligently, using multiple strategies to get funding increased on the Cons Land Tax Credit.  CLTC funding 

is grossly below capacity to meet demand and one out of seven CLTC applicants are dropping off the wait list. 
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4. The CR backlog has been an ongoing issue and this will be addressed later in this meeting.  Still waiting for 
supplemental legal support to be brought on board for CR review, as funding for it has already been approved. 

5. Public Lands Protection Act (PLPA) intended to codify key aspects of EEA’s No Net Loss Policy pertaining to 
proposed changes in use of lands subject to Article 97 protection.  Aspects of EEA’s administration of the new 
law are still pending implementation.  Robb described a new PLPA Portal that EEA recently launched, and a PLPA 
Tracker that is due soon, which will allow the public to monitor the status of proposals to change use of Article 
97 lands.  Robb noted that PLPA improvements include replacing the previously discretionary policy with binding 
law, and a transparent and clearly articulated process needs to be used, especially on the aspect of 
“replacement” land for Article 97 lands being transitioned.  There is still additional education to help people 
understand what the law doesn’t and doesn’t do.  It doesn’t prevent the conversion of Article 97 land, but 
imposes clearer “guardrails” and processes that must be followed before the legislature can approve such 
conversion.  Buzz emphasized the transparency of the process with the new law, and noted we can expect 
increasing pressures to repurpose Article 97 land for sustainable energy infrastructure, such as transmission 
lines.  Buzz also thanked Robb for his “above and beyond the call of duty” work on PLPA and Doug Pizzi noted 
that PLPA would not have passed the Senate without the “cash in lieu of” option included.  Robb also noted that 
PLPA gives EEA the power to review whether proposed replacement lands meet standards of the law, but does 
not give them the power to rule on whether proposed conversions are justified in the first place, or whether 
sufficient alternatives analyses have been conducted.  For that, advocates will need to remain vigilant and 
involved at the local level.   

6. LTA Advocacy Days re-mentioned.  (See LTA Attachment A)  Both Ray Lyons and Collin Novik are attending and 
have attended in the past and would be able to answer questions. 

7. Farm Bill and Forest Conservation Easement Program Act need MA congressional support: 
https://www.conservationfund.org/fcep 

8. Jack Clarke thanked Robb for the comprehensive update and noted that the Policy Committee is meeting 
regularly to advance these issues.   
 

State Agency Updates – Bob Wilber, Director of Conservation Services provided this update. 
1. Bob thanked Robb for his policy update presentation and noted EEA’s efforts to assure a transparent process for 

PLPA.   
2. CR Review:  Bob noted that 253 CR applications are in process and: 

a. Gave a status report by the numbers and status for each part of the CR review process.  43 are nearly 
done – back to applicants for signature; 122 are in various stages of review; 64 are “packaged for 
review” by the outside law firm that is authorized but has still not been brought onboard; 24 have yet to 
have review started.  EEA is tracking CR applications with related time deadlines, e.g., June 30th grants, 
to assure timely completion and said the review process has improved.  Of those under review now, 53 
have grant-related deadlines.  Unfortunately this means that CRs without time-sensitive deadlines are 
getting delayed review, as long as the backlog persists.   

b. Noted staffing changes, including a maternity LOA return and a new staff member both due on March 
11, which should improve and accelerate the CR review process. 

c. Summarized new staff for specific programs, including three more auxiliary CR reviewers. 
d. Noted the formalized process improvements for the CR review process.  Bob agreed with the need for 

improved timeline to avoid long delays.  Going forward, when an auxiliary reviewer is assigned a CR, that 
reviewer will reach out to the applicant to facilitate direct communication. 

e. Clarified that “straightforward” CRs are being directed to auxiliary legal review who will serve as the CR 
reviewer, but the specific law firm has not been selected as of today.  These will be managed using the 
standard CR submission portal. 

f. Explained the root cause of delay due to out-of-state move of the skilled CR reviewer in late 2021, when 
it was determined  that someone who was not within an easy commute to the office was not eligible; his 
position was then vacant for over a year which created the overwhelming backlog of CRs.  Lindsey 
Ketchel noted the tremendous urgency driving LT work with landowners, especially with climate change, 
and would be happy to do whatever to assist with improvements.  Bob responded that they are looking 
for more auxiliary reviewers.  Please contact him with recommendations. 
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g. Bob noted based on chat comments that multiple internal issues arose and EEA working every day to 
resolve these and believes additional staff will improve the situation. 

h. Bob asked everyone to adhere to the current template and submit as complete of an application as 
possible.  Further discussion ensued.   

i. Daniel Leahy emphasized the power of contacting elected legislators to advocate for CR review 
improvements.  Discussion ensued about this option and which organizations have employed this action 
vs. not and whether it would be effective.  Rob Warren emphasized the logistical issues and need to 
support EEA and questioned if perhaps the state review process has become more intensive and 
cumbersome than it used to be.  Bob noted that he appreciated everyone’s comments and he’s 
convinced with the new additional capacity, improvements will accelerate. 

3. Tree planting is expanding beyond Gateway cities with focus on health.  Also launching “Cool Corridors” program 
to remove impervious cover and create micro forests. 

4. Melissa Cryan announced that the FY25 grant application process is now open, posted for: 
a. Parkland Acquisitions and Renovations for Communities (PARC) 
b. Conservation Partnership Grant, with a new maximum award of $300,000.   
c. Landscape Partnership Grant DUE THURSDAY April 18th  
d. Local Acquisitions for Natural Diversity (LAND) Grant  
e. Public meetings are posted (insert here).   
f. The Massachusetts Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan 2023 (SCORP) was approved and 

posted: https://www.mass.gov/doc/massachusetts-statewide-comprehensive-outdoor-recreation-plan-
2023-scorp-2023/download 

g. Vanessa Farny noted that the Landscape Partnership Grant deadline is Thursday, April 18th. 
5. Canopy 2024: Forests, Climate, and Innovations Forum is on March 21, 2024 at UMass Amherst from 9-3P.  The 

link was posted in the chat: https://www.mass.gov/canopy-2024-forests-climate-and-innovations-forum 
6. APR and Farmland Action Plan updates.  David Viale had technical difficulties and presented at 11:35A 

a. Noted that new staff hired to implement the Farmland Action Plan:  https://www.mass.gov/info-
details/massachusetts-farmland-action-plan 

b. Reminded that APR applications are rolling to allow for an efficient process and noted that MDAR’s limit 
on value per acre has been increased and should not prohibit qualification. 

c. David noted that state’s program does not have soil requirements and a viable farm could meet criteria 
even if below viable soil limits for some agricultural uses. 

d. Locally important soils may not qualify for the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP) 
funding but could qualify for state funding. 

e. Kathy noted that there is a straightforward State process if project does not qualify for the Federal 
program (ACEP or Agricultural Land Easements (ALE)). 

f. David noted there are three upcoming events about the APR program specifically for landowners.  One 
on March 12th in Hadley and two more in April.  Contact David if you have a landowner(s) interested in 
upcoming sessions: David.Viale@mass.gov 
 

Committee and Working Group Updates   
1. Early Career Conservation Network (ECCN) –  

a. Mariah Fogg (Berkshire Natural Resources Council) summarized the goal of ECCN and described the pre-
Conference networking event which will be at Smith College’s  Field Station and then to a brewery for 
socialization and networking.  Link was shared in Chat for more information.   

b. Robin Austin (Lincoln Institute of Land Policy) shared results of the ECCN 2023 Members Survey (See 
Attachment D).  Of note that there were no students and very few AmeriCorps/TerraCorps respondents. 
 

2. Agriculture Committee – Kathy Orlando (Sheffield Land Trust).  Kathy noted that MLTC’s Ag Committee is 
continuing to work with the state to assure an efficient process for farmland protection.  Link in chat for 
Farmland Protection program. 

 
Keynote Presentation:  Katie Theoharides, President and CEO of The Trustees, was introduced by Buzz Constable who 
reviewed her credentials and resume and noted her “return” to land trust work (See Attachment E). 
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1. She joined the Trustees in 2023 and noted her past LT experience, Defenders of Wildlife, advocacy work in 
Washington, DC; Hilltown Land trust and former Massachusetts Secretary of Energy and Environmental Affairs 
from 2016-2022.   

2. Her focus at the Trustees is moving forward and how to have impact.  She noted how Trustees is unique in the 
country and is the largest owner of conservation land in the state including historic structures and two 
museums.   

3. She described challenges and responses including temporary impacts of COVID and budget shortfalls requiring 
some layoffs to resolve. 

4. She reviewed regional leadership and climate change priorities and the urgency therein.   
5. Strategic Planning active now for the next five years prioritizing nature-based solutions;  cultural inclusiveness; 

connectivity; climate change adaptation and resilience; access to open space in urban environments and 
advocacy.   

6. Challenges include: 
a. Land donations have significantly decreased and financial resources are required to conserve land. 
b. Aged conditions of the Trustees’ properties and buildings requiring updates for climate resiliency.  

Although Trustee’s lands sequester more carbon than their structures create, Trustee’s will pursue 
optimum energy efficiency.   

c. Katie clarified the power of networking and collaboration between conservation and housing.  LTs must 
participate or risk being considered part of the problem.  If done right and proactively, can address both 
goals. 

7. Rita Grossman asked if their resiliency work will be done in a way that can serve as a model for others and it will 
be. 

8. Ongoing questions in chat and everyone thanked Katie for her excellent, articulate presentation. 
 
Announcements 

1. Michele Grzenda, Lincoln Conservation Commission, asks the LT community to provide comments during the 
current comment round re:  DEP regulations on how LTs need streamlined permitting efficiency for trail 
maintenance, invasives control and other work that is important to land trusts.  Permitting challenges can 
plague organizations that are trying to maintain and increase access to conservation lands.  Though not the 
subject of currently proposed regulatory revisions, this comment window may be a good opportunity to be 
heard.  She plans to share more information via MLTC’s eNews in April.  Action items were placed in the Chat. 

2. Heidi Ricci emphasized Michele’s comments and noted that MSMCP, Mass Rivers, CLF, and MACC have been 
networking and providing feedback to DEP on how to remove barriers on restoration projects, etc. 

 
Adjournment:  Buzz Constable moved and Pat Loring seconded the motion to adjourn.  Hearing no further discussion, 
Kathy called the vote.  VOTE: Unanimous.  Meeting adjourned at 12:17PM. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Rita Gibes Grossman, clerk 

 
 

Attachment A / LTA Report  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Jen Plowden  
 New England Program Manager 

Land Trust Alliance 

Conservation Partners Meeting                       March 8, 2024 
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Advancing Excellence Program 
An Alliance and MLTC program to increase capacity and impact 
● Work in partnership with land trust community to increase its capacity and impact and ensure conserved lands 

remain protected in perpetuity 
● Advance conservation in Massachusetts by helping land trusts identify and take the next steps towards excellence 
● Foster best practices that lead to more sustainable organizations and a resilient and durable land trust community 

that reinforces the state’s strong network 
● Program discovery and needs assessment underway 
●  

● BUILD A STRATEGIC FUNDRAISING PROGRAM 
A short course for land trusts in Massachusetts 
● Learn how to build a strategic fundraising program for your land trust during four 75minute virtual training sessions 

on May 2, 9, 23 and 29.  
● These trainings will be followed by three optional peer sessions on June 26, July 31, and August 28.  
● We’ll give you the tactics you need to better engage with people and raise more money.  Learn more. 
● $50 per MLTC/Alliance Member organization; $75 for nonmember orgs.  If you’re not a member of the Alliance but 

are a member of MLTC, email Barbara Chrenko for a discount code. 
 

Government Relations Update 
Federal policy updates included in MLTC update 
● Learn more about federal funding opportunities on the Alliance’s new site dedicated to providing a listing of all 

current federal funding opportunities 
● Advocacy Days: April 15-18.  Learn more and register here. 
● Expanded partnership with Natural Resource Conservation Service 
● During the next several months, we will be hiring additional staff to focus on the Regional Conservation Partnership 

Program and Agricultural Land Easement Program.  
● Justin Merrifield was hired as a Senior Project Manager for the NRCS Easement Acquisitions team. 

 
Land Trust Careers 
Land Trust Alliance: 
Project Specialist, NRCS Easement Acquisitions Team 
37 jobs in New England currently posted on Alliance’s Job Board 
Submit a job here 
 

 REMOTE MONITORING TOOLKIT 
 LEARN HOW REMOTE SENSING TECHNOLOGY CAN BENEFIT YOUR LAND TRUST! 

● The Toolkit’s case studies and guidance will help you understand: 

● What is remote monitoring and what are the best ways to use it for stewardship and beyond?  What are the 

limitations?  

● How are organizations using this technology for stewardship and to meet Standards and Practices? 

● What types of technologies are available to land trusts?  What should you ask if you talk with a vendor? 

● The advantages of using this technology to enhance other applications that you use for baselines, violation 

resolution, climate-change tracking, and carbon sequestration. 

 STEWARDSHIP TEA AND TALK 

• March 21, 3:00 p.m. – 4:30 p.m. EDT 

• Join us to discuss the most pressing stewardship issues for lasting conservation facing you and your peers.  

• The discussion includes preserve management issues, conservation and trail easement stewardship, capacity and 
funding, technology, managing violations and trespass, timely Terrafirma claim filing, dealing with the impacts of 
climate change and anything else that you want to bring to the exchange. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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• Please note this event will not be recorded. 

 LEARNING PATHS ON RESOURCE CENTER 
● Easement stewardship 

● Fee land stewardship 

● Acquisitions 

● Organizational management for board members 

● Financial management 

● HTTPS://LANDTRUSTALLIANCE.ORG/RESOURCES/LEARN/WAYS-TOLEARN/LEARNING-PATHS 
●  

● UPCOMING WEBINARS 

• Easement Violations – March 13 

• Managing Risk Tied to Restoration – March 19 

• Staffing Your Land Trust – March 20  

• Managing Difficult Human Resources Situations – March 26 

• Easement Monitoring Basics – March 28 

• Drafting Conservation Easements – April 2 

• Preparing for Natural Disasters: Wind and Water – April 11 

• GAAP Accounting for Beginners – April 16 

• Starting a Planned Giving Program – April 23  

• Anatomy of a Successful Pass-Through Project – April 24 

• Effective Cross-Cultural Communication – May 7 

• Effective Communication with Landowners and Neighbors – May 14 

• Equitable Youth Programming – May 21 

• Is Your Land Trust Ready to Protect Water – May 23 

• How to Be a Great Board Chair – May 30 

• Commercial Use Provisions in Easement Drafting and Interpretation – June 5 
 

Thank you!  Jen Plowden, New England Program Manager Land Trust Alliance / jplowden@lta.org (978) 595 - 3871 
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Attachment B / MLTC Staff Report 
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Attachment C / MLTC Policy Update 
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Attachment D / Early Career Conservation Network Survey Results 
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Attachment E / Keynote Presentation: Katie Theoharides, the Trustees President and CEO 
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