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   Land Conservancy

Welcome to the first issue of 
the Mid-Michigan Land 

Conservancy (MMLC) Newsletter!

MMLC is making some exciting 
progress.  We’ve increased our ca-
pacity to inform landowners about 
protecting their 
land, developed 
a 7-county Land 
Protection Plan for 
natural areas, added 
two new board 
members, increased 
our membership, 
obtained grant sup-
port to strengthen 
the operations of 
the board, improved 
our website, and 
published this, 
our first newslet-
ter.  This and future 
issues of the news-
letter will not only 
contain news about 
MMLC, but will 
also provide you with 
information on land 
conservation issues 
in general.

In addition this newsletter will 
serve as an important source of 
information for landowners con-
sidering protecting their land.  
We will describe how landowners 
can protect their land and the tax 
benefits of doing so.  Future issues 
of this newsletter will feature some 
of the properties that have already 
been protected.  Currently we are 
working with four landowners on 
protecting their land.

Our progress has been aided by 
two grants, one awarded in the fall 
of 2008 and one in the summer of 
2010.  They assisted us in improv-
ing our operating capabilities.  You 
can read more about them later in 
the newsletter.

Conservancies like MMLC exist 
because people value natural land, 
farmland, rural landscapes and 
the numerous benefits that flow 
from their protection.  Support-
ing MMLC, as well as other land 
conservancies, is one important way 
people can help to protect natural 
lands and farmland in mid-Michi-
gan and beyond.
- Paul Kindel is President of the 
MMLC Board.
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Conserving mid-Michigan’s 
natural, scenic, recreational 

and agricultural lands

Wetlands, woodlands, prairies, scenic areas and farmland are 
protected through land donations, conservation easements and other 
land protection tools.- Photo by Katherine Kahl

Message from the President

Who We Are

Mid-Michigan Land Conser-
vancy is a charitable, non-

profit land protection organiza-
tion registered with the State 
of Michigan and the Internal 
Revenue Service and is cov-
ered by Section 501(c)(3) of the 
federal tax code.  It is operated 
by a Board of Directors consist-
ing of local residents, and it 
has a president, vice-president, 
secretary, and treasurer.  All are 
volunteers.  

 MMLC works with land-
owners and conservation 
partners to permanently protect 
natural land and farmland in 
mid-Michigan.  It is qualified to 
receive tax-deductible dona-
tions of conservation easements 
on land and gifts of land.  MMLC 
works in Ingham, Eaton, Clinton, 
Ionia, Shiawassee, Hillsdale and 
Jackson counties.  It is funded 
by donations from members 
and others, with occasional 
funding from  grants.  

 MMLC originated from a 
local conservation organization, 
The Natural Areas Association, 
founded in 1979 by residents in 
the Lansing area.  In 2002, at the 
request of members, supporters 
and residents in mid-Michigan, 
the mission of The Natural Areas 
Association was changed to that 
of a land conservancy and in 
2003 the name was changed to 
the Mid-Michigan Land Conser-
vancy. 
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Gloria Miller’s scenic spread of 
land in Wacousta comes with 

the songs of wood pewees and wrens, 
and the blooms of native prairie 
wildflowers.

Those sounds and sights will be 
around for years to come.

Miller signed a conservation ease-
ment with the Mid-Michigan Land 
Conservancy in 2005, effectively pre-
serving about 70 acres in perpetuity.

“I didn’t want somebody to buy it 
and put a subdivision in,” Miller said. 
“I wanted it to stay like it is.”

Miller, the 2001 Clinton County 
Conservationist of the Year who lives 
on the Centennial Farm, appreciates 
the value of wildlife and habitat.

Her property includes two prairie 
plots with native plants, a pond, 12.5 
acres of woods and a diverse soil 
composition.

The list of trees, flowers and grasses 
on Miller’s land is long and varied: 
shagbark hickory, beech, bigtooth 
aspen,  basswood, red, silver and 
sugar maple, jack-in-the-pulpit, wild 

geranium, gray-headed coneflower, 
black-eyed Susan, cup plant, 
mayapple, trout lily, big bluestem, 
nodding trillium, and sedges.

Miller said she also gets whitetail 
deer, ring-necked pheasants, cot-
tontail rabbits and wild turkeys on 
her land.

That shouldn’t surprise anyone, given 
the diversity of her property.

Miller said a small wetland located in 
the middle of a forest has been used 
by Michigan State University gradu-
ate students for a study of frogs.

Miller, who serves on the Clinton 
Conservation District board, said it’s 
a good feeling the area will stay rural 
for a long, long time.

“I like the idea it’s going to stay agri-
cultural around here,” she said.

What helps, too, is that her neighbors 
also believe in the cause of conserva-
tion, according to Miller.

“I feel pretty secure that this area will 
stay pretty rural,” she said. 

Christie Bleck is a freelance jour-
nalist and MMLC Board member. 

Gloria Miller’s conservation easement in Clinton County protects 70 acres of wood-
land, farmland and wetlands.  Photo by Christie Bleck
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The Gloria Miller Conservation Easement by Christie Bleck

“I didn’t want somebody to 
buy it and put a subdivision in.  
I wanted it to stay like it is.”

Shagbark hickory, American beech, basswood and several species of maple dominate 
the woodlands.  Wildlfowers including jack-in-the-pulpit can also be found in the 
woodlands. Photo by Christie Bleck

Conservation Easement Profile



What is a land conservancy?

A land conservancy (also called a land trust) is a 
non-profit, charitable, non-governmental orga-

nization that assists landowners in protecting natural 
land and farmland by accepting conservation ease-
ments on such lands, by acquiring full ownership of 
selected lands, and by providing stewardship for these 
lands.

As indicated by the definition just given, the mission 
of land conservancies is to protect natural land and 
farmland through the use of conservation easements, 
to protect selected lands through full ownership, and 
to provide stewardship for both types of lands.  Land 
protected by land conservancies will not be developed, 
but will remain as natural and agricultural land in 
perpetuity.  This is the main mission of land con-
servancies.  It is expressed in the mission statement 
of Mid-Michigan Land Conservancy, which is “to 
conserve natural, scenic, recreational and agricultural 
lands and their natural diversity in mid-Michigan 
so rural landscapes are preserved” and “to encour-
age and promote the preservation of these lands and 
their natural diversity through education and other 
assistance.”  A second mission of conservancies is to 
inform the public about the value of protecting open 
space land.

Why did a need arise for land 
conservancies in the United 
States?

Increasingly in the decades of the 
latter half of the 20th century, 

sprawl development spread into 
agricultural and natural lands not 
only near cities but also in more rural 
areas.  This alarmed people.  Zoning 
was not able to control this type of 
development because the zoning of 
land can be changed relatively easily.  
A different method for controlling 
growth was needed.  An excellent 
method for controlling this type of 

development is by using conservation easements.  
The use of conservation easements for this purpose 
requires that qualified, non-profit organizations be 
available to hold and monitor these easements.  Land 
conservancies (and qualified public agencies) are 
qualified, non-profit organizations that can hold and 
monitor conservation easements, and it is for this 
reason that land conservancies were formed.

Conservation easements are intended to be in effect in 
perpetuity.  However, in certain situations conserva-
tion easements can be changed or dissolved.  The one 
mechanism currently in existence that can be used to 
change or dissolve a conservation easement is “emi-
nent domain”, also called “condemnation” or “taking”.  
If there is a clear, needed “public purpose” for a parcel 
of land protected by a conservation easement, eminent 
domain can be used to change or dissolve it.  The pro-
cess of eminent domain is normally much more public 
than a zoning change, so a change or dissolution of 
a conservation easement through eminent domain 
is much more critically examined than is a zoning 
change.  Since the process of eminent domain often 
involves the courts, this brings further public scrutiny 
to the process.                (continued on page 4)

Conservation Easements and the Role of Land Conservancies 
by Paul Kindel

The Conservancy Mission

The expressed mission of a land conservancy varies from organization 
to organization, but often includes the protection of natural, scenic, 

historic, agricultural or natural lands.  

Land protected by land conservancies often limits or controls residential 
and commercial development in order to protect the natural, scenic, 
agricultural or other conservation values of the land in perpetuity.  

This mission is reflected in the mission statement of Mid-Michigan Land 
Conservancy, which is “to conserve natural, scenic, recreational and 
agricultural lands and their natural diversity in mid-Michigan so rural 
landscapes are preserved” and “to encourage and promote the preser-
vation of these lands and their natural diversity through education and 
other assistance.”  A second mission of conservancies is to inform the 
public about the value of protecting open space land.
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ing and other types of restrictions on development.

Why protect natural land and farmland at all?

The reasons are many and they fall into the 
following categories: environmental, particu-

larly water and air quality, loss of habitat, species 
extinction and climate change, aesthetic, economic, 
fiscal (tax), food availability and safety, recreational, 
biofuel production, and cultural.

Many citizens are deeply concerned about the loss 
of natural land and farmland and most understand 
the importance and the benefits of protecting these 
lands.  Economic and fiscal (tax) reasons are clearly 
important.  However, for many people, preventing 
sprawl development in the scenic, rural country-
side is most important.  The beauty of the rural 
countryside and the sense of well-being a person 
experiences when in rural areas are what matters to 
these people.  Protection of the environment is also 
of prime importance to many people.  Protection 
of ecosystems, maintenance of biodiversity, preven-
tion of unnatural rates of species extinction, and 
protection of water and air quality are the things 
that are of primary concern to them.  For others 
the availability of recreational activities, for exam-
ple hunting, close to urban and suburban areas is 
important to them.  For still others the presence of 
a rural population and a rural lifestyle is of prime 
importance.  They believe these to be an important 
cultural component of our country.  These ben-
efits are benefits we all can enjoy – city and rural 
residents alike – when natural land and farmland 
are protected.

Reasons directly related to farming are, of course, 
of great importance. The economic activity gener-
ated by agriculture, the potential to provide a fresh, 
local, safe food supply, and having land available 
for biofuel production are all important.  Finally, 
there are important fiscal reasons for protecting 
natural land and farmland.  It is considerably more 
efficient to provide police and fire protection and 
sewer, water and roads when urban and suburban 
areas are compact and development in rural areas is 
minimal.  When this occurs taxes will be lower. 

How are land conservancies supported finan-
cially?

Financial support for land conservancies is 
provided largely by donations from the public, 

particularly conservancy members. Grants also 
provide support.

(continued on page 5)

(conservation easements continued from page 3) 

Because of the nature of the issue – removal of pro-
tection from natural land or farmland – and because 
the procedures for removing the protection are more 
extensive and more public, changing or dissolving a 
conservation easement is much more difficult than 
changing zoning.   

What is a conservation easement?

A conservation easement is a written, legal agree-
ment between a landowner and a qualified 

acceptor organization that prohibits development of 
property in perpetuity and may restrict certain other 
activities.  The document is recorded with the local, 
governmental recording agency, typically the Register 
of Deeds.  The landowner and the conservancy to-
gether prepare the conservation easement and it must 
be acceptable to both.  Landowners like conservation 
easements because they are voluntary, they do not 
affect the other private property rights of the land-
owner, and the organization holding the conservation 
easement – the land conservancy – will monitor the 
provisions of the conservation easement in perpetuity.  
This last quality provides landowners with the peace 
of mind of knowing that their property will remain as 
open space land forever.  Land protected by a conser-
vation easement remains in private ownership and on 
the public tax rolls.

In United States and English law, easements were 
used and held originally between neighboring land-
owners.  For example, one landowner might give a 
neighboring landowner an easement to cross a por-
tion of his land so the neighbor has easier access to a 
part of his land that is difficult to reach from his own 
property.  Conservation easements differ from this 
type of easement in that they provide a benefit to the 
public as a whole (although the land remains private 
property) and that a qualifying organization must 
hold and monitor them in perpetuity.  Conservation 
easements are governed by state laws and each state 
must pass enabling legislation before conservation 
easements can be used in that state.  The state laws 
are recognized by the federal government through 
federal tax laws administered by the Internal Revenue 
Service.

Why protect natural land and farmland with con-
servation easements?

As indicated above, conservation easements are 
used to protect natural and farmland because of 

the very strong protection from development they 
provide.  As stated earlier, the protection they provide 
is much stronger than the protection provided by zon-
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(conservation easements continued 
from page 4)

Land conservancies and land 
protected by conservation ease-
ments¹

In 1950 there were less than 50 
land conservancies in the United 

States.  At the end of 2005 there 
were 1,677 state and local land 
conservancies in U. S.  In 2005 
there were 44 land conservancies 
in Michigan.  Data from a 2005 
census show that state and local 
land conservancies had protected 
a total of 11.9 million acres in the 
U. S. by the end of 2005, an area 
about the size of Vermont and 
New Hampshire combined.  Data 
from this census and from a 2000 
census show that the amount of 
land protected by state and local 
conservancies almost doubled (96% 
increase) between 2000 and 2005.  
These results show there is a rapidly 
growing interest in protecting land 
through conservation easements 
held by state and local land con-
servancies.  In the U. S. by the end 
of 2005, a total of 37 million acres 
of land were protected by all land 
conservancies – national, state and 
local – an area slightly larger than 
the land area of Michigan.  This 
amount of land protected is up 54% 
from that reported protected in 
2000.  Public agencies, including 
state and local governments, also 
hold conservation easements.

¹ Aldrich, R., Exchange, 25, 8-11 
(2007).

MMLC Board members mapped eight different criteria important for conservation. 
This draft map represents the overlay of those features, where a value of one represents 
one feature up to areas that had six features present. More detailed information will be 
presented in a future newsletter article.  Image provided by Ed Schools.
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The Pace of Protection

In 2002 Mid-Michigan Land Conservancy was one of 44 land conservancies working to protect land in Michigan.    
In less than 10 years, MMLC has worked with dozens of landowners to help them permanently protect nearly 1,500 

acres in mid-Michigan, and it is  in the  process  of developing a Land Protection Plan for natural areas in the mid-
Michigan region (see map above).   The increased pace of land protection and proliferation of land conservancies in the 
U.S. demonstrates a growing need for and interest in protecting land through conservation easements, land donations 
and other tools used by land conservancies. 

Land Protection Planning for Natural Areas 
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Land trusts provide an opportunity for you to leave a legacy of unspoiled land and water resources through a variety 
of voluntary conservation options.  Each private land protection arrangement is unique- the result of conversa-

tions between a landowner and a land trust.  It is also important to talk with your legal or financial advisor as you con-
sider your conservation options.  The information provided below is designed to help you start thinking about lasting 
protection for the land you treasure.

Conservation Easement
A conservation easement is a voluntary, permanent agreement that legally restricts the use of your land in order to 
preserve its conservation values.  Each conservation easement is designed to reflect your land’s special values and your 
family’s goals.  You retain the right to own and sell your property but the easement restrictions will always remain with 
the property’s title.  Most conservation easements are donated by the landowner to a land trust, and such donations 
can provide significant advantages.

Land Donation
Some landowners donate full ownership of their property to a land trust.  This option may be best suited for you if you 
do not wish to leave your land to heirs, or no longer use the land.  It is important to contact a land trust before making 
this decision.  Donations can include all or just a portion of your property.  It is possible to donate a property now and 
retain the right to live on and use the property during your lifetime.  This is known as a “reserved life estate.” 

Bargain Sale
With this choice you sell your land or a conservation easement to a land trust at a price below what you could receive 
on the open market.  The difference between the “fair market value” and the actual sale price is considered a donation 
to the land trust, and therefore potentially tax deductable (though you may owe taxes on  the proceeds of such a sale, as 
you would on any such capital gain).

Bequest
A bequest is also called a “donation by devise” and transfers ownership of your property to a land trust through your 
will.  This is a good choice if financial compensation is not a necessity and you want to maintain the current use of your 
land.  In addition, this option can confer estate tax benefits.

Land Sale
This option provides financial compensation for protecting your land.  While most land trusts have limited funding 
for purchases, it may be possible for them to fundraise in order to purchase a particularly important piece of land.

Registry
If you are concerned with protecting the natural values of your land but are not ready to permanently protect it, you 
may want to consider this option.  By registering your land with your land trust you make a commitment to protect the 
natural elements, features and characteristics of your property.  You also agree to notify the land trust before you plan 
to sell or transfer the property and of any threats to your land. 

 Moica Henderson, MaryKay O’Donell. “Acquiring Land and Conservation Easements” by Gathering Waters Conservancy.  Reprinted with 
permission from Gathering Waters Conservancy. 

Conservation Options for Landowners:  
Deciding which option is right for you.

Get Involved!
We welcome your support!  Join us in our efforts to protect mid-Michigana’s unique open spaces, prime farmland, 

wildlife habitats and scenic lands.  Become a member.  Volunteer.  Consider protecting your land with MMLC.  
Contact us to learn more about your land protection options and about opportunities to get involved.

You may also donate online using the secure PayPal™ system at our website: www.midmichlandcons.org



MMLC finished 2009 with an 81 acre conservation 
easement in Shiawassee County.  The conservation 

easement protects a portion of the Looking Glass River 
and a mixture of habitats including grassland, shrubland 
and woods that are home to a variety of wildlife.   This 
property brought MMLC’s total protected acres to 
1,492 through a total of 12 conservation easements. 
 
A description of these properties can be found at our 
website, www.midmichlandcons.org.  In 2010 MMLC 
Board members worked extensively on accomplish-
ing grant deliverables established in our ACE Grant 
while also continuing to work with landowners in the 
mid-Michigan area.  Several conservation easements are 
nearing completion in 2011.  These properties include 
habitat for threatened and endangered species, prime 
farmland, wetlands, forests and stream corridors. 

New Tax Advantages from your IRA by Seth Martin

Congress has re-authorized the provision that allows you to make a tax-free gift from your 
Individual Retirement Account (IRA) to the Mid-Michigan Land Conservancy.  

This means you have a new source of tax-advantaged funds to use to make a gift.  

If you will be 70 ½ or older in 2011 and do not need your withdrawals from your IRA, 
find out how your charitable giving just got easier!

 
For more detailed information, feel free to contact Seth Martin 

(phone: 517-643-1875; email marti981@mail.lib.msu.edu.)  
 

This opportunity expires on December 31, 2011 so ACT TODAY! 

Who would you like to benefit from your IRA?
Your land or the IRS? 
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2009 & 2010 Successes
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This MMLC conservation easement permantently protects 63 acres 
of open space in Clinton County.  Photo By Ed Schools.



Board of Directors

Paul Kindel, President

Edward Schools, Vice President

Stephen Buzby, Treasurer

Jody Simoes, Secretary

Christie Bleck

Eckhart Dersch

Carl Harmon

Seth Martin 

Ken Rosenman

Rob Zbiciak

Mid-Michigan Land Consercvancy is a 
nonprofit Michigan corporation

For more information:

E-MAIL:  kindel@msu.edu 
PHONE:  (517) 332-3091 
WRITE:  MMLC
    P.O. Box 154
   Okemos, MI 48805-0154

WEBSITE:  www.midmichlandcons.org

Advancing Conservancy 
Excellence Program

In the fall of 2008 MMLC was accepted into the ACE Program.  The 
three-year program was offered by Heart of the Lakes and the 

Land Trust Alliance and was designed to expand and improve the 
operating capabilities of Michigan land conservancies.  As part of the 
program, the Board of Directors developed an Implementation Plan 
for MMLC.  One important component of that plan was to prepare 
strategic annual plans.

In 2009 and the early part of 2010, the board, with the assistance of 
a facilitator, developed a 5-year Strategic Plan and an Annual Plan 
for 2010-11 for MMLC.  The MMLC Board approved the Strategic and 
Annual Plans in April and June of 2010, respectively.  These plans will 
make MMLC a more effective organization for fulfilling its mission.  
These efforts were supported by an ACE grant.

In July 2010 we applied for and received a second grant from the ACE 
Program to work on provisions in our Annual Plan.  Work was started 
in the summer of 2010.  We sent a large mailing to selected residents 
in our seven county area.  The purpose of the mailing was to intro-
duce them to MMLC, describe its mission and area of coverage, and 
ask for their support.  Second, we improved our website.  Third, we 
developed presentations explaining how landowners can protect 
their land through the Conservancy and the benefits of doing so.  We 
currently are giving such presentations to groups in our seven county 
area.  Fourth, we are in the process of developing a Land Protection 
Plan for natural lands in the seven county area (see map on page 5).  
The Plan will establish the location and types of natural lands that 
are important to protect and rank them on a relative basis.
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Mid-Michigan Land Conservancy
P.O. Box 154
Okemos, MI 48805-0154 


