
* Applicant Registers through Lottery Registration in early summer of year preceding application

Applicant  
Submits  
Pre-Application*
about 
3 months 
before 
application 
due date

Commission 
Provides Project 
Selection and 
Fee Information
about 1.5 months 
before application 
due date

Applicant 
Submits
Application 
and Fee
on or before 
application 
due date

Commission 
Reviews the 
Application 
Materials
about 1-4 
months after 
application 
due date

Commission 
Provides 
Follow-up 
Letter
about 2-4 weeks 
after call with 
review team

Commission 
reviews additional 
documentation 
and makes  
final decision†

timing depends 
on when Commission  
meets next

†   Applicant Receives Commission Decision about 10 months after application submitted

Timeline for First-Time Accreditation

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Applicant 
Has Call with 
Commission
Review Team
about 1-4 months 
after application due 
date; call agenda 
sent one week prior

Applicant 
Submits 
Follow-up 
Information
due 1–3 
months after 
follow-up 
letter received

For  detailed information on each process step below, visit  
www.landtrustaccreditation.org/first-time-accreditation.



 

 

ARE YOU READY FOR LAND TRUST 
ACCREDITATION? 
Take our quiz to see if the time is right for your land trust

Accredited land trusts say that there is no perfect 
time to apply for accreditation – you just do it! 
However, there are key requirements a land trust 
must meet before it registers, and others it must 
plan to meet by time of pre-application and 
application. This checklist will help your land trust 
determine if it is eligible and ready to apply for 
accreditation. For detailed information on the 
application process see the Applicant Handbook.  
 
Part 1: Is our land trust committed?  
� We are committed to continuous improvement 

and being a strong land trust. 
� We are committed to the long-term 

stewardship of the land and/or the conservation 
easements we hold. 

� We are committed to upholding the credibility 
of the land trust community. 

 
If the above statements are true for your land trust, 
continue on to part 2.   
 
Part 2: Is our land trust eligible?   
� We are a U.S.-based 501(c)(3) tax-exempt public 

charity or quasi-governmental organization. 
� We have been incorporated for two years or more. 
� We are focused on acquiring and/or stewarding 

conservation land or conservation easements. 
� We have completed at least two land or 

easement acquisition projects, either in the 
chain of title (conservation fee properties) or as 
the grantee (conservation easements). 

 
If the previous statements are true for your land trust, 
it is eligible to register. Continue to part 3.  
 
Part 3: Does (or will) our land trust meet  
these pre-application requirements?   
� We adopted Land Trust Standards and Practices 

as the ethical and technical guidelines for the 
responsible operation of our land trust.  

� We will have conducted an assessment against 
all Land Trust Standards and Practices within 
three years of the pre-application due date.  

� We have a baseline documentation or current 
condition report for each conservation 
easement we hold. 

� We annually monitor each conservation 
easement we hold. 

� We have a management plan for each 
conservation fee property we own. 

� We annually inspect each fee property we hold. 
 

If your land trust cannot answer “yes” to all of the 
above statements, it can still register provided it can 
answer “yes” prior to submitting a pre-application. 
Feeling confident? Continue to part 4. 



 

Part 4: Will our land trust be ready to 
complete the accreditation application? 
A land trust should be prepared to demonstrate that 
it is implementing the requirements as described in 
the Requirements Manual at the time it submits its 
application. Although there are opportunities to 
undertake additional improvements during the 
application review process, land trusts that can 
answer “yes” to the following statements tend to 
have greater success in the application review 
process.  
� We have duplicate copies of irreplaceable 

records stored in a separate location from the 
originals, and our original documents are 
secure. 

� We have conservation easement defense 
funding that meets or exceeds the funding 
requirements. See the Requirements Manual to 
calculate the minimum amounts the land trust 
will need to have for easement defense.  

� We have conservation easement stewardship 
funding that meets or exceeds the funding 
requirements, or we have a funding plan in 
place. See the Requirements Manual to 
calculate the minimum amounts the land trust 
will need to have for easement stewardship, and 
when a funding plan is acceptable.  

� We have adequate funding for fee land 
stewardship. See the Requirements Manual for 
more on how to demonstrate adequate funding 
for fee land stewardship.   

� We have the appropriate level of external 
financial evaluation in the form of an audit, 
review or compilation. See the Requirements 
Manual for more information on the expected 
level of external financial evaluation.   

� We can demonstrate how our land trust 
reviewed and approved the most recent land 
transaction by providing material shared with 
the board or a committee before it reviewed 
the project; material shared with the board (or 
delegated entity) before final approval of the 

project; and, minutes from the meeting where 
the project was approved. 

 
If your land trust cannot answer “yes” to all of the 
previous statements, it may still register. However, it 
will need to meet each of those requirements in order 
to achieve accreditation at the end of the application 
review process. Still interested? Continue to part 5.  
 
Part 5: Is this the right time? 
� We have a team of people who can dedicate the 

time to prepare and complete the pre-
application, the application, and requested 
project documentation. 

� We have the resources needed to cover the 
costs of applying for accreditation, including 
the registration and application fees.  

 
If the above statements are true for your land trust, 
continue on to part 6. 
 
Part 6: The Results, Please! 
If your land trust is able to answer yes to all of the 
questions above, then now is a good time to apply 
for land trust accreditation. If it is not yet able to 
answer ‘yes’ to the questions above, more time may 
be needed to prepare for accreditation; visit the 
Land Trust Alliance’s Learning Center 
(learningcenter.lta.org) for accreditation support 
including access to “Pathways to Accreditation”. 
 
For more information about land trust accreditation 
or the process of applying for accreditation, visit 
www.landtrustaccreditation.org. You are always 
welcome to call or email the Accreditation Help 
Desk at 518-587-3143 or 
info@landtrustaccreditation.org. 



 

 

GETTING STARTED  
Beginning your land trust’s journey to accreditation

Why Accreditation, Why Now 
The accreditation seal is a mark of distinction in land 
conservation. It is awarded to land trusts meeting 
the highest national standards for excellence and 
conservation permanence. Each accredited land 
trust completes a rigorous review process and joins 
a network of organizations united by strong ethical 
practices. This trusted network of land trusts has 
demonstrated fiscal accountability, strong 
organizational leadership, sound transactions and 
lasting stewardship of the lands they conserve.  
 
Here is their advice for preparing for accreditation.  
 
Phase I: Conduct an Assessment 
A first step in implementing Land Trust Standards 
and Practices and applying for accreditation is 
conducting the required assessment against the full 
set of standards. It is very important to be frank and 
honest in the assessment, and then implement an 
action plan based on the assessment results. 
 
For help with assessments or how to implement 
the indicator practices, the Land Trust Alliance’s 
online tool, The Learning Center, is a good place to 
start. The Pathways section in particular can help 
your organization chart its course. 
 
Phase II: Test Yourself with the Checklists 
When the improvements identified in the 
assessment are complete and/or your land trust 

thinks it can meet the accreditation requirements as 
described in the Requirements Manual, test this 
assumption with a careful review of the Master 
Attachment Checklist and Project Documentation 
Checklist. Read each indicator practice and the lists 
of required documentation you will be asked to 
submit. Identify whether each document exists, 
where it is, and if it is of sufficient detail to 
demonstrate compliance. Find gaps, then develop 
and implement a plan to fill those gaps. 
 
Phase III: Put Your Application Team Together 
and Register to Apply! 
When your land trust can demonstrate that it is 
meeting the practices, it should register for 
accreditation. Next, put together your accreditation 
team and start pulling all the materials together! 
 
As you prepare to apply, the Applicant Handbook 
and Requirements Manual are must-reads. Together 
they provide detailed information on the program 
requirements and application process. For 
additional help with the accreditation process and 
the accreditation requirements, see the 
Commission’s website for tutorials, webinars, and 
other supporting materials. Also, the Accreditation 
Help Desk is available by calling 518-587-3143 or 
info@landtrustaccreditation.org.  
 
Wherever you and your land trust are on your 
accreditation journey, we wish you success.  



 

 

Advice for Accreditation 
Land trusts achieving accreditation are provided with the opportunity to offer advice to 

colleagues considering the process. Here is some advice from them to you! 
 
• Do what you can to ensure capacity to manage the process. 
• Have one of your people become an "expert" in how to get the project done.  We sent our 

Stewardship Director to an LTA Rally to help him understand the process and carved out 
adequate time for him to do all of the things which needed to be done. Our application was very 
complete when we filed it with very little additional work to do after the initial submission. 

• Start early with the preparation, and make sure you either have a very proactive 
committee chair, or hire someone to help keep you on track.  We had a consultant who was 
also able to help us by sharing how other land trusts have done certain things/shared 
sample policies and procedures, etc. 

• Have one person lead the effort that is extremely organized and not afraid to ask for help. 
• Have a strong team in place and commitment from the board. 
• Go to Rally and attend any workshops on accreditation.  
• Go for it! Definitely do your research beforehand to understand what the process entails 

and stay organized. 
• Do your self-assessment diligently and pay a lot of attention to it. Make sure you are 

ready before you even apply. We took about 5 years to get ready--with a volunteer board 
and part time consultants everything takes longer than you expect. 

• Read the Requirements Manual and Applicant Handbook many times. Take those to bed 
with you! Talk to the commission, pick up the phone and ask them specific questions about 
certain attachments or practices if you have any questions. 

• Plan, plan, plan.  We spent several years getting our ducks in order before beginning the 
process. Once you commit, deadlines rush at you at lightning speed. 

• Accreditation was extremely beneficial in aiding our older organization to analyze our current 
practices and update them to the current standards. It prompted us to organize our documents, 
which we always knew we needed to do but never had time for due to our work loads. 

• Document, document, document. Start getting your property monitoring current, if it 
isn't already; make sure minutes are capturing your board discussions adequately and that 
those minutes are organized and easy to retrieve; engage your board secretary and 
treasurer, especially, in understanding the requirements in detail. 

• I was very glad we had digitized all of our property documentation before we began. 
What we lacked was a good system for capturing all of the emails and attachments that 
were circulated before board meeting informing the board about acquisitions or gifts. It 
took a lot of time and searching to supply the evidence of the level of review and discussion 
that took place about a property. 

• It's worth it, but give yourself plenty of time to get it done. Be organized and methodical in 
completing the application. 

• Do not hesitate to call the commission to ask questions; they really do want to help!  
 



The Commission awards the accreditation seal to  
land conservation organizations that meet national standards for excellence,  
uphold the public trust and ensure that conservation efforts are permanent.

          TM

          TM

          TM
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Top 5 Tips for Preparing Your Application
1. Form a Winning Team
Accreditation is both an independent verification process 
and a way for your organization to engage in continuous 
improvement. Improvement occurs through broad-based, 
organizational participation that fosters dialogue, planning 
and cooperative decision-making that continues after the 
accreditation application is completed. To best leverage 
these long-term benefits, we recommend that your 
organization establish an Accreditation Team. 

Your Accreditation Team is responsible for overseeing the 
completion of the application, talking with the Land Trust 
Accreditation Commission’s review team, and coordinating 
any required follow-up. The Accreditation Team can have as 
many individuals as is appropriate for your organization and 
should include the following:

•	 Individuals	knowledgeable	about	how	things	work	
 in your organization.

•	 Individuals	who	are	able	to	read	what	is	required	
in the application and Requirements Manual, and 
identify any new policies or procedures that may be 
needed.

•	 Individuals	who	can	implement	changes	requested	
 by the review team.

Long-lasting results are achieved when a commitment is 
made by the entire organization. We strongly suggest that the 
Accreditation Team include representatives of the board and 
that it frequently update the full board of directors on where 
the organization is in the accreditation process. 

2. Designate Your Team Captain
Previous applicants emphasize the need to have one 
point person to coordinate the application process for the 
organization. Each land trust should consider who would 
best fill this role; the ideal candidate is someone who 
is very organized, and who has (or has been given) the 
authority to delegate and hold others in the organization 
accountable to deadlines – a real taskmaster! Once you 
designate a person to manage the entire project, the 
accreditation coordinator should:

•	 Get	board	(or	management)	recognition	that	
managing the process of applying for accreditation 
is a priority for this person.

•	 Delegate	components	of	the	application	to	other	
members of the Accreditation Team.

•	 Set	up	a	workplanning	schedule	and	set	deadlines.

•	 Order	supplies	(paper,	binders,	tabs,	etc.).

•	 Find	a	non-team	member	(such	as	a	board	member,	
a former board president, etc.) to be the final 
reviewer and identify areas where there are gaps or 
where clarity is needed.

3. Go the Distance 
As your organization moves through the application 
process, you will be asked to meet several deadlines (i.e., 
pre-application and application, requests for additional 
documents, notification of your stakeholders, etc.). Our 
requests for information will almost always be via email. 
Any “notice period” established by the Commission begins 
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when the email is sent, not when it is opened by the 
applicant. We will include a due date in our request, which 
will be the date materials are due in the Commission’s 
office. Please plan ahead to make sure your submission 
arrives in the Commission’s office by the due date (visit our 
website for more information on timing and due dates). 

You can anticipate some of these deadlines and make sure 
you	have	the	materials	needed	to	meet	them.	For	example:

•	 Make sure to have the materials necessary to   
ship	the	application	to	the	Commission	(boxes,	
packing materials, shipping slips, etc.).

•		 Schedule	board	meetings	in	time	to	approve	the	
required board resolution and other policies.

•		 Plan	to	include	an	article	on	accreditation	in	an	
upcoming newsletter, email blast, etc. as part of 
your public notice. 

4. Conserve Your Energy
Land trust accreditation is based on a thorough paper-based 
process, but there are some ways applicants can help 
reduce the overall amount of paper – and energy – used. 

•		 Please	use	double-sided	copies.	This	not	only	
reduces the size of the complete application binder, 
it saves trees!

•	 There	is	no	need	to	make	multiple	copies	of	the	
same attachment and insert it multiple times. 
Simply	attach	it	once	and	then	reference	it	
elsewhere on your Master Attachment Checklist, 
when needed. 

•	 In many cases your organization may have a written 
policy or procedure that fully describes a process 
and answers the application question. In those 
cases include a copy of the policy or procedure, 
then simply refer to the attachment and how you 
use the document.  

•	 Complete	an	office	copy	of	your	application	first;	
do not make all your copies at once. Once you 

think it is all together, have a non-team member 
review it. Then put sticky notes on items that are 
missing or need to be moved, removing the sticky 
notes  as the items are addressed. Once this is 
done, then it’s time to make the final copies for the 
Commission.

5. Strive for Best in Show
As one applicant said, “Organize the application and present 
it well. If commissioners are looking at multiples of these, 
you want yours to stand out as one of the best!” Here are 
some tips for a well-organized application.

•	 When	you	attach	documents	that	include	an	
isolated reference to the item requested in the 
application	(for	example,	a	section	of	board	meeting	
minutes, the amended section of an easement, 
etc.), please help the reviewers more quickly find 
the referenced information by highlighting the 
relevant	text	in	some	way	(an	arrow,	highlighted	
text,	stickers,	etc.).

•	 You	can	aid	reviewers	by	dividing	information	
within the main tabs using mini-tabs or colored 
sheets of paper to separate attachments within 
each standard, or prominently indicate on the top 
right corner of a document that a new section has 
started.

•	 If	you	just	do	not	have	a	requested	document,	
please do not ignore the request – tell us why or or 
provide alternative documents.

•	 Use	sheet	protectors	for	odd-sized	documents,	like	
maps and special event invitations. 

Got	any	other	tips,	or	still	have	questions?	Please	contact	
Commission staff: info@landtrustaccreditation.org. 
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The accreditation seal is a mark of distinction among the 
more than 1,200 Alliance-member land trusts across 
America. Being accredited helps your land trust to stand 
out, to say to landowners, funders and other supporters: 
“Invest in us. We have proven we are a strong, effective 
organization you can trust to conserve your land 
forever.”  

 
100% of applicants report their organization is 
stronger and more efficient after the process  

 

The public is increasingly demanding accountability 
from government and nonprofit organizations, including 
land trusts. Independent accreditation provides third-
party assurance of quality and permanence of land 
conservation that the public and donors look for, and 
publicly recognizes your land trust’s ability to protect 
important natural places and working lands forever. 

 
66% of renewal applicants reported the process 
improved the ability to preserve and/or steward 
land or conservation easements. 

 

Applying for accreditation affords land trusts the 
opportunity to review and implement policies and 
procedures that help streamline operations and lead to 
more effective land conservation. Renewing 
accreditation fosters continuous improvement and 
enables organizations to confirm they are consistently 
following national standards and meeting current 
requirements. 

 
67% of first-time applicants reported the 
process increased engagement of their 
board. 

 

 

 
Once your organization achieves accreditation you can 
proudly display the accreditation seal on your accredited 
land trust’s publications and website. Being accredited 
also provides your land trust with some of the following 
tangible benefits. 
 
Conservation Defense Insurance 
Accredited land trusts are automatically eligible for an 
annual premium discount of $11 per insured unit when 
they enroll in the conservation defense insurance 
program offered by Terrafirma Risk Retention Group 
LLC. 
 
Directors & Officers Insurance 
Chubb Group of Insurance Companies has instituted a 
new Directors & Officers liability insurance policy rating 
structure designed especially for Land Trust Alliance 
member land trusts*. Accredited land trusts who are 
Alliance members will receive an additional 7% renewal 
premium credit (subject to the applicable rates filed in 
each jurisdiction) in addition to the preferred rates 
already enjoyed by those with standard membership 
status.  

BENEFITS OF ACCREDITATION 
WHAT IT MEANS TO LAND TRUSTS, DONORS, GOVERNMENT, AND THE PUBLIC 

“There are numerous benefits to being an accredited. 
For one, when we talk with landowners about how their 

land will be cared for in the future, we always talk 
about how we are nationally accredited, how we must 
live up to the dozens of standards and practices and 

how we can be trusted with their land. The 
accreditation seal is a symbol of that trust. Secondly, 

we have specifically asked funders if the national 
accreditation means anything to them. Every funder 

indicated they would prefer to provide their funding to 
an accredited land trust over a non-accredited trust.”  

— CHRISTOPHER BEICHNER, president and CEO 
Allegheny Land Trust (PA), 

 accredited in 2011; renewed in 2016 



 

 

GuideStar ® 
Accredited land trusts receive an external review with a 
five-star rating from the Commission.  
 
Examples of State Incentives 

 Colorado: Landowners desiring a state tax credit for 
a conservation easement donation in Colorado must 
work with a holder certified by the state. There is an 
expedited certification process for accredited land 
trusts. 

 Louisiana: Land trusts must be certified to hold and 
conserve certain mineral interests; documentation 
of land trust accreditation expedites the 
certification requirement. 

 
Examples of Public and Private Funding Incentives 

 Doris Duke Charitable Foundation provides funds 
through Open Space Institute for its resilient 
landscapes initiative. Extra points are awarded to 
accredited land trusts or land trusts that are 
committed to becoming accredited.  

 Chester County, PA includes land trust accreditation 
in its eligibility criteria for funding for its 
Brandywine Headwaters Preservation Program. 

 The Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation 
provides land trusts that have already received 
support from the foundation with unsolicited grants 
of $10,000 each when they earn accreditation. 

 The 1772 Foundation considers a number of factors 
when evaluating grant applicants, including 
whether a land trust has prioritized accreditation. 

 A new program in Texas requires land trusts to be 
accredited to receive matching funds for projects 
near or adjacent to Texas state parks. 

 When seeking to become LEED-certified, a project 
proponent may opt to provide financial support to 
an accredited land trust to obtain credit for the 
“protecting or restoring habitat” certification 
element. 

 

Accreditation Accolades 
 “Land trust accreditation is a powerful tool to 

strengthen land trust operations, foster public trust, 
and ensure the permanence of land conservation. 
The Kresge Foundation awarded a challenge grant 
to the Land Trust Alliance to help build an 
endowment for the accreditation program so that 
the costs of the program will remain affordable for 
land trusts. We viewed this investment in the 
accreditation program as a logical complement to 
our historic support for land acquisition by land 
trusts. It also was a good fit with Kresge’s values of 
advancing environmental stewardship and 
institutional transformation.” 

LOIS R. DEBACKER, Managing Director, The Kresge 
Foundation 
 

 “I interviewed several land trusts to work with me on 
my conservation easement for the family ranch, and 
I chose the Texas Land Conservancy. Now that they 
have the accreditation seal—just two months after I 
completed my easement—I’m really pleased that I 
chose them because that really validates that it is a 
solid organization.” 

JOYCE LUCAS, Landowner, Birk-Sommerfeld Heritage 
Ranch, Texas Land Conservancy, accredited in 2011, 
renewed 2016 
 

 “The world our land trusts function in doesn’t stand 
still, and neither can we. As we all grow and change, 
it’s critical to the credibility of the land trust 
movement and to our own organization that we 
maintain the highest standards and practices 
through the renewal of accreditation process.” 

STEVE ROSENBERG, Executive Director, Scenic Hudson 
(NY), accredited in 2008; renewed in 2014 
 

 “Accreditation is a remarkably detailed process that 
leaves no stone unturned. Whether you are an 
established land trust with many properties, or 
younger and growing like ours, it is a huge learning 
process that provides you the opportunity to 
examine your work with a talented team of experts. 
There is no better way to ensure the collective 
strength of the land trust movement.”   

TERRI LANE, Executive Director, Northwest Arkansas Land 
Trust (AR), accredited in 2015 



 
 

Resources for First-Time Applicants 

Requirements Manual – understanding the key elements of Accreditation 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/requirements-manual 
 
Applicant Handbook for First-Time Applicants – contains essential instructions on accreditation, all from 
the website, into one document for your convenience. 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/ApplicantHandbook-FirstTime.pdf 
 
Webinars – in-depth web presentations on the renewal process 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/online-training-opportunities  

• Introduction to Accreditation 
• First-Time Accreditation Process In Depth: The Pre-Application 
• First-Time Accreditation Process In Depth: The Application 
• Voices of Experience: Learn about the First-Time Accreditation Process from Accredited Land 

Trusts 
 
Tutorials – get instruction on topics in five minutes or less. A few are listed below. 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/online-training-opportunities/video-
tutorials-first-time 

• Completing the Land Conservation Project List 
• Completing the Schedule of Dedicated and Restricted Funds 
• Compiling an Application Binder 
• Completing the Master Attachment Checklist 
• Submitting Project Documentation Electronically 
• Legal Defense Reserves Calculator 

 
Sample Statements – examples of statements required in application 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/ApplicationStatementSamples.pdf 
 
Sample applicant call agenda 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/SAMPLE_Agenda_for_Applicant_Call_with
_Commission.pdf  
 
Sample additional information request 
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/SAMPLE_Follow_Up_Letter.pdf  
 
Commended Documents – sample documents from past applicants that have been commended by the 
Commission 
http://tlc.lta.org/library/documents/commended 
 
Template Policies and Accreditation Tips – a sample package of template policies and documents to 
help land trusts prepare for accreditation 
http://tlc.lta.org/tlc/collections/1357 

http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/requirements-manual
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/ApplicantHandbook-FirstTime.pdf
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/online-training-opportunities
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/online-training-opportunities/video-tutorials-first-time
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/online-training-opportunities/video-tutorials-first-time
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/help-and-resources/online-training-opportunities/video-tutorials-renewal/713-completing-the-schedule-of-dedicated-and-restricted-funds
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/ApplicationStatementSamples.pdf
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/SAMPLE_Agenda_for_Applicant_Call_with_Commission.pdf
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/SAMPLE_Agenda_for_Applicant_Call_with_Commission.pdf
http://www.landtrustaccreditation.org/storage/downloads/SAMPLE_Follow_Up_Letter.pdf
http://tlc.lta.org/library/documents/commended
http://tlc.lta.org/tlc/collections/1357
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