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Fifteen years ago the land trust community was ill prepared to live up to the promise of 
perpetuity and was under legislative and regulatory threat. The Land Trust Alliance 
created the accreditation program and the Land Trust Accreditation Commission as a 
solution and offered a suite of related accredited preparation services to its members. 

Today, accredited land trusts far outpace those not yet accredited. They have 
significantly bigger budgets, more staff and volunteers, and 8 times more money 
invested to steward and defend their conservation lands than their peers of similar 
size – they also save 3 times more land.

Accreditation was a strong motivator for change in land trusts; 87% of accredited land 
trusts responded that accreditation moderately or substantially motivated them to 
make organizational improvements. These groups strengthened their governance, 
transaction, stewardship and financial systems as part of the accreditation journey. 

Public confidence in land trusts increased as a result; 85% of public agencies and 
foundations say accreditation increases their confidence in land trusts and 83% of 
landowners feel the same way. Instead of legislative or regulatory disruption there was 
acceleration of tax benefits and conservation funding. 

These positive impacts can grow as more land trusts join the program, accredited land 
trusts continue to improve their practices in accordance with the revised 2017 Standards 
and stakeholders are provided with more information about the program. A full report of 
the evaluation findings will be in the winter 2018/2019 edition of Saving Land. 

An independent external evaluation of the impact of the first 
ten years of the accreditation program shows the 

land trust community’s investment in accreditation paid off, 
and the impact can continue to grow. 
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An Impact Evaluation of 
the Land Trust Accreditation  

Program’s First Ten Years 
July 2018 

Peter Szabo 
Bloomingdale Management Advisors 

 
Summary* 
 

A. Context and Purpose 
This impact evaluation was commissioned by the Land Trust Accreditation Commission, an 
independent, non-profit supporting organization of the Land Trust Alliance, incorporated in 2006 to 
award accreditation to land trusts that meet national quality standards.1 Upon its founding, the 
Commission was charged with three strategic goals, which echo and reinforce the Alliance’s own: 

• Build and recognize strong land trusts  
• Foster public confidence in land conservation, and  
• Help ensure the long-term protection of land. 

  
Since its inception, substantial resources have been invested in the accreditation program, including 
the financial contributions of foundations and major donors, the time of volunteer commissioners, 
and the time and fees of land trusts seeking to become accredited. Having reached a decade of 
accrediting land trusts, the Accreditation Commission sought an evaluation of the return on this 
investment in achieving the goals of the program.  
 
The Commission conducts annual evaluations which inform ongoing program and process 
improvements. In outlining its objectives for this ten-year impact evaluation, in its request for 
proposals the Commission noted: 

While thorough, the Commission’s internal evaluation does not include an assessment of the 
other two program goals from external sources (e.g., has the public’s trust in land conservation 
increased; has accreditation reduced risks to permanence). Evaluating the accreditation 
program’s ten-year impact on these goals is the core objective of this [evaluation], with 
specific focus on the external metrics of measuring the impact on public trust. 

                                                 
*The full report is available from the Commission upon request. 
 
1Accreditation is a distinction awarded to land trusts meeting national standards for excellence and conservation 
permanence. Each accredited land trust completes a year-long review process which examines fiscal accountability, 
organizational leadership, transaction due diligence, and stewardship practices. Once awarded accreditation an 
organization must complete a comprehensive renewal process every five years. 
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The purpose of this evaluation, then, was to assess the impact of the first ten years of the 
accreditation program, with a special emphasis on public confidence in land trusts and land 
conservation, and on the permanence of land conservation, while also touching on impacts on the 
strength of land trusts. 
 
The evaluation involved analyzing data from the 2005 and 2015 Land Trust Census; surveying and 
interviewing conservation stakeholders, including foundations, federal, state, and local government 
agencies, landowners, and others; and surveying accredited land trusts.2 The evaluation results are 
summarized below and explained in detail in the full report and appendices (available upon request). 
 
Findings 
Overview 
In brief, this evaluation shows that the intensive investments in the accreditation program have borne 
fruit. The accreditation program has produced meaningful increases in stakeholder confidence in land 
trusts and land conservation, in the ability of land trusts to protect land in perpetuity, and in the 
strength of land trusts. For these reasons, the evaluation concludes that the accreditation program 
has had a substantial positive impact on conservation in the United States. 
 
Public confidence  
The accreditation program has greatly enhanced the confidence foundations, government agencies, 
landowners, and other stakeholders have in land trusts and land conservation. Overwhelming 
majorities of foundation and public agency stakeholders (85 percent) report moderate-to-substantial 
increases in their confidence in land trusts, with an equivalent proportion of landowners saying 
accreditation moderately or substantially increased their confidence that their land would be 
protected in perpetuity. Echoing this emerging four-out-of-five pattern, 79 percent of accredited land 
trust survey respondents said accreditation helped increase stakeholder confidence in the land trust 
community. Key Washington players present at the origin of accreditation and still engaged in federal 
issues report a sustained increase in confidence in land conservation in Congress and at the IRS, 
though, of course, not without limitations. 
 
This study further found that most stakeholders are familiar with accreditation, but that they are not 
aware of all that it is and is not. Stakeholders are factoring accreditation into funding and partnering 
decisions, though for the most part they are not requiring it. 
 
Permanence 
Accredited land trusts are much better positioned to permanently conserve land than land trusts that 
were eligible for accreditation but are not yet accredited (EBNA). A greater proportion of accredited 
land trusts monitor all their conservation easements, have baseline documents, and have 
conservation easement amendment and enforcement policies in place. In addition, accredited land 
trusts have much higher balances in permanence endowments.3 

                                                 
2 These information sources are described in more detail in Section V of the full report. 
3  In this report, the term “permanence endowments” encompasses both stewardship and legal defense endowments. 
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Accredited land trusts were asked for their view on the broad impact of the accreditation program on 
the permanent protection of land, and 85 percent of survey respondents said they thought that the 
accreditation program had moderately or substantially improved the land trust community’s ability to 
meet the promise of perpetuity. 
 
Strong land trusts 
Accredited land trusts generally grew more robustly between 2005 and 20154 and ended up in a 
stronger position than EBNAs. In areas related to direct public support – operating funds, financial 
supporters, and volunteers – accredited land trusts garnered an out-sized share of the growth 
between 2005 and 2015. And in terms of conservation impact and basic organizational capacity, 
accredited land trusts protected a disproportionate share of the acres conserved between 2005 and 
2015, and they experienced a greater share of the growth in staff, giving them more capacity to do 
conservation. In 2015, compared to the average EBNA, the average accredited land trust had a budget 
four times as large, three times as many volunteers, and more than fifty percent more financial 
supporters. 
 
To assess whether these figures were somehow driven by the presence of large accredited land trusts 
in the data, a staff-segment-level analysis was conducted that looked at four metrics across four staff-
size segments, ranging from the smallest land trusts (<1FTE) to the largest (10+ FTEs). This analysis 
indicated that the relatively stronger average performance of accredited land trusts outlined in the 
main data analysis was not caused by a few very large accredited land trusts. Across 16 possibilities 
(four staff-size segments, four metrics), accredited land trusts had greater percentage increases 
between 2005 and 2015 in 13, and higher average figures in 2015 in 15 of them. Across most size-
segments, for most of the indicators examined in this supplementary analysis, accredited land trusts 
outgained, and ended up in a stronger position than, EBNAs.  
 
Even so, the association between the stronger performance of accredited land trusts between 2005 
and 2015 and the fact that they became accredited during this period is just that, association. So, to 
better understand the connection between performance and accreditation, accredited land trusts 
were surveyed about the improvements their organization had made over the last decade, and the 
role of accreditation in motivating these changes. 82 percent of survey respondents said that their 
organization had made moderate-to-substantial improvements in key organizational functions – 
governance, acquisition/transaction procedures, stewardship systems/practices, and financial systems 
– and nearly 9 in 10 (87 percent) said that becoming accredited had moderately or substantially 
motivated them to make these organizational improvements. 
 
For these reasons, then – the meaningful increases in stakeholder confidence, in the ability to protect 
land in perpetuity, and in the strength of land trusts – this evaluation concludes that the accreditation 
program had a substantial impact. 

                                                 
4This evaluation analyzed data from the 2005 and 2015 Land Trust Census, corresponding to the years of the last Census 
before the accreditation program was implemented, and the most recent Census. 



The accreditation seal is a mark of distinction among 
the almost 1,000 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 
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