
CONSERVATION OPTIONS
FOR LANDOWNERS

There are several options available to landowners who 
wish to protect their family lands from development in 
perpetuity, which are outlined here.

DONATIONS OF LAND OR CONSERVATION 
EASEMENTS

In some cases, a donation of land or an interest in land 
may be the best way to meet your needs as a property 
owner. Donations may provide significant tax benefits 
and protect your land in perpetuity. There are several 
ways you can protect your land through donation.

Conservation Easement Donation – A conservation 
easement is a legal agreement between a landowner 
and a qualified land trust or government agency that 
permanently restricts or limits development to protect the 
natural resources and amenities of the property. It allows 
a landowner to continue to own and use his/her land and 
to sell it or pass it on to heirs.

When you donate a conservation easement to a land 
trust, you give up some of the rights associated with the 
land. Although the specifics of these easements vary 
considerably, land owners typically give up their rights 
to subdivide or develop their land, while retaining other 
land use rights such as farming, ranching, fishing, forestry, 
hunting, etc. Future owners will be bound by the easement’s 
terms. The land trust is responsible for making sure the 
easement’s terms are followed.

Conservation easements are customized legal agreements 
with terms that reflect the conservation interests of the 
landowner. For example, a conservation easement on a 
property managed for wildlife habitat might prohibit 
any development and agricultural land uses, while a 
conservation easement on farmland might allow continued 
agriculture and some structures. A conservation easement 
may be placed on just a portion of a property and does 
not automatically mandate public access. 

Donated conservation easements may provide 
public benefits by permanently protecting important 
conservation resources. If so, a donated easement confers 
tax advantages to the landowner. The value of the 
conservation easement is considered a tax deduction and 
can be used to offset up to 50% (or in some cases, 100%) 
of the donor’s adjusted gross income in a tax year. The 
IRS further allows taxpayers to carry over contributions 
that exceed adjusted gross income for up to 15 years. 
The value of the donation is determined by a qualified 
appraisal as the difference between the land’s value 
with the easement and its value without the easement. In 
addition, a conservation easement may also reduce annual 
property taxes.

Land Donation – Land can be donated outright to 
charitable organizations such as a land trust. Land trusts 
consider two types of land donations: conservation land 
and trade land. Conservation land is property that has 



natural or agricultural resource value, for which continued 
ownership and management advances the mission of the 
land trust. A trade land is property that does not have 
significant natural or agricultural resources, such as a 
commercial or residential lot. Typically, a trade land 
property will be sold by a land trust, and the proceeds of 
the sale will be used to further the land trust’s mission.

In either case, land donation may be the best strategy 
for you if you 1) do not wish to pass the land on to 
heirs; 2) own property you no longer use; 3) own highly 
appreciated property; 4) have substantial real estate 
holdings and wish to reduce estate tax burdens; or 5) 
would like to be relieved of the responsibility of managing 
and caring for the land.

Donating land relieves you from the responsibility of 
managing the land and may provide substantial income 
tax deductions and estate tax benefits. Furthermore, 
you may avoid any capital gains taxes that would have 
resulted from selling a highly appreciated property. Most 
importantly, donating conservation land is truly one of the 
finest legacies a person can leave for future generations. 
Trade land donations bolster the fiscal health of the land 
trust so it can continue to fulfill its mission. 

Donating A Remainder Interest In Land – An outright 
donation is not the only way to give land. You can continue 
to live on the land by donating a remainder interest and 
retaining a reserved life estate. In this arrangement, you 
donate the property during your lifetime, but continue to 
live on and use the property. When you die (or sooner if 
you choose), the land trust gains full title and control over 
the property. By donating a remainder interest, you can 
continue to enjoy your land and may be eligible for an 
income tax deduction when the gift is made. 

Donating Land in your Will – If you want to own and 
control your land during your lifetime and assure its 
protection after your death, you can donate it by will. You 
should make sure the chosen recipient is willing and able 
to receive the gift.

SALE OF LAND OR INTERESTS IN LAND

Selling land or a conservation easement may be more 
suitable option for your situation. Below are some options:

Bargain Sale of Land – If you need immediate income 
from selling your land and would like the property owned 
by a land trust, a bargain sale might be the answer. A 
bargain sale involves selling your land to a land trust for 
less than its fair market value. This not only makes it more 
affordable for the land trust, but offers several benefits to 
you: immediate cash, avoidance of capital gains tax, and 
may entitle you to a charitable income tax deduction. 

Sale of Land or Conservation Easement – There are 
various federal, state and local programs that may fund 
the purchase of your land or conservation easement. 
Each program has different criteria, requirements, and 
funding availability.  The land trust is your source for this 
information - we can guide you to the right program for 
your land, and help you throughout the process, which is 
often long and complicated. Conservation land acquisition 
programs often have specific focus, or more commonly, 
very little funding and many applicants. Landowners 
seeking an all cash solution may wait many years. In some 
cases, the land trust may privately fundraise to purchase 
a property or conservation easement or combine private 
fundraising with program funding. Funding is often the 
limiting factor in successful conservation acquisitions, and 
the land trust is skilled in finding creative approaches to 
finance conservation.

If you would like to find out more about 
conservation options for your land, please contact:

REBECCA PERRY, Director of Real Estate & Community Conservation 
321.558.4376 | rperry@nflt.org

843 W Monroe Street Jacksonville, FL 32202 | 904.479.1967 | info@nflt.org


