Foreword

At the end of the last century we witnessed an explosion of conservation in the United States to protect scenic, recreational, ecological, timber and agricultural lands.  However, the percentage of land protected for wild nature in New England remains relatively small (for instance, about two percent of Maine is protected as wild; in Vermont, one percent).  

The need for strategic protection of wild lands and waters to ensure sufficient and balanced representation of wild nature has never been greater. Wild plants and animals are under pressure due to habitat loss and fragmentation, and are additionally stressed by atmospheric and climate changes. Without strong, science-based permanent protection, shortsighted political and economic decision-making may degrade ecosystems beyond redemption.  We must protect wild places where natural processes shape the land’s future, where whole systems may flourish and where diverse species are free to evolve.  These wild areas will be source habitats and genetic repositories that may help restore and heal less wild places. On these lands people have the freedom to explore wildness and connect with other living species

Wild lands may be degraded from actions other than simple development. Logging can eliminate in a few days a wild forest shaped over centuries. New roads for cell towers, wind turbines, or motorized access may fragment surrounding wild lands or require bulldozing of soils never before disturbed by humans.  Non-native invasive species may spread from disturbed areas, thereby displacing the animals that depend on native species for food and cover. Genetically engineered trees planted to maximize timber growth may interbreed with indigenous individuals of the same species, with unknown consequences for the species’ ability to survive disease, insect attacks, extreme weather events, or disruption of critical ecosystem processes such as nutrient cycling.

For many years Sweet Water Trust (SWT) and staff from The Nature Conservancy (TNC) have worked together to examine conservation easements as a tool for high quality land protection.  We felt that the available model easements were not designed to chart a course of biotic protection and ecological healing into the future.  Perhaps this is because easement statutes and many easement models were written when conservation biology was just emerging.   

We grappled with two major issues as we drafted easements designed to incorporate the principles of ecology and conservation biology:  how to write a comprehensive list of restricted uses without impeding management flexibility needed to address unknown ecological issues of the future; and how an easement can lay the basis for a management process based on sound conservation science.  

This current model attempts to address these two issues and others. It incorporates the advice and improvements offered by many reviewers. We hope this model will be helpful to anyone working to save wild places anywhere, whether desert, forest, rivers or tundra, and we look forward to seeing the many improvements that will come as others test these ideas in their landscapes and offer their own experience, creativity and ideas.
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