ACCREDITATION CORNER

38

INTEGRITY, ACCOUNTABILITY AND SERVICE:

HOW COMMISSIONERS HELP MEET
THE PROMISE OF PERPETUITY

By CAITY PINKARD

/I The current board of commissioners, Des Moines, lowa, 2022.

As one of the first commissioners at the
Land Trust Accreditation Commission,
Larry Kueter can speak firsthand to the
values of the Commission and its board
of commissioners. “After the Alliance
established the Commission, I joined
the board and served for nine years,”
Kueter recalls. “It was one of the most
satisfying professional things I've ever
done, filled with the most resourceful,
engaging and intelligent people. Everyone
who has been a part of it has loved it.”

An independent program of the Land
Trust Alliance, the Commission was estab-
lished in 2006 to build and recognize strong
land trusts and foster public confidence in
long-term land protection. The Commis-
sion is governed by a board of 18 hardwork-
ing volunteer commissioners with diverse

SAVING LAND MAGAZINE FALL 2022

“I've never been part
of a group whose
qualities—intelligence,
thoughtfulness,
professionalism and
integrity—were so
universal. Taken
together, it remains
the most rewarding
experience of my
professional life.”

—Steve Swartz, former commissioner

expertise in land conservation, steward-
ship and management. The values of the
Commission—integrity, accountability and
service—apply equally to the commission-
ers. While Kueter experienced the founding
of the Commission, as well as its evolution
over the following decade, commissioners
from every era of the Commission describe
their time on the board in similar terms.

“I knew what I was getting into,” says
Kevin McGorty, who served from 2009 to
2013. “But out of a spirit of giving some-
thing back, I knew I needed to serve on
the board. I joined because of the quality
and dedication of the commissioners to
problem-solving and providing greater
pathways for the land trust community.”

Steve Swartz, commissioner from 2009
t0 2018, shares the sentiment. “In my
entire professional career, I've never been
part of a group whose qualities—intelli-
gence, thoughtfulness, professionalism
and integrity—were so universal. Taken
together, it remains the most rewarding
experience of my professional life.”

Of course, that doesn’t mean being a
commissioner is easy work. “This was
weekend and night work,” Swartz admits.
“One of the commissioners wrote me a
note saying, ‘Are you ready yet?’ but I knew
the reviews took a long time. I thought
I'wouldn't survive more than one term.
Nine years later, I was still on the board
Despite the rigor of the work or perhaps
because of it, commissioners are united
by their shared passion for conservation
and their belief in the value of accred-
itation to the land trust community.

“The best way to show that we are
meeting the bar set for us—to widely
diverse audiences—is to have an accred-
itation program: an independent system
of rigorous review by experts from our
field,” says Molly Doran, commissioner
from 2010 to 2020. “I think it is one of the
most important things the community
has done for the sustainability of the land
trust movement. Commissioners focus on
what’s important, so the process remains
atrue peer review and gives land trusts
the confidence that they are being evalu-
ated fairly.” As a result, the accreditation
program has been an inward-looking
process and a forward-looking one, evolv-
ing to strengthen the land trust community
and respond to its collective challenges.
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“The world around us changed, so
we had to change to respond to those
things,” says Kueter. “The value of accred-
itation is being prepared to respond
with credibility and professionalism.”

To meet new challenges, commission-
ers work hard to understand the different
issues that land trusts across the nation
face. “We were always striving for the
right balance between rigor, achievability
and flexibility,” Swartz says. This requires
commissioners to find the middle ground
between supporting land trusts through
the process and challenging them to grow
because of it. “It’s a well-oiled machine,
but a compassionate one that employs
common sense,” adds McGorty. “You have
to build trust to build strong leadership
and a lasting legacy of stewardship.”

As the land trust community evolves, so
too does the Commission. “I saw accred-
itation evolve substantially to become
more accessible, to include land trusts of
all sizes and with all types of programs
and communities, and very importantly
to meet emerging issues,” Doran says. “I
have also seen the massive and positive
impact it has had on land trusts around
the United States. Commissioners love the
work of land trusts. There is not a question
they cannot solve, and they are focused
on serving land trusts and accreditation.
In the end, that helps us continue to
enjoy the charitable tools we all use.”

For Kueter, this is the ultimate goal
of the Commission: to ask land trusts to
achieve excellence. “You have to hold
yourself to high standards because you
don’t know when you're going to need
them. Having excellence in what you
do has always been there and is always
going to be there. We rely on public
resources and public funding, and you
can't get lazy. You can't get excellence
back—you have to work on it.” ©

CAITY PINKARD is a freelance writer and the
communications manager at the NDC Partnership.
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CONGRATULATIONS TO THE NEWEST
CLASS OF ACCREDITED LAND TRUSTS

Accreditation involves a rigorous evaluation that ensures applicants are operat-
ing at the highest conservation standards. Congratulations to the newest class
of accredited land trusts, and thank you for continuing to lead the way in
conservation excellence.

NEWLY ACCREDITED

Greater Lovell Land Trust (ME)
Payette Land Trust (ID)

RENEWED

Allegheny Land Trust (PA) ¢

Avalonia Land Conservancy (CT)

California Rangeland Trust (CA) +

Chattooga Conservancy (SC)

Conservation Foundation of the Gulf Coast (FL) ¢
Desert Foothills Land Trust (AZ) ¢

Ducks Unlimited and its affiliate, Wetlands
America Trust (TN) ¢

Eastern Sierra Land Trust (CA) ¢

Five Rivers Conservation Trust (NH)

Foothills Conservancy of North Carolina (NC) ¢
Frontera Land Alliance (TX)

Indian River Lakes Conservancy (NY)

Joshua's Tract Conservation and Historic Trust (CT) ¢

JOINUS

Joining the Commission is a great opportunity to work with a dedicated group of

Land Conservancy of Ridgefield (CT)
Land Savers United (VA) ¢

Mendocino Land Trust (CA)

NICHES Land Trust (IN)

Palmer Land Conservancy (CO) ¢
Piedmont Environmental Council (VA) ¢
Ranchland Trust of Kansas (KS)
Sakonnet Preservation Association (RI) ¢
Shasta Land Trust (CA) ¢

Shirley Heinze Land Trust (IN)

Steep Rock Association (CT)

Sutter Buttes Regional Land Trust (CA)
Texas Land Conservancy (TX) ¢

Tug Hill Tomorrow Land Trust (NY) ¢
Virginia Eastern Shore Land Trust (VA) ¢
Westerly Land Trust (RI)

Woods and Waters Land Trust (KY)

List as of August 2022
4 Denotes second renewal

volunteer conservation leaders from around the country and be part of a national
program that fosters excellence, trust and permanence in land conservation. Land
trust accreditation is only possible through the dedicated volunteers who make

up the Commission. Collectively, the 18 commissioners—from across the country
and with expertise in various areas of conservation—volunteer thousands of hours
annually, governing and serving as peer reviewers.

Interested in learning more? Visit landtrustaccreditation.org/about/jobs.

<~ A view of Lake George, New York, 2016.
Commissioners have the opportunity to
explore beautiful places when gathered
for Commission meetings.
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