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BACKGROUND & METHODOLOGY 
 
SINSINAWA DOMINICAN PLANNING PROCESS & TIMELINE 
The Sinsinawa Dominicans face a variety of congregational changes, as well as new challenges in 
the issues to which they have dedicated their lives.  In order to face these challenges and seek 
new opportunities to address them, the Congregation undertook a strategic planning process in 
2013 and 2014 in order to realign their internal mission to meet these new challenges. 

 
DEFINITIONS 
The Sinsinawa planning process uses slightly different terms than conventional planning 
processes.  Figure 1, below, illustrates the corresponding terms.  
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Figure 1: Comparison of Planning Terminology. 
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CENTERS OF ENERGY 
A number of themes were identified as being important to the planning of the Sinsinawa 
Dominicans’ mission.  In this planning process, these themes are referred to as “Centers of 
Energy,” and were created with input from the entire Sinsinawa Congregation. Workgroups 
have been formed to explore and plan for each Center of Energy.  The Centers of Energy are as 
follows: 
 

1. To enhance vibrant community life. 
 

2. To deepen our commitment to a “just church and society”. 
 

3. To foster relationships for mission. 
 

4. To be good stewards of our resources of people, finances, and property. 
 

5. To promote wellness and quality health care. 
 

6. To explore future ways of caring for our land. 
 

7. To enhance our internal and external communications including more effective use of 
modern technology. 

 
8. To expand our understanding of evolutionary consciousness.  

 
The document that follows focuses on Center of Energy number 6:  "To explore future ways of 
caring for the land at Sinsinawa Mound."  A Land Futures Committee consisting of Dominican 
sisters, lay associates, and others was created to lead this process.  A comprehensive list of 
members can be found on page 2 of this document. 
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PLANNING PROCESS 

 
GROW SOUTHWEST WISCONSIN PLANNING PROCESS 
The Sinsinawa Dominican planning process started while the Grow Southwestern Wisconsin 
regional planning project was underway. This highly participatory project brought together over 
100 leaders, thinkers, and doers in southwestern Wisconsin to identify the largest issues in the 
region and develop strategies to address those issues. As part of this process, the Southwestern 
Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission (SWWRPC) offered capacity building grants to groups 
with projects which would implement strategies identified in the Grow Southwest Wisconsin 
planning process.  More information about the Grow Southwest Wisconsin project can be found 
by contacting the SWWRPC or by looking online at www.growsouthwest.org.  

 
SINSINAWA MOUND LAND RESOURCES PLANNING  
The Sinsinawa Dominicans saw the values and vision expressed by local communities in the 
Grow Southwest Wisconsin project as similar to their own.  Through a competitive grant process 
overseen by regional community development experts, SWWRPC granted the Sinsinawa 
Dominicans assistance to facilitate a strategic planning process for Sinsinawa Mound’s land 
resources.  SWWRPC brings technical assistance and partnerships to this agreement.  Figure 2 
shows the planning process for 2013, the year the partnership between the Sinsinawa 
Dominicans and SWWRPC was formalized.  

 

 
Figure 2: The Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures Planning Process.  SWWRPC granted the Sinsinawa 
Dominicans technical assistance in the spring of 2013, with the formalized partnership running 
through December 2013.   
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EXPERT INVOLVEMENT  
Throughout the planning process a number of experts were consulted to provide guidance to 
the Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures Committee.  These experts are as follows: 
 

 Rand Atkinson, Adjunct Professor of Reclamation, University of Wisconsin Platteville; 
Owner, Bio-Interlink, LLC 
 

 Ted Bay, Crops/Farm Management Educator, University of Wisconsin Extension Grant 
County  

 

 Willie Bittner, Owner, Great Lakes Trailbuilders; Operations Director, WisCorps 
 

 Jesse Bennett, Co-Owner/Ecologist, Driftless Land Stewardship 
 

 Brittany Bethel, Regional Foods Coordinator, Iowa State University 
 

 Abbie Church, Land Protection and Management Director, Mississippi Valley 
Conservancy 

 

 Patrick Dayton, Driftless Forest Network Forester, Southwest Badger Resource 
Conservation & Development Council 

 

 Lois Federman Director, Something Special from Wisconsin; Marr’s Valley View Farms, 
LLC  

 

 Kevin Koch, Professor of English, Loras College; Author, The Driftless Land: Spirit of Place 
in the Upper Mississippi Valley 

 

 Tom Nelson, Director, Churches Center for Land and People 
 

 Cory Ritterbusch, Founder, Prairie Works Land Stewardship and Ecological Restoration 
 

 Joe Schmelz, Conservationist, United States Dept. of Agriculture Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (Wisconsin) 

  

 Mark Shepard, CEO of Forest Agriculture Enterprises; New Forest Farm; Author, 
Restoration Agriculture 

 

 Steve Swenson, Ecologist, Aldo Leopold Foundation 
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VISION & GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
 
SINSINAWA DOMINICAN MISSION 
As Sinsinawa Dominican women, we are called to proclaim the Gospel through the ministry of 
preaching and teaching in order to participate in the building of a holy and just Church and 
society. 
 

SINSINAWA DOMINICAN VISION 
In a world graced by the Holy Spirit yet wounded by divisions, exploitation, and oppression, we 
are impelled by God’s tender mercy to commit ourselves in partnership with others to seek and 
foster right relationships among all of God’s people and with Earth that sustains us. 
 

DIRECTION FOR 2011-2016 
Having opened our hearts 
To this profound time of grace 
And being created anew by the Fire of Love, 
We commit ourselves to living boldly 
Together into the next five years. 
We call one another to  
Speak courageously and risk for justice 
Live authentically and relate transparently 
Reverence Earth and expand consciousness 
Dream globally and collaborate intentionally 
Search contemplatively and study communally  
Explore the emerging Wisdom of God.  
 

VISION OF LAND RESOURCES COMMITTEE 
There is a special significance to how Sinsinawa’s Mission and Values are applied to the land at 
Sinsinawa Mound.  The congregation recognizes that the land was here before any of us and it 
will be here long after we are gone.  The way that it is managed will leave a lasting legacy of 
Sinsinawa’s values in action.  The land management at Sinsinawa Mound has the potential to 
live out the recognition that Creation is sacred.  
 

Sinsinawa Mound is a significant geological formation in the driftless 

region of Southwest Wisconsin.  This sacred site offers a unique bio-

diverse setting in which present and future generations will deepen their 

understanding and practice of just relationships with Earth: wetlands, 

prairie, woodlands, stone, food and farming, wildlife, and humans. 

(Continued on the following page).  
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We Dominican Sisters of Sinsinawa presently hold this place in trust.  The 

values of truth, justice, compassion, partnership, and community will 

help shape its movement into the future with care and respect. 

 
This land based vision for Sinsinawa Mound was developed based on historical statements that 
have been approved by the Sinsinawa congregation (Appendix A).  

 
PRINCIPLES OF A LAND-BASED VISION 
 
During the course of the planning process it became clear that articulating the underlying 
principles of this land-based vision would help guide the implementation of projects.  Therefore, 
the Land Resources Working Group developed the following underlying principles of the land-
based vision: 
 

 All Creation, including the human community, is interconnected and functions as one 
living system. 
 

 Land is sacred.  We are stewards, preserving the land’s natural resources. 
 

 All living beings are worthy of care and respect. 
 

 Sustainable and regenerative practices nurture Earth’s natural abundance and create 
resilient living systems. 

 

 Caring for Earth provides an avenue for addressing the interrelated issues of poverty, 
justice, and ecology in this region. 

 

 Recognizing our oneness with the whole human family, we share our abundance with 
those in need. 

 

 Strong partnerships and collaborative relationships foster learning communities and 
assure continuity of the heritage, mission, and values of the Dominican Sisters of 
Sinsinawa. 
 



 10 

EXISTING CONDITIONS 
 
The land owned by the Sinsinawa Dominicans consists of 423.5 acres located in southern Grant 
County, Wisconsin, including 203 certified organic tillable acres.  The site includes Sinsinawa 
Mound, an area with geological, religious, and historical significance.  Figure3 is a rendering of 
the site from above; physical assets on the site are listed in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 3: A rendering of the Land Resources of Sinsinawa Mound. 
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Figure 4 shows recreational trails and gardens at the Sinsinawa Mound Complex.  In addition to 
these features, physical assets are listed in Figure 5. All of these features are valuable land-
based assets that will help enable the Sinsinawa Dominicans to accomplish the objectives and 
strategies laid out in this document. 
 

 

 

Figure 4: Trails and additional physical assets at Sinsinawa Mound Complex. 
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PLAN 
 
AUDIENCE 
In order to allow the Land Futures Committee to more strategically pinpoint its initiatives to 
achieve its goals, the planning process needed to consider its messaging to parties both internal 
and external to the Sinsinawa Congregation.  Figure 6 depicts the identified key audiences.  
These audiences are reflected in the projects, programs, and strategies that follow. 
 

 

Figure 6: Audiences. The groups identified in the center circle indicate the primary audiences of 
the Mound Land Futures planning efforts. The groups in the outside circles indicate secondary 
audiences that future efforts hope to engage and benefit.  These audiences were identified by 
the Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures Committee. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF OBJECTIVES 
The following objectives and strategies were drafted by the Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures 
Committee after consulting with experts from the agricultural, natural resources, and 
educational fields.  These drafted objectives and strategies have not yet been approved by the 
entire Sinsinawa congregation and are therefore subject to potential modification. 
Each strategy is followed by a “pathway to implementation” that details the implementation 
status of the strategy, potential partners or case studies, action steps, and financial implications 
of implementation as appropriate.  
 

 
Figure 7: The drafted objectives and the center of energy. 
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OBJECTIVES 
 

Objective A: Building Partnerships 

Build partnerships with others to support the future stewardship of 

Sinsinawa Mound land according to Sinsinawa’s vision and values. 

 
Strategy A1: Articulate the vision and values underlying future directions for stewardship of the 
land and natural resources at Sinsinawa Mound. 

Pathway to Implementation: The Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures Committee’s 
recommended vision and values developed during the planning process can be found on 
page 8.  This recommendation awaits affirmation by the entire Sinsinawa Congregation.  

 
Strategy A2: Explore, identify, and engage partnerships and personnel in areas of agriculture, 
nature and environment, and education whose values, skills, and commitment are consistent 
with Sinsinawa’s vision and values. 

Pathway to Implementation: The experts outlined on page 7 have been engaged in the 
planning process. More information about these experts, along with some additional 
experts who were not able to participate in the planning process, is available in 
Appendix B.  Due to their diverse nature, partnering with some of these experts would 
not require additional funding while some of these experts are independent contractors 
who would charge for their services. 
 

Strategy A3: Research and consider pros and cons of different types of partnerships and define 
various ways partnerships can be structured.  

Pathway to Implementation: A variety of possible partnership arrangements, along with 
the financial implications of the different models, are listed below. 

 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU): An agreement between two or more 
parties indicating a common path of action.  A memorandum of understanding 
is not legally binding or enforceable, however it does formalize a relationship 
through identification of expectations and roles to be played by signatory 
parties.  The agreement between the Sinsinawa Dominicans and the SWWRPC is 
an example of a MOU. 

 Strategic Alliance:  An agreement between two or more organizations to pursue 
shared objectives.  The participating organizations remain independent from 
one another. Each partner in a strategic alliance hopes the alliance will result in 
greater impacts than if the partners worked independently.  Partners develop 
strategies and assess each partner’s strengths, weaknesses, and contributions.  
This cooperative agreement may be formalized through a contract or 
memorandum of understanding.  If Sinsinawa wanted to formally partner with 
environmental organizations, such as Southwest Badger Resource Conservation 
& Development or the Driftless Area Land Conservancy, to advance land 
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stewardship objectives in the tri-state area, a strategic alliance may be an 
appropriate partnership model.  

 Joint Ventures:  A business agreement in which those involved develop a new 
entity and new assets for a finite time by contributing equity.  This type of 
arrangement can be used to form a temporary partnerships in order to 
implement a specific project.  A joint venture model could be beneficial if 
Sinsinawa partnered with the University of Wisconsin Platteville to develop an 
agribusiness learning site or a research project.  

 Contracted Work with Consultants:  Such arrangements can be fee based.  Some 
consultants, such as University of Wisconsin Extension and USDA Natural 
Resources Conservation Services, may not require a fee.  If Sinsinawa were to 
hire a project director, using a contract to outline responsibilities and 
expectations, that would be an example of work that is contracted to an outside 
party. 

 
Strategy A4: Determine necessary organizational and management structures for sustaining 
partnerships. 

Pathway to Implementation: During the course of this process it has been 
recommended that the Council hire a project director to manage the projects and land 
use at Sinsinawa Mound.  This project director could develop and sustain partnerships 
on behalf of the congregation.  This arrangement could save time, money, and energy 
for the congregation in the long term, as well as provide necessary consistency through 
a multi-phase, multi-year project.  If Sinsinawa views this as a desirable action, they 
would need to develop a Scope of Work for the contractor, a budget, determine the 
level of authority granted this individual (what decisions can they make on their own 
and which need affirmation), and identify where within the Sinsinawa organization this 
position would be located (who would they answer to). 
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Objective B: Land Stewardship Arrangements 

Consider structures for managing the care of Sinsinawa Mound land. 

 
Strategy B1: Establish a method to assure continuity of land use planning for Sinsinawa Mound 
regardless of leadership changes. 

Pathway to Implementation:  Ensuring continuity of implementation efforts regardless 
of leadership changes will be an important consideration across all the centers of 
energy.   
 
There are a number of ways to sustain continuity.  One option could be to make the 
Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures Committee a permanent body, answerable to the 
leadership council, with council representation on the Land Futures Committee.   
Additionally, as a permanent body, the Land Futures Committee could oversee the work 
of the project director recommended in strategy A4 (page 17).  If the Land Futures 
Committee becomes a permanent body, it is recommended that the Committee, or the 
project director overseen by the Committee, regularly provide the Congregation with 
updates on the land management activities at Sinsinawa Mound.  
 
Another option could be to create a multi-disciplinary committee of interested 
Sinsinawa Dominicans, a member of the Sinsinawa Leadership Council, Sinsinawa 
associates, Sinsinawa staff, and technical experts. This multi-disciplinary committee 
could oversee the work of the project director recommended in strategy A4 (page 17) 
and answer to the Sinsinawa Leadership Council.  If such a multi-disciplinary committee 
is created, it is recommended that the Committee, or the project director overseen by 
the Committee, regularly provide the Congregation with updates on the land 
management activities at Sinsinawa Mound. 
 
Additionally, it should be noted that some forms of holding land are permanent 
agreements on how the land will be managed, ensuring continuity.  Technical assistance 
and information regarding continuity of general land use planning is covered in 
Appendix C.  
 

Strategy B2: Research and consider pros and cons of arrangements to hold and manage land, 
including but not limited to conservancy, land trusts, etc. 

Pathway to Implementation: Working with a land trust or creating a conservation 
easement are permanent conservation options that Sinsinawa can use to apply 
Sinsinawa’s values to its land management.  More information about these options, 
along with the financial implications of the different models, are identified in Appendix 
C. 
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Objective C: Ecological Restoration 

Model alternative, land-based practices in the management of 

Sinsinawa’s land resources, incorporating principles of ecological 

restoration and land management in harmony with the natural 

environment. 

 
Strategy C1: Identify principles to guide decisions regarding needs and activities 
that are appropriate to the nature and environment of Sinsinawa Mound. (e.g. 
permaculture design principles). 

Pathway to Implementation:  Preliminary principles have been identified 
and can be found on page 9.   

 
Strategy C2: Conduct multiple land assessments of Sinsinawa land to better 
understand the existing natural and agricultural conditions of the land 
resources. 

Pathway to Implementation: Two land assessments are underway at the 
time of this writing. One assessment is being conducted by Joe Schmelz 
and Steve Bertjens of the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
and will provide various scenarios for grazing opportunities on 
Sinsinawa land.  Schmelz is also working with Bernie Rundie, the farmer 
currently renting Sinsinawa’s crop land, on updating his Conservation 
Plan.  
 
The second assessment is being conducted by Patrick Dayton, forester 
for Southwest Badger Resource Conservation and Development.  This 
assessment consists of a forest inventory of the land and will include the 
density and types of invasive species.  After conducting the basic 
inventory, Dayton will draft a 15-year forest management plan.  This 
work is scheduled to complete in February, 2014. 
 

Strategy C3: Translate Sinsinawa’s guiding principles found on page 9 into land 
management practices that can be implemented on the land at Sinsinawa 
Mound. 

Pathway to Implementation:  Translating these principles will most likely 
require input from outside experts on land management, and could be the role of the 
future project director and Land Futures Committee.  This should be informed by the 
two assessments currently underway as well as any future assessments determined 
necessary. 

 
 
 
 
 

Ecological Program Ideas 

Development of a nature 

center or environmental 

interpretative center that 

could serve multiple 

groups and further 

environmental educational 

efforts in the local 

community. 

 

Green Burial Site  

 

Producing and 

incorporating alternative 

energy, including wind and 

solar energy sources for 

Mound use as appropriate.  
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Objective D: Agriculture & Food Production 

Model and encourage agricultural practices that recognize and promote 

the sacred connections that exist in all of Creation. 

 
Strategy D1: Translate Sinsinawa’s principles into agricultural practices that can 
be applied at Sinsinawa.  

Pathway to Implementation: Implementing this strategy will require 
development and implementation of an agricultural management plan 
in accordance with Sinsinawa’s principles.  It will also require working 
with Bernie Runde, Sinsinawa’s neighbor and current rentor of 
Sinsinawa’s agricultural land, and assisting him with his transition from 
Sinsinawa’s land.   
Potential Partners: The following experts may be able to assist 
Sinsinawa in determining the type of crops to grow and estimate 
production potentials. 

 Mark Shepard, Forest Agriculture Enterprises 

 Joe Schmelz, Conservationist, United States Department of 
Agriculture-Natural Resources Conservation Service 

 Ted Bay, Crops/Farm Management Agent, University of 
Wisconsin Extension Grant County 

 AJ Bussan, Horticulture Specialist, University of Wisconsin 
Extension 

The following experts may be able to assist Sinsinawa in identifying 
potential outside recipients if Sinsinawa decides to provide food 
products to vulnerable populations.  

 Brittany Bethel, Regional Foods Coordinator, Iowa State 
University Extension  

 Southwestern Wisconsin Community Action Program 
 

Strategy D2: Develop educational resources, programming, and mentoring for 
beginning growers and ecologically-mind persons. These programs may include, 
but are not limited to, beginning farmers’ program and/or farm incubator 
program. 

Pathway to Implementation: In order to implement this strategy, the 
following actions should be taken: 

 Action A: Contact successful existing incubator programs for 
specified start-up and management advice. 

 Action B: Create an advisory committee comprised of 
Sinsinawa’s project director, sisters, and academic/partner 
organizations to oversee the educational programming.  This is 
ideally the group created to ensure continuity of land use planning as outlined 
in Objective B1 above. 

Agriculture Program Ideas 

-- A farm that:  

Supports a learning 

community creating 

resilient agricultural and 

ecological systems; 

Models water 

conservation methods and 

erosion control practices; 

Acts as a demonstration 

site for permaculture 

practices; e.g. alley 

cropping, keyline water 

conservation, etc. 

Models sustainable, 

organic, alternative 

agricultural practices; 

Introduces alternative 

crops such as sunflowers, 

etc. and rotational grazing 

of animals, free range, and 

grass fed animals; 

Provides space for 
greenhouses, community 
gardens, or community 
supported agriculture 
development. 
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 Action C: Determine the amount of resources to devote to beginning grower 
programs.  This decision will impact the type of production taught (e.g. diary vs. 
meat vs. produce, etc). These decisions also include decisions regarding the 
amount of space to be provided for participants and whether or not housing will 
be offered to participants.  If housing at the Mound is offered, this will need to 
first be discussed with the Stewardship planning workgroup.  

 Action D: Specify the desired audience and develop appropriate 
marketing/recruiting strategy. 

 Action E: Work with University of Wisconsin Extension and Southwest Badger 
Resource Conservation & Development to develop an agricultural resource 
center to educate local farmers and landowners on stewardship practices.  

Case Studies 

 Angelic Organics Learning Center: A non-profit educational partner to a working 
community supported agriculture farm, Angelic Organics Farm, 
this learning center provides hands on learning experiences and 
creates urban and rural linkages. For more information please 
see www.learngrowconnect.org. 

 Linda and Gene Farley Center for Peace, Justice, and 
Sustainability: A farm incubator and nature preserve, the Center 
also has space for green burials.  For more information please 
see www.farleycenter.org.  

 Green Youth Farm – Chicago Botanical Garden: This site is an 
urban example of engaging high school-aged students in food 
production.  For more information please see 
www.chicagobotanic.org.  

Incubator Resources 

 National Incubator Farm Training Initiative provides resources 
and support to establish land-based beginning farmer training 
programs.  Please see nesfp.nutrition.tufts.edu for more 
information. 

 Center for Environmental Farming Systems, established by the 
North Carolina State University and North Carolina Agricultural 
and Technical State University, provides educational 
opportunities to students from K-12 through graduate school 
students.  For more information please see www.cefs.ncsu.edu.  

Potential Educational & Academic Partners 

 FairShare CSA Coalition 

 Southwest Wisconsin Technical College 

 University of Wisconsin Platteville 

 University of Wisconsin Extension 

 Mark Shepard 

 Local K-12 schools 

 WisCorps 

 Paul Schultz, Resource Management Coordinator, City of Dubuque 

 Laura Carstens, City of Dubuque Planning Services Manager 
 

Food Production Program 

Ideas 

Expand organic food 

production, including 

expanded and enhanced 

orchards and vineyards, 

for: 

On-site use at the Mound 

and Villa; 

Community food pantries; 

Local markets; 

Value-added products. 

 

http://www.learngrowconnect.org/
http://www.farleycenter.org/
http://www.chicagobotanic.org/
http://www.cefs.ncsu.edu/
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Strategy D3: Consider options for developing research that supports the creation of resilient 
energy, agricultural, and ecological systems. 

Pathway to Implementation: In order to implement this strategy, the following actions 
should be taken: 

 Action A: Consider setting aside some land for research purposes. 

 Action B: Consider creating a research committee comprised of sisters and 
researchers to oversee research projects to ensure projects are managed 
according to Sinsinawa’s values. 

Potential Partnerships:  
University of Wisconsin Platteville and University of Wisconsin Extension are likely 
potential partners in implementing this strategy.  It is possible that implementing this 
strategy may cost money.  However, Grant County University of Wisconsin Extension 
may be able to assist with grant writing if needed.  Additionally, University of Wisconsin 
Platteville Farm may know of resources to support research. 

 
Strategy D4: Produce food for consumption at the Mound and Villa and for distribution at local 
pantries.  Consider the possibility of processing for value-added products. 

Pathway to Implementation: In order to implement this strategy, the following actions 
should be taken: 

 Action A: Work with kitchen staff to determine purchased products for which 
there may be a locally-grown alternative. 

 Action B: Check with Sinsinawa’s food distributor(s) regarding the possibility of 
accessing local food products; consider adding such a clause in the distributor 
contract. 

 Action C: Work with local pantries to determine what local products would be 
most appropriate for their needs. 

 Action D: Work with production experts listed in strategy D1 (page 18) to 
determine appropriate crops and potential yields that can be produced at 
Sinsinawa Mound.   

 Action E: Consider communicating with the Sinsinawa facilities planning group 
regarding the possibility to use Sinsinawa’s kitchen facilities to process fruit 
and/or vegetable “seconds” for consumption either at the Mound or at local 
food pantries. 

 Potential Partnerships:  

 Working Group on Health Center of Energy  

 Brittany Bethel (Iowa State Extension) 

 Second Harvest and local pantries 

 University of Wisconsin Extension and Catholic Workers Farm regarding 
production knowledge for these crops 
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Objective E: Educational Programming 

Leverage conference center resources to provide educational opportunities in 

ways that recognize and promote the sacred connections that exist in all of 

creation and provide opportunities to deepen a spiritual connection to land. 

 
Strategy E1: Promote programming (earth-based retreats and spiritual forums) 
through the Sinsinawa Mound Conference Center and integration into Mound 
events. 

Pathway to Implementation: Implementing this strategy will require 
close partnership with outreach staff for Mound events.  In order to 
implement this strategy, the following actions should be taken: 

 Action A: Engage expertise in areas of history, geology, and 
ecology to develop programs based on the unique 
characteristics of Sinsinawa Mound. 

 Action B: Invite the participation of educational institutions to 
provide programs and activities for their students and for the 
broader community using Sinsinawa Mound as a site for 
environmental/ecological education.  

 Action C: Develop programming on ecospirituality. 

 Action D: Market Sinsinawa Mound as a premier place to hold  
conferences related to sustainability, agriculture, ecology, etc. 

 Action E: Enhance the natural beauty of the Mound through 
flower gardens, restoration/improvement of nature trails, 
grottoes, signage, maps, and descriptive brochures. 

 Action F: Integrate Sinsinawa Dominican values and land 
management principles at the Mound as educational 
opportunities for participants at other Conference Center 
events.   

Potential Partnerships: 
  Education 

 Southwest Badger 
 Southwest Wisconsin Technical College 
 University of Wisconsin Platteville 
 University of Wisconsin Extension 
 Churches Center for Land and People 
Trail Improvement 
 Willy Bittner, WisCorps can help in building trails and 

involving youth   
Marketing Assistance 
 Wisconsin Department of Tourism  

 
 

Conference Center 

Program Ideas  

Film presentations on 

land, water, and climate 

issues; 

Retreats with ecological 

and earth appreciation 

themes; 

Space for art exhibits and 

for artists to gather around 

earth appreciation; 

A place for nature-

centered learning about 

geology, topography, 

animal and bird habitat; 

Space to teach about the 

cosmology timeline and 

evolutionary 

consciousness 

experiences; 

Space for celebrations, 

libraries, presentations, 

educational programs, 

research and study; 

Music programs with 

planetary, earth, and land 

themes 
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Objective F: Communication 

Establish vehicles for communication with the local and regional communities around 

Sinsinawa as well as the Sinsinawa Dominican congregation members. 

 
Strategy F1: Develop ways for communicating the recommendations in this plan with 
congregation members and subsequently progress on implementation efforts. 

Pathway to Implementation: In order to implement this strategy, the following actions 
should be taken: 

 Action A: Consider setting aside specific time for the Sinsinawa Mound Land 
Futures Committee to gather to discuss ways to most effectively communicate 
their recommendations to the rest of the congregation.  Consider ways to use 
social media, photography, and short videos to communicate information. 

 Action B: Make this drafted document available to all congregation members, 
with a particular emphasis on where these recommendations intersect with the 
recommendations of the groups working on the other centers of energy.  

 Action C: Create a specific part of the internal Sinsinawa website equipped with 
the ability to start conversations regarding issues and topics and track 
implementation progress. 

 Action D: Determine whether or not the Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures 
Committee will be a permanent body or if it will dissolve once the planning 
process is complete.  Please note that this action is very interconnected with 
Objective B (page 18). 

Potential Partnerships: 
 The Reid Group 
 Internal web communications personnel 
 Project director 

 
Strategy F2: Participate in building communities of inclusion in the rural community of 
Southwest Wisconsin by reaching out to minority communities and those who are underserved, 
e.g. people in poverty, youth, Spanish speaking, new immigrants, elderly etc. 

Pathway to Implementation: In order to implement this strategy, the following action 
should be taken: 

 Action A: Work with minority and underserved populations, individuals, and 
groups who work with these communities to identify the best way to 
communicate with and market opportunities to minority and underserved 
communities.   

Potential Partners: 
 Churches Center for Land and People 
 Southwestern Wisconsin Community Action Program 
 Darlington Multicultural Center 
 Catholic Multicultural Center 
 Grassroots Wisconsin 
 University of Wisconsin Extension 
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 Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Dubuque (Cedar Rapids) 
 Project Concern  

 
Strategy F3: Consider holding an open house for surrounding communities, landowners, and 
growers interested in the future land uses at Sinsinawa Mound.  

Pathway to Implementation: In order to implement this strategy, the following actions 
should be taken: 

 Action A:  Identify specific contact person for neighbors to contact if they have 
questions about land use at Sinsinawa Mound.  

 Action B: Concretely articulate future plans for land use at Sinsinawa Mound, 
clearly voicing potential impacts for neighboring landowners.  

 Action C:  Consider working with University of Wisconsin Extension and Iowa 
State Extension to host educational walks for neighboring communities.  
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NEXT STEPS  
 
Land Assessment 
During the course of the planning process, outside experts recommended that the Sinsinawa 
Mound Land Futures Committee have one or two land assessments conducted.  The experts 
noted that a land assessment will provide valuable information to assist in the implementation 
of the strategies articulated in this plan.  It was recommended to have multiple land 
assessments conducted, as each land assessment will look at the natural environment from a 
specific perspective.  
 
At the time this document is being written, two land assessments are currently being 
conducted.  See page 19 for more information. 
 
Determine How to Sustain Continuity in Land Management Decision-Making 
A key implementation factor in moving forward will be determining how land management 
practices will be consistent regardless of changes in leadership, as discussed in Objective B (page 
18).  Making this decision will also indicate dedication and forward momentum to outside 
partners.  It is recommended that decisions regarding sustaining continuity be made prior to the 
hiring of a project director. 
 
Hire a Project Director 
A project director will be able to effectively and efficiently build and manage relationships with 
experts and partners while managing projects that implement the objectives articulated in this 
plan.  This position will provide a single, dedicated point-of-contact for all land resource 
management issues and ensure continuity in project development. 
 
Affirmation by Congregation 
Ensure that the recommendations in this document do not run contrary to the 
recommendations of other working groups.  There must be a process for review of the 
intersections between this group and the other group areas. 
 
Prioritize Action 
In order to implement the intentions articulated in this plan, it will be necessary for the 
Sinsinawa Dominicans to strategically prioritize the land management actions they take next.  If 
the Sinsinawa Mound Land Futures Committee becomes a standing committee, they can make 
prioritization recommendations in the coming months with input from committees planning for 
the other centers of energy. 
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APPENDIX A: 

DIRECTIONAL STATEMENTS RELATED TO SINSINAWA LAND 
1982-2011/16 

 

1982 
…to promote the continued practice of stewardship of the land, and the study in cooperation 
with the neighboring communities, of possible new models of land use” 
 
The following values/principles guided decision about the land: 

1. Good land stewardship, i.e. the development of agricultural practices that are 
regenerative and sustainable. 

2. Healthful living environment, i.e. fresh, healthy food, safe, clean, and beautiful 
environment. 

3. Collaboration with the wider community in mutually beneficial projects and programs. 
4. Opportunities for the development of a spirituality rooted in the interconnectedness of 

all creation. 
5. An economically viable operation.  

 
1989 

 Develop our Sinsinawa site as an ecological learning discovery center 

 Our institutional operations (will) model a commitment to a sustainable future. 

 We (will) engage in serious educational efforts to respond to today’s ecological crisis 
 
1994 
…we will work for justice and peace through our ministries with an emphasis on issues 
concerning ecology. 
 
2004 
…compelled by a growing understanding of our oneness with creation, and in solidarity with 
people who work the land, we commit ourselves to responsible land stewardship at the Mound. 
 
2006 
Recognizing our interdependence with all of creation as well as the urgency of the crisis 
affecting Earth, we (will educate ourselves so that) we might implement and advocate practices 
that lead to ecological sustainability. 
 
2011 
Reaffirmed present mission and vision and developed Direction 2011-2016. 
…we commit ourselves in partnership with others to seek and foster right relationships among 
all of God’s people and with Earth that sustains us.  
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APPENDIX B:   

EXPERT BIOGRAPHIES 
Alliant Energy 
Alliant Energy provides community development grants ranging from $500 to $5,000.  Bruce 
Kepner is the community contact; Bruce was an expert who participated in the Grow Southwest 
Wisconsin planning project in the Energy & Utilities group.  For more information about the 
grants please see www.alliantenergy.com.  
 Bruce Kepner, CEcD 
 Economic and Community Development Manager 
 4902 N. Biltmore Lane, Madison, WI 53718 
 Phone: (608) 458-5753 
 Fax: 608.458.0123 
 Email: brucekepner@alliantenergy.com 
 Website: www.alliantenergy.com 
 
Rand Atkinson, Bio-Interlink, Principal/Owner 
Rand has a background in evaluation and restoration of land and water resources. In 1990, 
Aquatic Resources, Inc. was founded to help lake groups study and restore lakes in central and 
northern Wisconsin. In 1994, Glacial Pond Farms was added to that company to provide native 
seeds and plants for lake shore and grassland restorations. Today, Bio-Interlink offers aquatic as 
well as land restoration expertise. 
 Rand Atkinson 
 Bio-Interlink, LLC 
 Phone: (608) 778-1131 
 Email: biointerlink@gmail.com 
 Website: https://sites.google.com/site/biointerlink/about-us 
 
Ted Bay, University of Wisconsin -Extension Grant County, Crops & Farm Management Agent 
As the Grant County Crops & Farm Management Agent, Ted Bay’s work includes: business 
analysis, enterprise budgeting, grain and forage crops, production management, harvesting and 
storage, nutrient management planning, and pesticide management. 
 Ted Bay, Crops/Farm Management Agent 
 UW-Extension Grant County 
 Phone: (608) 723-2125 
 Email: ted.bay@ces.uwex.edu 
 
Jesse Bennett, Driftless Land Stewardship, Co-Owner/Ecologist 
Raised in Bagley, WI, Jesse spent his formative years experiencing life through the lens of the 
Driftless Area. The study of philosophy and sociology helped elucidate his place in the universe, 
and Driftless Land Stewardship LLC was soon founded as an attempt to keep the global life 
support system functioning. He enjoys the study of natural communities, social philosophy, 
food, wine, and funky music. 
 Jesse Bennett, Co-Owner/Ecologist 
 Phone: (608) 778-2832 
 Email: jesse@driftlesslandstewardship.com 
 Website: www.driftlesslandstewardship.com 

http://www.alliantenergy.com/
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Willie Bittner, WisCorps, Operations Director 
WisCorps is a 501(c)(3) non-profit conservation corps that provides a valuable service to 
Wisconsin’s citizens and environment by engaging youth and young adults (Corps Members) 
aged 16-25 in direct conservation projects on public lands across the state. Crews complete 
projects such as: new trail construction, trail restoration, bridge construction, stream bank 
stabilization, reforestation, and invasive species management. 
 Willie Bittner, Operations Director 
 Wisconsin Conservation Corps 
 Phone: (608) 799-2567 
 Email: willie@wiscorps.org 
 Website: wiscorps.org 
 
Ron Brisbois, Grant County Economic Development Corporation, Executive Director 
Ron Brisbois has spent his career promoting economic development.  He currently serves as the 
executive director of the Grant County Economic Development Corporation and has previously 
served as the president of Prosperity Southwest Wisconsin, a regional economic development 
organization. 
 Ron Brisbois, Executive Director 
 Grant County Economic Development Corporation 
 1800 Bronson Boulevard, Fennimore, WI 53809 
 Phone: (608) 822-3501 
 Fax: 608.822.6019 
 Email: gcedc@grantcounty.org 
 Website: www.grantcounty.org/business/gcedc.html 
 
Abbie Church, Mississippi Valley Conservancy, Land Protection & Management Director 
Abbie Church joined MVC as Land Protection and Management Director in August of 2013. 
Abbie brings a diverse background in natural resources, having worked in the state, federal, 
private and non-profit sectors. Abbie began her career working at the Wright County 
Conservation Board’s Lake Cornelia Park near Clarion, Iowa. Her background also includes 
national non-profit, The Conservation Fund, as well as a role of MVC’s Conservation Specialist at 
MVC from 2007 until 2012. 
 Abbie Church, Land Protection & Management Director 
 Mississippi Valley Conservancy 
 P.O. Box 2611 
 201 Main St, Suite 1001, La Crosse, WI 54601 
 Phone: (608) 784-3606 
 Email: info@mississippivalleyconservancy.org 
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Driftless Area Land Conservancy (DALC) 
DALC is a non-profit land trust that works to create a voluntary conservation organization that 
serves southwestern Wisconsin.  DALC addresses complex conservation and environmental 
needs of concerned citizens and private landowners who seek expertise in botany, geology, 
forestry, archaeology, and legal and policy matters associated with land preservation and 
conservation.  
 David Clutter, Executive Director 
 Driftless Area Land Conservancy 
 P.O. Box 323 
 338 N. Iowa Street, Dodgeville, WI 53533 
 Phone: (608) 930-3252 
 Email: dave@driftlessconservancy.org 
 Website: driftlessconservancy.org 
 
Lois Federman, Marr's Valley View Farms & Director of Something Special from Wisconsin 
Program at DATCP 
Lois is co-owner and co-operator of Marr’s Valley View Farms. Their Black Angus Beef farm has 
been in the Marr family since 1874! Lois is a fourth generation farmer, and part of the second 
consecutive brother-sister team to own and operate the business. She is also director of the 
Something Special from Wisconsin Marketing Program at the Wisconsin Department of 
Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP). 
 Lois Federman, Something Special from Wisconsin 
 Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection 
 2811 Agriculture Drive, Madison, WI 53718 
 Phone: (608) 224-5124 
 Email: datcpssfw@wi.gov 
 Website: www.somethingspecialwi.com 
 
Grant County Conservation Department 
The Grant County Conservation Department manages natural resource conservation services 
and zoning in Grant County.  The department director is Lynda Schweikert. 
 Lynda Schweikert, Director 
 Grant County Conservation, Sanitation, and Zoning Department 
 150 W. Alona Lane, Lancaster, WI 53813 
 Phone: (608) 723-6377 ext. 3 
 Email: Lynda.schweikert@wi.nacdnet.net  
 
Kevin Koch, Professor of English, Author 
Kevin Koch is a Professor of English at Loras College in Dubuque, Iowa, where he teaches 
creative non-fiction and nature writing. A native of Dubuque, he loves to hike, bicycle, cross-
country ski, and snowshoe amid the hills and bluffs along the Mississippi River, and to canoe its 
backwaters. Koch is the author of Skiing at Midnight: A Nature Journal from Dubuque County, 
Iowa, and editor/compiler of Rising with Christ: Catholic Women's Voices Across the World. 
 Dr. Kevin Koch, Professor of English 
 Loras College 
 1450 Alta Vista Street, Dubuque, IA 52001 
 Phone: (800) 245-6727 
 Email: kevin.koch@loras.edu 
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Tom Nelson, Churches Center for Land and People, Executive Director 
Tom Nelson wears many hats and has worked in rural development, promoting local foods, and 
arts in rural communities.  Tom provided input in the Grow Southwest Wisconsin planning 
project as an expert in the Culture and Creativity group. 
 Tom Nelson, Executive Director 
 Churches Center for Land and People 
 Phone: (608) 438-7154 
 Email: tomnelson.art@gmail.com 
 
Cory Ritterbusch, Prairie Works, Inc., Owner 
Cory Ritterbusch founded Prairie Works in 2006 to exercise his passion for native plants and 
quality natural areas of the southern Driftless Area. With over 15 years of experience he is 
knowledgeable in many facets of conservation through contracting, consultation and design. 
 Cory Ritterbusch, Owner 
 Prairie Works, Inc. 
 P.O. Box 6623, Galena, IL 61036 
 Phone: (815) 751-7400 
 Email: info@prairieworksinc.com 
 Website: www.prairieworksinc.com 
 
Joe Schmelz, NRCS Soil Conservationist, Grant County District Conservationist 
Joe became the Grant County District Conservationist in August 2013. He is a Wisconsin DNR 
NRCS Certified Planner for Prescribed/Managed Grazing. 
 Joe Schmelz, District Conservationist 
 Natural Resource Conservation Service 
 150 W. Alona Lane, Lancaster, WI 53813 
 Phone: (608) 723-6377 ext 180 
 Email: Joe.Schmelz@wi.usda.gov 
 
Mark Shepard, New Forest Farm, Owner 
Mark Shepard is the CEO of Forest Agriculture Enterprises and runs New Forest Farm, the 106-
acre perennial agricultural forest considered by many to be one of the most ambitious 
sustainable agriculture projects in the United States. New Forest Farm is a planned conversion 
of a typical row-crops grain farm into a commercial-scale, perennial agricultural ecosystem using 
oak savanna, successional brushland and eastern woodlands as the ecological models. 
 Mark Shepard, Owner 
 New Forest Farm 
 P.O. Box 24, Viola, WI 54664  
 Phone: (612) 758-0216 
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Southwest Badger Resource Conservation & Development Council (RC&D) 
RC&D is a non-biased rural development program, focusing on the conservation, development, 
and utilization of natural resources to improve the standard of living in southwestern Wisconsin.  
It joins forces with individuals, agencies, and groups to improve the social, economic, and 
environmental opportunities of the local area.  Forester Patrick Dayton provided input in the 
Sinsinawa Dominican planning process.  
 Cara Carper, Executive Director or Patrick Dayton, Forester 
 Southwest Badger Resource Conservation & Development Council 
 P.O. Box 753 
 1370 N. Water St Ste 3, Platteville, WI 53818 
 Phone: (608) 348-7110 
 Email: swbadger@swbadger.org; cara.carper@swbadger.org;  

Patrick.dayton@swbadger.org 
 
Steve Swenson, Aldo Leopold Foundation, Ecologist 
Steve Swenson has spent his career advancing the relationship between people and land.  As 
ecologist for the Aldo Leopold Foundation, he directs the Science and Stewardship Program at 
the Leopold Family Shack and Farm, a National Historic Landmark.  This work serves as the basis 
for partnership and communication with private landowners and resource professionals 
throughout the Midwest. 
 Steve Swenson, Ecologist 
 Aldo Leopold Foundation 
 P.O. Box 77, Baraboo, WI 53913 
 Phone: (608) 355-0279 ext 29 
 Email: steve@aldoleopold.org 
 Website: www.aldoleopold.org 
 
Rick Terrien, Iowa County Economic Development Corp., Director 
Rick focuses on creating jobs and economic development opportunities.  One of his current 
initiatives involves supporting regional food systems at the Wisconsin Innovation Kitchen in 
Mineral Point. This kitchen involves creating new businesses and jobs for people with 
disabilities.  Rick is also an avid hiker, biker, reader, writer, and learner. 
 Rick Terrien, Director 
 Iowa County Economic Development Corporation 
 P.O. Box 61 Dodgeville, WI 53533 
 Phone: (608) 553-7575 
 Email: rickt@iowacountyedc.org 
 Website: iowacountyedc.org  
 
US Department of Agriculture Rural Development 
This federal department provides resources to improve the economy and quality of life in rural 
communities.  USDA Rural Development offers a number of federally funded grants that could 
help support Sinsinawa Dominican projects.  
 Carol Wetuski, Area Director 
 US Dept. of Agriculture Rural Development 
 138 S. Iowa Street, Suite 2, Dodgeville, WI 53533 
 Phone: (608) 935-2791 
 Email: RD.Dodgeville@wi.usda.gov 
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APPENDIX C:  

POSSIBLE HOLDING ARRANGEMENTS1 

WISCONSIN LAND TRUSTS 

WHAT IS A LAND TRUST? 
Conservation land is essential to the health and beauty of Wisconsin.  Land trusts are non-profit 

organizations that help protect land for public benefit.  There is no legal definition of “land 

trust”: it’s a term used to describe organizations that, in pursuit of conservation missions, own 

land, hold conservation easements, or both.  These organizations permanently protect 

important natural, recreational, scenic, historic and working lands in their communities.  Among 

the great strengths of land trusts is their community focus: local swimming holes, scenic 

features and open parkland may never attract state or national resources for protection.  But 

land trusts, whose missions are determined by their volunteers and members, work to protect 

the special places that make Wisconsin home.  

HOW DO LAND TRUSTS WORK? 
Land trusts use a variety of tools to help private landowners who opt to protect the 

conservation values of their property.  Most commonly, land trusts accept donations of or 

purchase property or conservation easements.   

Once a conservation deal has closed, land trusts hold the perpetual responsibility to manage the 

lands they own and make sure future land owners and land uses uphold the terms of any 

conservation easements they hold. 

In addition, many land trusts work cooperatively with government agencies by acquiring or 

managing land, participating in comprehensive planning endeavors or holding conservation 

easements on public properties.  As private non-profit partners, land trusts can access resources 

that agencies could not otherwise use to help protect important places.  

WISCONSIN’S LAND TRUSTS 
The land trust movement is the fastest growing conservation movement in the country and 

Wisconsin’s land trust community is no exception.  In 1994 there were 12 land trusts working in 

the state.  Formed by citizens and neighbors concerned about the future of their communities, 

today there are more than 50 local and regional land trusts preserving places with special 

                                                           
1 Appendix C is taken from the following documents: Wisconsin Land Trusts.  Madison: 

Gathering Waters Conservancy, May, 2009.  Conservation Options for Landowners.  Madison: 

Gathering Waters Conservancy, May, 2009.  Conservation Easements.  Madison: Gathering 

Waters Conservancy, May, 2009.  Tax Benefits of Working with a Land Trust.  Madison: 

Gathering Waters Conservancy, January, 2011. 
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ecological scenic, recreational, and cultural value.  Collectively they have protected more than 

200,000 acres of land.  

Wisconsin land trusts are a diverse group.  Some are all-volunteer organizations, others have 

several paid staff.  There are a number of land trusts working regionally across many counties.  

Others work more locally, focused on a particular resources.  Wisconsin land trusts have 

accomplished lasting protection of forestlands, working farms, long stretches of undeveloped 

shorelines, acres of native prairie and much more.  

CONSERVATION OPTIONS FOR LANDOWNERS 

DECIDING WHICH OPTION IS RIGHT FOR YOU 
Land trusts provide an opportunity for you to leave a legacy of unspoiled land and water 

resources through a variety of voluntary conservation options.  If you are considering 

conservation, your first step is to talk to your local land trust about how you might work 

together to ensure protection of your property.  This flowchart lists options that might suit your 

family’s goals and the land trust’s mission.  Each private land protection arrangement is unique – 

the result of conversations between landowners and land trusts.  It is also important to talk with 

your legal or financial advisor as you consider your conservation options.  This info-sheet is 

designed to help you start thinking about lasting protection for the land you treasure.  
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CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
A conservation easement is a voluntary, permanent agreement that legally restricts the use of 

your land in order to preserve its conservation values.  Each conservation easement is designed 

to reflect your land’s special values and goals.  You retain the right to own and sell your property 

but the easement restrictions will always remain with the property’s title.  Most conservation 

easements are donated by the landowner to a land trust, and such donations can provide 

significant tax advantages.  

LAND DONATION 
Some landowners donate full ownership of their property to a land trust.  This option may be 

best suited for you if you do not wish to leave your land to heirs, or no longer use the land.  It is 

important to contact a land trust before making this decision.  Donations can include all or just a 

portion of your property. 

It is possible to donate a property now and retain the right to live on use the property during 

your lifetime.  This is known as a “reserved life estate.”  
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BARGAIN SALE 
With this choice you sell your land or an easement to a land trust at a price below what you 

could receive on the open market.  The difference between the “fair market value” and the 

actual sale price is considered a donation to the land trust, and therefore potentially tax 

deductible (though you may owe taxes on the proceeds of such a sale, as you would on any such 

capital gain).  

BEQUEST 
A bequest is also called a “donation by devise” and transfers ownership of your property to a 

land trust through your will.  This is a good choice if financial compensation is not a necessity 

and you want to maintain the current use of your land.  In addition, this option can confer estate 

tax benefits. 

LAND SALE 
This option provides financial compensation for protecting your land.  While most land trusts 

have limited funding for purchases, it may be possible for them to fundraise in order to 

purchase a particularly important piece of land. Many land trusts in Wisconsin use the Knowles-

Nelson Stewardship Fund, a state fund for land acquisition by the WI-DNR, local governments, 

and non-profit conservation groups.  When land trusts work with the Stewardship Fund or any 

public grant program, landowners should expect that there will be several requirements to 

meet, including perhaps a property management plan, donation of an easement to the state or 

making the land open to the public whenever possible.  

REGISTRY 
If you are concerned with protecting the natural values of your land but are not ready to 

permanently protect it, you may want to consider this option.  By registering your land with 

your land trust you make a commitment to protect the natural elements, features, and 

characteristics of your property.  You also agree to notify the land trust before you plan to sell or 

transfer the property and of any threats to your land.  

CONSERVATION EASEMENTS 

WHAT IS A CONSERVATION EASEMENT? 
A conservation easement is a legal agreement between a landowner and a land trust or 

government agency that permanently limits uses of the land in order to protect its conservation 

values.  Conservation easements allow landowners to continue to own and use their land, sell it 

or pass it on to heirs, and protect the important natural features of their property. 

When you donate a conservation easement to a land trust, you voluntarily give up some of the 

rights associated with the land in order to protect its conservation values.  Conservation 

easements are very flexible agreements.  An easement on property that is home to rare wildlife 

might prohibit any development, for example, while an easement on working farm might allow 
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continued farming and additional agricultural structures.  An easement may apply to all or a 

portion of a property and need not require public access. 

Conservation easements are designed to benefit the public by forever protecting conservation 

values.  Therefore, they are perpetual agreements.  Future owners will be bound by the terms of 

the easement.  The land trust or organization holding the easement is responsible for making 

sure the terms of the easements are upheld.  

Conservation easements can be donated or sold.  If a donation meets the federal tax code 

requirements as a qualified conservation contribution, it can be claimed as a tax-deductible 

charitable donation.  

This information covers some conservation easement basics.  Interested landowners should 

consult with their own financial and legal advisors to learn more about how a conservation 

easement might help them meet their conservation and financial goals.  

Q. Who can “hold” a conservation easement? 

A. A qualified nonprofit, tax-exempt conservation organization – such as a land trust or 

conservancy – may hold a conservation easement, as can federal, state, or local units of 

government. 

Q. Who decides what restrictions are included in a conservation easement? 

A. The landowner and the land trust or other easement holder decide together what is needed 

to protect the land’s conservation values and meet the financial and personal needs of the 

landowner’s family.  If a conservation easement is purchased using particular grant funding, 

grant program requirements may also influence what the easement restricts or allows.  

Q. If I donate a conservation easement, does the land trust have an ownership interest in my 

land?   

A. No. Conservation easements are non-possessory interests in real property.  Once an 

easement is conveyed, the only thing the easement holder “owns” is the legal responsibility to 

ensure that the terms of the easement are upheld. 

Q. What are the easement holder’s roles and responsibilities? 

A. When a land trust or government entity accepts a conservation easement, it takes on 

perpetual obligations to monitor the property and enforce the easement terms.  Once an 

easement is established, the land trust documents the site’s conservation values, performs 

periodic site inspections to ensure all the easement’s conditions are being honored, and keeps 

all future owners of the site informed of the easement agreement.  In the event that the terms 

of an easement are violated, the easement holder is accountable for making sure any damage to 
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the conservation values on the land is repaired.  The easement holder has the right and 

responsibility to take legal action, if necessary, to enforce conservation easements.  

Q. Does a conservation easement grant public access to land? 

A. Conservation easements do not necessarily grant public access, although public access to 

protected land can be a stipulation of an easement if that is mutually acceptable to the 

landowner and the easement holder.  

Q. What effect does a conservation easement have on a landowner’s ability to sell, develop, 

or pass the land to heirs? 

A. While restrictions defined in a conservation easement run with the property forever, land 

protected in this way can be sold, passed to heirs or otherwise transferred.  

Q. What are the financial or tax benefits of donating a conservation easement? 

A. The value of a conservation easement donated to a qualified organization is deductible for 

tax purposes if it meets federal tax code requirements.  There are also rules in the federal estate 

tax laws that favor property protected by conservation easements. 

Q. How is the value of a conservation easement determined? 

A. The value of an easement is the difference between the property’s fair market value before 

and after the conservation easement is conveyed.  Easement values vary greatly: in general, the 

highest value easements are those placing broad restrictions against development on open 

space under intense development pressure. 

The value of conservation easements is heavily influenced by the specific terms of each 

easement.  Therefore, any attempt to “ball park” the value of an easement before those terms 

are defined is speculative, at best.  Conservation easement values, either for purchase or for tax-

deduction purposes, must be determined by a qualified land appraiser and must meet specific 

appraisal requirements.  

Q. Will a conservation easement reduce property taxes? 

A. Land subject to a conservation easement may see a reduced assessment.  Under Wisconsin 

law, local property tax assessors are required to consider the effect of a conservation easement 

when setting the taxable value of the property.  But in practice, assessments of eased land have 

varied widely in the state.  

Q. Can a conservation easement be undone? 

A. Only in rare circumstances and only by judicial decision can a conservation easement be 

extinguished.  They should be understood as permanent agreements.  
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Landowners considering a conservation easement should seek the advice of an attorney with 

conservation easement experience.  

TAX BENEFITS OF WORKING WITH A LAND TRUST  
Most people who donate land or a conservation easement to a land trust are motivated by love 

for the land and their wish to see that land preserved for future generations.  Some donors also 

take advantage of tax benefits associated with land conservation gifts. 

Here is a short summary of the tax incentives for qualified conservation gifts.  Tax laws change 

frequently, and this information only briefly describes potential benefits.  Anyone considering 

conservation gifts as part of their financial or estate plans should consult an attorney or tax 

planner familiar with these conservation tax benefits.  

GIFTS OF MONEY OR OTHER ASSETS 
Outright cash gifts are the simplest way to support a land trust and gain a tax deduction.  You 

can also donate other assets, like securities, stocks, or life insurance.  The IRS rules governing 

donations vary according to the type of gift.  Such donations are deductible up to the value of 

the donated item.  Taxpayers may deduct up to 50% of their adjusted gross income for cash 

donations.  

DONATION OF “QUALIFIED CONSERVATION CONTRIBUTIONS” 
The value of a gift of either land or a conservation easement, if that gift meets IRS qualifications, 

can be deducted from the donor’s federal income taxes.  Under current tax laws, landowners 

who donate conservation easements or land to land trusts or government bodies may be able to 

deduct the fair market value of their donation up to 50% of their adjusted gross income in the 

year they make the gift.  Any remaining value can be carried forward as deductions for 16 years.  

Donations may also be in the form of a bargain sale, in which the landowner sells property or an 

easement for less than fair market value.  The difference between the fair market value and the 

sale price is the basis for any income tax deduction.  

BENEFITS FOR FARMERS 
A recently renewed law allows farmers to deduct up to 100% of the value of a donated 

conservation easement from their income taxes.  Farmers are defined as those who receive 

more than 50% of their income from “the trade or business of farming,” and can be an individual 

or a corporation.  

ESTATE TAXES 
While the federal estate tax expired at the end of 2009, it will return at a $5 million unified 

credit and 35% rate in 2011.  In addition, the 2001 law that removed geographic limitations from 

the section 2031(c) estate tax exclusion for land protected by a conservation easement has been 

extended through December 31, 2012.   
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Land trusts are currently working with partners and supporters in Congress on a variety of 

proposals that would exclude land under easement, or agricultural lands in general, froom the 

estate tax.  

IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS 
Achieving tax savings through a conservation gift is possible; the conservation tax incentives 

have helped thousands of landowners chose lasting conservation.  However, tax savings are 

neither guaranteed nor expeditious.  Conservation gifts can take several months to close and 

potential federal tax benefits vary with the particulars of each donation.  To qualify for 

deduction, gifts of land or conservation easements must: 

1) Be to a qualified organization – The easement must be granted to a qualified charitable 

conservation organization or a public agency charged with overseeing land conservation 

or historic preservation.  The recipient organization “must have the resources 

to…monitor and enforce” the easement restrictions. 

2) Be for conservation purposes – An easement must be granted exclusively for 

conservation purposes.  The IRS has a broad definition of “conservation purposes” that 

includes preservation of natural habitats or resource lands, historic sites, scenic 

landscapes, wildlife corridors, areas for public education or recreation, and open spaces.  

3) Be permanent – donated conservation easements must be granted in perpetuity. 

4) Be properly appraised – The appraisal to determine the easement value must meet strict 

federal substantiation requirements as specified in federal tax law regarding 

conservation easements. 

5) Be reported using IRS Form 8283 – The easement donor must complete Form 8283 

including the value of the donation, and have the recipient organization sign the form to 

acknowledge receipt of the easement.  

FOR MORE INFORMATION 
An experienced land trust is a good source of information about your land conservation options.  

They can illustrate successful examples of land donations and conservation easements, and 

outline the steps a landowner should take to examine the available options.  Land trusts cannot 

provide legal or financial advice, however, and they cannot guarantee the success of a particular 

plan or give potential donors a “ball park” estimate of a tax break.  Conservation donors should 

seek qualified, independent counsel from legal and financial experts familiar with the laws 

pertaining to charitable gifts of land and easements.  

Additional information about the conservation tax incentive is available at 

www.lta.org/policy/tax-policy.  

 


