
Conservation Restrictions:
A Guide for Landowners



Wildlands Trust works throughout Southeastern Massachusetts to conserve and permanently 
protect native habitats, farmland, and lands of high ecological and scenic value that serve to 
keep our communities healthy and our residents connected to the natural world.     1



Introduction
We welcome you as the owner, or potential owner, of a property protected under 
a permanent conservation restriction (CR) held by Wildlands Trust. As cooperative 
partners, we trust that our landowners know what’s best for their property, but 
we also understand that caring for a conserved property can be a complicated 
undertaking. Wildlands Trust is here to help.

We have prepared this landowner handbook to:

•  Help answer questions you may have about your CR;
•   Help you understand your rights and responsibilities as the owner of a 

conserved property;
•    Outline the assistance available from Wildlands Trust to help you steward 

your property’s unique features in compliance with the terms of the CR. 

We hope you find this overview helpful in understanding your obligations as a CR landowner. We encourage you to 
contact us with questions, concerns, and feedback. Thank you for partnering with us in our efforts to protect Southeastern 
Massachusetts!

TO CONTACT US:

Wildlands Trust  Karen Grey, Executive Director           Scott MacFaden, Director of Land Protection
675 Long Pond Rd.  774-343-5121 x 100             774-343-5121 x 107
Plymouth, MA 02360  kgrey@wildlandstrust.org            smacfaden@wildlandstrust.org
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What is a Conservation Restriction?
A conservation restriction, also referred to as conservation easements in other states, is a permanent legal agreement 
that protects important natural resources with conservation value. Protecting your land’s conservation values benefits 
not only the private or municipal landowner, but also the public. The CR agreement between a landowner and a qualified 
holding organization (Wildlands Trust) allows the landowner to continue to own and use their land, while identifying 
certain use restrictions that help protect the property in perpetuity.

CRs are permanent interests in property, recorded at the County Registry of Deeds, and held by a qualified non-profit 
entity, such as Wildlands Trust, or governmental agency, such as a municipal conservation commission. The CR is a 
legally binding agreement that ensures the land is permanently protected through all subsequent changes in property 
ownership.

In Massachusetts, CRs are reviewed and approved at the state level by the Executive Office of Energy and Environmental 
Affairs (EOEEA) and by the municipality in which the land is located (via the town Board of Selectmen or City Council).



Because individual landowners have different needs and goals for the 
conservation of their property, each recorded CR contains unique terms which 
reflect a balance between protecting the land and the personal objectives of 
the landowner granting the CR.

Additional benefits for a landowner granting a CR include:

• Peace of mind in knowing the land will remain protected forever;
•  Possible federal tax savings: Donated CRs may be considered a 

charitable donation of a property interest;
• Possible state tax credits;
•  A possible reduction in local property taxes: The property’s assessed 

value may be reduced by the CR which restricts the property’s 
development value.
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Landowner Testimonial

“The river, its bank, the woodlands, and 
the wildlife therein all had rich ecological 
value to Native Americans and early 
settlers and have a tremendous history 
as a result. Placing a CR allowed us to 
permanently protect these wonders 
and provided the economic incentives 
through tax savings to do so.”

Greg Lucini
President & CEO, ISM Solar

Lucini CR, Berkley



What is a Baseline Documentation Report?
A baseline documentation report (BDR) must be prepared for every new CR to 
document the physical conditions of the property at the time it is protected. 
The BDR describes the current conditions of the property’s protected 
conservation values using detailed narratives, topographic maps, and photos.

The BDR documents, in detail, the condition of all property features that 
are protected or affected by the terms of the CR. These include current land 
uses and improvements (e.g. existing structures, roads, trails), as well as CR 
purposes such as protecting ecological, scenic, and/or historic resources. 
The specificity of each BDR depends on the details of the CR’s purposes and 
reserved rights. Wildlands staff will reference the BDR during monitoring 
visits to identify changes to the property (man-made or natural) and assure all 
parties that the terms of the CR are upheld. As landowners exercise reserved 
rights and changes occur on the land, Wildlands Trust will record descriptions 
and photos in our permanent records to provide a continuous record of the 
protected property over time.

Before the CR can be recorded at the Registry of Deeds, the BDR must be 
reviewed and acknowledged by both the landowner granting the CR (Grantor) 
and the holder of the CR (Grantee). The CR grantor and all successive owners 
will receive a copy of the BDR for their permanent records. The BDR also 
includes a copy of the recorded CR. As a best management practice, we 
recommend keeping these materials where they can be easily referenced to 
ensure any future changes made on the property are consistent with the CR’s 
terms.
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Annual Monitoring Visits
After Wildlands Trust accepts a CR, we are legally responsible for ensuring 
that your property’s conservation values are protected forever. To meet 
this obligation, we:

• Endeavor to monitor your property once per calendar year;
•  Produce a monitoring report with photos to document any 

issues observed, changes to the property and/or boundary 
encroachments, and to establish an ongoing record of the 
property’s condition and use over time.

In addition to ensuring that the terms of your CR are being followed, 
annual monitoring also helps us to build and maintain positive working 
relationships with our landowners by providing an opportunity for us to 
meet in person and answer any questions you might have about your 
reserved rights and/or proposed changes to your protected property.

Prior to each visit, we will contact you to schedule a mutually convenient day and time to monitor your property. 
We understand that it may not always be possible for CR landowners to meet with the monitor, but we welcome the 
opportunity whenever possible. If repeated attempts to connect with you are unsuccessful, we must still visit your property 
to fulfill our obligation as the CR holder. To ensure timely communication, please notify us of any changes to your contact 
information as well as your preferred method for our staff to reach you (e.g. email, cell or home phone).

Successful CR stewardship is an ongoing commitment which depends on open communication between you and Wildlands 
Trust’s CR Program staff.
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CR Boundaries
While some CRs cover an entire parcel, others protect only a portion 
of the property. Each CR document includes a legal description of 
the restricted area, and many have a boundary survey completed 
and recorded at the time the CR is established. Knowing the location 
of your boundaries is an essential element in fulfilling our mutual 
obligation to protect your property’s conservation values. Clearly 
marked boundaries help us to conduct our annual monitoring visits 
and help you inform your neighbors and others that your property is 
covered by a CR.

Often CR boundaries have been professionally surveyed and the 
corners marked with permanent survey monuments (e.g. iron pins, 
stone bounds). For those protected properties with no survey, we rely 
on other information such as recorded surveys of abutting properties, 
municipal assessors’ records, map data from MassGIS, compass, GPS, 
and field evidence to help us identify CR boundaries for monitoring 
and enforcement purposes. Where no survey exists, or where an 
existing survey is not adequate to define a restriction boundary, hiring 
a professional land surveyor may be necessary to protect your property 
from external trespassing threats and third party encroachments.

As a complement to surveying your property, posting your boundaries 
helps to facilitate our monitoring and informs abutters and others 
that your property is protected by a permanent CR. Posting your CR 
boundaries is entirely optional, but is a good proactive measure.
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Assistance Available to CR Landowners
Wildlands Trust’s primary duty in relation to your protected property is 
documenting its conditions over time and ensuring compliance with the CR 
terms. In addition to our annual monitoring visits, we are always available to 
help you better understand your CR, how its terms may impact any future land 
management decisions, and whether or not certain activities are permitted. 
Additionally, our staff is available to provide general advice on issues that 
may affect your property’s conservation values, including managing invasive/
non-native plant species and wildlife habitat restoration. Staff can also provide 
assistance with identifying resources and providing connections to contractors 
and grant-funding opportunities to support the management of your property. 

For more information, see www.wildlandstrust.org/conserveyourland.

Landowner Testimonial

“This woodland preserve tells the history 
of our continent: glacial rock, springs, 
stone walls, remnants of fruit trees and 
farming, returning oak and pine. The 
CR placed upon this land invites us to 
walk amidst this preserve seeking a new 
human intimacy with all the beings of 
the natural world.”

Sister Chris Loughlin
Dominican Sisters for Peace

Crystal Spring Preserve, Plainville



CR Violations and Enforcement
Wildlands Trust’s careful and consistent monitoring and enforcement of the provisions of every CR we hold are critical 
to ensuring that the conservation values entrusted to us are protected forever. A key component of Wildlands Trust’s CR 
enforcement policy is maintaining open communication and healthy working relationships with our CR landowners. We 
realize that most violations are not intentional and, more often than not, result from landowners, abutters, or other parties 
either being unaware of the CR or not understanding it. We strongly encourage you to review the terms of your CR carefully 
and contact us if you need help with interpreting the language. Good communication with us can help prevent costly CR 
violations and irreplaceable damage to your property’s conservation values.

If a violation does occur, Wildlands Trust is 
obligated to work towards resolving it in order 
to meet our responsibilities as the CR holder. 
We will schedule a site visit with you to take a 
look at the issue together and determine the 
nature, extent, and significance of the violation. 
Each CR violation is reviewed on a case-by-case 
basis.

While many violations are minor, others 
are more serious and directly impact the 
CR purposes and values, like clear-cutting 
protected forested habitat to open a new view 
or building in the wrong spot.
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Working in partnership with our CR landowners, our goal is always to work 
proactively to avoid violations, but undoubtedly they will occur, and we take 
them very seriously. We are fully committed to working with you to resolve 
violations amicably and always seek to negotiate a voluntary resolution.

Landowner Testimonial

“This land is protected in perpetuity, so 
it’s very important to partner with an 
organization that has a proven track-
record of meeting the challenge of 
enforcing the CR and thus protecting the 
conservation value of the land well into 
the future.”

Bill Keohan
Chairman, Community Preservation Committee
Town of Plymouth

Center Hill Preserve, Plymouth



Exercising Reserved Rights
Every CR document outlines basic rights that the landowner 
retains. Certain reserved rights, however, require prior notification 
to Wildlands Trust and often may require our written approval as 
well. Although many simple reserved rights can be carried out at 
will, such as selective pruning and composting, every CR is unique 
and it is important for you to be familiar with its requirements. 
The purpose of requiring the landowner to provide prior notice for 
certain activities is to afford Wildlands Trust an opportunity to ensure 
that the activity or use is designed and carried out consistent with 
the terms of the restriction. Notification of your intent to exercise 
a reserved right is typically required in writing. If you are unsure 
whether notification is required, err on the side of caution and check 
in with our staff before beginning your project.

When written approval is required, there is usually a set number 
of days that the landowner must give Wildlands Trust before 
undertaking certain activities. To aid us in issuing a timely approval, 
please be sure to provide sufficient detail of the nature, scope, 
design, location, and timetable for your project. If we find that the 
activity you are seeking to undertake is inconsistent with the terms 
of your CR, we cannot issue our approval. However, we are fully 
committed to working with you to negotiate an approvable plan that 
will ensure the protection of your property’s conservation values.
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Changes in Ownership
As with any property, land under CR will change hands over time. In order to help ensure perpetual protection of your 
land, access easements, etc., we ask that you notify your realtor and all potential buyers and lessees about the CR on 
your property. It is very important that your realtor and the prospective new owner of your CR property understand the 
significance of the restriction: why it exists, how it works, the specific restrictions and allowances, and our monitoring 
protocol. All too often, we learn of a change in ownership after the sale, which raises the risk of unintentional CR violations.

If you do sell your property or transfer ownership, most CRs contain the requirement that you notify Wildlands Trust before 
any conveyance and that the transfer deed references the book and page of the recorded CR, so please check the “Transfer” 
section in your restriction to avoid an unintentional violation. Even if these terms are not required in your CR, we urge you 
to notify us as it helps ensure that we will be able to:

•  Establish early contact with the new landowners to help them to better understand the terms of the CR and answer 
any questions;

• Prevent violations from taking place because of a misunderstanding;
• Acquaint the new landowners with Wildlands Trust staff.

We also ask you to let us know if you’re planning to transfer legal ownership within your own family, to a real estate trust, 
or a limited liability corporation, as we need to maintain records of the correct legal ownership of all our CR properties.



Can a CR be Changed or Removed?
Since CRs are designed to be permanent, amending them (with 
one exception as noted below) or revoking them is difficult. 
However, Wildlands Trust can provide guidance on the limited 
conditions under which a CR may be amended. Such situations 
include:

• Adding acreage under the CR’s protection;
• Clarifying or strengthening the CR’s language.

In Massachusetts, a CR amendment must go through the same 
approval process as a new CR, meaning both the landowner 
and the CR holder agree to it and approval is required from the 
municipal government and the Executive Office of Energy and 
Environmental Affairs. 

Both Wildlands Trust’s policy and state law indicate that a CR amendment will only be considered and approved when the 
amendment will not result in any diminishment in protection of the CR’s purposes and conservation values. Therefore, an 
amendment must result in a neutral change or, ideally, an improvement to the CR’s protected conservation values (i.e. a 
net conservation gain). Adding additional land to a CR through the amendment process is generally considered as a net 
conservation gain, and Wildlands has worked with multiple landowners to strengthen their CRs by adding acreage to their 
coverage.  

The amendment process can be very time intensive, and any request by a landowner to amend a CR may require payment 
to cover associated costs (e.g. appraisal, land surveying, recording fees, etc.).
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About Wildlands Trust
Founded in 1973, Wildlands Trust is one of the largest and 
oldest regional land trusts in Massachusetts. Through our 
work, we have helped to ensure the protection of 12,000 
acres of natural and agricultural lands.  

We envision a future where open land is abundant, our 
water is clean, and forests, farms, wetlands, fields, ponds 
and coastal areas are commonplace sightings on our 
landscape.

Important Forms You Can Download at 
www.wildlandstrust.org/conserveyourland:

1. Request for Approval of Reserved Rights
2. Contact Information Update
3. Notice of Property Conveyance
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Join Our Community
Learn with Us
• Guided Hikes
• Nature Study
• Presentations
• Wellness Workshops
• Nature Crafts
• And More…
Visit wildlandstrust.org/events

Get Outside
Find a Wildlands Trust property near you! Discover our properties at 
wildlandstrust.org/trails.

Volunteer
Adopt a nearby preserve by visiting and reporting once a month. Learn more at 
wildlandstrust.org/volunteer.

Donate
Our work is made possible by the generosity of private individuals. Please visit 
our website to make an online donation or to request more information about 
how to support land conservation. Learn more at wildlandstrust.org/donate.
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