
Red-backed salamander — common in wetlands 
near the Great Swamp. 

Easements Are Easy 

A landowner fortunate enough to have property with open areas, slopes, or wetlands 
can give or sell development rights to part or all of the lot.   

Chatham Township, with a population of over 
10,000,  knows the value of open space.  For several 
years the Township has had a modest open space 
tax which, leveraged with New Jersey state 
Green Acres funds, has led to the preserva-
tion of dozens of acres of developable land.  
Almost everyone in town  lives within walk-
ing distance of a footpath, playground, or 
wooded vacant parcel.  

Purchasing land is expensive, but fortunately 
there are other, almost no-cost ways of pre-
serving views, elbow room, habitat for native 
animals and plants, ground wa-
ter recharge for drinking water 
supplies, and  trees for air puri-
fication (trees produce oxygen, 
remember.) 

One of the best of these preser-
vation methods is called a con-
servation easement.  A land-
owner fortunate enough to have property with open 
areas, slopes, or wetlands can give or sell develop-
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Have Your Land & Save it  Too! 
So, what's the catch!  None, really.  You continue to 
own the land just as before.  You specify in the con-
servation easement agreement what activities will 
be permitted (perhaps routine maintenance of vege-

tation, a garden, or a walk-
ing path) and which will be 
prohibited (typically build-
ing of structures, dumping 
of trash or chemicals, re-
moval of vegetation, motor 
vehicles, and disturbing the 
soil.)   The value to the pub-

lic lies in keeping the 
property in an open state, 
but the public would not 
have access unless you 
allowed that in the agree-
ment. It's your property, to 
keep, or sell, or pass on to 
your children.  

Since you are selling or giving away some of the 
land's development potential you may qualify for a 
property tax reduction.  Contact the Township tax 
office to discuss this possibility.  If you donate the 
easement you may also be able to get credit for a 
charitable deduction on your state and federal tax. 

New stiffer environmental rules at all levels, local, 
state and national, are making it harder and harder 
to build on slopes, in wetlands and near streams.  In 
creating a conservation easement on your property 
you may just be relinquishing a development right 
that in fact no longer exists anyway. 

Skunk cabbage 
(Symplocarpus foetidus)
If you see it you've got 
wetlands.  Spathe makes 
its own heat in early 
spring to attract insects. 

Here’s an Example 
In 1993 the public utility company PSE&G needed 
to upgrade control facilities near where their power 
lines cross Shunpike Road.  PSE&G, requiring land 
to build a small building and an underground con-
duit for cables, approached an adjacent church with 
an offer to buy its undeveloped back yard.  The 
church agreed.  PSE&G bought 4 acres of what 
were mostly wetlands, used only an acre, and gave 
a conservation easement on the rest to Chatham 
Township.  Almost 3 acres of water-purifying wet-
lands near the proposed new Woodland Park will 
forever remain in a natural state. 

First, decide to keep part or all of the open area on 
your property undisturbed for all time ("in perpetu-
ity.") 

Next, contact the Township administrator or 
reputable environmental non-profit organiza-
tion  (check them out before making any 
agreements!)  to discuss the conservation 
values of your  land.  Besides slopes, wet-
lands, scenic views, or historic buildings, 
your land might be home to rare plants and 
animals.  Threatened or endangered species 
you might spot in our area are the red-

shouldered hawk (frequently 
seen along the wide power 
line openings), barred owl, 
wood turtle, blue-spotted 
salamander, and a very at-
tractive wetland plant, the 
swamp pink (beloved by 
deer, unfortunately.) 

Finally, sign an agreement to give or sell the devel-
opment rights.  The Township or environmental 
non-profit will handle the details for you.  Most of 
the conservation easements in Chatham Township 
are on a portion of a lot rather than the whole prop-

Stream corridors have high conservation 
values.  Erosion of banks dumps sediment 
into the water causing harm to aquatic life.  
Adjacent wetlands host a diversity of plant 
and animal life. 



Neighborly Conservation 

The map shows in green those areas in Chatham 
Township with conservation easements.  Property 
near the Great Swamp National Wildlife Refuge 
(center empty-looking area) is especially likely to 
qualify for an easement.  Land on steep slopes needs 
protecting because of the possibility of erosion; also 
pollution and flooding onto the property of downhill 
neighbors may occur.  As you can see, many resi-
dents in the Township have become proud conserva-
tion easement owners, protecting the land for all 
time. 

Web sites with more information 
• http://www.lta.org/conserve/options.htm     

The Land Trust Alliance.   Options for 
landowners. 

• http://www.greatswamp.org/Resources-
Teachers/streamways/land_protection.htm    
Great Swamp Watershed Association.  
Land protection methods. 

• http://www.state.nj.us/dep/greenacres/
whysell.htm     Information on NJ Green-
acres program. 

• http://www.sort.org/print_article.php?
article_id=23    New tax incentives for do-
nated land and easements. 

• http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/recreation/
easements.pdf    Using easements to pre-
serve open space. Chatham Township Open Space Committee 

Chatham Township Environmental Commission 
58 Meyersville Rd. 
Chatham, NJ  07928 
973-635-4600 
http://www.chathamtownship.org 

Skunk cabbage drawing by Zackery Zdinak 
http://www.lifedraw.com/eastrip/eastripport.html 
 
Salamander photo & map by D. Stillinger 

Partners in Conservation 

The following organizations can provide you with 
more information. 
 
• Great Swamp Watershed Association 
• Morris Land Conservancy 
• Passaic River Coalition 
• The Land Trust Alliance 
• The Trust for Public Land 
• New Jersey Conservation Foundation 
• The Nature Conservancy 


