
MONITORING REPORTS AND STEWARDSHIP PLANS: HOW TO DO IT
with some additional comments/fascinating information
Why Monitor and Write Stewardship Plans?

Monitoring is a major tool for conserving land. By monitoring, we can be certain that we have visited each property at least once a year and that nothing is happening to damage the conservation value of the property - it is good stewardship. 
For more information, see RGT's Policy Notebook: Land Trust Alliance (LTA) Standards for #11. Conservation Easement Stewardship and #12. Owned Land Stewardship.
Monitoring demonstrates to the owner and neighbors of the CR property or the neighbors of an owned property that we know and care about our properties (which we do). 
Government organizations that provide incentives for conservation of land (federal tax reduction, state tax reduction, protection of property through state-signed Conservation Restriction) require that conserved properties be monitored annually. Failure to do so has serious legal implications for RGT and for anyone who has given us a CR or land. (And would be really bad publicity)
Stewardship Plans are slightly different. They can only be done on land RGT owns (CRs are owned by someone else) and could theoretically be done by a committee sitting around drinking coffee rather than tromping around the property. But why not discuss the plan for the following year at the same time as the monitoring? (The Stewardship Plan is presented to the Board and accepted by a vote of the Board. It also serves as the basis for the Annual Budget. It guides the work of the property committee (and Board) during the year. 
Since these are legal documents they must be:

presented to the Board (only need to vote to accept Stewardship Plans) but the CR report should be noted in the minutes.

print copies need to be put in the Property notebook (the GREEN notebook) and in the Archive Notebook (the BLUE notebook)

posted on the Board-only copy of the website (on the property page)

What absolutely has to be done? 

1. PREPARE: (This especially applies to the chair of the property committee, but is so totally interesting, you will want to read on.)

A. LEARN ABOUT THE PROPERTY: HISTORY/ISSUES 
There are two sources - the Board only section of the website and the green Field Notebook for the property. If the Green notebook is not available, there is a blue Archive Notebook at the Leverett Family Museum, upstairs corner filing cabinets. If you need to take that one out of the building leave a note (there is a HUGE pile of cards of top of the cabinet) with your name, what you took and the date.

You need to look in two places on the website.:

The "maps and photos for monitoring."  Either print out the map and the photos or download to some piece of equipment you can carry with you. (As of 2015, the photos for monitoring are new to the web and will have gaps in the photos. Note these problems so you can take appropriate photos when you are on the property.)
Then go to the "Properties" listing and click on your property - this will have the baseline, past monitoring reports, and sometimes other documents.

B. PREPARE THE REPORT FOR THIS YEAR 
The report form you need (owned or CR) is on the Board-only section of the webpage.

In order to fill out the first sections, you will also need to open last year's report.
Last year's very well-behaved monitors wrote down stuff that needed to be done/checked on. Check it out (and copy it onto your new report form.)
Once you have filled out the first part of the form and saved the file, print out a copy for your trip to the property.

C. INVITE THE PROPERTY COMMITTEE
You should have at least one other person with you. Ideally more: both a second Board member and members of the property committee and volunteers who want to come along. (And they can carry/bring along some of the stuff you need to have with you.)

It is Board policy that each property is known well by 2 members of the Board (so when one wanders off not all wisdom is lost). Monitoring is one of the ways for these two folks to keep updated on the property.

There are two reasons to include non-Board members - ideally neighbors or others who have a special interest in the property: (a) they are the best stewards - more likely than Board members to be on the property and (b) if appropriate, they are potential members of other committees including the Board itself. 
The Board has also asked that you inform all Board members by email when you are planning a monitoring visit so that any available Board members can come along to learn about the property. That is such a good idea - all Board members should at least know how to find every owned property and every CR.
D. INVITE THE OWNER (IF A CR)
If you have not monitored this property before, do your homework before you call to invite the owner to join you - so you can have a better conversation. Some owners do not live in the area or are not able to walk the land. Monitoring town-owned CRs MUST include the owner (authorized ConCom member or ConCom agent).

Try to arrange a time for the visit that will include the owner (if local and able). This is an excellent opportunity to talk about any issues the owner is concerned about - and to learn more about the history and use of the land. If any questions come up that seem to you to be serious, you do not have to take on the problem. Just note the problem and bring it back to the Board. 

E. PACKING FOR THE TRIP

When you pack for the trip, you should have some background in your head, but in your hands should be: 
the monitoring map, 
the monitoring photos (both on the board-only section of the web), 
the form (with the first parts filled in) - this copy is just for notes

some kind of camera, 
a compass if you have one and a gps if you have one

can of paint (if last year's report says to need to refresh the boundary markers) monitoring photos will show you the color to use.
paper for notes (and a pencil)

And, of course, your monitoring buddies and, when possible, the owner of the CR.

2. VISIT THE SITE: and keep careful notes, if property it RGT owned, also work on Stewardship Plan. (Even if you are going to complete it later in the year, this is a great time to talk with folks about the next year.) Take photos of any corners missing in the "photo for monitoring" document or of any special issue/problem that you noticed.
3. WRITE THE REPORT(S): text, map and any necessary photos. Sign two print copies
4. REPORT TO BOARD: at the next regular meeting (also vote on Stewardship Plan), both recorded in minutes of the meeting
5. PROVIDE COPIES OF THE REPORT(S): 
print copies for the green and blue notebooks, 
electronic copy for web 
and print copy with some kind of personal note to the CR owner
Note: If you have suggestions for improving this document, please talk with those responsible for overseeing the monitoring process.  
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