
CONSERVATION EASEMENTS 
What is a conservation easement?

CONSIdERATIONS

PuRPOSE PARTNERS / EASEMENT hOldERS

A conservation easement is a restriction placed on a piece of property to protect its ecological or open space values. It is a voluntary, 
legally binding agreement that limits certain types of uses or prevents development from taking place now and in the future. 

Kinnickinnic River Land Trust (KRLT):  
A community-based land trust dedicated to working with the community to conserve 
and protect the beauty and health of the Kinnickinnic River and its watershed. 
KRLT is a 501(c)3 non-profit organizations and accepts donations in the form of 
membership dues, cash gifts, stock gifts, property, or development rights. Founded in 
1993, the KRLT has over 600 members and has protected more than 2,800 acres and 
over 9.5 miles along the Kinni River. 

Wisconsin DNR administers and processes conservation easement 
requests under the following programs:

Wisconsin statutes authorize conservation easements for the 
following purposes:
•	 Protect	natural,	scenic	or	open-space	values	of	real	property
•	 Assure	availability	of	real	property	for	agricultural,	forest,	
recreational	and	open	space	use

•	 Protect	natural	resources
•	 Maintain	or	enhance	air	and/or	water	quality
•	 Preserve	a	burial	site,	as	defined	by	Wisconsin	Statute
•	 Preserve	the	historical,	architectural,	archaeological	or	cultural	
aspects	of	real	property	

In a conservation easement, a landowner voluntarily agrees to donate or sell certain rights associated with his or her 
property, such as the right to subdivide, and a private organization or public agency agrees to hold the landowner’s 
promise not to exercise those rights and serves as the easement holder. The easement holder is responsible for 
monitoring the property and enforcing the restrictions to ensure that the conservation values are protected, and 
consequently, that the purpose of the easement is achieved.  

As with other easements, the landowner retains ownership of the property in a conservation easement. In many 
cases, active management (for instance, invasive species removal) of the property is a necessary step to achieving 
the goals of a conservation easement, and either the land owner or the easement holder needs to have the capacity 
(staff/volunteers/funding) necessary to perform these tasks. Some landowners may qualify for a tax benefit for an 
easement donation, if the easement meets federal IRS standards.  

•	 Knowles-Nelson	Stewardship	
Program
Created	in	1989	to	preserve	valuable	
natural	areas	and	wildlife	habitat,	
protect	water	quality	and	fisheries,	
and	expand	opportunities	for	outdoor	
recreation.	This	program	provides	
grants	and	services	to	local	units	of	
government	as	well	as	non-profit	
conservation	organizations	for	land	
acquisition.		

•	 Lake	and	River	Protection	
Program
Provides	wetland	and	shoreland	
habitat	restoration	grants	intended	
to	provide	financial	assistance	to	
protect	or	improve	the	water	quality	
or	natural	ecosystem	of	a	lake	by	
restoring	adjacent	degraded	wetlands	
or	tributary	to	lakes.	Shoreline	habitat	
restoration	grants	are	intended	to	
provide	financial	assistance,	including	
incentive	payments	to	owners	of	
developed	lakefront	and	riverfront	lots	
to	re-establish	shoreline	habitat. 

Examples	of	Conservation	Areas	serving	as	a	riverine	buffer
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GREEN INFRASTRuCTuRE
What IS GREEN INFRaStRUCtURE?

PuRPOSE ExAMPlES

PRINCIPlES

Green infrastructure is a cost-effective, resilient approach to managing stormwater that reduces and treats stormwater closer to its source, while delivering 
environmental, social, and economic benefits. 

During rainfall events, water hits the surface of the earth and:  
a)	Runs	off	of	impermeable	surfaces,	such	as	concrete	and	asphalt,	picking	up	
road	pollutants,	trash,	bacteria,	and	heavy	metals	and	transferring	swiftly	and	into	
stormwater	drain	pipes,	which	discharge	directly	into	water	bodies.	

---OR---
b)	Filters	through	the	ground	via	permeable	surfaces	that	are	vegetated--as	in	natural,	
or	undeveloped	areas--or	allow	infiltration,	such	as	permeable	pavers.	In	this	case,	
surface	water	velocity	is	slowed,	and	groundwater	sources	are	recharged.	
Green infrastructure uses vegetation, soils, and other design elements 
to mimic the performance of natural, vegetated areas to	restore	the	natural	
processes	required	to	manage	stormwater	and	create	healthy	urban	environments.

In Middle Kinni, there is great potential for integrating green infrastructure into the existing street grid and surface parking 
lots near the parks, and open space adjacent to the river. The following are examples of potential green infrastructure elements 
that could be employed in the Kinni River Corridor, divided into categories based on scales where the elements are typically 
employed:

Land Conservation / 
Natural Buffers  
Protection	of	open	spaces	and	sensitive	
natural	areas	adjacent	to	water	bodies	
to	provide	areas	for	surface	water	to	
naturally	infiltrate	the	soil.	

Low	Impact	Development	(LID)	and	Best	Management	Practices	(BMPs)	are	other	
terms	that	are	similar	in	the	approach	of	Green	Infrastructure	but	vary	in	scale	
(regional	approaches	vs.	site-specific	detailed	engineering).	
The	underlying	principles	are	the	same:

•	 treat	water	as	close	to	the	source	as	possible,	
•	 integrate	natural	approaches	into	the	design	of	streets,	sites,	and	

communities
•	 create	green	buffers	around	bodies	of	water	where	stormwater	is	released

Regional Design: Building Design: 

Bioswales 
Vegetated	channels	that	
provide	treatment	and	
retention	as	water	is	moved	
from	one	place	to	another.	

Urban Tree 
Canopy 
Trees	can	reduce	and	slow	
stormwater	by	intercepting	
precipitation	with	their	
leaves	and	branches.	

Planter Boxes 
Rain	gardens	that	are	
designed	within	the	urban	
streetscape	in	mind.	Planter	
boxes	often	have	curb	inlets	
and	overflow	into	the	storm	
sewer	drain.	

Green Streets/
Alleys 
Integrated	filtration,	
vegetation,	paving	and	
curb	design	to	address	
stormwater	and	enhance	the	
pedestrian	experience.	

Street Design: 

 Permeable Pavers 
Allow	stormwater	runoff	to	
infiltrate	the	hard	surface	
pavement	and	enter	the	
soil,	removing	fine	grain	
pollutants	and	providing	
erosion	control.

Rain Gardens 
Also	known	as	bioretention	
or	bio-infiltration,	these	are	
shallow,	vegetated	basins	
that	collect	and	absorb	
runoff,	and	planted	with	
native,	drought-	and	flood-
tolerant	species.

Green Roofs 
Vegetation	on	building	roofs	collect	rainwater,	
as	well	as	improve	water	quality,	mitigate	the	
urban	heat	island	effect,	reduce	noise	and	
air	pollution,	sequester	carbon,	and	increase	
urban	biodiversity	and	wildlife	habitat.

Small Sites: 

Detention Ponds 
Hold	stormwater	until	
pollutants	settle	to	the	
bottom.	The	water	is	then	
released	slowly	into	the	
river,	reducing	flooding	and	
pollution	in	the	rest	of	the	
system.	

Infiltration Basins 
Capture	stormwater	and	
store	it	until	some,	or	all,	of	
the	stormwater	filters	into	
the	surrounding	soil.

Green Parking 
Lots 
Integrate	filtration,	plants,	
and	paving	into	parking	
lot	design	to	manage	
stormwater	and	enhance	
pedestrian	experience.

Water Quality 
Inlets 
Filter	sediments,	oils,	and	
greases	from	parking	lots	
prior	to	discharge	into	the	
storm	drain	or	infiltration	
basin.	

Large Sites: 

Source: Modified from the City of Atlanta Green Infrastructure Strategic Action Plan



ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF OPEN / GREEN SPACES
What aRE OPEN GREEN SPaCES?

IN ThE kINNI CORRIdOR

PuRPOSE

BENEFITS wE CAN ExPERIENCE

Open green spaces are public parks, open spaces, and conservation areas that provide substantial benefits to the River Falls and surrounding 
community in the form of recreation, access to nature, tourism, and enhancing the overall quality of life. 

Within	the	Kinni	Corridor	study	area,	there	are:

• 391 acres of	parkland
• 680 acres of	conservation	land
• 398 acres of	public	open	space	

While the experiential benefits of high quality public parks, open spaces, and conservation areas might be obvious to those who live and work in River 
Falls, economic benefits to the community are more subtle and difficult to quantify. The following economic benefits to public parks, open spaces and 
conservation areas have been identified in the Kinnickinic River corridor:

Parks,	trails,	open	spaces,	and	conservation	

areas	increase the value of 
nearby residential properties	

because	people	enjoy	living	close	to	
these	amenities.	Higher	property	values	

increase the tax base,	allowing	for	
more	community	amenities.	

Parks,	open	spaces,	and	conservation	areas	
capture	precipitation,	slow	runoff,	and	reduce	
the	volume	of	water	entering	the	stormwater	

system.	Parks	and	conservation	areas	
along	the	Kinni	River	filter	stormwater	from	
surrounding	developed	areas.	These	green,	

pervious	areas reduce the amount 
of infrastructure needed to	filter	
and	slow	the	flow	of	water,	which	is	a	cost-

savings	to	the	community.

Trees,	shrubs,	grasses	and	flowers	

remove air pollutants	that	
endanger	human	health	and	damage	

structures.

Increased	park	use	translates	to	increased	
physical	activity,	which	directly	influences	
community	health	indicators,	and	reduces	

long-term	medical	costs.	

In	Pierce	and	St.	Croix	counties,	22.4% 
of	adults	aged	20+	self-reported	that	they	

do not participate in any 
physical activities	or	exercise	such	
as	running,	calisthenics,	golf,	gardening	or	

walking	for	exercise*.		
	

More	time	spent	in	parks	and	green	spaces	
can	help	individuals	fight	against	mental	
health	issues	like	depression,	anxiety,	and	
stress.	Making	sure	that	people	have	access	

to	parks	and	outdoor	programming	is	a	
critical	way	to	increase	these	positive	effects	

on	health	and	quality	of	life.		

Mental	Health	in	St.	Croix	and	Pierce	
counties	is	a	top	priority;	23.2%	of	Pierce	
county	survey	respondents**	and	29.4%	
of	St.	Croix	county	survey	respondents**	

reported	mental health as an 
important health concern.	

Parks,	trails,	open	spaces	and	conservation	
areas	contribute	to	the	high	quality	of	life	
in	River	Falls	and	the	surrounding	area,	

which	all	play	an	important	role	in	attracting	
business	and	employees	to	a	city.	Park	and	

recreation	assets	also	enhance	the	recreation	
economy.	According	to	a	study	by	the	

Outdoor	Industry	Association***,	hikers 
spend an average of $179 

per year on equipment, and 
paddlers spend an average of 
$315. In-state day trip hikers 
spend, on average,	$100 per 

trip, and out-of-state day trip 
hikers spend $191 per trip.		

	
With	thousands	of	people	coming	to	the	
Kinni	River	corridor	every	year,	there	are	

many	ways	for	the	local	economy	to	benefit	
from	outdoor	recreation	and	tourism.	

Regionally,	people	travel	to	River	Falls	
specifically	to	enjoy	the	parks,	trails,	
open	spaces	and	conservation	areas,	
and	associated	recreational	facilities.	

These	visitors purchase food, 
drinks, gear, and lodging 

accommodations, as well as 
pay for services while in the 

area,	increasing	business	and	tax	revenues.	

*Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention,	National	Center	for	Chronic	Disease	Prevention	and	Health	Promotion,	2012
**2015	Healthier	Together	Pierce	and	St.	Croix	Counties	Community	Health	Survey

***Outdoor	Industry	Association,	The	Economic	Contributions	of	Outdoor	Recreation,	August	2017

Enhanced Property Values Stormwater Infiltration

Filter Air Pollutants

Medical Care Cost  
Savings

Attracts Businesses,  
New Residents

Tourism

As	urban	areas	are	developed	further	and	people	spend	
more	time	in	front	of	computers	and	indoors,	these	public	
parks,	open	spaces	and	conservation	areas	are	becoming	
increasingly	valued	as	places	where	people	can	‘unplug’ 
and	connect to nature.	Convenient	access	to	parks	
and	open	spaces	provide free or low-cost places	for	
residents	to	partake	in	physical	activity	everyday	(also	known	
as	active living).

For	a	total	of	1,469 acres 
of	open	green	space.	These	areas	
include	rivers,	lakes,	recreation	
areas,	neighborhood	parks,	which	
provide	access	to	trails,	golf	courses,	
playgrounds,	picnic	areas,	sports	fields	
and	courts,	as	well	as	provide	access	to	
the	Kinni	River	for	swimming,	fishing,	
kayaking,	canoeing.
	


