CREATING A LAND TRUST RECORDS POLICY
Not all land trusts are the same.  In creating a records policy, a land trust must reflects its own situation.  
Every land trust’s records policy will be influenced by a number of factors including:

· Nature of the land trust’s mission and work.

· Age and maturity of the organization.

· Size of the staff and budget.

· Complexity of its finances.

· Number and types of real estate projects it completes (if any). 

A records policy will also recognize that all records are not created equally.  Different types of records require different policies and procedures.  

With this in mind, the following are general guidelines to consider in creating a records policy and procedure.

Beginning the Process
To begin the process of creating a records policy, a land trust should:

· Understand the records it needs (and why) as well as what records it is currently keeping (and how those records are organized.)
· Determine the organization’s values around record keeping.

· Create an overall philosophy or approach to the issue, including the purpose or goals of the policy.
· Identify the components or elements to be included in a policy.

· Identify questions to be answered through the policy creation process.

· Identify legal considerations.
· Understand recurring situations and the unusual or unexpected situations your organization is likely to encounter.

· Assess appropriate roles and responsibilities for the staff, the board and others (consultants, partners, landowners, etc.).

· Identify organizational costs, sources of funds and the overall capacity of the land trust to implement any adopted policies and procedures 
Guiding Principles

Regardless of detail, all land trust record keeping policies should:  
· Be consistent with the organization’s mission.
· Comply with federal and state law and fulfill all legal requirements. 
· Not jeopardize the organization’s tax-exempt status or standing as a public charity.

· Provide all essential records to sustain the land trust’s perpetual obligations under its conservation easements.
· Protect the land trust interest in case of litigation or audit and establish procedures to qualify as credible admissible business records.
· Provide for appropriate document and data security and privacy now and into the future.

· Preserve the long-term transparency of the land trust decision-making process
Elements of a Records Policy 
Regardless of its size or program, every land trust’s record management system and its recordkeeping policies and procedures will address similar issues.  

Record management is essentially risk management :

· You will want to assess both the risk to the records themselves being damaged or destroyed as well as the risk to the organization in determining what records to retain and what records to purge and how to store and use those records that you do retain.  
· You’ll want to address what information you’ll need, how often you’ll need it, how irreplaceable it is and what laws govern certain records.

· You’ll want to assess how comfortable the land trust is with identified risks. 

With this in mind, a records policy should include at least the following elements:

· Purpose or philosophy of recordkeeping.  To start, a land trust must identify why it is keeping records.  This purpose or philosophy will guide policy details.
· Document and data creation and collection.  Key to a records policy is identifying what information the land trust needs to create or collect.

You should ask and the policy should answer ask questions such as:

· What are your key documents and records?  What other documents are important?  
· How much information is enough?  How much is too much
· What documents need to be signed and by whom?  
· When do you need originals and when copies and how many?  
· Will documents be created and kept as paper or as computer files or as both?  
· Document retention and storage.  Records policies and procedures should also address how information should be kept and organized and where:
· How will files or records be organized?  

· Where will records be located? 
· Who can have access to the records and files? 
· When will you archive?  What?  Where?  How?   
· How will computer files be handled?  
· Document destruction.  Your records policy should also address how long you keep records, as well as when and how you should destroy them.  
· Recordkeeping responsibility.  The records policy should assign record creation, maintenance and destruction responsibilities to designated staff or volunteers.  Responsibilities can be spread among various personnel, but assignments should be clear
Final Screening

After you have created a records policy and records management system, apply the following screens to make sure you have addressed all the needed issues:

1. Organizational Mission Test:  Does the system further organizational mission and goals?  

2. Legal Test:  Does the system comply with all laws?  Will your documents be admissible in court?

3. Capacity Test:  Does the land trust have the financial and human capacity to support the system?

4. Donor and Funder Test:  What conditions or restrictions do your donors and funders place on gifts given to your land trust?  How do you track and adhere to those?  What reporting requirements and how often do they have?

5. Ethical Test:  Is the system complete, accurate and transparent?  Does it build confidence and trust by the public, landowners and regulators that the land trust operates professionally, honestly and with the highest ethical standards?
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