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NORTH CAROLINA 
NATURAL HERITAGE TRUST FUND 

FISCAL YEAR-END REPORT 2010 

Section 1 – Origins and Mission
The North Carolina Natural Heritage Trust Fund (NHTF) was established by the 1987 
General Assembly (G.S. 113-77, effective July 1, 1987) as a supplemental funding source 
for state agencies to acquire lands and to pay for the inventory of natural areas by the 
N.C. Natural Heritage Program. A 12-member board of trustees administers the trust 
fund.

Section 2 – Board of Trustees
NHTF is delegated the authority to grant funds to eligible state agencies pursuant to 
applications that meet statutory criteria and board guidelines. The governing authority for 
the trust fund is a 12-member board of Trustees. This number was increased from nine 
members during the 2001 legislative session.  Four members are appointed by the 
governor, who also designates the chairman. Eight members are appointed by the General 
Assembly; four are recommended by the president pro-tempore of the Senate and four are 
recommended by the speaker of the House. Appointments are made effective January 1
and are for staggered six-year terms. Persons appointed are to be knowledgeable in the 
acquisition and management of natural areas.

Board of Trustees

Governor Appointees Senate Appointees House Appointees 

Charles E. Clement J. Robert Gordon, Chairman Alan D. Briggs
Watauga County Scotland County Wake County
2004-2010 2008-2013 2006-2011

Stephen W. Woody Lois McIver Winstead Alan S. Weakley, Ph.D.
Buncombe  County Person County Chatham County
2010-2015 2005-2015 2008-2013

R. Michael Leonard Portia Hawes Henry L. Kitchin
Forsyth County Warren County Richmond County
2006-2011 2006-2011 2008-2013

Elizabeth D. Taft, Ph.D. Sam P. Douglas Jr. Elizabeth “Robin” Jacobs
Pitt County Wilson County Orange County
2008-2013 2008-2013 2010-2015
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Section 3 – Natural Heritage Trust Fund Staff

Executive Director:

Lisa D. Riegel
512 N. Salisbury St., MSC 1601
Raleigh, NC 27699-1601
(919) 715-8014
lisa.riegel@ncdenr.gov

In addition to the executive director, the NHTF is supported by Ann Prince (part-time) 
who works on dedications (a process that further protects lands acquired with NHTF 
monies pursuant to the Nature Preserves Act), and Eric Galamb (part-time) who assists in 
grant administration. NHTF also funded a real estate agent housed in the Department of 
Administration’s State Property Office (SPO) to assist applicant agencies in developing 
and implementing NHTF-funded land acquisitions. Due to the significant reduction in 
funding and in the number of acquisitions, the NHTF terminated funding for the real 
estate agent position in January 2010.  However, NHTF currently funds a temporary 
position in SPO that helps with scanning deeds and tracking acquisition expenditures.

Operating expenses for personnel, producing and distributing grant materials, meeting 
expenses, etc., continue to be below 2 percent of the program expenditure.

Section 4 – Funding Sources
The primary source of funding for the NHTF is the state excise tax on real estate 
conveyances.  NHTF receives 25 percent of the state’s portion of the $2 per $1,000 value 
deed stamp tax. The county retains half of this tax, while the state receives 50 percent,
less allowable administrative costs. 

The second major source of funding is a portion of the additional fee charged for 
personalized license plates. The state charges an additional fee of $30 for each 
personalized license plate; $15 of this additional fee is credited to the NHTF. NHTF also 
receives a portion for specialty license plates in some cases: $10 for each “First in 
Forestry” license plate, $15 for the “State Parks” license plate and $15 for each out-of-
state college specialty license plate. 

The final source of funding is interest from funds in the trust fund account. Monies not 
expended remain in the interest-accumulating Natural Heritage Trust Fund account and 
do not revert to the General Fund.  

Table 1 summarizes the NHTF income on an annual basis since its inception in 1987.

Section 5 – Grant Criteria and Eligible Agencies
Grants are awarded for the purposes of acquiring lands that:

• represent the state’s ecological diversity to ensure their preservation and 
conservation for recreation, scientific, education, cultural and aesthetic purposes; 
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• add to the system of parks, state trails, aesthetic forests, wild and scenic rivers, 
fish and wildlife management areas and other natural areas for the beneficial use 
and enjoyment of the public; and

• help to develop a balanced state program of historic properties. 

Funds are also allocated to the N.C. Natural Heritage Program for natural area inventories 
and conservation and protection planning of natural areas. These data are then used to 
help guide land management and conservation decisions by state and federal agencies, 
and also by private groups and businesses, ensuring that conservation dollars are spent 
strategically to protect the highest quality areas.  

In 2004, the General Assembly also authorized the NHTF to be used to retire debt 
incurred by funding land acquisitions for the purposes listed above.

State agencies authorized to apply for grant awards are:
• Department of Environment and Natural Resources,
• Wildlife Resources Commission,
• Department of Cultural Resources, and
• Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services.

Priority consideration is given to protection of land having outstanding natural or cultural 
heritage values. Land with outstanding natural heritage values is land that is identified by 
the N.C. Natural Heritage Program as having state or national significance. Land with 
outstanding cultural heritage value is land that is identified, inventoried or evaluated by 
the Department of Cultural Resources.  

Section 6 – Income 
Between 1987 and June 30, 2010, NHTF has contributed to the protection of 
approximately 294,000 acres through 499 grants totaling more than $319 million in 
funding (Table 2). The locations of these projects are shown on Figure 1.   

As shown in Table 1, income for fiscal year 2010 was $13,108,654, representing an 
overall decrease of more than 8 percent from the previous year ($12,912,917) and a 45
percent decrease from the all-time high of fiscal year 2007 (income of $23,964,497).
The overall economy of the state remains depressed and NHTF income continues to 
decline, but at a slowing rate, as last year’s decline was 28 percent.  

Section 7 – Awards

During fiscal year 2010, NHTF awarded 32 grants totaling $18,337,916. These grants
will contribute to the protection of more than 7,800 acres (Table 3).

NHTF typically holds two grant cycles per year; one in the fall and one in the spring. 
The locations of the Fall 2009 projects are shown in Figure 2 and project descriptions are 
contained in Table 4.  The Spring 2010 project locations are shown in Figure 3 and 
project descriptions are contained in Table 5.   Important to note in the project 

(Chart 1)
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descriptions is the leveraging of NHTF funds; many, if not most, include matching 
funding from federal, private and/or other state sources.

As discussed in last year’s report, due to the anticipated budget shortfall, no Spring 2009 
awards were made and projects previously funded using 2008 certificates of participation 
(COPS, see section 8 below) were considered unfunded.  Therefore, many of the Fall 
2009 awards were for projects resubmitted from the spring 2009 and/or to replace the 
2008 COPS funding on older projects.  NHTF continues to receive many more projects 
(49 percent historically) than can be funded.  In fiscal year 2010, we received 50 
applications requesting funding for more than $43 million.  

NHTF awards exceed income because some projects have come in under budget due to 
lower appraisals and thus lower acquisition costs – one benefit to continuing acquisitions 
in the down economy.  In some cases, the owners are unwilling to sell at the lower prices 
and the funds are returned to NHTF to be reallocated.  For example, Carver’s Falls in 
Cumberland County, a Division of Parks and Recreation project, returned almost $2 
million as the owner was unwilling to sell at the appraised value.  In another case, 
Whitehall Plantation in Bladen County, a Wildlife Resources Commission project, the 
cost to the state was reduced by more than $400,000 when federal funding was received
for a portion of the acquisition.  

Section 8 – Certificates of Participation
Recognizing the need to protect important lands in our quickly developing state, the 
General Assembly authorized the use of a special financing mechanism referred to as 
certificates of participation during three legislative sessions – in 2004, 2007 and 2008.  
This form of bond sales allowed the state to acquire properties of high natural and/or 
cultural heritage value that would otherwise have been lost to development.  NHTF now 
repays the debt and interest on the 2004 and 2007 COPs using annual receipts.  

For fiscal year 2010, the COPs debt repayment was $4,427,043 and will be similar in the 
coming fiscal year based on correspondence from the State Treasurer’s Office. With an 
income of about $13 million, the debt repayment represents more than 33 percent (one-
third) of the NHTF income.  

The 2008 legislative session authorization of COPs [S.L. 2008-107 Section 2.78(a)(28) ]
specified the issuance of $50 million to finance the acquisition of State park lands and 
conservation areas for the Land for Tomorrow initiative in the Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) and in support of the conservation 
priorities of the One North Carolina Naturally program. This $50 million is split 
between the NHTF and the Parks and Recreation Trust Fund (PARTF).  

To date, NHTF has issued grants using $5 million of this 2008 COPS authorization.  Due 
to budget shortfalls and economic downturn, the remaining $20 million in COPS 
assigned to NHTF has been delayed until fiscal year 2012 based on session law 2009-209
(Technical Corrections to the Two-Thirds Bond Act of 2008.)
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At its Fall 2009 meeting, the NHTF Board clarified that projects funded with the delayed 
2008 COPS (approximately $16 million) are now considered unfunded and applicants 
must reapply for new funding for those projects.  

Section 9 – Effect of Economic Downturn on NHTF
The overall economy remained poor in fiscal year 2010.  Fortunately, Gov. Perdue
anticipated that income would be lower than expected and she reduced operating budgets 
across state programs accordingly.  Approval of NHTF-funded land acquisitions by the 
Council of State slowed to prepare for possible budget shortfalls.  Almost no projects 
were scheduled for review in the first half of fiscal year 2010.   High priority projects 
began to move forward in February and acquisitions continue slowly using a 
prioritization approach.   

Although no transfers from NHTF to the General Fund were needed at the end of fiscal 
year 2010, the General Assembly reduced the NHTF budget by transferring 5.48 
positions from appropriations funding to NHTF (receipts) funding.  This results in a 
decrease of available income for grants of $401,658 in fiscal year 2011.  These positions 
are in the Department of Environment and Natural Resources’ Natural Heritage Program. 
Prior to this change NHTF funded 9 full-time and 3 part-time positions through the grant 
process for natural area inventorying and conservation planning.

The budget bill in session law 2010-31 Section 2.3(b) specifies that if necessary, the 
interest income from NHTF and other funds will be used to backfill the possible loss of 
federal funds. Though this provision could result in a reduction of approximately 
$400,000 in NHTF available funds, it now appears that the federal government will 
extend the enhanced federal Medical Assistance Percentage as initially authorized under 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.   

Section 10 – Conclusions and Recommendations
The pace of acquisitions slowed dramatically during fiscal year 2010 in response to the 
overall state economy and reduced available funds.  NHTF income has declined, and will 
likely decline or stay at the reduced level, as long as the economy remains weak.  COPS 
debt repayment will likely remain at about one-third of total income, thereby reducing 
income available for grants. 

Protecting our natural resources is key to our state’s economic success. Many of our 
conservation lands buffer military sites and allow them to continue operating, supporting 
the $23 billion per year that the military industry brings to North Carolina.  Our 
outstanding natural resources are one of the main attractions supporting the $16.5 billion
per year tourism industry in North Carolina.

NHTF will continue to provide funds to help implement the state’s Million Acre 
Initiative – a collaborative endeavor to permanently preserve an additional one million 
acres of land.  Although acquisitions are being delayed, NHTF hopes to be able to take 
advantage of opportunities provided by the economic downturn. Many of the projects we 
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have authorized are coming in under budget as prices decline. NHTF must continue to 
encourage creative funding of projects through bargain sales, matching funds from other 
grant programs and private donations.  The statewide One NC Naturally Conservation 
Planning Tool, developed in part by a grant from NHTF, is helping NHTF and other 
organizations ensure that the state’s limited resources are used most effectively on the 
highest priority areas.

 
Gentinia

Yellow Mountain

Uwharrie Mt. Cactus
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Table 1
Natural Heritage Trust Fund

INCOME BY FUNDING SOURCE
as of June 30, 2010

Fiscal Year Personalized 
License 
Plates

Transfer Tax Interest TOTAL 
INCOME

Original 
Appropriation

$275,000

1987-88 $0 $0 $15,546 $15,546
1988-89 $0 $0 $24,316 $24,316
1989-90 $1,073,165 $0 $53,766 $1,126,931
1990-91 $1,761,140 $0 $144,662 $1,905,802
1991-92 $1,627,304 $1,326,848 $232,156 $3,186,308
1992-93 $1,661,943 $2,012,107 $309,750 $3,983,800
1993-94 $1,713,091 $2,089,776 $326,920 $4,129,787
1994-95 $1,787,029 $3,579,453 $393,892 $5,760,374
1995-96 $1,856,167 $3,134,801 $335,131 $5,326,099
1996-97 $1,914,104 $6,019,264 $616,282 $8,549,650
1997-98 $1,930,813 $6,949,967 $1,080,042 $9,960,822
1998-99 $2,004,740 $8,148,689 $1,396,073 $11,549,502

1999-2000 $2,189,995 $8,599,107 $1,925,497 $12,714,599
2000-01 $2,386,509 $8,412,962 $1,845,783 $12,645,254
2001-02 $4,622,580 $6,570,386 $1,183,199 $12,376,165
2002-03 $2,550,269 $9,494,785 $508,397 $12,553,451
2003-04 $3,067,375 $12,365,476 $405,251 $15,838,102
2004-05 $5,028,710 $13,810,698 $492,612 $19,332,020
2005-06 $3,978,992 $18,779,600 $880,832 $23,639,424
2006-07 $4,227,510 $18,611,071 $1,125,916 $23,964,497

2007-2008 $4,353,457 $15,195,744 $1,255,164 $20,804,364
2008-2009 $4,365,328 $9,009,424 $919,964 $14,294,716
2009-2010 $ 4,154,435 $8,551,078 $ 403,141 $13,108,654

Total 
Income $58,254,656 $162,661,236 $15,874,292 $237,065,183
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Table 2
Grant Awards Summary

1987 – June 30, 2010

Total Awarded to Date                    
(since 1987)
(499 awards)

$319,325,703

Returned Funds                                    
(Applicant unable to acquire land; award

money returned to NHTF)
$42,911,553

Total Transferred                                    
(spent) $246,554,746

Total Obligated $28,859,404

Acres Protected 294,420 acres

Requests to Date
(718 requests) $630,664,484

Requests Unable to Fill
(49%)

$311,338,781

Table 3
Grant Award Totals by Agency

Fiscal Year 2010

Agency Acres Grant Total
Department of Agriculture & Consumer Services
Plant Conservation Program (8 grants)

955 $2,924,880

Department of Cultural Resources (3 grants) 550 $1,042,310

Department of Environment and Natural Resources
(13 grants)

3,392 $9,590,230

Wildlife Resources Commission
(8 grants)

2984 $4,780,496

Total
(32 grants)

7,881 $18,337,916
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