
 
 

Town Forest Conservation Easement Summary 
 
Vermont Land Trust (VLT) has assisted many communities create and protect town forests that are 
some of their most treasured places.  Conservation easements held by VLT on town forests are 
tailored to the particular property, yet they often have similar basic structures and primary 
components.  Outlined below are typical components of a town forest conservation easement.   
 
Statement of Purposes 
The conservation easement begins with a statement of purposes that governs the entire document.  
A town forest easement typically includes purposes of protecting wildlife habitat and natural 
features, productive forestland, public recreation and education, open space and scenic values, and 
access for the general public for non-commercial, non-motorized uses. 
 
Restricted Uses 
Town forest conservation easements outline uses that will be restricted or prohibited because of their 
likely impacts on the property’s resources and the public’s use of the property.   

• In general, town forest easements limit uses on the property to educational, forestry, non-
motorized, non-commercial recreation, habitat conservation, natural area, and open space 
purposes.  Notwithstanding the limitations on commercial recreation, the easement typically 
allows fees to be charged to cover reasonable costs of providing recreation opportunities, 
such as groomed cross-country skiing or mountain biking.  

• Residential, industrial, or mining activities are generally not permitted. 
• Disturbing the surface, such as excavation or removal of topsoil, is generally not allowed 

(unless reasonably required for an allowed use under the easement). 
• Motorized vehicles are generally prohibited, except for uses such as forestry, recreation 

management, agriculture, emergencies, or for people with mobility disabilities.   
• Streams and other water courses on the property cannot be manipulated, except as 

reasonably necessary to further purposes of the easement (such as trail crossings). 
• Maintaining trash dumps on the property is prohibited. 
• Commercial advertisement signs or billboards are prohibited. 
• Any sale of the land or rights of way would need approval by VLT.  

 
Permitted Uses 
The easement outlines allowed uses on the property, provided they are conducted in a manner that 
does not unreasonably impact other resources. Certain uses (such as new parking areas or structures) 
may need approval for location and scale.  Permitted uses typically include: 

• Non-motorized, non-commercial recreational uses such as (but not limited to) bird-watching, 
skiing, snowshoeing, swimming, fishing, hiking, hunting, and trapping.   
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Permitted Uses (Continued) 

• Snowmobiling and “mechanized” recreation such as mountain biking or horseback riding may 
be permitted by the Town if addressed in the Management Plan (see below). 

• Maintaining existing fields, orchards and pastures is allowed.  Any conversion of forestland to 
create open land would need to be approved by VLT. 

• Forest management for timber and wood products is allowed if conducted under a forest 
management plan approved by VLT. Maple sugaring is also allowed on the property. 

• The easement allows maintenance of existing trails and the right to build new trails. 
• Events and entertainment for the public are allowed on the property. 
• Unpaved parking lots to reasonably accommodate the public are allowed. 
• The maintenance and construction of structures reasonably necessary to carry out the 

purposes of the conservation easement is allowed with VLT approval. 
 
Important Natural Features, Riparian Areas, Wetlands, and Vernal Pools 
The easement will identify special zones around uncommon or sensitive natural 
areas where any management will need to be directed toward the protection of 
those natural features.  For example, easements typically include 50-foot buffer 
areas around streams and wetlands, within which management must be limited 
and focused on water quality and aquatic habitat.   
 
Public Access 
The conservation easement requires that the property be open to the general 
public for all types of non-commercial, non-motorized, non-mechanized, 
dispersed recreational and educational uses, including bird-watching, cross-
country skiing, fishing, hiking, hunting, snowshoeing, swimming, trapping, 
walking and wildlife observation.  However, the community may limit or restrict 
public access to assure compliance with the easement requirements, to protect 
natural habitats, or to protect public health or safety (including the right to 
permit, regulate or prohibit fishing, hunting and trapping).  Snowmobiling and 
non-motorized, “mechanized” recreation such as mountain biking or horseback 
riding may be allowed at the discretion of the Town. 
 
Management Plan 
The conservation easement requires that the Town develop a Management 
Plan for the property with a significant public process and community input.  
The Management Plan identifies actions and management needs to balance all 
the resources and human uses, including items such as: 

• recreational uses that may need special management focus; 
• public access and meaningful recreational links; 
• forest management; 
• signage; 
• identification and protection of natural communities, plant, wildlife and 

aquatic habitat and other ecologically sensitive or important areas;  
• educational uses and programs; and  
• improvements and structures to further the easement purposes. 

 


