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Biological diversity (biodiversity): The biological 

abundance in an environment indicated by the 

number of different  plants and animals. 
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The mission of the KCC is to work for sustainable use of renewable natural resources, prudent use of non-renewable re-
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The Commonwealth of Kentucky has abundant natural resources, including ecologically-valuable 

forests, lakes, wetlands, rivers and streams.  However, land conversion is progressing at a rapid 

pace.  Only one-half of one percent of Kentucky land is undisturbed and Kentucky is losing 100-130 

acres a day to land conversions.  Eighty percent of wetlands are already lost and 727 species 

currently endangered.  The vast majority (93-95%) of Kentucky land is privately-owned with 

average parcel sizes of 30-40 acres.  Therefore, conservation efforts need to compete with 

developers for land purchase, or work with landowners on the sustainable management of their 

lands.  At the same time, public funding for land conservation has remained flat or has vanished. 

The Kentucky Conservation Committee (KCC) made land conservation its number one legislative 

priority in 2005.  Our advocacy resulted in the legislation that created the Kentucky Legislative 

Research Commission Task Force as the first step in an initiative the General Assembly named 

ñConserve Kentuckyò.   

The KCC held its 2008 Annual Membership Meeting entitled ñConserve Kentuckyò at Blackacre 

Nature Preserve on September 20th, 2008.  One hundred and two participants from government, 

academia, and non-governmental organizations gathered to develop recommendations contained in 

this report.    

Key Messages from the Meeting: 

¶ There is an urgent timeframe for land conservation in Kentucky 
Converted land cannot always be effectively restored at a later time.  Preservation is easier and 

less costly than restoration.  If current trends continue, we will be functioning entirely in a 

restoration mode in one to two decades.  This loss of land should be considered a crisis that 

comes with irreversible consequences.  These lands will never be cheaper or in better condition 

than they are today. 

¶ Functioning ecosystems require large forest blocks 
From an ecological perspective, it is not effective  to set aside small blocks of land, or to build 

housing developments on large lots.  Forest blocks need to be approximately 1000-5,000 acres, 

depending on shape, condition, and desired ecological functions or services.  Habitat protection 

is the most critical method for supporting biodiversity. 

¶ Invasive species significantly endanger biodiversity 
Following habitat loss from land conversion, invasive species are the second leading cause of 

biodiversity loss.  For example, exotic, invasive insect species that threaten specific tree species 

can have detrimental effects on whole forest ecosystem functioning, and can drive entire native 

tree species to near extinction.   Research and education are essential for the management of 

exotic, invasive species. 
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Executive Summary Continued 

¶ Water management requires a watershed approach 
Our watersheds contribute to municipal uses and also provide valuable ecological habitat.   

Instead of an ad hoc approach to water, where planning occurs at the level of a city or 

community, there is a need to take a watershed approach to water management; this emphasizes 

a larger scale and consideration of ecological properties.  In Kentucky, rivers and streams are 

extremely important: protection of our thousands of miles of riparian areas is critical to 

Protection of biodiversity and water quality.   There is also a need to evaluate strategies to 

attempt to link land trusts to watershed basins. 

¶ Planning is taking place in the midst of  change 
Impacts of climate variability and change could affect water resources, agriculture, forests, and 

ecosystems.  These potential impacts have significant unknowns, but could be detrimental to 

many of Kentuckyôs valued species due to changes in forest composition and distribution, 

streamflow, and seasonal temperatures.  The introduction of migration corridors can assist 

species with movements to preferred habitats and temperature gradients.   

¶ Land conservation requires permanent and sustained sources of  
funding 
Successful land conservation in Kentucky will require significant increased funding.  It will also 

require political leadership and will.  Habitat protection does not fit into traditional economic 

models, but can take part in economic models that account for the values of ecosystem services 

as well as impacts to future generations.   

¶ Several financial models are possible for land conservation in 
Kentucky. 
Some land conservation will require the government to purchase large blocks of land.  But there 

is also the possibility of purchasing the sustainable management of private forests.  Some of the 

key financial mechanisms for land conservation include a transfer tax, tax credits for easements, 

state-based land trusts, leasing programs, and local bond issues.  Most states in the Southeast 

already provide tax credits for land easements.  In the future, money may be raised from carbon 

creditsðeither reducing greenhouse gas emissions, or storing carbon in trees and soils.   

¶ A coordination mechanism at the state-level is needed 
There is a need for an entity at the state level to coordinate and set priorities.  Such a mechanism 

could identify and prioritize lands requiring critical attention.  It could also set funding priorities 

and coordinate funding resources.   Prioritizing lands for acquisition and identifying migratory 

routes for preservation will benefit from a statewide or regional perspective, including adequate 

mapping, modeling, and other tools. 

¶ Empowerment of  people and communities is also necessary 
People are part of habitats.  Although some lands will require permanent protection from human 

intrusion, the conservation of Kentuckyôs natural resources will benefit from the recognition that 

human communities coexist with natural communities and should mutually benefit from their 
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Executive Summary Continued 

relationships.  It is important for government to work with communities on sustainable growth, to 

build the human element into the conservation plan, and to empower citizens with education and 

resources of all kinds. 

¶ For Kentucky, working with landowners is the highest priority 
Given Kentuckyôs dispersed land ownership, the greatest hope rests in working with landowners.  

The aspiration is to give adequate incentives for landowners to keep their land out of development.  

As a start, there is a need to look at the disincentives in place, including tax burdens and the lack of 

adequate protection from theft or trespass.  Protection from trespass and timber theft provide added 

incentives for woodland owners. 

¶ Environmental education serves a critical role 
Many opportunities exist to work with landowners on sustainable uses of land.  Landowners often 

may not be aware of tax benefits or other funds that may be available to them.  In addition, 

fundamental reforms of schools and universities can create future generations of citizens who are 

well informed on environmental issues.  There is a need to institutionalize and provide increased 

funding for environmental education in schools and universities.  Ideally this funding should be 

separate from other funding, long term, and consistent with well-articulated planning outcomes. 

Next Steps for Successful Land Conservation: 
 

1. Make land conservation an urgent priority in Kentucky.   We have confidence there is public 

support and political courage to bolster funding and develop sufficient incentives for landowners.  

Kentuckyôs academic institutions are equal to the task of addressing gaps in understanding and 

providing effective education and outreach.  To be successful, this conservation program must 

encompass: riparian zone land and migratory corridors, green space, farmland, forest blocks, buffers 

to existing public lands, and trails. 

2. Focus on identifying high-priority ecosystems.   Critically endangered ecosystems need a statewide 

approach, assessment, and prioritization.  Institutions of higher education and government would 

ideally work together to develop a comprehensive map of Kentuckyôs ecosystems, focusing on their 

potential conservation and connectivity. 

3. Increase fiscal mechanisms for land conservation.  Kentucky can vastly increase the use of fiscal 

mechanisms for land conservation such as transfer taxes, conservation easements, land trusts and 

forest certification programs.  There is a need for an analysis of  financial mechanisms and state 

models could enable Kentucky to take the next step in the structuring of a land conservation 

program.  Numerous other states have done this with success and Kentucky can benefit from their 

lessons learned. 

4. Help current landowners.   State and local governments can provide financial incentives and 

remove disincentives to landowners.  Trespass laws and effective enforcement can relieve some of 

the burdens associated with keeping land in an undeveloped condition. 
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I. Introduction  

The mission of the Kentucky Conservation Committee (KCC) is to work for sustainable use of 

renewable natural resources, prudent use of non-renewable resources, conservation and preservation 

of critical and unique areas, and a healthful environment for all Kentuckians.  The KCC 

accomplishes this mission by working with a coalition of environmental organizations and 

individuals to guide public environmental policy and legislation. 

The KCC held its annual meeting on September 20, 2008 at Blackacre State Nature Preserve.  This 

yearôs meeting was in support of ñConserve Kentuckyò a Kentucky Legislative Research 

Commission (LRC) task force charged with studying the ñé Commonwealthôs strategy for the 

protection of natural areas, farmlands, habitats and forest and produce recommendations for a 

comprehensive land stewardship and conservation program.ò 

One hundred and two people attended the annual meeting, which featured four panels (state 

agencies, environmental education, biodiversity and research needs) and several keynote speakers.  

In addition, meeting participants were asked to provide recommendations for this report on index 

cards.  This report is composed of a synthesis of these contributions. 

What issues were on the minds of the meeting participants? 

The following seven topics were mentioned at least three times on the participant cards.  These 

topics are covered in greater detail in the subsequent pages of the report: 

 

¶ Highway lands: Meeting participants discussed the potential to use highway corridors, me-

dians, right-of-ways and other roads as conservation easements. 

¶ Exotics-invasives: Meeting participants highlighted the risks of non-native plant species to 

biological diversity, associated education strategies, and research needs. 

¶ Climate change: Meeting participants were concerned with the potential impacts for for-

ests and biological diversity; they noted the need for migration corridors and future oppor-

tunities to trade carbon credits . 

¶ ATV Use: Meeting participants were concerned about damages to lands, and impacts to 

other users of the land. 

¶ Smart Growth: Meeting participants noted the need for long-term planning of communi-

ties and commercial developments. 

¶ Environmental education: Meeting participants noted the need for increased fundingðat 

all levels through various channels. 

¶ Environmental science courses: Meeting participants were interested in the potential to 

integrate environmental sciences into curricula at all levels of education. 
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Speakers discussed the rapid pace of land conservation in Kentucky.  

Only one half of one percent of Kentucky land is undisturbed and 

Kentucky is losing 100-130 acres a day to land conversions.  Eighty 

percent of wetlands are already lost and 727 species are currently 

endangered.  The vast majority (93-95%) of Kentucky land is 

privately-owned with average parcel sizes of 30-40 acres.   This 

makes Kentucky ñpublic land poorò and highly fragmented.   As a 

result, conservation efforts need to compete with developers for land 

purchase, or work with landowners on the sustainable management of 

their lands.  It also means that  many individual landowners in 

Kentucky need to be involved in any conservation strategies. 

Speakers at the meeting discussed the importance of habitat protection as the primary means for 

protecting biological diversity, citing the need to protect not only small parcels of land, but large forest 

ecosystems:  forest blocks of 1000-5000 acres are required to create functioning ecosystems which 

sustain productivity, nutrient cycling, water filtration, species habitat, and succession and regeneration.  

One-thousand acres is the bare minimum necessary for a forest to support some of the interior forest 

species such as neotropical migratory songbirds.  But one thousand acres is probably not enough for a 

forest to meet all of its functions such as water filtration, particularly depending on the shape of the 

forest block.  If it is long and narrow (versus round), itôs not going to be able to provide as much 

ecological function value because of the edge effect.  So five-thousand acres is a better estimate for a 

fully functioning forest.  (Source: Personal communication, Don Dott, State Nature Preserves 

Commission). 

Large Forest Blocks in the Commonwealth of Kentucky 
Source: Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission 

II. Protecting Biological Diversity in Kentucky 

ñWe need to provide state-wide 

coverage of private land trusts to 

hold riparian zone land and 

migratory corridors, green space, 

farmland, forest blocks, buffers to 

existing public lands, and trails of all 

kindsò 

KCC Meeting Participant 
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Kentucky also has extensive freshwater ecosystems.  Nationally Kentucky is ranked  #3 for 

freshwater fish and #1 for mussels.  Yet 60 of 250 species of fish are threatened.  Protection of 

thousands of miles of riparian areas is critical to protection of biodiversity and water quality.  

Riparian areas have a low potential for development or intensive agricultural use.  As such, riparian 

buffers and their protection deserve specific attention.  For all the benefits of riparian areas and the 

low potential for development, there is a huge opportunity to initiate a statewide riparian 

improvement and protection program.  Farm bill programs, such as continuous Conservation 

Reserve Program (CRP) and Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) may be used as 

available funds to install best management practices and provide land rental funds to private 

landowners.  

Invasive-exotic species in Kentucky are a profound threat to habitats and biological diversity.   

These non-native plants, animals, fish, birds, insects, and microorganisms have invaded or been 

introduced into the environment.  They are often able to out-compete native species and overtake 

their habitats due to the absence of natural predators.  Significant invasives of concern for forests 

include the Hemlock Woolly Adelgid and the Emerald Ash Borer. In addition to these threats to 

public lands, invasive plants are also sold by nurseries and incorporated into designed landscaping; 

examples include honeysuckle, silky lespedeza, privet, burning bush, vinca minor and euonymus 

fortunei.   

 
 

 

 

 

Bush honeysuckle (Lonicera maackii)  

Japanese honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica)  

Wintercreeper (Euonymus fortunei)  

Tree-of-heaven (Ailanthus altissima)  

Multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora)  

Kudzu (Peuraria lobata)  

Musk-thistle (Carduus nutans)  

Poison hemlock (Conium macalatum)  

Sudden oak death (Phytophthora ramorum)  

Hemlock wooly adelgid (Adelges tsugae)  

Johnsongrass (Sorghum halepense)  

Gipsy moth (Lymantria dispar L.)  

Fire ant (Solenopsis invicta)  

Emerald ash borer (Agrilis planipennis) 

List compiled by members of University of Kentucky's Invasive Species Working Group, and published in the 

Summer, 2007 edition (Volume 8, Number 2, page 11) of The Magazine, (College of Agriculture, University of 

Kentucky, Lexington, Kentucky 40546) 

Top Invasive Species in Kentucky 
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Section II Continued 

 

 

 

Many meeting participants were concerned with the impacts of climate change and variability ï and 

the range of uncertainty in any scenarios (see Appendix B).  Migration corridors are a primary 

method to enable movement of species to new ecosystems with favorable temperature gradients and 

water availability.  

Wintercreeper (Euonymus fortunei) in McCon-

nell Springs Park, Fayette County, Kentucky, 

November 2008 

Migration corridors are a concept from the field of landscape ecology.  In a traditional definition, migration 

corridors represent the land that links a species summering and wintering habitats.  However, wildlife corridors 

also define the routes that link a species day-to-day activities such as feeding, watering, resting, and breeding.  

Corridors can also be natural, or may be created or enhanced as part of a conservation effort  These 

manufactured corridors are necessitated due to the problem of habitat fragmentation, largely from human 

sources.  In the context of climate change, corridors represent routes to aide species in their movement to more 

suitable habitats, including optimal elevations and temperature gradients. 

Invasive Species in Kentucky 
Invasive species are the second leading cause of biodiversity loss.  Exotic, invasive insect spe-

cies that threaten specific tree species can have detrimental effects on whole forest ecosystem 

functioning, and on an entire native tree species driving them to near extinction (e.g. American 

Chestnut).  In Kentucky, the Hemlock Woolly Adelgid (non-native insect from Asia) is threat-

ening hemlock trees, a keystone species.  The Emerald Ash Borer (originating from Asia) has 

been spotted across the Ohio River in northern Kentucky, a potential deadly threat to all ash 

trees in an area once an infestation occurs.  Exotic, invasive plant species are difficult to control 

since all the humans in an area may potentially introduce these species for landscaping pur-

poses.  Many exotic, invasive plant species (e.g. Amur honeysuckle from Asia) achieve their 

largest populations in urban environments and spread to neighboring natural areas potentially 

threatening parks and preserves.  These invasive species can disperse easily across the land-

scape; thus, land that is set aside for conservation cannot be left alone but requires monitoring 

and management.  Efforts to eliminate and ban invasive species in public lands need to be cou-

pled with the promotion of native species.  It is paramount that research and education efforts 

are combined with the management and elimination of exotic, invasive species.  Tara Trammell, 

University of Louisville 


