 Legislature Raids Land Conservation Fund (AGAIN)

 in Attempt to Balance Budget

Third time lawmakers raid program in less than three years
Concord, NH… Conservation NH reacted to the House Finance Committee’s plan to cut $47 million in state programs in an attempt to balance the state budget.  In addition to cuts to the budgets of social service agencies, the courts, and environmental protection, the committee voted to raid the dedicated fund for the Land and Community Heritage Investment Program (LCHIP). 

 

If passed, this would be the third time in less than three years that LCHIP funding has been used to help balance the state general fund.

“The constant raiding by the Legislature of LCHIP is very troubling,” said Jim O’Brien, Executive Director of Conservation NH.  “A dedicated fund was established to remove LCHIP from the general fund so that the program would not be taking resources away from other state programs.  Now the Legislature has their hands in the cookie jar again - essentially creating a new state tax, collected at the county level, to fund general government operations. This was not the intent when the legislature, conservation organizations and the County Registrars of Deeds developed this funding source.”

The proposed plan would have the legislature take $1 million from the expected FY 2011 LCHIP budget – money that currently doesn’t even exist – and apply it to the FY 2010 general fund budget .  LCHIP receives its revenue through a dedicated fund collected from a surcharge on certain documents filed with County Registrar of Deeds.  The program receives no funding from the state’s general fund.

“Not only is the legislature again singling out the LCHIP program, but this time they are using accounting gimmicks and sleight of hand in order to raid the fund,” O’Brien continued.  "There are over 250 dedicated funds, and for purely political reasons, the legislature continually raids this particular conservation account.” 

A 1999 legislative commission recommended the program be funded at a minimum of $10 million per year.  The program has never come close to that level and, in fact, has been steadily losing funding in real dollars each budget.  At this rate, the legislature will soon simply zero out LCHIP, despite the dedicated fund.

“The constant raiding of this dedicated fund is irresponsible. Attempting to balance the state budget by relying on money that doesn’t yet exist is simply not sound fiscal policy.  
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