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BACKGROUND 

 

The wildlife resources of the State belong to the people of the State, including the enjoyment of 

these resources (G.S. 113-131(a)). The Wildlife Resources Commission (hereinafter WRC or 

Commission) is tasked with the conservation of wildlife resources of the State (G.S. 143-239). 

This responsibility includes managing as equitably as possible the various competing interests 

regarding these resources. The statutes governing wildlife resources are found in Chapter 113, 

Subchapter IV of the General Statutes, and WRC has been granted rulemaking authority to 

implement the provisions of these statutes (G.S. 113-134).  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Wildlife Conservation Land Program (WCLP), born out of G.S. 105-277.15, allows 
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landowners who have owned their property for at least five years to apply for a reduced property 

tax assessment, if they manage the land for protected wildlife species or priority wildlife 

habitats. Several additional requirements must also be met to qualify for this reduced 

assessment, including the completion of a Wildlife Habitat Conservation Agreement (WHCA) 

with the WRC.  

 

SL 2018-95, found in Appendix A, expanded the land uses that can qualify for reduced tax 

assessment under this program.  It provided that land that is actively and regularly used as a 

reserve for hunting, fishing, shooting, wildlife observation, or wildlife activities can qualify if 

specified activities are maintained on the land.  SL 2018-95 also directs the WRC to adopt rules 

necessary to administer the inspection and activity requirements by which land can qualify 

under this expansion.  

 

The expansion of this reduced tax assessment program is the focus of this fiscal note. The 

impacts of this expansion, including the conservation outcomes as well as the economic impacts 

to landowners and local governments form the baseline for analysis. While the proposed Rules 

restate the requirements of the WCLP program as found in SL 2018-95 for the convenience of 

the our regulated community, the impact analysis is limited to the defining of the required 

management activities and establishing the process and requirements for the quinquennial 

inspection. 

 

The full text of the rules proposed for adoption can be found in Appendix B. 

 

 

 

RULE DESCRIPTION 

 

Please see below for a brief description of each proposed rule: 

 

15A NCAC 10L .0101 – Incorporates into rule the basic framework by which land can qualify 

for reduced tax assessment, pursuant to G.S. 105-277.15. Sets out the three different land 

management activities that qualify for the Wildlife Conservation Land Program.  

 

15A NCAC 10L .0102 – Provides clarification to G.S. 105-277.15(c)(3)(a)(1), setting forth what 

animals qualify as a “protected animal” for the purposes of qualifying land as wildlife 

conservation land.  

 

15A NCAC 10L .0103 – Provides clarification to G.S. 105-277.15(c)(3)(a)(2) on how 

management strategies to conserve priority wildlife habitat can qualify land as wildlife 

conservation land.  

 

15A NCAC 10L .0104 – Establishes in rule the land management activities set out in G.S. 105-

277.15(c)(3)(a)(3) for land that is actively and regularly used as a “reserve” to qualify as wildlife 

conservation land. Defines the land management activities that must be present and maintained 

on qualifying land. This Rule is the primary focus of this fiscal note and represents an expansion 

of the categories of land that qualify as wildlife conservation land.  
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WILDLIFE CONSERVATION LAND PROGRAM 

Prior to SL 2019-95 

 

The WLCP, established by the WRC in response to SL 2008-171 (codified as G.S. 105-277.15), 

allows landowners meeting the specified use requirements of the WCLP to apply for a reduced 

tax assessment in the county for which the land is located.1   

  

Currently, land enrolled in the N.C. Present-Use-Valuation (PUV) program and classified as 

agricultural, horticultural, or forest land is assessed by counties at a reduced value. The WCLP is 

similar to PUV in that landowners must still apply to their county tax office for a property tax 

deferment, but the WCLP is separate and distinct from the PUV program. However, qualifying 

wildlife conservation land must be appraised and assessed as if it were classified under PUV as 

agricultural land.  

 

In order to qualify, land must be managed under a WHCA with the WRC that meets one or both 

of the following land use criteria:  

 

 1. Land used to conserve priority wildlife habitats identified in G.S. 105-277.15; and/or  

 2. Land used for the protection of a wildlife species listed in 15A NCAC 10I. 0100. 

 

The WHCA must document the presence of a protected wildlife species or the existence of one 

or more of the priority habitats and describe the management strategies in place or planned with 

appropriate timelines to ensure the continued existence of the priority habitat and/or the 

protected species. 

 

WCLP Post SL 2018-95 

 

Effective for taxable years beginning on or after July 1, 2019, SL 2018-95 extended the reduced 

tax assessment treatment and classification to land that is “…actively and regularly used as a 

reserve for hunting, fishing, shooting, wildlife observation or wildlife activities,…”.  

Additionally, it required the WRC to adopt rules necessary to administer the inspection 

requirements of and activities mandated therein. As such, the WCLP, as it existed prior to SL 

2018-95 has been incorporated into proposed Rules 15A NCAC 10L .0101 - .0103 as a practical 

approach to these similarly managed qualifications and requirements. This establishes a 

comprehensive regulatory scheme while providing clear guidance for our regulated public. The 

focus of this fiscal note is the estimated impacts of the WCLP expansion pursuant to SL 2019-95 

and not the previously established aspects of the WCLP, which were incorporated into rule for 

convenience and practicality. 

 

As noted above, the WRC was tasked with promulgating rules for the inspection and use 

requirements set out in SL 2018-95. These requirements can be found in proposed Rule 15A 

NCAC 10L .0104 - Wildlife Reserve.  Landowners that desire to qualify for a reduced tax 

assessment under this criteria must manage the land, pursuant to a WHCA, as a reserve for 

 
1 Landowners must also demonstrate that the land in question meets specified size and ownership requirements set 

out in G.S. 105-277.15. However, the WRC has no statutory role in evaluating these requirements.  
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hunting, fishing, shooting, or wildlife observation or activities. Additionally, land enrolled under 

this criteria must be inspected by a certified wildlife biologist at least once every five years to 

ensure that at least three of the seven specified management activities are maintained. These 

seven management activities are supplemental food, supplemental water, supplemental shelter, 

habitat control, erosion control, predator control, and census of animal population on the land. 

 

WRC staff, as required by SL 2018-95, had the difficult task of defining these management 

activities for our regulated public. The proposed definitions can be found in 15A NCAC 10L 

.0104(b)(1-7), included in Appendix B. The WRC employed a comprehensive and exhaustive 

methodology in arriving at these definitions, including a collaborative staff task force comprised 

of wildlife, fisheries, and land management professionals. Additionally, a comparative analysis 

of other states with similar reduced tax assessment programs was conducted. Furthermore, in 

establishing these definitions, an emphasis was placed on furthering legislative intent of tax-

based incentives to encourage the conservation of land for wildlife purposes, thus striking a 

balance between the cost of compliance with required management activities and potential 

reduced tax assessment savings.  After several meetings, staff decided that the proposed 

definitions represent a balanced, science-based approach for North Carolina landowners.2  

 

The WRC was also directed to promulgate rules for the quinquennial or once every five years 

inspection of land to ensure that the chosen land activities are active and maintained. The WRC 

has proposed in rule that these required inspections can be conducted by a wildlife biologist 

employed by a state or federal agency, a Certified Wildlife Biologist® credentialed by the 

Wildlife Society, or a Certified Fisheries Professional credentialed by the American Fisheries 

Society.  Currently, there is no fee associated with inspections conducted by WRC wildlife 

biologists.  However, as a range of wildlife biologists and Certified Fisheries Professionals can 

conduct the five-year inspection, it is unknown if and what charges or fees may apply. 

 

 

IMPACT ANALYSIS 

State Impact 

In order to develop the required WHCA, a wildlife biologist employed by the WRC must 

inventory the land proposed to be in the WCLP and then draft the agreement. This requires the 

wildlife biologist to travel to the location, perform a comprehensive review of the land, and then 

incorporate the unique aspects of the land and the landowner’s chosen land management 

activities into the agreement. It is estimated that this process requires about eight hours of work 

time for the land review and an additional eight hours to draft the agreement, totaling two days of 

work time in total.  Establishing $45,00 as a reasonable average of the annual salary of WRC 

wildlife biologists and excluding the minimal costs of gas, supplies, etc., the two days of work to 

complete the WHCA represents a $346 cost to the WRC and State. However, at this time the 

WRC does not know and has no mechanism to estimate how many landowners may request to 

enroll into this expansion of the WCLP. Understanding this, the associated costs of developing a 

WHCA represents a minimal cost or impact to the State.   

 
2 See Appendix C for an excerpt of the WCLP guidance document which contains additional information regarding 
the seven management activities. 
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Additionally, if WRC wildlife biologists were to conduct any of the five-year inspections there 

would be a cost to the agency and State. It is estimated that this inspection would require six 

hours of work. That includes the physical inspection of the land and completing the required 

form. Building off the above annual salary for a WRC biologist, this six-hour commitment of 

work time represents a $130 cost to the WRC and State. Of course, the WRC has no mechanism 

to determine how many, if any at all, five-year inspections WRC wildlife biologists would be 

asked to conduct.   

No other fiscal impacts to the State are expected from these proposed Rules.  

Local Impact 

Proposed Rules 15A NCAC 10L .0101 - .0104 have no direct impact on local government tax 

revenues, as the WRC is only mandated to adopt rules for land management activities and 

inspection requirements. Due to this limited role, this fiscal note does not analyze or contemplate 

the broader fiscal impact of the wildlife conservation land expansion on local government. 

Furthermore, the ultimate decision as to land qualifying for a reduced tax assessment lies with 

the tax assessor in the county where the land is located. 

Private Impact 

Overall, the statutory expansion of land that can be assessed on a reduced tax basis as wildlife 

conservation land pursuant to SL 2018-95 is a benefit to private citizens. However, as previously 

mentioned, the impact analysis of this fiscal note is limited to the defining of the required 

management activities and associated inspection processes and requirements.  

As noted before, the WRC staff had the difficult task of defining the seven required management 

activities promulgated as part of this statutory expansion. The importance of these definitions 

and how they affect private individuals cannot be understated. They must clearly convey the 

WRC’s expectations of the regulated public (i.e. private individuals) as far as what is being 

agreed to in the WHCA, as well as the efforts or actions that are expected to be implemented and 

maintained when the property is inspected for compliance with said WHCA.   

In arriving at the proposed definitions, the WRC employed a comprehensive and exhaustive 

methodology, including a collaborative staff task force comprised of wildlife, fisheries, and land 

management professionals. However, enacting legislative mandates on the ground at the WRC 

inevitably requires trade-offs, usually between perceived legislative intent juxtaposed with 

biological realities. Understanding this, staff focused on definitions that would provide a true 

benefit to wildlife on the land while not precluding participation due to seemingly burdensome 

and costly standards or requirements.  

For example, there was in-depth discussion surrounding the first three activities: supplemental 

food, supplemental water, and supplemental shelter (G.S. 105-277.15(c)(3)(a)(3)). As these 

activities are described as supplemental, it was decided that this meant a sustained or perpetual 

supply of food, water, or shelter that was in addition to what was already naturally available on 

the landscape.   As such, adding birdseed or deer feed to the land as supplemental food may 

technically fulfill the requirement of the law, but it does not provide a lasting benefit to the 

wildlife on the land or conservation in general. However, planting a wildlife food plot fulfills the 

law and increases the available nutrition for wildlife, as well as influence movements, 

abundance, and visibility of wildlife.  
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Additionally, it is understood that several of the required activities may overlap, supplemental 

food could indirectly be provided as a result of habitat control. Understanding this, staff aimed to 

define these requirements so that there was a clear distinction between activities.  

In the end, WRC staff are confident that the proposed definitions represent a balanced, science-

based approach for North Carolina landowners, encouraging participation and resulting tax-

savings while furthering conservation goals. 

One associated cost that landowners desiring to enroll land into the WCLP based on the statutory 

expansion may incur is in regards to the required five-year inspection. However, this depends on 

the individual and who they request to complete this inspection. As the five-year inspection can 

be completed by a wildlife biologist employed by a state or federal agency, a Certified Wildlife 

Biologist® credentialed by the Wildlife Society, or a Certified Fisheries Professional 

credentialed by the American Fisheries Society.  Currently, there is no fee associated with 

inspections conducted by the WRC. However, it is unknown whether there would be a fee 

associated with a five-year inspection conducted by another agency or individual. 
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15A NCAC 10L .0101 WILDLIFE CONSERVATION LAND 1 

 2 

(a) Wildlife Conservation Land is land that meets the size and ownership requirements in G.S. 105-277.15 3 

and on which one or more of the use requirements in subsection (b) of this Rule are met and maintained by 4 

the owner under a written Wildlife Habitat Conservation Agreement with the NC Wildlife Resources 5 

Commission that is submitted by the landowner to the county where an application for reduced property 6 

tax assessment is requested. 7 

(b) Wildlife Conservation Land is a type of land on which one or more of the following three types of 8 

management actions are maintained by the owner:  9 

(1) The protection of priority species;  10 

(2) The conservation of priority wildlife habitats; or 11 

(3) Land managed and actively used as a wildlife reserve. 12 

 13 

History Note: Authority G.S. 105-277.15; 14 

 15 

 16 

 17 

 18 

 19 

 20 

 21 

 22 

 23 

 24 

 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 

 29 

 30 

 31 

 32 

 33 

 34 
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15A NCAC 10L .0102 PROTECTED ANIMAL SPECIES 1 

 2 

(a) Protected animal species shall include those designated by the Commission as endangered, threatened, 3 

or special concern pursuant to G.S. 113-333 in 15A NCAC 10I .0100. 4 

(b) At least one protected wildlife species has been identified on the land at the time the benefit is claimed. 5 

(c) The landowner shall manage the land to protect the species through appropriate strategies identified in 6 

the Wildlife Habitat Conservation Agreement.   7 

 8 

History Note: Authority G.S. 105-277.15; 9 
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15A NCAC 10L .0103 PRIORITY WILDLIFE HABITATS 1 

 2 

(a) At least one of the priority habitats in G.S. 105-277.15(c)(3)(a)(2) shall be present on the land or planned 3 

for establishment, subject to qualifications specified in G.S. 105-277.15 (c)(3)(b). 4 

(b) The management strategies are in place or are planned with appropriate timelines to ensure the continued 5 

existence of the priority habitat as identified in the Wildlife Habitat Conservation Agreement.   6 

 7 

History Note: Authority G.S. 105-277.15; 8 

 9 
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15A NCAC 10L .0104 WILDLIFE RESERVE 1 

 2 

(a) A wildlife reserve is a type of wildlife conservation land that is created to be actively and regularly used 3 

as a reserve for hunting, fishing, shooting, wildlife observation, or wildlife activities, upon which wildlife 4 

management activities are conducted to ensure the propagation of a sustaining breeding, migrating or 5 

wintering population of indigenous wild animals. Land primarily managed and maintained primarily for 6 

human uses such as large lawns, golf courses, horse pastures, production agricultural fields, monoculture 7 

hayfields, solar energy, and commercial timber stands shall not qualify as wildlife reserve land.  8 

(b) At least three of the following activities shall be maintained on the land as agreed upon in the written 9 

Wildlife Habitat Conservation Agreement: 10 

(1) "supplemental food" is annual or perennial noninvasive plantings that provide a direct or 11 

indirect source of food or nutrition for wildlife resources. 12 

(2) "supplemental water" is artificial water features or sources that are created or installed for 13 

the benefit of wildlife resources. 14 

(3) "supplemental shelter" is natural or artificial structures that are created or installed to 15 

provide shelter from the weather, nesting sites, or escape cover from predators. 16 

Supplemental shelter may include the addition of natural or artificial structures into aquatic 17 

habitats. 18 

(4) "habitat control" is managing upland, wetland, riparian, or aquatic vegetation or physical 19 

aquatic habitat using practices to establish, restore, enhance, or maintain the natural 20 

community type(s) listed in Paragraph (b) of this Rule. 21 

(5) "erosion control" is the implementation of practices to prevent, reduce, or minimize soil 22 

erosion. Practices may include streambank and in-stream channel stabilization. Practices 23 

established for erosion control shall not be known to harm wildlife or include invasive plant 24 

species. 25 

(6) "predator control" is a practice implemented to reduce the abundance of a species or suite 26 

of species that preys on any life stage of wildlife species for which the land is managed. 27 

Predator control includes removal of invasive animal species to manage or protect wildlife 28 

or wildlife habitats. 29 

(7) "census of animal population on the land" is conducting or participating in periodic surveys 30 

and inventories to determine the presence, number, composition, biological condition, or 31 

human use of wildlife. 32 
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(c) Qualifying land shall be inspected at least once every five years following the date that the conservation 1 

agreement is signed to ensure that at least three of the seven activities in Subparagraphs (b)(1) through (7) 2 

of this Rule are maintained. 3 

(1) a wildlife biologist employed by a state or federal agency, a Certified Wildlife Biologist® 4 

credentialed by the Wildlife Society, or a Certified Fisheries Professional credentialed by 5 

the American Fisheries Society shall perform the inspection of qualifying land.   6 

(2) inspections shall be recorded by the wildlife biologist on a form provided by the 7 

Commission.  The landowner shall submit the completed form to the county Tax Assessors 8 

office during the open enrollment period for the year that the inspection is due. 9 

 10 

History Note: Authority G.S. 105-277.15; 11 

12 
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Wildlife Reserve Land Management Activities 
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