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Crooked Creek Barrens, Lewis County 

Photo Courtesy of Dr. Tom Barnes 

KENTUCKY HERITAGE LAND  

CONSERVATION FUND 

¶ Bad Branch State Nature Preserve in Letcher County by Dr. Thomas G. Barnes from the book ñKentucky, 

Naturallyò 

Kentucky has able natural heritage recognized nationally and  

internationally for its outstanding, productive, biologically, and geologically  

diverse lands and waters.. The Kentucky Heritage Land Conservation Fund is 

committed to protecting these diverse lands and ñKeeping Kentucky Greenò by 

awarding grant funds to purchase and preserve the stateôs natural lands in perpe-

tuity for enjoyment by this and future generations. 

 

Kentucky Heritage Land Conservation Fund dollars have been awarded to  

protect and conserve some of Kentuckyôs best known natural areas: old-growth 

hardwoods at Blanton Forest in eastern Kentucky; savannah woodlands at Grif-

fith Woods as well as parts of the Kentucky River Palisades in central Ken-

tucky; urban forests at the Jefferson Memorial Forest in the stateôs largest city; 

caves and woodlands along the Green River in south central Kentucky; cliff-

lined valleys along the banks of the Martinôs Fork Wild River in Harlan County; 

diverse watershed and wetland areas at the Audubon Wetlands in the western 

part of the state; and many hiking areas and parks treasured by local communi-

ties. 



Letter from Dr. Richard K. Kessler, KHLCF Chairman 

In 2017 the Kentucky Heritage Land Conservation Fund (KHLCF) continued to meet its designated statutory obligation of provid-

ing funding for the acquisition and management of numerous projects throughout the Commonwealth.  These lands conserve im-

portant scenic areas and endangered species but also provide for environmental education and outdoor recreation and we help man-

age them for these purposes.  Not only does this work meet the statutory requirements of the fund, it continues to meet the demands 

of the citizens of the Commonwealth for conservation programming and more access to lands and waters for public use and enjoy-

ment.   

 

Studies and surveys continue to demonstrate how important such programming continues to be for our citizenry. Over 20 new pro-

jects were awarded this year and the vast majority of them support some form of public use, from hiking, kayaking and wildlife 

viewing to fishing and hunting. Whiles studies have shown KHLCF projects generate $8 in goods and services for every $1 spent, 

how can we really put a value on a quiet hike, a float trip with friends and family in a beautiful, clean environment or the experi-

ence of fishing or hunting with a young person?  

  

Many projects also leverage funds from other sources like federal funds or the 50% cost-share required of our private partners in-

cluding Bernheim Forest and The Nature Conservancy in 2017. Our partnerships (in both acquisition and management) and good 

audit results further illustrate that we are good stewards of the funds we receive and disburse. We also recognize that it is important 

that citizens and legislators know the benefits we provide and because of this we have made a concerted effort this year to better 

market ñNatureôs Finestò throughout the Commonwealth.  

  

Because we are the only designated state source of such funding, it makes the solvency of our program all the more important in 

meeting these important demands. We continue to ask Kentuckians to voice their support for this critical work by purchasing 

ñNatureôs Finestò license plates, which revenue was protected in the last budget, and by expressing these views to their legislators. 

We ask legislators and the administration to respond to the needs of our citizens and our Commonwealthðneeds that this fund con-

tinues to responsibly meetðby avoiding the significant cuts that the HLCF program experienced over the past two budget cycles.   

 

It is worth noting that this year marked the retirement of one of our founding members , Horace Brown, who represented the Ken-

tucky Environmental Education Council as former chairman of that organization.  Horaceôs expertise and love for the work of this 

program is indicative of what each of our non-state representatives bring to the table from their respective organizations.  When 

these members work with our agency partners/representatives it makes for a very dynamic, functional and effective group!   

 

Although I have stepped down as KHLCF chairman, a position I have held since 2013, I look forward to continuing to serve the 

KHLCF Board over my next term and am very thankful for the opportunity to continue serving as one of the voluntary, non-agency 

members of the Board representing the Kentucky Academy of Science.  I am confident that Zeb Weese, Kentucky State Nature 

Preserves Director, will be able to move the KHLCF program forward as KHLCF chairman into FY 2018 beyond.                                              

    

       

 Sincerely, 

                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

Richard K. Kessler 

                                                         KHLCF Board Chair, 2013-2017 
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To receive program funding, eligible agencies must submit an application identifying the priority the project 

addresses; an enumeration of costs; a budget indicating how at least 10 percent of the acquisition cost will be 

spent for management; and a preliminary resource management plan for the project. During FY 2016 the 

board held four regularly scheduled quarterly meetings to consider applications for funding. 

 

If the project is approved, each agency has two years to acquire the property unless an extension to purchase 

is submitted for approval by the board. Agencies have two and one-half years after the property is purchased  

to submit a final resource management plan for review and approval.  

 Mission 

KHLCF funds are distributed quarterly as follows by statute: 

10% Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources 

10% Department of Parks 

10% Division of Forestry 

10%   Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission 

10% Kentucky Wild Rivers Program 

50%   Local Governments, State Colleges, Universities,  Nonprofit Trust Organiza-

tions, and Other Public Agencies 

 

The  Kentucky Heritage Land Conservation Fund (KHLCF) is the primary source of state funding for the  

purchase of natural areas and is committed to protecting and conserving our Commonwealthôs precious  

natural areas for enjoyment by this and future generations. Each property funded by the KHLCF is protected 

in perpetuity by a conservation easement or deed restriction. 
 

The fund was established by the Kentucky Heritage Land Conservation Act in 1990. This legislation  

established priorities for property acquisitions including:   

 

¶ natural areas that possess unique features such as habitat for rare and endangered species;  

¶ areas important to migratory birds;  

¶ areas that perform important natural functions subject to alteration or loss;  

¶ areas to be preserved in their natural state for public use, outdoor recreation and education.   

 
The fund is managed by the 12-member Kentucky Heritage Land Conservation Fund Board appointed by the 
governor. Revenue for the fund comes from the state portion of the unmined minerals tax, environmental 
fines, sale of Kentucky nature license plates and interest.  
 
By statute, the Environmental Education Council receives $150,000 in environmental fines each year for envi-
ronmental education programs and the Department for Energy Development and Independence receives 
$400,000 in unmined minerals taxes for the purpose of public education of coal-related issues. These funds are 
not part of the KHLCF program, but the KHLCF handles their initial financial transfers administratively.  This 
is reflected in the financial information section of this report. 
      

Organizationally and administratively, the KHLCF is attached to the Kentucky State Nature Preserves Com-
mission in the Cabinet for Energy and Environment. 
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The goals of the KHLCF are simple: protect some of Kentuckyôs remaining natural lands, and provide appro-

priate public access to as many of them as possible. The KHLCF defines ñconservationò broadly. Our sites 

range from hiking spots, to hunting areas, to environmental education sites, to endangered species habitat.  
 

The importance of conservation to Kentuckyôs tourism economy is often under-appreciated. The most recent 

data from the US Census Bureau indicates that in Kentucky alone over $773 million is spent annually on 

wildlife watching by over 1.3 million people. That includes money spent on equipment, lodging, food, and 

other trip related expenses.  KHLCF sites are important destinations for many of these tourists. 
 

The full report may be viewed here:https://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/fhw11-ky.pdf 
 

Kentucky Then: When the earliest European 

settlers came to Kentucky it was truly a wil-

derness. The mountains of Eastern Kentucky 

held massive tulip poplars and chestnuts. The 

extensive canebreaks of Central Kentucky 

covered countless acres. In Western Ken-

tucky, tallgrass prairies blended with vast 

wetlands. Wildlife was abundant throughout 

the state. One goal of the KHLCF is to con-

serve some of the natural landscape that 

shaped those earliest pioneers and allow fu-

ture generations to experience them. 
 

Kentucky Now: The vast majority of the 

Commonwealth has been altered significant-

ly since those pioneer days. However, pock-

ets of natural areas still exist. Also, much of 

the altered land can be successful replanted 

and reclaimed for passive outdoor recreation, 

wildlife habitat, and watershed protection. 

The KHLCF works with a wide range of 

partners to enhance the conservation attrib-

utes of land throughout Kentucky. 

 
 

Conserving Kentucky: Kentucky has ap-

proximately 25 million acres of land. Esti-

mates on how much is managed for conserva-

tion vary from 4% to 7%, depending on how 

broadly ñconservationò is defined. That in-

cludes land protected by nonprofit organiza-

tions such as the Kentucky Natural Lands 

Trust and Bernheim Forest, as well as govern-

ment entities such as state and local parks and 

nature preserves. Therefore, a very small per-

centage of Kentuckyôs land is in public hands 

or conserved by other groups.  

 

 

The KHLCF assists conservation organizations to conserve and manage natural land for 

the benefit of future generations. 

Maps developed by the Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission with the best available data. 

 Why Conserve Kentucky? 

https://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/fhw11-ky.pdf

