Land Purchasing Process

on the Caribbean National Forest

· Interested landowners should provide title evidence and indicate a price range or willingness to sell the property at fair market value. Landowners should provide the correct name, address, marital status and authority to sell (from each party involved in the title deed) as it will appear in the option or deed of conveyance. For married individuals, spouse’s information should be provided and for partnerships, identify all partners and spouses, or all heirs and spouses, etc. 
· Landowners should provide a property description and acreage of the tract of land being considered (i.e., general information of the property). A deed reference is helpful. If it is possible, provide maps or plats that identify the adjoining landowners.
· Landowner(s) can pay for title commitment and/or the appraisal, to shorten the time of the transaction; however, if the Forest Service pays for the title commitment and appraisal, contracting procedures will need to be followed which, in turn, will cause an increase in the time that it may take to complete the transaction. Forest Service determines if there are any liens or other similar conditions on the property.

· All appraisals need to follow the guidelines established by the federal government and must be approved by a Forest Service review appraiser. If the appraisal is not accepted, it may need to be revised and re-submitted for review.

· Once an appraisal has been reviewed by the Forest Service, if the landowner continues to proceed with the land transaction and the terms of the purchase, the landowner will sign an option. The land purchase option contains the offer of the landowner to sell the property (based on the appraised value), and identifies the property to be sold, the price and the conditions of the sale. All parties or partners of a property need to sign the option, along with witnesses that are present. The signed option is forwarded to the Forest Service’s Regional Office in Atlanta, GA and, once accepted and signed by the Regional Office, it becomes a binding contract on both parties; completing the transaction. The Regional Office can take up to one year in accepting and signing the option.
· Property-line surveys need to be conducted. The survey can be con-ducted through contract by the Forest Service, or can be obtained by the landowner. Surveys will also need the approval at the Regional Office level. This can be done prior to or after the option is signed.

· The Office of General Counsel (OGC) in Atlanta, GA serves as the legal representative for the Forest Service in all land transactions. OGC reviews and approves legal documents involved in the land acquisition process.

· Closings are coordinated through the OGC or a local attorney who prepares the legal documents, affidavits, quitclaim deeds or other legal documents and may prepare the deed of conveyance. Payment is based on the final option. OGC authorizes the deed to be executed by the landowner and recorded by the Forest Service. Government pays for all recording fees. Landowner pays all state and local transfer taxes and state documentary stamps and then is reimbursed by the government for expenses incidental to transfer of title.

· The land acquisition process usually takes from 1-2 years, once funding is available for the land transaction. The Forest Service receives funds for land purchases through congressionally appropriated dollars (usually it takes two years to receive Congressional appropriations for specific land purchases). This funding process is on a competitive basis within the agency.
· Critical in-holding dollars are sometimes available annually on a competitive basis. These funds are usually less than $100,000. Properties, which compete best for these funds, tend to be smaller tracts of land and in very close proximity to existing Forest Service boundaries.

· Currently the Forest Service is working with the Puerto Rico Conservation Trust (“Fideicomiso de Conservación de Puerto Rico”), as a third party partner, to assist the Forest Service in the land acquisition process. The Fideicomiso may be able to obtain lands more quickly than the Forest Service. The agency then seeks to reimburse funds to the “Fideicomiso”.  The purchase process is basically the same as outlined here.
· Two other programs that might be of interest to landowners are the Forest Legacy program, under State and Private Forestry programs of the International Institute of Tropical Forestry (located in Río Piedras, PR 787-766-5335). Also there is a conservation easement program offering local tax incentives for landowners on qualified properties.  More information on this program can be obtained by contacting the Fideicomiso de Conservación at 787-722-5834.
· For more information on the land acquisition program of the Caribbean National Forest, contact Caribbean National Forest Special Uses & Land Program Management Office.
