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MLive File Photo. Ann Arbor-based Legacy Land Conservancy is appealing a USDA 
decision to rescind funding that would protect about 4,000 acres of farms and natural 
lands in southeast Michigan from future development .Burlington County 
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ANN ARBOR, MI — Southeast Michigan farmers 
with plans to protect their land from future 
development remain in limbo as a regional land 
conservation program appeals the loss of $24.6 
million in promised federal funding. 

Since notified of the loss, representatives of the The 
Southeast Michigan Conservation Coalition 
Regional Conservation Partnership Program have 
been “rushing” to figure out what to do, said 
coalition lead Susan LaCroix of Legacy Land 
Conservancy, which leads the coalition with 

nonprofit and local government partners. 

They had a 30-day window to file an appeal with the National Appeals Division 
of the USDA, and they filed Thursday, July 10. 

The appeal would be heard by an administrative judge within 45 days of the 
appeal request, according to the National Appeals Division. The administrative 
judge would make a determination within 30 days of when the hearing closes. If 
the appeal is not granted, the coalition would be allowed to file a request for a 
director’s review. 

https://www.mlive.com/staff/jeberba1/


LaCroix said the coalition is also looking at other possible funding options, 
should they lose the appeal. 

The coalition was gearing up to protect around 4,000 acres of farmlands and 
forests through conservation easements. The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
had awarded the program funding last year for projects in five Michigan 
counties — Jackson, Lenawee, Livingston, Washtenaw, and Wayne counties. 

But this June, Legacy Land Conservancy was notified the funding has been 
“rescinded” amid federal spending cuts. The notification came just weeks after 
the coalition had been informed that they could move forward signing 
agreements for the funding. 
Some farmers the coalition had already lined up have had to dig deeper into 
their own pockets as they wait to learn the fate of the conservation easements, 
LaCroix said. 

“We’ve had some of them say they are going to pull more from retirement than 
they would have expected or scrounge a little bit more,” LaCroix said. 

“I think that speaks more to the testament of how dedicated these landowners 
and farmers are to preserving their farmland and keeping it in agricultural use,” 
she said. 

She said it is “lucky” that no landowners impacted by the funding pull back have 
told her they would have to sell their land immediately or consider other 
options. They have told her they want the coalition to pursue other funding 
sources to conserve their farms, should the USDA deny the appeal. 

The Ann Arbor News/MLive has reached out to the USDA for comment on 
multiple occasions but has not received a response. 

Conservation easements ensure farmland remains in agricultural production 
and protect natural lands. 

https://www.mlive.com/news/ann-arbor/2025/06/feds-pull-back-24m-threatening-preservation-of-about-4000-acres-in-southeast-michigan.html
https://www.mlive.com/news/ann-arbor/2025/06/feds-pull-back-24m-threatening-preservation-of-about-4000-acres-in-southeast-michigan.html


Of the 4,000 acres to be conserved, about 2,000 acres had already been 
identified with several landowners expecting the funding and more in the 
works. 

Lenawee farm owner Cathy Harsh previously said she and her sister want to 
protect their family’s land as a farm forever and would use money earned from 
a conservation easement to pay off bills and debts. 

“With the increased costs of living and our limited farming income, it was going 
to help my sister and I retire with a little more security,” Harsh said in a 
statement issued in June by Legacy Land Conservancy. “Money is tight right 
now, not just for us but for everybody.” 

About $20 million of the award would have gone directly to the purchase of 
conservation easements on private agricultural and forested lands in the 
coalition’s five-county service area, according to Legacy. Recipients are 
required to provide a 50% funding match for the conservation easement 
purchases. 

The group also planned to do outreach across the region to build relationships 
with more landowners. 

Last year, the USDA under the former President Joe Biden administration 
announced about $1.5 billion in funds for the program and accepted project 
proposals from across the country. Federal investment came through the Farm 
Bill and the Inflation Reduction Act, passed in 2022, in part, to fight climate 
change. 

LaCroix said they were originally informed the Southeast Michigan project 
would be funded through congressionally appropriated Farm Bill funds. But the 
USDA informed them the coalition’s funding was now linked to the Inflation 
Reduction Act. 



The coalition was also informed the agency had decided to re-rank projects. 

LaCroix said they did not receive an explanation why projects were re-ranked 
or what criteria was used. 

“One of the main reasons (they are appealing) is that we were funded through 
the Farm Bill originally, and then they used criteria to re-rank applicants and 
didn’t explain what this other criteria was or why they were re-ranking us,” 
LaCroix said. 

In a January executive order, President Donald Trump ordered agencies to 
pause disbursement of funds appropriated through the IRA, which invests in 
domestic energy production and manufacturing, and aims to reduce carbon 
emissions. A federal judge has since said the funds had to be released. 
The recently passed federal budget reconciliation bill repealed many IRA 
provisions, as IRA opponents argued it included wasteful spending on green 
projects. 

While a “silver lining” of the recently approved federal spending cuts, she said, 
is that IRA funding would be put into other USDA programs that could help with 
conservation easements, the coalition would have to start over with applying 
for funding and application processes are not open right now. 

“People are having to wait and scrounge around for what their options are 
while they wait for another decision to be made,” she said. 

 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/unleashing-american-energy/
https://apnews.com/article/trump-climate-infrastructure-funding-freeze-biden-lawsuit-9fd37cf1e4850d6703cf80a57be62c6a
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