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A controversy over the planned sale of the Harlo N. Haagenson Preserve in East Haddam has a newly mobilized conservation coalition facing off against a century-old environmental steward - the Connecticut Audubon Society.

Since its founding in 1898, Connecticut Audubon Society, an environmental education and conservation group, has never sold one of its sanctuaries. That will change when a suitable buyer for the Haagenson preserve is found, according to the society's president, Robert Martinez.

"Nonprofits don't have endless amounts of money," said Martinez. "Based on our technical expertise, we have determined that we don't have the money to properly manage this sanctuary."

He said the society's sanctuary staff members, who clear paths and debris, cut grass, and remove invasive species, must be paid and that the society must similarly pay taxes and insurance on the parcel.

According to Connecticut Audubon Society's annual financial statements, its total net assets were $21.7 million for the year ending April 20, 2004. For all 19 sanctuaries, they spent $8,974 on total maintenance for the same period, according to the records.

The Connecticut Audubon Society is not affiliated with the National Audubon Society.

Betty McLaughlin, the society's director of environmental affairs, said the sanctuary, which was given to Connecticut Audubon by Haagenson in 1989, is too remote and does not attract enough visitors to justify the current investment.

"They don't see it as the gem that we do," said Cynthia Matthew, a member of Friends of Harlo Haagenson Preserve.

Haagenson, an engineer, donated his 57-acre parcel to the society six years before his death in 1995. He and his wife, Margaret, lived together on the property in East Haddam for 45 years and were both avid birdwatchers. 

"When Margaret passed away, Harlo began to think about his mortality and what you can give back to the world," said Nancy MacKinnon, also a member of the coalition.

The sanctuary sits on the upward slope of the watershed where the Salmon River and the Connecticut River meet.

Haagenson did not specify any restrictions on the land's use or provide an endowment to support maintenance fees on the property. According to a land acquisition policy that Connecticut Audubon Society instituted in 1983, the society has the legal right to sell unrestricted land donations.

"They may have a legal right to sell it, but not a moral one," said Matthew.

Richard Stelzer, Haagenson's former caretaker, said Haagenson thought long and hard over whether to donate the land to the society or to the then-fledgling East Haddam Land Trust. He said Haagenson determined that the society was the safest bet, as it had such a long history of conservation in the state.

Many of Haagenson's friends and neighbors insist that he intended for the Connecticut Audubon Society to hold this land in perpetuity.

"This property was given to [Connecticut Audubon Society] by my uncle, Harlo N. Haagenson, to be used as a preserve for the abundant wildlife and birds that he and my Aunt Margaret loved so dearly," said William R. Haagenson in a letter written to Friends of Harlo Haagenson Preserve.

The coalition is compiling documentation to bolster its case.

Malcolm Gourlie, Haagenson's doctor and friend, agrees: "I can unequivocally state that Mr. Haagenson donated his land ... for the sole purpose that it would be a bird sanctuary in perpetuity."

When asked about Haagenson's intentions, Martinez said, "Haagenson was an educated engineer and therefore must have been aware [of the 1983 policy]." 

Connecticut Audubon Society placed the sanctuary on the market last August, and East Haddam residents became aware of it only last April. The listed price is $775,000 and they are fielding offers from private buyers and organizations.

They found the listing on the multiple-listing service website under the name Owl Properties, LLC. Martinez is the manager and agent of this company, which has the same address as Connecticut Audubon Society's center in Fairfield, according to the Connecticut Secretary of the State's database.

Owl Properties, LLC, was created on June 24, 2004, to sell the property under a name other than Connecticut Audubon Society.

According to Stelzer, the name may be more apt to the property then Connecticut Audubon Society intended. Stelzer is a self-taught naturalist who has conducted documented surveys on the land for 15 years. He said he has seen a special owl on the sanctuary - the saw-whet owl.

According to the state Department of Environmental Protection, the saw-whet owl is a "species of special concern," which the agency treats with the same reserve as endangered species. 

The DEP's natural diversity database similarly has maps that indicate zones where endangered, threatened, or special concern species reside. Two of such zones intersect with the location of the Haagenson Preserve.

But, the DEP has jurisdiction only on state property and would therefore have no legal right to protect this species on private land, according to Jenny Dickson of the DEP.

An official wildlife inventory of the land has not yet been conducted, but Friends of Haagenson Preserve and other local groups are compiling one. DEP's Wildlife Division biologist Ann Kilpatrick gave them a list of experts to help with the survey. Members from the Connecticut Botanical Society, the Connecticut Butterfly Association, and other parties all will be providing their expertise, according to MacKinnon. 

Friends of Haagenson Preserve has also sent a letter to Connecticut Audubon Society asking if it would like to help.

The current listing on Prudential Connecticut Realty's website makes no mention of the Haagenson Preserve's flora or fauna. It simply said, "Rare opportunity to own 57+ acres overlooking the CT River. Map Available with listing agent. Owners will not entertain offers subject to subdivision."

According to Martinez, the society is turning away offers from individuals who are unwilling to abide by certain restrictions on the land's use.

No restrictions are specified in the listing. 

Martinez said he cannot specify the conservation easements to be placed on the land because they plan on involving the future landowner in the process. He said the future owner's interests in the property will be taken into consideration when determining such easements.

Martinez said the society will definitely place easements on the property to ensure the land is protected in perpetuity. He said the East Haddam Land Trust or the Town of East Haddam could enforce these restrictions and the easement would specify that the public continue to have access to conservation portions. 

The local land trust or the town would then have to pay to enforce these easements and maintain the land, which many residents feel is unfair because Haagenson donated the land to the Connecticut Audubon Society with the intent it be held in perpetuity.

"People don't feel they should be paid off," said Matthew. "It's unethical."

Gourlie, in an open letter to the Connecticut Audubon Society, said he is "outraged" because the sale would be only for monetary gain.

"The Society's action is a perverse twist of the old admonition, `Buyer Beware'," Gourlie said. "The Society's policy is clearly: `Donor Beware' ... Be very aware." 
 

