Harlo Haagenson Santuary Fact Sheet

The Friends of Harlo Haagenson Preserve (FHHP) is a coalition of concerned citizens, conservation organizations, and members of the East Haddam community who are committed to preserving the Harlo Haagenson sanctuary, as intended by Harlo, who donated his property to the Connecticut Audubon Society in memory of his wife, Margaret, an avid birder. The sanctuary lies in the upland watershed area of the confluence of the Salmon and Connecticut Rivers in a region designated by the state as protected wildlife habitat.

The Haagenson Sanctuary was quietly put on the real estate market (Prudential) in August of 2004 by the Connecticut Audubon Society (CAS), through “Owl Properties, LLC” for $775,000. It is a great challenge for FHHP to raise money for a property that is already preserved; many people believe that under these circumstances, it would be an unethical use of public conservation funds. 
Friends of the Harlo Haagenson Preserve have formed subcommittees to develop and implement action plans in an effort to preserve the sanctuary for public enjoyment in perpetuity. Currently a wildlife inventory is under way, and several conservation organizations have expressed interest in conducting wildlife education programs on the site. A website is being developed (Haagensonpreserve.com) for further information.
Background

1 Harlo Haagenson donated his house and 57 acre property to the Connecticut Audubon Society (CAS) in 1989 to provide a site for a nature center and wildlife preserve for the public to enjoy in memory of his wife Margaret. (Connecticut Audubon Society should not be confused with the National Audubon Society and Connecticut state chapters. They are completely separate organizations.) 
2 Harlo and his wife, Margaret, lived on the property for 45 years. Margaret was a bird watcher, loved the property, and wanted it to be preserved. She died in the early 1980’s. 

3 Harlo had many conversations with friends and neighbors in East Haddam about his intentions to donate the property. He spoke with representatives of several smaller local conservation organizations, including the East Haddam Land Trust and the Connecticut River Watershed Council, regarding his desire for preservation. According to those who knew him, Harlo chose CAS because it was the oldest conservation organization with a solid reputation for land conservation; He believed CAS would preserve his land in perpetuity. 

4 Harlo deeded the property to CAS outright. According to those who knew him, he trusted CAS. In 1989 it was not uncommon to donate property based on a good faith verbal agreement.
5 The Haagenson house, built of stone and cedar with a small observation tower, was 150 years old. Harlo lived in his house on the property until his death in 1995. After his death, CAS demolished the house. 

6 Although a wildlife audit has not been conducted on the property by CAS, several uncommon birds have been sighted by visitors to the property, such as the bald eagle, an Endangered Species, and the saw whet owl and brown thrasher, both listed as of Special Concern by the Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection.  

Recent Events

1 In early April, 2005, neighbors learned through word-of-mouth that CAS was selling the sanctuary. There is no evidence that local conservation organizations or town officials had been informed when it was put on the market in August of 2004. 

2 Representatives of the local conservation organizations, including the East Haddam Land Trust and SOLAR (Save our Lands and Roads), quickly organized an effort to preserve the property and contacted people who knew Harlo.   
3 Many letters have been written by friends, neighbors, and family (nephew) of Harlo and Margaret Haagenson attesting to his intent that the property be preserved in perpetuity with strong objection to its sale. 

4  A meeting was held on May 10th with representatives of CAS, local conservation organizations, the neighborhood, and other interested parties. The CAS President, Chair and several members of the Board of Directors asserted:
a The CAS land acquisition committee determined that the preserve cannot serve their environmental education mission because of “location, terrain, access issues, and habitat potential”.  They claim their mission has not changed since the time when the property was donated.  But previous bulletins and appeals on membership renewal forms clearly state that one of their goals is to help preserve Connecticut’s open space and habitat. 
b CAS claims to have no institutional memory of conversations with Harlo about the property. They claim they have the right to sell the property because it was transferred without the legal restrictions. They claim they contacted local officials about the sale. 

c CAS has never conducted a wildlife habitat audit. CAS intends to place a conservation easement on some of the property but has not offered any specifications on this point.

d CAS wishes to find a suitable buyer and their MLS listing states the property is not to be subdivided. 
i) They denied having a survey.

ii) They did not have information about the size of the acreage for development.
iii) They refused to limit building on the property to one house, saying the number of houses would be up to the town of East Haddam. 
iv) They claim they have turned down 3 offers because they were not “suitable”.

v) Their definition of a “suitable” buyer is undefined. 

e CAS refused to take the property off the market, while conservation groups organized for its acquisition. They agreed to fill out a form applying for potential acquisition by the CT State DEP Recreation and Natural Heritage Trust Program indicating they may be willing to discount the price, if the buyer is a conservation organization.
5 Since our May 10th meeting CAS has made statements concerning their commitment to the conservation easement (85% of the property, as reported in Hartford Courant, 5-20-05). This intended conservation easement is not specified in the real estate listing; when asked about this, CAS officials claim they will work with the future buyer to establish the easement (as reported in the Hartford Courant, 6-13-05). CAS has not developed a stewardship plan to insure preservation of the intended easement. 

6 Meeting of concerned citizens were held on May 20 & June 2 (30+ attendees each).

7 The property remains on the market at the same listing price.
8 Letters exchanged by CAS and Harlo Haagenson’s attornies were found that specify an agreement regarding the sale of one to two conforming lots for purposes of creating an endowment to support stewardship of the preserve.   

9 In a letter faxed on June 28, 2005, CAS requested that FHHP extend a formal offer of intent to buy the preserve for a minimum of $500,000 by June 30th. 

10 In a letter faxed on the same day, FHHP proposed that CAS receive reimbursement for all financial costs expended to acquire and steward the preserve in exchange for the transfer of the deed to a conservation organization(s) for preservation in its entirety in perpetuity. 

11 Attorney General Blumenthal’s office is investigating the appropriateness of the private sale of the preserve and the transfer of the deed from CAS to Owl Properties, LLC for this purpose. 

12 Recent IRS records show that CAS reported the Harlo Haagenson Preserve as a permanently restricted net asset. 
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