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ABOUT 12 YEARS AGO, THE TEXAS LAND TRENDS DATABASE 
came online and showed what many had long 
suspected — Texas’ working and agricultural 

lands were disappearing at an alarming rate.
The database, which was developed by the Texas 

A&M Institute of Renewable Natural Resources in coop-
eration with Texas A&M AgriLife Research, Texas A&M 
AgriLife Extension Service and American Farmland 
Trust, got the attention of many agricultural leaders.

Blair Fitzsimons, CEO of Texas Agricultural Land 
Trust, says that’s when the industry started exploring 
a purchase of development rights program. She says 
these are state purchase of development rights programs 
where producers are paid to retire their development 
rights and keep the land in agricultural production. 
One legislator really got the ball rolling.

“Rep. Charlie Geren from Fort Worth really em-
braced this,” Fitzsimons says. “He comes from an ag 
background himself. He’s always been very supportive 
of the ag industry in Texas. He became the lead in the 
house and really helped kind of garner support for this. 
We went to the legislature in 2005, and with Charlie’s 
support got a bill passed that created the Texas Farm 
and Ranch Lands Conservation Program.”

Fitzsimons says that initially the program was 
housed in the General Land Offi ce. However, without 
any money, it languished after a couple of years. It 
wasn’t until last year’s legislative session, when the 
program moved to the Texas Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment, that it was fi nally able to get a legislative appro-
priation with the support of Rep. Geren, Senators Lois 
Kolkhorst and Charles Perry, and the speaker’s offi ce.

To Keep and Protect
State easement program allows for conservation of more working lands

By Katrina Huffstutler

About 12 years ago, the Texas Land Trends database came online and showed what many had long suspected — Texas’ work-
ing and agricultural lands were disappearing at an alarming rate.

 MORE



112   The Cattleman   October 2016 thecattlemanmagazine.com

It’s a perfect fi t. According to Texas Parks and Wildlife Department’s 
website, “The Texas Farm and Ranch Lands Conservation Program com-
plements Texas Parks and Wildlife Department’s mission to conserve 
natural resources by protecting working lands from fragmentation and 
development. The program maintains and enhances the ecological and 
agricultural productivity of these lands through agricultural conserva-
tion easements.”

The program supports responsible stewardship and conservation of 
working lands, water, fi sh and wildlife, and agricultural production 
through:
• Generating interest and awareness in easement programs and other 

options for conserving working lands
• Leveraging available monies to fund as many high-quality projects as 

possible
• Highlighting the ecological and economic value of working lands and 

the opportunities to conserve working lands for the future
Fitzsimons says the program would especially be of interest to landown-

ers whose land is not providing enough income to qualify it for a donated 
conservation easement.

“This is an alternative where they can get paid for the value of their 
conservation easement,” she says.

Additionally, Fitzsimons says, anyone whose farm or ranch land has 
signifi cant water resources should look into the program. That’s because 
the legislature showed so much interest in conserving working lands 
where the rain falls, that the program received a $2 million appropria-
tion last session.

She says that from the beginning, those involved with creating the 
program have worked hard to make sure it would serve farmers and 
ranchers well.

“There’s no question — priority was always to conserve and protect 
productive agricultural lands,” she says. “To have a program that was ad-
ministered in a way that did not interfere with the ability to run a farm or 
a ranch. That’s why the steering committee included leaders from Cattle 
Raisers as well as representatives from Texas Farm Bureau and Texas 
Wildlife Association.”

Another tool in the box
Carter Smith, who serves as the executive director of the Texas Parks 

and Wildlife Department, says the program is a tool ranchers can use to 
try to keep their lands in the family.

“It’s by no means the only one, but it’s certainly an important tool for 
ranchers who are thinking about how to effectively pass along their fam-
ily ranch or ranches to future generations. At the very least, I think it’s 
important to be aware of the option, particularly given the income tax 
and estate tax planning-related considerations,” he says.

Smith adds he sees it as a “very positive step forward” that the state is 
able to offer such a program, partnering with landowners to help them 
protect their heritage.

“This is one of these rare programs that hit the bulls-eye on a number 
of important statewide priorities,” Smith says. “That’s true whether we’re 
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Texas Land 
Fast Facts

From 1997 
to 2012…

Texas population 

increased 

36 percent

Total population 

increase in top 

25 fastest

growing counties 

87 percent

Total land 

conversion from 

top 25 fastest 

growing counties 

54 percent

Increase 

in farming 

and ranching 

operations 

9 percent

Source: texaslandtrends.org

RANCHING 

Business

talking about keeping farmers and ranchers on the 
land, keeping working lands working, protecting the 
source of our drinking water, conserving our wildlife 
habitat, maintaining what makes Texas so special, 
or supporting our rural economies and communities 
across Texas. This program helps expand all of those 
goals in different ways and we’re excited to be a small 
part of helping to bring that to fruition.”

He emphasizes that the program is completely vol-
untary.

“There’s nothing compulsory about it, and so 
landowners can make their own decisions as to 
whether or not this is something they want to pursue 
and it’s certainly not applicable in every situation 
or for every ranch by any stretch of the imagina-
tion,” Smith says.

Although it may not be for everyone, it is for a lot 
of ranchers — that’s evident by the ever-increasing 
interest, Smith says.

“There’s no shortage of demand for it,” he says. 
“The only thing impeding it is the fact of resources.”

In the fi rst year of Texas Parks and Wildlife De-
partment’s funding the program, it was a qualifi ed 
success by almost any measure. They were able to 

leverage every dollar on an 8 to 1 basis and work 
with land trusts and participating land-owning fami-
lies to conserve important working lands from West 
Texas to the Gulf to the Hill Country. They helped 
conserve and protect a wide variety of working lands 
from traditional rangelands to working ranches to 
hay fi elds to agricultural fi elds, and conserve priority 
watersheds and aquifers from the Colorado River to 
Edwards Aquifer to the Gulf Coast. 

And Smith couldn’t be prouder.
“The ability to have another tool that can be of-

fered to interested ranchers and landowners is of 
value to that conversation as together we chart the 
future of our proud agricultural, outdoor and wildlife 
heritages in our state,” he says. “Not only is there 
a critical need for this program, but we’re also see-
ing a real burgeoning demand for it as more and 
more landowners become familiar with it. Across 
the state, more ranchers have placed easements on 
their family farms and ranches. As those who have 
done so are talking across the fence to their neigh-
bors, the interest only grows with time. Again, the 
only real constraint we have now with the program 
is resources.” 


