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Good afternoon. My name is Blair Fitzsimons, and I serve as executive 
director of the Texas Agricultural Land Trust, or TALT. I have been asked 
to speak today about the loss of agricultural lands in Texas; the rationale 
for keeping agricultural lands intact; to provide examples of what other 
states are doing in this area; and finally, to make recommendations for 
solutions that address the loss of agricultural lands. First, some 
background: 
 
Texas Agricultural Land Trust. A private, non-profit 501c3, TALT was 
created in 2007 by leaders from Texas Farm Bureau, Texas & 
Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, and Texas Wildlife Association 
who were concerned that Texas is losing its agricultural lands at an 
alarming rate. At the time, there were approximately 40 land trusts in 
Texas, but none whose sole mission was the protection of agricultural 
lands.  
 
TALT’s purpose is two-fold:  First, we work with landowners to protect 
privately-owned agricultural lands through the use of a conservation 
easement. A conservation easement is a voluntary, permanent deed 
restriction through which the landowner relinquishes the right to develop 
the property, but maintains title and all other rights, including the right to 
farm, graze cattle, lease, sell or bequeath the property. There are two types 
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of conservation easements----donated, whereby the landowner receives a 
tax deduction for restricting development; and purchased, in which case 
there is a recognized public policy priority, such as protecting water 
resources, that warrants paying the landowner to protect his land for the 
benefit of the general public.  
 
TALT’s second purpose is to help the public learn about the benefits of 
private lands stewardship. To that end, we organized a conference, held 
here at the Capitol in December, 2011, entitled “Public Benefits of Private 
Lands.” At that conference, we spent a full day defining the problem, stating 
what those benefits are, and then profiling projects from around the 
country. I will touch on the high points here in my allotted ten minutes, but 
would like to point out that the full presentations can be found on our 
website (www.txaglandtrust.org). 
 
Loss of Agricultural Lands. Of the 50 states, Texas has one of the 
largest percentages of privately-owned lands, with approximately 142 
million acres of privately owned farms, ranches, and timberlands. Yet we 
are also losing our agricultural lands at one of the fastest rates in the 
country. According to the Texas A&M Land Trends study 
(www.texaslandtrends.org), Texas loses about 1.5 million acres to 
development every ten years.  (See “Our Future Landscape: Trends 
Shaping the Future of Texas’ Land, Water & Wildlife Resources”, attached).  
At the same time, another 3.5 million acres are fragmented into smaller and 
smaller pieces. As land values increase, families find that their estate tax 
planning efforts cannot keep up, and a portion or sometimes all of the 
property must be sold to pay the tax bill. This is compounded by the fact 
that the next generation is often not willing or financially able to return to 
the farm or ranch. The property is sold to monetize the asset which is often 
their only one of significance. With an aging ownership, an estimated 70 
percent of U.S. farmland will change hands in the next 10-20 years, 
according to the USDA.  This turnover has a direct impact on rural 
communities as smaller properties become less sustainable, and the 
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increased demand for social services drains county coffers (See “Bexar 
County Cost of Community Services”, attached). 
 
Public Benefits of Private Lands.  One might ask, with 142 million acres 
of privately owned land, does it matter if Texas loses a million and a half 
every ten years? The answer is yes, that there is a strong connection 
between privately-owned and managed lands and other public policy 
priorities. The most obvious example is water. With 84% of the state land 
base privately owned, how that land is managed---the ability of that land to 
capture, recharge and clean water, for example---directly impacts our 
sources of drinking water. It also impacts our streams, bays and estuaries, 
providing habitat for species that, if lost or diminished and therefore listed 
by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, could have a debilitating impact on 
portions of Texas’ economy.  
 
Also on the list of benefits provided by private lands is food and fiber.  
Texas is the second-largest agricultural state in the United States, 
accounting for about seven percent of the total U.S. agricultural income. 
The food, horticulture and fiber industry is the second-largest resource-
based industry in the state, generating $100 billion a year for the economy.  
These dollars have a compounding positive effect for communities by 
supporting local businesses like implement dealers, veterinarian services, 
hardware and feed stores. Just as significant is the implication for our 
national security when we start outsourcing our food production. Much talk, 
thought and action has been devoted to protecting our energy sources in 
other parts of the world, but very little to the strategic importance of our 
food supply.  
 
As American Farmland Trust’s Cost of Community Services demonstrate, 
open space and agricultural lands help to balance the books for rural 
communities. The 2004 Bexar County study, for example, showed that for 
every $1 paid in taxes, ag lands required only $.18 in community services, 
while residential lands required $1.15.  This study, and the others done in 
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Hays and Bandera counties, is not intended to support an anti-growth 
argument.  Only to show that ag lands should be considered in the mix.  
 
In short, open space and agricultural lands are not just lands waiting to be 
developed. Open space supports wildlife habitat and a $15 billion outdoor 
recreation industry. Our coastal communities need open space to mitigate 
the impacts of hurricanes and flooding. Our military bases need buffers of 
open space around the installations to protect their ability to train troops. 
The state’s parks rely on the surrounding open space to maintain their 
pristine nature. When we start to lose this open space, the public’s 
investments in infrastructure---whether they be parks or military bases---are 
threatened.   
 
These are often unseen benefits that are hard to quantify.  Other than 
market value and ag value, we don’t have good objective standards to 
measure these benefits by.  
 
In many areas around the country, publicly-funded Purchase of 
Development Rights (PDR) programs are used to protect agricultural lands. 
(These programs are also referred to as Purchase of Agricultural 
Conservation Easement, or PACE, programs. See Farmland Information 
Center fact sheet, attached) Through a PDR program, a landowner is 
essentially rewarded for or incentivized to provide these benefits.  This in 
turn helps him or her release stranded capital, and as studies of PDR 
programs elsewhere in the country have shown, the money is typically put 
back in the operations.  PDR programs can occur at the state, county or 
municipal levels. As of 2011, there were 25 state programs and 88 at the 
county level.  These programs are often used to match funds available for 
ag lands protection through the USDA, which requires a non-federal cash 
match. 
 
An excellent example of an ag land protection effort, and one that is easily 
quantified in terms of cost avoidance, is the New York Watershed 
Agricultural Program. In the late 1980’s, the Environmental Protection 
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Agency mandated that New York City build a new filtration facility, that was 
estimated to cost $4-6 billion, plus $250m annually to operate it. Not having 
the funds to comply, NYC instead sought to protect the quality of its source 
of drinking water---the highland lakes upstate---by purchasing conservation 
easements on dairy farms surrounding those lakes. NYC to date has spent 
approximately $70m on easements, and in the process has strengthened 
what was a faltering dairy industry.    

Recommendations for Texas programs. Texas lags other states in 
creating PDR or PACE programs, and certainly lags other states in utilizing 
the federal funds available through USDA to protect ag lands. However, the 
groundwork has been established, beginning with the recognition, as 
codified in our Property Tax code by which we provide special use 
valuation, that agricultural lands are a public priority. In 2007, with the 
passage of SB3, the Legislature recognized the public benefit of private 
lands by amending the water code to recognize the role of private lands 
and to call for the development of policies that encourage voluntary private 
land stewardship (See handout). In 2005, the Legislature created the Texas 
Farm & Ranch Lands Conservation Program, a statewide PDR program 
that has largely been unfunded, and in 2011, the Legislature clarified that 
counties have the ability to use funds to purchase easements. Our 
recommendations for next steps include: 
 

1. Foster a mix of state, regional and local programs that incentivize the 
stewardship of Texas’ agricultural lands and natural resources. 
Enable the creation of programs like the New York Watershed 
Agricultural Program that are win-win solutions for agriculture and the 
public. Funding for Texas programs will enable allow us to capture 
USDA agricultural lands protection programs by providing the 
required non-federal cash match. Landowners should have a role in 
the development of any resource protection programs. And if these 
programs call for conservation easements, they should allow for 
NGO’s---rather than government---to hold the easements.  
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2. Include watershed protection on private lands in future versions of the 
state water plan. While counties can purchase easements, only the 
larger ones have the financial wherewithal to do so. Yet 
fragmentation is happening on our watersheds and impacting our 
rivers that are far from the city centers.  The inclusion of private lands 
conservation in the water plan would provide a mechanism for 
incentivizing the protection of watersheds, stream beds and other 
private-lands based sources of water.   
 
Commit to ongoing data collection and updates for the Texas Land 
Trends study at Texas A&M. While the fragmentation and land loss 
information has been valuable, data is needed that quantifies the 
value of unseen benefits that are being lost and measures return on 
investment for any public dollars expended. This information will help 
policy makers and others make prudent decisions as to the allocation 
of public funds to protect the resource.  


