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At its 10th anniversary celebration, the Texas Agricultural 
Land Trust quietly launched the Forever Texas Campaign to create 
a $10 million endowment that will provide long-term support for 
TALT. “Forever Texas will enable TALT to endure into perpetuity, 

just as the conservation easements that we hold will,” said Steve 
Lewis, co-chairman of the Forever Texas Campaign and a lead 
donor. “The endowment will allow the staff 10 years, 50 years, or 
100 years from now to focus on our mission.”

The Texas Agricultural Land Trust 
has an ongoing obligation to visit its 
easements annually. Within the land trust 
industry, this is known as “monitoring.” 

“When TALT accepts a conservation 
easement, it commits to a perpetual 
partnership with the landowner,” said 
CEO Blair Calvert Fitzsimons, noting 
that TALT now holds easements on more 
than 233,000 acres throughout Texas. 
“To honor its commitment, TALT, 
through the annual visit, confirms the 
terms of the conservation easement are 
being fulfilled—and that the intent of the 
easement donor is upheld.”

For example, if the landowner asked 
to construct new houses only within a 
certain area of the property, TALT will 
make certain construction does not 
happen elsewhere. Or, if the landowner 
wanted to prohibit paved roads, TALT 
will confirm that roads have not  
been paved.
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FOREVER TEXAS WHY WE MONITOR

Conserving the Texas heritage of agricultural lands, wildlife habitats, and natural resources.
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Because Texas is indeed “like a whole other country,” our state song, Texas Our Texas, might 
qualify as our own national anthem. The song, which was adopted by the 41st Legislature begins: 
Texas, Our Texas! All hail the mighty State! Texas, Our Texas! So wonderful so great! And it ends: 
God bless you Texas!  And keep you brave and strong, That you may grow in power and worth,  
throughout the ages long.

The lyrics, penned by Fort Worth residents William J. Marsh and Gladys Yoakum Wright, won 
a statewide contest in 1929 when our population was 5.76 million. In those days, Texas, which 
sprawls over more than 268,600 miles, was wide open and rural. 

The authors, I suspect, never imagined a day when keeping Texas’ rural land open and working 
would be one of our state’s most urgent and challenging tests. The idea that Texas would be 
home to more than 28.7 million people would have seemed unlikely, if not preposterous. 
No one could have predicted the perfect storm of population growth, market forces, and 
government policy that is causing Texas to lose its legendary wide-open spaces faster than any 
other state in the nation.

Of course, this is where we find ourselves in 2019, with no end in sight to the growth. But now, 
as then, Texas is supremely blessed by diverse landscapes, an abundance of natural resources, 
and a cherished tradition of private land ownership. It is not just “brave and strong” – it is 
unique. Texas is where for generations tough individualism has joined with a gentle love of the 
land to create a stewardship ethic unknown in many states.

The challenges of succession from one generation to the next have not dimmed the passion for 
land and stewardship. Instead the can-do spirit that first tamed this wild place has emerged. 
Forward-looking families are embracing new tools such as conservation easements and 
enlisting new partners such as the Texas Ag Land Trust to keep working lands working. 

While passion for the land is personal, the benefits of continued stewardship course through the 
state. We must have working, rural lands that produce ecological benefits as well as food and 
fiber if Texas is to continue to “grow in power and worth throughout the ages long.”

Texas land—wide open and working—forever. That is TALT’s journey …and Texas’ future. 
Please join us. 

Blair Fitzsimons, Chief Executive Officer
bfitzsimons@txaglandtrust.org
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In 2007, as a young land trust, 
we closed our first easements in 
Jeff Davis and Brewster Counties 
and have worked with Trans-Pecos 
families to conserve just under 
100,000 acres in the region. So it 
should come as no surprise that 
we have recently teamed up with 
the Cynthia and George Mitchell 
Foundation, the Borderlands 
Research Institute, landowners, 
energy industry representatives, 
and other partners to focus on 
the greater Big Bend region. 
Known as Respect Big Bend, this 
collaborative initiative seeks to 
create common ground between 
energy companies pursuing 
development and landowners 
who are interested in exploring 
ways to participate in this energy 
development while conserving 
their working lands.  Together, we 
can develop creative solutions and 
work to achieve the landowners’ 
visions of productivity, longevity, 
and legacy for generations of 
future Texans.
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WORKING LANDS CONSERVATION 
SCORED A SIGNIFICANT VICTORY  
in the recently concluded 86th session of the Texas 
Legislature. Signed by the Governor in early June, Senate 
Bills 7 and 8 create a “flood infrastructure fund” and establish 
a flood mitigation planning process similar to the one used to 
ensure adequate water supplies. The bills include language 
that allows “projects that use nature-based features to 
protect, mitigate, or reduce flood risk.” In short, conservation 
easements will qualify for funding.  

For TALT, this is a welcome next step in our efforts to 
raise awareness of the vital role that working lands and 
open space play in creating resilience for times of flood or 
drought. TALT staff and board members testified before the 
interim committees exploring strategies for mitigating the 
impacts of storms, and we underscored the point in several  
op-ed pieces. We commend Senator Charles Perry for his 
leadership on SB7 and SB8 and thank all of those in the land 
trust community who worked on this issue. 

Because the funding for the effort will come from the Rainy 
Day Fund, it will be on the ballot in November. Stay tuned!



“SOMETIMES IT’S ABOUT MORE THAN MONEY.  
It’s about doing what’s right for the land. I don’t know that I 
make more money doing no-till, but I know it’s the right thing 
to do to save the soil and keep this land here and productive 
for future generations. That’s why I did the easement too.”

–Gene Klein 

“Gene and I LOVE to 
spend evenings in the box 
blind we call our ‘hotel’ 
watching the wildlife.”

–Jan Klein
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 IN JANUARY, Klein Farms, LLC of Milam and Falls Counties 
partnered with TALT to donate a 773-acre conservation easement.  
 Gene and Jan Klein are innovative and passionate land stewards. In 
1995, after almost 20 years of traditional farming, Klein’s bank went 
belly-up and his farming assistance was delayed. Gene had a choice to 
make – quit farming or quit plowing. “I just quit plowing the ground. I 
had to,” Klein said.  
 Though no-till farming was still an enigma to most of the region, 
Klein was determined to find a way. He engineered his own equipment 
and developed new farming techniques when existing tools were not 
sufficient for his situation, and he is now seen as a trailblazer in the 
central Texas farming community. In the years since he made the 
conversion, Klein has seen his costs decline and his yields increase. 
Added benefits include the reduction of wind and water erosion and the 
development of healthy organic matter levels in the soil.  
 The Kleins are members of Falls County Farm Bureau and credit the 
Texas Farm Bureau newsletter for leading them to the Texas Ag Land 
Trust. “I saw an advertisement for a conservation easement workshop 
in Boerne about three years ago, and decided to go hear what they had 
to say,” said Klein. “That’s where I met James Oliver.  He struck me 
as someone I could trust and who understood the realities of a small 
farming operation. I did a little research online, and decided TALT was 
a perfect partner to accomplish my goals.”
 Because the Kleins make their living in agriculture, they can 
utilize the enhanced tax incentives for donated conservation easements 
and deduct the value of the conservation easement against 100% of 
their adjusted gross income (AGI). This deduction may be applied 
over a 16 year period and is one of the most generous charitable tax 
deductions allowed by law.

  The Klein family also enjoys hunting and observing wildlife 
on their working lands. “Gene and I love to spend evenings in the 
box blind we call our ‘hotel’ watching the wildlife,” said Jan. It 
was this love of the land that was the impetus for the conservation 
easement partnership with the Texas Ag Land Trust. “I wanted to 
be sure my land remains in production and is never sold off in 
small portions for development. I want my family to be able to 
come out and enjoy the farm forever,” Gene said. 
 Thanks to the Klein family and their commitment to 
conservation, a piece of Texas is permanently conserved for future 
generations to enjoy and all Texans to benefit. 

773 ACRES
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To date, the campaign has raised $2.2 million, due to 
the generosity of four cornerstone donors: Ruthie Russell, 
Joseph Fitzsimons, Steve Lewis, and Julie Kelleher Stacy.

Ruthie Russell, whose family placed a conservation 
easement on the Sycamore Springs Ranch in Val Verde 
County, shares what motivated her to join the campaign.

“I invested in Forever Texas because I’m invested in 
the future of open space in Texas. Land defines us,” said 
Russell, noting that land conservation is a primary focus 
of her philanthropy. “I invested in TALT 
because their mission is keeping Texas big, 
open, and productive—and I want them  
to succeed.”

“I decided to make a cornerstone gift 
because I believe others who are considering 
a gift would like to see those who donated 
a conservation easement participate in the 
campaign,” said Joseph Fitzsimons, co-
chairman of the Forever Texas Campaign. 
“It’s putting your money where your mouth 
is.” In 2009, Joseph and his sister, Pam 
Howard, donated a conservation easement 
on the San Pedro Ranch in Dimmit County.

Although TALT has been operating for 
just over a decade, today it is the largest state-
based land trust in Texas with approximately 
233,000 acres under conservation easements 
around the state. Landowners who in the past may have 
been skeptical of conservation easements appreciate that 
TALT’s approach to working lands conservation is often 
consistent with their own values. TALT seeks to work with 
conservation-minded landowners and trusts them to manage 
their properties as they see fit. TALT recognizes that, to be 
sustainable and endure into perpetuity, the conservation 
easements they write must allow the landowner to adapt to 
future conditions. 

“The only way I can ensure that TALT can uphold its 
responsibilities to landowners in perpetuity is to create an 
endowment that supports TALT in perpetuity, said Lewis, 
who serves on both the TALT and the TALT Foundation 
boards. “If we raise $10 million for an endowment, it 
highlights TALT as a uniquely Texas land trust focusing 
on open space, wildlife habitat, and production agriculture 
with proven perpetual capability already in place.”

Fitzsimons added, “I can’t imagine a longer lasting 
legacy than a conservation easement that protects a family 
ranch in perpetuity. Of course, the legacy of TALT goes far 

beyond a single ranch because its ongoing 
work is conserving productive, working 
lands throughout Texas. Conservation 
easements are perpetual. As a counterparty 
to these easements, TALT’s long-term 
financial health is critical to keeping 
these working lands intact and under  
active conservation.” 

While Lewis, Fitzsimons, and Russell 
see the practical applications of their 
donations to Forever Texas, their ongoing 
support is rooted in their deep and abiding 
love of the land.

According to Fitzsimons, “The joy of 
conservation philanthropy is simple, but 
profound. It’s knowing you’re making a 
difference that will outlast your lifetime.”

“To know you’ve preserved invaluable property—
property beyond value for its productivity, its environmental 
contributions, its link to your family and Texas—is a 
source of pride.” Russell said. “In my estimation, there is 
nothing more noble than preserving land.”

Lewis concurred, “As fragmentation continues, open 
space is a place where cattle can graze, wildlife can thrive, 
and crops can flourish. Those patches of nature are food 
for the soul…a source of peace of mind and joy.”
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I invested in Forever Texas because I’m invested in 
the future of open space in Texas. Land defines us.

– Ruthie Russell

 
“ The joy of 

conservation 
philanthropy 
is simple but 
profound. It’s 

knowing you’re 
making a 

difference that  
will outlast  

your lifetime.”
– Joseph Fitzsimons
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“Julie had such a deep and 
abiding passion for all things 
relating to nature, land, and 
the outdoors. Her great 
interest about such things 
was equally matched by her 
spirit of generosity for helping 
to conserve the places and 
wildlife she loved. I will miss 
her kindness, friendship, and 
all the support she graciously 
provided for conservation 
efforts across Texas.”

– Carter Smith  
ED Texas Parks & Wildlife Department

JULIE KELLEHER STACY  
LEAVES A LASTING IMPACT ON THE  
TEXAS AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST.  
Julie Stacy was a quiet force. A founding board member of the Texas Agricultural 
Land Trust, she was often the first to step up to address a need. “Julie was the type 
who quietly watched, listened, and then took action without a lot of fanfare,” 

says TALT CEO Blair Fitzsimons. “She was a very 
effective board member and a devoted friend  
of TALT.”  

Born on April 25, 1957, Julie attended Texas A&M 
University and earned a degree in range science and 
land management. Her delight in the natural world 
led her to the then recently-opened Sea World 
where she cared for penguins, flamingos, and her 
beloved Attwater prairie chicken. Later she became a certified Texas Naturalist, and 
worked with her extended family in managing ranches in Brewster and Kendall 
Counties. A lifelong commitment to conservation led her to serve as well on the 
boards of the Texas Nature Conservancy, Friends of Friedrich Park, and the San 
Antonio Botanical Center. 

True to her nature, Julie quietly impacted the long-term success of the Texas 
Agricultural Land Trust by simply adding TALT as a partial beneficiary of her IRA. 
Soon after her death, TALT received a $1.2 million gift, $1 million of which was 
dedicated by the Board to the Forever Texas Fund. Created in 2018, the Forever 

Texas Fund resides at the separate Texas Agricultural Land Trust Foundation and provides operating support to 
TALT. With Julie’s gift, we have launched the Forever Texas Society, which recognizes all individuals who have 
made a planned gift to TALT and recognizes our conservation easement donors as well.

Julie’s testament of support serves as a model of a transformational gift. As the first planned gift received by 
the Texas Ag Land Trust, it will help to ensure that TALT will endure, just like the easements we hold, into 
perpetuity. With this thoughtful gesture, Julie’s commitment to working lands conservation will benefit future 
generations for years to come. 

Please let us know if you are interested in making a 
planned gift or have already included TALT or the TALT 
Foundation in your planning. Your willingness to be 
recognized as a member of the Forever Texas Society 
will inspire others to follow your example. We also honor 
and respect those who wish to remain anonymous.
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INTRODUCING NEW

David Roel Russell Keleigh
David Alders
Board Member – Nacogdoches
David Alders raises cattle, broilers, and timber around 
Nacogdoches where his family settled in 1836. Alders 
believes that if agriculture is going to continue to be a 
force in Texas’ economy in the future as it has in the past, 
producers must have access to productive working lands 
as well as the freedom and opportunity to manage them. 

“I want future generations of Texans who love cattle, 
poultry, row crops, forests, and wildlife to have the 
rights and freedoms to produce and prosper. Unless we 
proactively conserve these lands and these rights, they 
could cease to exist.”

Dr. Roel Lopez
Board Member – San Antonio
As the Director of the Texas A&M Natural Resources 
Institute, Dr. Roel Lopez uses data to tell the story of 
Texas’ changing landscape.

“My team works to identify the trends and the drivers 
behind them that are reshaping Texas. Organizations 
like TALT need numbers, photos and analysis to support 
their passion when they make the case for conserving 
Texas’ working lands,” said Lopez, whose family has 
ranched in Starr County for six generations.

Russell Marshall
Board Member – Victoria
Russell Marshall’s dual career as rancher and financial 
services professional gives him a front row seat to 
changing land ownership patterns in Texas.

“In my lifetime, I’ve seen a major shift in Texas,” said 
Marshall, whose family has ranched near Victoria and 
along the Gulf Coast since 1910. “We’ve gone from a rural 
state where the majority of the population inherently 
understood our farms, ranches and wild things, to an 
urban state where many of our residents have no history 
in Texas, much less a connection to our private lands and 
the role they played in the state’s development.”

Keleigh Sasser
Board Member – Corpus Christi
As a geologist, rancher, and outdoor enthusiast, Keleigh 
Sasser appreciates the multi-faceted productivity of Texas’ 
open spaces.

“Throughout our history, land has been the source of 
our state’s wealth, not only from a financial standpoint, 
but from an ecological standpoint,” said Sasser, whose 
family holdings include ranches in South Texas, the 
Panhandle, and Trans-Pecos. “The wide-open spaces 
have defined what Texas is—and who Texans are.”

Visit www.txaglandtrust.org to learn more about each of  these talented team members.



We are honored to welcome these dedicated and talented 
professionals into our ranks. We work hard to ensure our board and 
staff reflect the geographic and agricultural diversity of Texas so that 
we can meet the needs of landowners across our state with excellence.

NEW

Sarah David
Sarah Nunley Biedenharn
Board Member – San Antonio 
Sarah Biedenharn, along with her sister and cousin, form the fourth 
generation of leadership for the Nunley Brothers Ranches. Founded by 
her great-grandfather and expanded by her father and uncle, the Santa 
Gertrudis cow-calf operation has ranches in the South Texas, the Hill 
Country, the Panhandle, and the Trans Pecos.

“I grew up working on our family’s ranches and am still actively involved 
today, although I live and work in San Antonio,” said Biedenharn. She was 
raised in Sabinal and graduated from TCU in 2014 with degrees in finance 
and accounting, and now works for Sonder, a hospitality company. “It wasn’t 
that long ago that I was in college, and I think that gives me a good perspective 
about my generation—and what they know and don’t know about the land.”

David Waggoner
Board Member – Hillsboro
Attorney David Waggoner has been involved in agriculture from production 
to policy and recognizes that the agricultural sector is increasingly 
challenged to meet higher demands for food and fiber while conserving its 
natural resources.

“TALT’s primary mission of promoting conservation of open space 
working lands while recognizing the role of private land stewardship 
is an admirable endeavor,” Waggoner said. “TALT is forward thinking 
and uses strong research and science as it provides practical options for  
land conservation.”

continued on back cover

Visit www.txaglandtrust.org to learn more about each of  these talented team members.

All gifts to the  

Forever Texas Fund, 

no matter the size, 

make a difference. The 

endowment will forever 

support our mission 

of conserving working 

lands in perpetuity. The 

Texas Agricultural Land 

Trust can work with  

you and your  

advisors to make  

a lasting impact. 

Contact:  
Lesly Bosch Annen  
at 210-826-0074 or  
lannen@txaglandtrust.org  
for additional information and 
to discuss your giving plans.



“We consider ourselves partners in the property’s ongoing stewardship,” Fitzsimons said. 
“We don’t interfere with the day-to-day management, but instead work cooperatively with 
landowners to ensure the terms of the conservation easement are observed as the landowners 
continue to manage the land toward their goals.”

During the process of writing the conservation easement, TALT and the landowner 
work together to define the conservation values of the property–values such as historical 
agricultural uses, native wildlife habitat, and water resources. Fixed point photographs are 
taken to document these conservation values and a baseline report describes the unique 
qualities of the property.

DURING THE ANNUAL MONITORING VISIT,  
TALT STAFF WILL:

J   take pictures from the established baseline photo points to document the condition of the 
property, thus providing a running record of the ranch’s landscape over time;

J  complete a written checklist of their observations; and
J  review with the landowner any plans for future buildings or other changes to the property.

Visits are always arranged in advance at a time that is convenient for the landowner. 
And if the landowner has specific needs, such as riparian area restoration or oil field impact 
mitigation, TALT will help to identify experts who can provide assistance. 

“Open communication is the foundation of a good working relationship,” Fitzsimons 
said. “TALT shares the monitoring results with landowners and discusses them, paying 
particular attention to any potential trouble spots. We believe an ounce of prevention is 
worth a pound of cure.”

“Working together, TALT and the landowners who entrust us with their easements will 
create mutually agreeable plans, allowing us to both fulfill our responsibilities and make 
Texas better far into the future,” Fitzsimons said.

WHY WE MONITOR continued...
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“   Working together, TALT and the landowners  
who entrust us with their easements will create 
mutually agreeable plans, allowing us both 
to fulfill our responsibilities and make Texas 
better far into the future.” 

– Blair Fitzsimons



 The Texas 
Agricultural  
Land Trust  
is proud of its strong 

stewardship policy 

and is committed to 

regularly monitoring 

every easement 

it holds. Working 

together, TALT and 

the landowners who 

entrust them with their 

easements will create 

mutually agreeable 

plans to help them 

both fulfill their 

obligations and reach 

their individual property 

management goals.

EACH TALT MONITORING VISIT:

J   provides a valuable opportunity to create a 
stronger relationship with the landowner and 
to establish an ongoing spirit of cooperation;

J   reinforces the collaborative partnership 
between the owner and the Texas 
Agricultural Land Trust as they uphold the 
easement terms;

J   gives the landowner names and faces 
to associate with the legal terms and 
agreements included in the deed;

J   provides the landowner with easy access to 
someone who can answer questions about  
the easement;

J   fosters a spirit of teamwork with the 
landowner, their families, and others involved 
with managing and caring for the land; and

J   helps everyone involved to avoid violating 
terms of the written agreement.
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BENEFITS



P.O. Box 6152  San Antonio, TX 78209

Blair Fitzsimons 
Chief Executive Officer

bfitzsimons@txaglandtrust.org
 

Dina McIlhenny 
Director of Finance

dmcilhenny@txaglandtrust.org
 

Lesly Bosch Annen 
Director of Philanthropy

& Communications
lannen@txaglandtrust.org

James Oliver 
Landowner Relations Specialist

joliver@txaglandtrust.org
 

Ken Cearley 
Regional Steward

kcearley@txaglandtrust.org
 

Lorie Talamantez 
Executive Assistant &  

Office Manager
ltalamantez@txaglandtrust.org 

Hannah Blankenship 
Stewardship Manager

hblankenship@txaglandtrust.org
 

William Thompson 
Land Transaction Manager

wthompson@txaglandtrust.org
 

Sandra Velarde
Philanthropy Manager

svelarde@txaglandtrust.org

STAFF CONTACT INFORMATION

Call (210) 826-0074 or 
visit txaglandtrust.org/staff  

for more information.

 JOIN US  
in conserving Texas’  

working lands. Please 
consider using the enclosed 

envelope to make a gift today. 
Together we can make an 

impact by keeping working 
lands productive for years to 
come through conservation, 

advocacy, and education. 

William Thompson
Land Transaction Manager

After graduating from Texas A&M University, 
William Thompson worked for hunting 
operations in South Africa and Argentina 
as well as South Texas before becoming a 
professional appraiser specializing in farm and 
ranch properties. Over the past three years, 
he has appraised more than 100 properties 
across the state. Interacting with landowners 
across the state has reinforced what he learned 
exploring South Texas ranches as a child. 

“Landowners know how to care for their land 
better than anyone else,” said Thompson, 
who joined TALT because the organization’s 
leadership shares that understanding.


