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TALT Closes Three New Easements that Protect 
Close to 1,900 Acres

Partnering with Texas landowners, the Texas Agricultural Land Trust (TALT) 
is forever protecting the land legacy that Texans hold dear. By the end of 
2019, TALT had successfully closed 28 easements on nearly 234,000 acres. 
Over the last few months, TALT’s land staff have closed another three 
easements totaling just under 1,888 acres.

Every easement has its own story, and every Texas landowner has their own 
unique reason for partnering with TALT.
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To conserve the Texas heritage of agricultural lands, natural resources, and wildlife habitats.

FALL 2020

American Farmland 
Trust Report 
Documents Loss of 
Working Lands in 
Texas
By Lori Sallet
What’s at stake when we pave 
over, fragment, and otherwise fail 
to protect Texas farmland from the 
disruptions of development? 

Food security, the environment, 
and our way of life are put in 
jeopardy according to a recent report 
from American Farmland Trust 
(AFT).  The new report documents 
some alarming land trends in Texas. 

“Texas’ agricultural land is the most 
threatened in the nation,” said Billy 
Van Pelt II, AFT Senior Director 
of External Relations. “This report 
identifies the urgent need for action 
to protect this land that is critical for 
Texas’ agricultural economy and its 
ability to grow food and other crops.



As we transition into the fall season in this strangest of years, we are all getting used to 
our new normal. While we have made some adjustments here at TALT in how we get our 
business done, one thing remains constant: our commitment to conserving working lands 
across Texas for generations to come.

Our lead story this issue details three 
recent conservation easement closings. 
Partnering with landowners to protect 
the wide-open spaces of Texas is the 
bread and butter of what we do. When 
you strip it down to its essentials, it is 
simply a real estate transaction. But for 
the landowners involved, it is so much 
more than that. Entering into a conser-
vation easement with TALT is a way 
for a landowner to conserve the heart 
and soul of their land for generations to 
come, while not impeding their ability 
to continue working the land now, and 

in the future. We applaud these Texans for conserving their land legacy, not just for their 
families, but for all Texans.

The need for our work is underscored in the second story on the cover, which documents the 
accelerating loss of agricultural lands in Texas. For more than four decades, the American 
Farmland Trust has been researching agricultural land trends in the United States. This most 
recent report should be a wake-up call for us all because it documents the fact that Texas’ 
working lands are the most threatened in the nation. These lands benefit us all through the 
food we eat, the clothing we wear, the air we breathe, and by helping to ensure the clean 
water we all need to survive.

We are committed to working with landowners across Texas to reverse this alarming trend. 
We are grateful that our work is supported by so many, including our staff, dedicated board 
members, and generous donors -- some of whom you will read about in this issue.

In the coming months, the TALT Board will meet to refine a strategic plan that will guide 
the path forward. We will explore opportunities to address these mounting obstacles and 
new approaches to engage our state in private partnerships that benefit all Texans. 

We look forward to partnering with you to keep Texas big, wide, and open.

Chad Ellis, Chief Executive Officer
cellis@txaglandtrust.org
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LETTER

For the Love of the Land
Please note that this special event dedicated to celebrating 
successes, toast the retirement of Blair Fitzsimons, and usher 
in the next chapter of TALT leadership has been postponed to 
May 6, 2021.

Austin attorney Marshall Bowen’s appreciation for 
the value of conservation easements is hard-wired 
into his DNA. 
In 1938, his great-grandfather and great-grandmother 
purchased a beautiful expanse of land 18 miles southwest 
of Austin. Four generations have carefully stewarded the 
Shield Ranch, and as urban development pushed even closer 
in the 1980s and 90s, the family grappled with how to 
ensure its future. 

Marshall’s grandmother, mother, and uncle donated a con-
servation easement on the Travis County ranch in 1998 and 
sold another easement to the City of Austin in 1999. Today, 
nearly all of the 6,800-acre ranch is under easement, forever 
protecting the land the family has cherished for generations. 
Marshall’s family also stewards ranches in Real and Jeff 
Davis counties.

“My personal philosophy mirrors the mission of the Texas 
Agricultural Land Trust (TALT),” said Marshall. “With 95% 
of Texas privately owned, the responsibility falls on landown-
ers to keep the wide-open spaces of Texas available for gen-
erations to come. I’m grateful to get involved with furthering 
conservation of private land beyond our family’s ranch gate.”

Marshall is an attorney in the Austin office of Butler Snow 
LLP, where he practices in the firm’s appellate and written 
advocacy and commercial litigation groups. Previously, 
he clerked for Judge Kevin Patrick Yeary on the Texas 
Court of Criminal Appeals and then for Justice Paul Green 
on the Supreme Court of Texas. Marshall also worked as 
a political and government affairs consultant to corpora-
tions, non-profits, and political campaigns, and also served 
in senior positions for a member of the Texas House of 
Representatives.

Marshall holds a B.A. in political science from Texas A&M 
University, a M.A. in theology from St. Mary’s University, 
and a J.D. from St. Mary’s University School of Law. 

Meet New TALT 
Board Member 
Marshall Bowen

CONTACT US
(210) 826-0074 

txaglandtrust.org/staff

MISSION
To conserve the Texas 
heritage of agricultural

lands, natural resources,
and wildlife habitats.
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TALT CEO Chad Ellis, TALT Land Transaction Manager William 
Thompson, Attorney Parks Brown of Uhl, Fitzsimons, Jewett, 
Burton, Wolff & Rangel, PLLC and Perry Donop Jr. close a 
conservation easements on Donop’s ranch.

I’m grateful to get 
involved with furthering 
conservation of private 
land beyond our family’s 
ranch gate.

“

“



Easement 
Profiles
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SO3 Ranch - Burnet & 
Williamson County
Landowner: Gib Lewis

Gib Lewis has accomplished much in his life. 
From raising a family, to building a business, to 
serving five terms as Speaker of the House in the 
Texas Legislature, Lewis has much to be proud 
of. Stewarding his own patch of Texas is another 
source of satisfaction. He’s spent the last 40 years 
taking care of his ranch northwest of Austin in 
Burnet and Williamson County.
The 1,166-acre SO3 Ranch is in the San Gabriel River 
Watershed, providing protection for the North Fork of 
the San Gabriel River, which is a tributary of the Brazos 
River. Lewis has been eying the fast pace of growth near 
Austin with some alarm, and a few years ago he reached 
out to TALT to learn how he might protect his property 
from future development. In July 2020, Lewis donated a 
conservation easement. 

“We’re seeing 
so much land 
fragmentation 
out here, where 
400-acre tracts 
are being cut up 
into smaller and 
smaller plots,” 
he said. “I want 
to do what I can 
to conserve this 

ranch for future generations of my family.”
Lewis says there are many benefits to a conservation 
easement, including tax breaks. For him, the biggest 
benefit is knowing the place he’s worked so hard to 
preserve will be around forever.
“I love spending time here, watching the birds and 
wildlife,” he said. “The older I get, the more I appreci-
ate it. It’s satisfying to know that my grandchildren and 
great grandchildren will be able to enjoy the same piece of 
Texas that I have loved for most of my life.” 

Perry Donop Jr. knows the details of his family 
history going back to the 1800s. Donop’s German 
ancestor ended up in Mason County where he 
purchased land in 1859 that would be handed 
down for generations. 
The family land has been a working ranch ever since, but 
over the years, surrounding ranches have been divided, a 
familiar story across Texas and beyond. While the land may 
be a precious legacy, the practical matter is that it can be 
expensive to maintain. That unfortunate fact leads many 
families to heartbreaking decisions when land is passed from 
one generation to the next. 
“This ranch is about the only tract left around here on the 
Llano River that hasn’t been chopped up into little pieces,” 
he said. “That’s why I’ve placed a conservation easement on 
it through TALT. I want it to remain a historic ranch.”
Donop did his research before reaching out to TALT.

“Once I had a few con-
versations with them, I 
knew it was going to be 
a real good fit for me and 
that we would be able to 
continue on as a ranching 
operation, like it always 
has,” he said.
The easement forever 
protects 423 acres of 
the original 1859 ranch, 

including Llano River frontage. Donop encourages other 
landowners who want to preserve their family land legacy to 
learn more about conservation easements. 
“There is a lot of misinformation out there about what you 
can and can’t do on your own land if there is an easement,” 
he said. “What I learned is that I can do pretty much every-
thing I’m doing now while protecting this historic property 
for generations to come.” 

Donop Llano River Ranch -
Mason County
Landowner: Perry Donop Jr.Here are the 

stories of our 
most recent 
closings.

David K. Langford loves the Texas Hill Country land 
that his family has cherished for five generations. 
His passion for the land has informed his career as a 
photographer, and he has been a tireless advocate for 
working lands conservation and private property rights 
his entire adult life. 
He was among a small group of landowners who got their 
heads together in the 1980s to form the Texas Wildlife 
Association (TWA). At one point in his TWA career, he was 
also one of the loudest critics of conservation easements.

A 2005 trip to Billings, 
Montana for a meeting 
of the Partnership of 
Rangeland Trusts with his 
friend Blair Fitzsimons 
changed that. What 
Fitzsimons and Langford 
learned in Billings 
was that conservation 
easements, properly used, 
could be a powerful tool 

for landowners to keep working family lands intact in perpe-
tuity. That seminal trip ultimately resulted in the formation of 
TALT in 2007. 
In October 2020, TALT closed on a donated conservation 
easement on Langford’s beloved Laurels Ranch in Kendall 
County. The easement will forever protect 298.5 acres in one of 
the fastest growing areas in the country. 
“David K. Langford has been a leading voice for private land 
stewardship for decades,” says TALT CEO Emeritus Blair 
Fitzsimons. “Now he’s a leading voice for the value of a con-
servation easement for working lands. TALT is honored to play 
a role in preserving the legacy of his family’s land for genera-
tions to come.”
“I’ve unashamedly come full circle on the topic of conservation 
easements,” said Langford. “Today, I find myself extolling the 
benefits of conservation easements to my extended family and 
to anyone who will listen.”  

Laurels Ranch - Kendall County
Landowner: The Laurels Ranch Trust, 
David K. Langford, Trustee



We’ve all witnessed the impacts of empty grocery store 
shelves in recent months – we must be vigilant in pro-
tecting our farms and ranches and ensuring that our food 
system is more secure and resilient.”   

According to the report, “Farms Under Threat: The 
State of the States,” the hot spots for development that 
are threatening Texas’ working land are around Austin, 
Dallas-Fort Worth, Houston, Odessa, and San Antonio. 

The report found that Texas was the most threat-
ened state in the nation due to the loss of agricultural 
land to poorly planned real estate development. Between 
2001 and 2016, 1,373,000 acres of agricultural land were 
developed or compromised, 555,000 of which were land 
best suited for growing food and crops.  

However, the threat is more than just urban sprawl. Texas’ 
agricultural land is disproportionately threatened by a 
new, more insidious kind of development discovered by 
AFT through this research, termed low-density residential 
(LDR) land use.  

Roughly 50% of the land developed or compromised in 
Texas fell into this category. LDR is insidious because 
it is not always immediately visible to communities and 
policy makers and therefore has yet to provoke a policy 

response. In Texas, LDR is 30 times more likely to be 
converted to urban and highly developed land use than 
other agricultural land. 

 “Texas is a state where agriculture is valued, and we look 
forward to working with the Texas Agricultural Land 
Trust and our other partners across the state to ensure 
that farms continue to be an important contributor to the 
economy,” said Ven Pelt. “The current trend of farmland 
conversion is putting Texas’ agricultural economy at risk. 
The rate of farmland loss is jeopardizing $7.2 billion in 
agricultural exports and a thriving local food economy 
that exceeds a quarter of a billion dollars.” 

Texas is an agricultural state with $24.9 billion in annual 
revenues from farms and nearly 132 million acres of 
agricultural land. Roughly 25% of this agricultural land is 
considered to be among the nation’s best land for growing 
food and crops.  

American Farmland Trust Report Documents Loss of Working Lands in Texas  
(continued from page 1)
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Carrying on a legacy is a Lewis family tradition. 
Steve Lewis’ family has been at the helm of 
Jefferson Bank in San Antonio for nearly 75 years. 
Steve is the third generation to lead the family-
owned bank as its Chairman of the Board. 

The Lewis family has a similar legacy in land steward-
ship. The family stewards three different ranches in 
Kendall, Medina, and Schleicher Counties. Steve treasures 
memories of traveling to the Schleicher County ranch in 
West Texas with his grandfather.

“My grandfather and I would drive through open ranch 
country to Fredericksburg, Mason and Menard, and then 
through Fort McKavett,” recalled Steve. “Those experi-
ences helped me appreciate how wide-open Texas is, and 
were instrumental to my forming a conservation ethic.”

That conservation ethic has formed the philanthropic 
choices Steve has made throughout his life. He’s 
supported the Texas Wildlife Association and the Texas 
Wildlife Association Foundation, and has served on the 
board of both organizations. He’s been involved with 
the Texas Youth Hunting Association and the AgriFood 
Education Council. 

About 15 years ago, a family friend approached him 
about helping get a new land trust off the ground with 
the specific goal of conserving agricultural working 
lands. Blair Fitzsimons convinced Steve to sign on, 
and he became the founding board chair of the Texas 
Agricultural Land Trust (TALT), created by landowners 
for landowners.

Blair and Steve hit the ground running, and at the 
beginning negotiated many of the conservation easements 
themselves, sitting across the kitchen table with land-
owners throughout Texas. The tiny land trust grew and 
prospered, is now nationally accredited, and has a pro-
fessional staff that carries out its work. Since the first 
easement negotiated by Blair and Steve, there have been 
over two dozen others, and there are now more than 
234,000 acres protected with easements through TALT, 
making it the largest Texas-based land trust.

Steve and his wife Susan have supported TALT with 
time and resources from day one. A few years ago, TALT 
created an endowment called the Forever Texas Fund 
to ensure that TALT’s work will continue in perpetuity. 
Recently, Steve and Susan updated their wills to leave a 
planned gift to support the endowment after they are gone.

“At TALT, we promise landowners that we will uphold 
and monitor their easements forever, to enable their family 
to preserve, protect, and pass on their land forever,” said 
Steve. “That’s a big promise, one that we are committed to 
keep. It was an easy decision for Susan and I to include a 
gift to the Forever Texas Fund in our last will and testament. 
We hope other Texas landowners will follow suit.”

“It means so much to us that the wide-open spaces of 
Texas will be conserved for future generations,” agreed 
Susan. “Not just for our grandchildren and great-grand-
children, but for all Texans.” 

Find out more at plannedgiving.txaglandtrust.org

Steve and Susan Lewis 
Give Back to Texas

“ “It means so much to us that the wide-open 
spaces of Texas will be conserved for future 
generations.

– Susan Lewis

The current trend of farmland 
conversion is putting Texas’ 
agricultural economy at risk.

– Billy Van Pelt II, American Farmland Trust

“

“



P.O. Box 6152 San Antonio, TX 78209

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. 

JOIN US

Listen in on TALT’s podcast!
Join TALT CEO Chad Ellis each month as he delves into an agricultural 
land topic with experts, insiders and landowners. 

Find us at www.txaglandtrust.org/category/podcasts


