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The thing to be prevented is destructive
private land use of any and all kinds.
The thing to be encouraged is the use
of private land in such a way as to
combine the public and private interest
to the greatest degree possible.
–Aldo Leopold, 1934,
writing for The Journal of Forestry
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early 18 years have passed since Texas
voters approved Proposition 11, which
created an amendment to Article VIII, section
1-d-1 of the Texas Constitution, allowing for the
agricultural appraisal of land used to manage
wildlife. I’d grown curious about how the tax
code had fared since its November 1995 passage.
Had it accomplished its objectives? Had there
been glitches in implementation? And, now
that 3,109,732 Texas acres fall under wildlife
valuation, does it still have the support that it did
when it garnered 62 percent of the vote?
First, I wanted to know what had compelled
former State Representative Clyde Alexander to
not only author HB1358 — the bill that paved
the way for the amendment — but to tirelessly
champion what it represented. “I come from
a ranching family, and I know the economic
realities of trying to maintain land,” he told
me. “That combined with urban/suburban
sprawl, well, it was a no-brainer.”
Apparently, in 1995, Texas voters also
felt it a no-brainer. “It was supported by all
demographics and showed that conserving
rural land was important to people,” said
TWA CEO Gary Joiner. “They recognized that
wildlife valuations are conservation incentives.”
That year, David K. Langford served as TWA’s
Executive Vice President, and he and others from
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“Our main purpose was to give landowners
more choices, which included a way to rest
a little more easily on the land.”
TWA worked diligently to procure the bill’s
passage. “In a lot of cases, the requirements
for livestock are too heavy, and the whole
idea was to balance the stress put on the
land,” he explained. “Our main purpose
was to give landowners more choices,
which included a way to rest a little more
easily on the land.”
Senior wildlife biologist and TWA
member Carl Frentress and Lee Tackett,
who’s served Henderson County in many
agricultural-related capacities, also played
a part in the creation of wildlife valuations.
“Lee and I realized that the government was
a disincentive against habitat conservation
because if you do something abusive in the
name of agriculture, they’d reduce your
taxes,” Frentress said.
To address that issue, former State Representative Hugo Berlanga authored a 1991
bill. Ultimately, the legislation, which required that managed species must be for
consumption, required a broader sweep
that included other types of landowners
(nature-tourism operators and those preserving endangered species). TWA representatives and others then approached
Alexander to enlist his support in creating an updated bill, which Alexander
did with HB1358.

After HB1358’s June 16, 1995, passage,
Langford and others hit the pavement —
and the airwaves — to generate support
for Proposition 11, so that Section
23.51(7) Tax Code could include wildlife
valuations. Langford said, “We promised
the voters three things: that it would be for
all species of wildlife, it would be revenue
neutral, and that the landowner had to
work at keeping it.”
Within a year of HB1358’s passage,
however, it became apparent that the third
item — having to work at keeping it —
needed stricter guidelines. “There were
people cheating, and that was never the
intent,” Frentress said.
Enter HB3123, also authored by
Alexander, which, in 2001, clearly specified
how open-space land can qualify for wildlife
valuation status. Langford explained, “In
some cases, before 2001, it was difficult for
landowners and appraisal districts to know
exactly what to do. Now, it’s clear, and it’s
the law; both sides — appraisal district and
the landowner — have to abide.”
Joiner admitted that consistency has
been an issue all along. “When I came here
[to TWA] in 2008, they were discussing
the need for consistency. Since then,
there’s been significant progress, much
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of it accomplished with the help of State
Comptroller Susan Combs and her team.
They’ve done a great job of educating
appraisal districts and being a resource for
them,” he said.
“Today,” stressed Frentress, “appraisal
districts want to know you’re providing
results.” To determine that, they look to a
landowner’s wildlife management plan,
which lays out the three of seven approved
activities he or she will do to manage for
targeted species.
In order to place the open-space portions
of his 733-acre Trinity Bluff Ranch under
wildlife valuation, TWA member Brian
Smith created his management plan
with assistance from Frentress and Jay
Whiteside, a technical guidance biologist
with TPWD. Smith, who with his wife,
Leslie, received TPWD’s 2011 Lone Star
Land Steward Award for the Post Oak
Savannah Eco-region, credits the switch
from agriculture to wildlife valuation with
making it possible to nurture his land back
to health. “Before I bought it, they leased
it for cattle, and it had been overgrazed.
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The grass wasn’t over half an inch,” he said.
“Now I can focus on working hard for
wildlife habitat and enhancement.”
“Smith’s land offers a lot of ecological
benefits that don’t just benefit him. It
includes land along the Trinity and,
because of a large sandstone bed that goes
across the river, there are rapids — riffles
— downstream that lead toward Daniel
Lake, an oxbow lake about 10 miles down.
Paddlefish spawn on the riffle, then wash
downstream,” Frentress said.
Frentress’ point — that other Texans
benefit from one individual’s wildlife
valuation — is an important one. Dr. David
G. Hewitt, TWA member and research
scientist with the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife
Research Institute, said, “Habitat overall is
helped not just because people can focus on
it and don’t have to treat it as a secondary
effort, but because there’s a trickle-down
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effect. The benefits move beyond game
species. For example, one practice is water
development, and in our arid environment,
all kinds of species benefit from that.
Another is the way brush is managed for
deer. Since deer like brush, it’s managed
differently than for livestock, resulting in
benefits for songbirds, quail, doves, even
rabbits.”
But, unfortunately, these days convincing
those in cities and suburbs of the benefits
they receive can prove a challenge. The
climate is different than it was in 1995,
and, too often, the focus is on tax revenue
lost rather than the subtle, but important,
environmental advantages gained.
When I first approached Langford for
an interview, I’d told him I wanted to talk
about “wildlife exemptions.” When he
fired back an email telling me, “They’re
not EXEMPTIONS!” I quickly gleaned the
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importance of using the correct language
when discussing this topic. As Langford put
it, many view wildlife valuations “as fat cats
getting out of having to pay taxes.” To wit:
a 2003 Austin-American Statesman article
titled “Tax Breaks for Some; a Burden
for Others,” gives the impression that
Michael Dell used his wildlife valuation to
shortchange the public. But nowhere does
the article state that Dell paid property
taxes on the market-value appraisal of the
home and other structures located on the
property discussed.
The general public isn’t the only group
that shows such resistance. Even some
government agencies charged with helping
landowners remain surprisingly resistant to
the idea of wildlife valuations. Smith said
that when seeking assistance, “I’ve actually
been told, ‘You have a wildlife valuation, so
you don’t need our help.’”

1IPUPDPNQMJNFOUTPG#SJBO4NJUI

1IPUPDPNQMJNFOUTPG#SJBO4NJUI

: , / ' / , ) ( 9$ / 8 $ 7 , 2 1 6

4JODF 518%lT-POF4UBS4UFXBSEGPSUIF1PTU0BL4BWBOOBIFDPSFHJPO #SJBO4NJUI IBTDSFBUFE
UXPXFUMBOETPOIJTBDSF5SJOJUZ#MVGG3BODI4NJUITBJETVNNFSCSJOHTMPUTPGCJSEBDUJWJUZ mFTQFDJBMMZ
EVDLT CFDBVTFUIFZMJLFUIFTOBJMTJOUIFXFUMBOETn

And, while some appraisal districts, like
ours here in Fayette County, are well-informed and have knowledgeable appraisers
on staff, many others still need more experience working with the valuation. Joiner
said, “The seven provisions are sometimes
interpreted differently, depending upon
how much experience the appraisal district
— and sometimes the appraiser — has had
with wildlife valuations. In some counties,
they haven’t had a chance to gain much experience. Some of the practices aren’t familiar to them.”

Even worse, some appraisal district employees make no secret of their opposition.
One example was Art Cory, chief appraiser
for the Travis Central Appraisal District,
who in the Austin-American Statesman article referenced above, said: “You can go out
and cut some brush, put out some feed and
count the deer once a year and qualify.”
As if that wasn’t misleading enough, an
April 14, 2011, article by Yasha Levin in
The Nation uses Cory’s 2003 quote and
follows it with this verbiage: “That’s exactly
what Michael Dell did with the suburban

The general public isn’t
the only group that
shows such resistance.
Even some government
agencies charged with
helping landowners
remain surprisingly
resistant to the idea of
wildlife valuations.
Austin ranch he uses as a second home.
Periodically hunting and maintaining a
‘well-managed deer herd’ reduced the
property’s 2005 market value from $71.4
million to an agricultural value of $290,000,
which saves him — and costs Texas — $1.2
million a year.” Yet Levin didn’t say that
Cory also stated about Dell that, "He's
actually doing one of the better jobs," Cory
said. "He has someone to manage it."
This all relates to that second promise that
Langford and others made to voters: that
the provision would be revenue neutral.
A foot-in-the-soil translation means that
a landowner needs to have an agriculture
valuation for at least five years before
switching to wildlife. But this presents
an inherent dilemma in cases such as my
own property, which had an ag valuation
that the previous owner let lapse. Because
of that, we’d have to start over by running
livestock for five years. (Considering the
lay of the land, it would be our only viable
agricultural choice.) With the county’s
stocking requirements, and the fact that
we have serious erosion issues, we’d end up
treading too heavily on the land. So we’ve
chosen not to pursue it in spite of the fact
that because of activities we carry out for
nature tourism, we would qualify for a
wildlife valuation. In other words, it’s not
in our own management interests to pursue
practices for an agricultural valuation for
five years before we could transition to a
wildlife valuation.
But, considering the attitudes against
“rich” landowners like myself, the five-year
conversion rule is here to stay. Alexander
said, “[The bill] would’ve been dead in the
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water without it. And, considering our
insubstantial tax structure and that we’re so
strapped for funds, it’s never going away.”
I’ve decided that’s a compromise I’m
willing to make, especially when Joiner told
me, “Because of wildlife valuations, we have
a richer wildlife landscape in Texas. The
state is better for it, and our land stewards
are more accomplished because of it. I
think it’s been a win-win.”
“Wildlife valuations recognize the
multiuse aspect of land. Many wise people
recognized this, including those at TWA
who worked so hard to make it like it is
today,” Frentress said. “This gives those who
hold that ethic choices — like farmers and
ranchers who want to retire but still want
to live on their land — it gives them a way
to take care of their land without having
to continue with agriculture.” Then, with
emphasis, he added, “Wildlife valuations
make it so we don’t have to throw the baby
out with the bathwater.”
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"Because of wildlife valuations, we have a richer
wildlife landscape in Texas."
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