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TWA member Frank Yturria likes to 
talk about ocelots. He should: his 
commitment to helping secure their 

habitat has played a significant role in keep-
ing the on-the-brink species going. Yturria, 
who, in 1995, also participated in the rein-
troduction of the Aplomado falcon, shared, 
“I’m a fellow who believes we’ve got to pre-
serve something for the future. This world’s 
getting so hectic.”

When Yturria talks about Texas’ most 
endangered feline, he pronounces the “O” 
the way you would in Spanish. Driving 
through his Willacy County ranch, he ges-
tured toward a mosaic of thick brush mottes 
interspersed with lush native grasses, and 
announced, “Look out there, and see how 
perfect this is for the oh-celot. The cats 
spend their days in the thick brush and then 
come into the clearings at night to hunt prey. 
Rabbits are one of their favorites.”

CONNECTIVITY:
KEYS TO

LANDOWNERS PROVIDE HOPE FOR LRGV WILDLIFE

Glance at Yturria’s mosaic, and you’ll im-
mediately intuit why the cats like it here. This 
habitat looks much like you’d picture the 
terrain before European settlement. Unlike 
the cleared fields given over to agriculture, 
which you pass on TX186 heading toward 
Port Mansfield, and other places given com-
pletely over to brush, this view provides a 
clear example of balance. In Yturria-speak, 
the delicate mix demonstrates “a nice bal-
ance between needs.”  

Unfortunately, these days, this sort of 
harmony in the Lower Rio Grande Valley 
(LRGV) is in short supply and expected to 
worsen. The Texas State Comptroller’s Office 
reports a current population of approximately 
1.5 million in the region. With a growth rate 
that has historically outpaced the rest of the 
state by 80 percent, they estimate 2.6 million 
inhabitants by 2020 in the LRGV, making this 
the sixth fastest growing region in the U.S. 

Where does this leave wildlife? “That is 
dependent upon the management choices of 
private landowners, more than ever before,” 
said TWA member Dr. Mike Tewes, who be-
gan studying ocelots on the Yturria Ranch in 
1984. “Thanks to Mr. Yturria’s choices, we’ve 
been able to document a lot about ocelots in 
Texas. But, landowners help just by simply 
not allowing their land to get developed. 
Many of their management choices have the 
public benefit of creating connectivity for 
wildlife.” 

As long ago as 1957, Texas Parks and 
Wildlife Department recognized the seri-
ousness of habitat loss in this region, and it 
created Las Palomas Wildlife Management 
Area, one of The Valley’s earliest official des-
ignations for wildlife preservation (Santa 
Ana National Wildlife Refuge [NWR] was 
first in 1943).  Today, with 18 separate tracts 
across Willacy, Starr, Hildalgo, and Cam-
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eron counties, Las Palomas represents just a 
portion of about 200,000 acres of publically  
and privately owned parcels contributing 
to the “Lower Rio Grande Valley Wildlife 
Corridor.”  Three U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (USFWS) wildlife refuges – Santa Ana 
NWR, Lower Rio Grande Valley NWR, and 
Laguna Atascosa NWR – make up a big 
chunk of that figure. 
In 1979, the LRGV corridor project, which 

at that time focused primarily on white-
winged dove habitat, was launched. The 
goal, said TWA member and former USFWS 
refuge manager Larry Ditto, was to connect 
“a string of pearls from Falcon Dam to the 
Gulf.”  Today, the focus has shifted from one 
species to an overall maintenance of biodi-
versity, but the goal of a continuous string of 
connected habitat remains. 

When Ditto began work on the project 
in 1989, the USFWS portion of the corridor 
and nearby protected habitat consisted of 
32,000 acres. By 1999, 90,000 acres were pro-
tected. “We worked with landowners, trying 
to engage them to put some of the land they 
weren’t using for farming or ranching under 
a conservation easement – arroyos, places 
like that, perfect for wildlife, not so good 

for farming. The idea is ‘Farm 
your land, and we can all co-
exist.’  Landowners can contin-
ue farming, while also contrib-
uting to wildlife conservation,” 
he explained.   

Yturria said that when he 
learned of the project, “We [he 
and his wife, Mary] jumped in 
and, in December 1987, do-
nated 1,668 acres near the river 
in western Hildalgo County 
to TPWD. I have always been 
interested in trying to preserve 
what Lower Rio Grande Val-
ley habitat we have left, and 
this was a good way to help do 
that.”

That marked just the begin-
ning of his involvement. “Mr. 
Yturria has been on the front 
end of the corridor project,” 
said Sonia Najera, Grasslands 
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Program Manager with the Texas Nature 
Conservancy (TNC). “In the 1990s, he do-
nated two conservation easements to US-
FWS. This really sparked the potential of 
the corridor expanding into the ranchlands. 
It made some of that old growth secure and 
helped confirm the second breeding popula-
tion of ocelots.”  In the last few years, Yturria 
has placed an additional 2,600 acres under 
conservation easements through USFWS 
and TNC. 

But, landowners don’t have to own lots of 
acreage to play an important role in habi-
tat conservation and wildlife connectivity. 
Nancy Brown, Public Outreach Specialist 
with USFWS, said “Landowners are so im-
portant to this project. Ultimately, the goal 
is to collectively protect a significant amount 
of habitat, and this is possible only through 
collaboration.”

Conservation easements provide one way 
to help, Brown said, “But, many do their part 
through more of an informal conversation. 
They approach participation with the idea of 

being good neighbors and 
working together.” 

While no official count 
exists documenting the 
exact number of privately 
owned acres contributing to 
Valley-area corridor goals, 
Brown said, “We do know 
that many South Texas 
landowners have already 
stepped up. A lot of them 
work at habitat conservation 
or restoration on their own 
accord. Many agreements 
are the over-the-hood-of-a-
truck kind.”

Najera, too, finds that lo-
cal landowners generally 
desire to do the right thing 
for wildlife. “We’ve had a lot 
of landowners want to par-
ticipate in a conservation 
easement, but there’s a lot to 
consider. It’s a very big deal, 
and all the family has to be 
brought in. It affects the 
land – whoever holds that 
easement is a partner now 
and into the future.” But, 
she stressed, “Conserva-
tion easements do have a lot 
of flexibility. For example, 
there’s no stipulation that 
says a landowner can’t still 



WWW.TEXAS-WILDLIFE.ORG 33

hunt on the land. It all depends on his or her 
goals and objectives.” 

For those wanting assistance with habitat 
protection, Najera suggested looking into 
programs offered by Farm Services Agency 
(FSA), CRP, NRCS, and WRP, which all pro-
mote wildlife practices. “FSA, for example, 
helps fund habitat work, like restoration, on 
private land. To do this, you enter into an 
agreement that you’ll leave the land in an 
agreed upon, or particular, state for a period 
long enough for the restoration work to take 
place.” 

Ultimately, though, if we’re going to save 
The Valley’s wildlife, more landowners need 
to get involved, formally or informally. And, 
in spite of focus on the ocelot, Ditto stressed, 
“[The corridors] are not an endangered spe-
cies’ project. It’s about focusing on wildlife 
diversity, preserving that. This place has the 
greatest diversity of any place in the U.S.”

Indeed, over 520 species of birds live in 
the LRGV – where the Mississippi and Cen-
tral flyways converge – at least part of the 
year, more than any other place in the U.S. 
and Canada. An estimated 1,200 species of 
plants growing in 11 unique biotic commu-
nities support its wildlife, which includes 300 
butterfly species and 17 federally threatened 
or endangered species. Tourists attracted by 
its famous diversity (e.g. birders) travel here 
from throughout the world, contributing 
nearly $500 million annually to local econo-
mies. Yes, this region is that important.

If that’s the case, why did the U.S. Depart-
ment of Homeland Security construct the 
border fence through so many of the 275 
river miles of hard-earned LRGV corridor 
without doing scientific studies to determine 
its effects? Good question, especially con-
sidering how vocally TPWD, local mayors, 
residents, non-profits, and others opposed 
its placement, citing both economic and en-
vironmental concerns. But, the Real ID Act 
of 2005 gave the Secretary of Homeland Se-
curity the power to “waive in their entirety” 

the National Historic Preservation Act, the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the Coastal Zone 
Management Act, the Clean Water Act, the 
National Environmental Policy Act, the En-
dangered Species Act, and the Clean Air Act. 
Furthermore, the Secretary’s actions are not 
subject to judicial review. 

John Herron, Director of Conservation 
Programs with TNC, said, “A lot of effort has 
been put into habitat restoration and corri-
dor creation, both public and private effort 
and money. Now, we have the border fence, 
which represents one publically funded ini-
tiative conflicting with another publically-
funded initiative.”  TNC owns Southmost 
Preserve, 1,074 acres that contribute to the 
sabal palm portion of the corridor – most of 
which now sits south of the border fence. 

“We perceive there’s an effect to terrestrial 
wildlife, but to what extent they are being 
affected no one will ever know, because the 
government was exempted from having to 
do those environmental studies. We do know 
that larger mammals can’t make it through 
the openings provided, and animals such 
as the threatened Texas Indigo can’t make 
it through, if they’ve just had a meal. These 
openings are about the size of a mailbox.”

With the wall now in place, creating a cor-
ridor heading up into the northern ranch-
lands plays an even greater role in preserv-
ing what’s left. Ditto said, “Ranchers have the 
bulk of the habitat here. If we have ranch-
lands, we have wildlife habitat.”

Tewes, the state’s leading authority on oce-
lots and the Frank D. Yturria Chair of Wild 
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Learn More:
• Tim Anderson
Partners for Fish & Wildlife & Coastal 
Programs
(361) 994-9005 /  tim_anderson@fws.
gov  
• Rio Grande Joint Venture
http://www.rgjv.org/
• Natural Resources Conservation Ser-
vice (NRCS)
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov
• Farm Services Agency (FSA)
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/
Ask about GRPs, WRPs & other pro-
grams to help with conservation in 
your area.
• South Texas Natives program at Cae-
sar Kleberg Wildlife Research Institute 
Provides info on native grasses, forbs, 
and shrubs for restoration.
http://ckwri.tamuk.edu/research-pro-
grams/south-texas-natives/

Cat Studies at Texas A&M University-Kings-
ville, has been involved in South Texas wild-
life corridors issues for over 30 years. “I think 
our greatest hope now is the coastal corridor. 
That’s where you have Laguna Atascosa on 
the southern end, then native rangeland that 
goes up to where ranchlands begin. That has 
a lot of possibility for wildlife, there.” For the 
sake of the ocelot, in particular, he said, “We 
need movement between Laguna Atascosa 
and the ranch lands to the north, in order to 
maintain enough genetic diversity.

“Connectivity is key,” he continued. 
“Many don’t want it known that they have 
endangered ocelots, but whether they tell 
anyone or not isn’t as important as maintain-
ing the habitat, so that connectivity occurs.”

But, even when landowners participate in 
habitat preservation and connectivity cre-
ation, the possibility of more split and devel-
oped ranchlands always looms. In part, said 
Ditto, because “so often the inheritance tax 
makes it so [the heirs] have to sell the prop-
erty.” 

Indeed, the specter of inheritance tax 
helped motivate Yturria to donate and bar-
gain-sell the conservation easements on his 
ranch. And, he confided, “I’m in the process 
of looking into placing all of my land under 
a wildlife [conservation] easement. If you do 
nothing, and you die, the government gets a 
lot of money in taxes, and your kids will have 

to divide your land to pay those taxes.” (In 
2013, the top estate tax rate increased from 
35 percent to 40 percent. Conservation ease-
ments can reduce the taxable amount by 35 
percent.)  

The thought of his ranch being divided 
and sold saddens Yturria. With a shake of his 

head, he looked out at the land he loves. “I 
want to protect this from development,” he 
stated. But, at 90 years old, Yturria is a realist: 
“I don’t know what will happen to this land 
after I’m gone. My great-great grandchildren 
haven’t even met me yet. And, they never 
will.”


