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You need to think about the future.
So far, planning, managing, enjoying and
producing income from the land con-
sumes most of your attention, but your
thoughts will eventually turn to selling the
land as times change or figuring out the
best way to pass it to your heirs.  Whether
you view your land primarily as a finan-
cial investment, a multi-generational as-
set, or a legacy to be passed to future gen-
erations, there are many things to consider
when planning for a future when you are
not the landowner.

This final article in the series will
touch on some of the issues and options
regarding planning for the future of your
land during your tenure and as a legacy
for later generations. It’s not meant to be
a complete examination of all the issues
and tools of estate planning, but it is writ-
ten from the perspective of a wildlife bi-
ologist and habitat conservationist who
has worked with and observed a number
of landowners thinking about ways to
conserve natural resources into the future.
Accountants, lawyers, bankers, estate
planners and other specialists are avail-
able to landowners planning for the future
and should be consulted early and often in
the process.

All landowners treat rural land as an

Riparian areas and aquifer recharge zones provide fresh water to all Texans.  Such vital ecosystems could be a source of income to
landowners as the market develops, giving them further incentive to manage and preserve these areas.
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Planning for the Future of your Land

asset, whether it’s newly purchased or in
the family for generations.  For traditional
farmers and ranchers, the land may be their
estate’s primary asset, and sale of all or part
of the land may be necessary to fund retire-
ment.  In other cases, land is purchased
purely as an investment with the intent to
eventually sell some or all of it.

Some new landowners purchase the
land with every intention of owning it for-
ever.  As we all discover eventually,
things change.  New interests, evolving
priorities, and health and financial issues
can alter long-term plans.  Some may
need to sell but want to preserve those
qualities of the land they deem most im-
portant past their ownership tenure.

Many landowning families are most
concerned about transferring the land, in-
tact, to their heirs.  For some, this means
providing an opportunity for the next gen-
eration to continue a heritage of working
the land.  Others want to pass along a
place that has been a source of recreation
and a strong connection to the natural
world for the family.  Heirs can have dif-
ferent views of the value of land; some
may want dollars immediately, while oth-
ers value the land and the operation more
than money.  Transferring the property in
these situations can be fraught with chal-

lenges, both financial and otherwise.
There are also cases where heirs have
little attachment to the land, and the cur-
rent owner has a strong interest in keeping
it intact and unchanged.

Landowners planning to sell have sev-
eral options to help conserve natural re-
source values.  If only a portion needs to
be sold, look to your land management
plan and the landscape context of the
property.  It may be possible to sell the
least ecologically important portions or
configure a sale that maintains connectiv-
ity between other large patches of impor-
tant habitat.
Conservation Development and Easements

If the land is to be developed, conser-
vation development should be considered.
Conservation development seeks to keep
homes and other infrastructure in building
areas or envelopes.  These building enve-
lopes are typically placed in the least im-
portant lands from a conservation stand-
point while keeping the best habitat unde-
veloped as common areas or green space.
If you must sell but want to keep the land
intact, place a conservation easement on
the property.  A conservation easement is
a restriction of future development and
subdivision of the property.  The ease-
ment has a value determined through the
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Your heirs might not be interested in traditional ranching.  Changing family priorities and the U.S. estate tax code make it
imperative that you think about the future of your land and discuss options with advisers and family.

appraisal process and typically held by a
non-profit organization, city, county or
government agency.  There is a great deal
of information on conservation easements
and their value for estate planning and at-
torneys who specialize in this work.
Land with a conservation easement can
be sold, but the easement stays with the
land in perpetuity.  Obviously, land
with a conservation easement will be
worth less in dollar terms than lands
without an easement, which can impact
future marketability.

Some of the same tools useful for con-
serving natural resource values when sell-
ing property can be utilized when trans-
ferring the land.  One of the major ob-
stacles to intergenerational transfer has
been the inheritance or estate tax.  In areas
where land values have increased dramati-
cally, it can be difficult, if not impossible,
to keep the land intact for the next genera-
tion.  Some portion of the land often has
to be sold just to pay the taxes.  Conserva-
tion easements have been used to reduce
the value of land prior to transfer to the
next generation.  In other states, there are
well-funded programs to purchase conser-
vation easements from willing landowners
to conserve agricultural, wildlife habitat
and open space values.  Texas has some

smaller, less well-funded programs, but
many landowners seem eager to learn
more about how this tool might be used in
the state.    Purchased conservation ease-
ments have been useful to help cash-out
heirs with limited interest in the land,
while allowing other heirs to continue on
the land as before.   Conservation ease-
ments have also been used by landowners
whose interest in conserving the land was
completely at odds with their heirs, limit-
ing future development and subdivision in
perpetuity while still allowing the next
generation to sell or lease the property to
those who wish to continue farming,
ranching or maintaining the property for
outdoor recreation.

Conservation easements are forever, so
consider their use carefully.  They are indi-
vidually negotiated, and no two are the
same. Many take years to complete—a good
thing, given all the issues to consider.

What might be different in the future?
How might the future look different,

both for today’s landowner seeking to
conserve their land and for tomorrow’s
owner of a large landscape?  The current
value of subdividing property into ever
smaller recreational or rural subdivisions
is well known to many who live within
driving distance of a metropolitan area.

How might the future be different for
those who choose to keep their lands in-
tact?  Could there be any as-yet unidenti-
fied income streams that could be devel-
oped? Could resale value of large tracts be
greater because so few large tracts exist?
It is extremely difficult to put fragmented
landscapes back together and darn near
impossible to restore areas covered in
concrete and asphalt in a human lifetime.
Similar to a conservation easement, con-
version to asphalt and concrete is a for-
ever decision.  What future benefits might
landowners be giving up by developing or
subdividing today?

Anyone who has bought or shopped for
land knows that the smaller the acreage
the greater the purchase price per acre.
This is why subdividing land usually in-
creases the financial return to the seller
and why land in the right spot on the map
reaches its highest per-acre value when
developed into half- or quarter-acre lots.
Could there ever be a time when large
blocks of rangeland supporting good
wildlife populations might start to work
against that trend?  Because of their rarity,
the open space they provide, or the still-
functioning ecological systems, the value
of such larger tracts could be higher be-
cause of the important things happening
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on these lands that acres of asphalt and
concrete can no longer provide.  Things
that are important not just for the person
living and working on the land but also to
people living in towns or cities miles
away.

This series has stressed that well-stew-
arded rural land has worth beyond its ap-
praised value.  Currently, the only time
the true value of land can be completely
and accurately captured is when it has
been developed to the point that all or
most important ecological processes have
ceased.  These ecological processes pro-
vide services to society as contributions to
water quality, flood control, wildlife habi-
tat, carbon storage and others.  With few
current exceptions, the value of these ser-
vices is unrecognized and, until recently,
almost universally not financially valued
by urban society.  This is not likely to be
the case into the future.

A close-to-home example of an eco-
logical function valued by urban society is
the willingness of municipalities in cen-
tral Texas to issue bonds to implement re-
charge and water-quality protection mea-
sures above the Edwards Aquifer in the
Hill Country.  Conservation easements
and fee title lands are being purchased
from willing landowners in priority areas
to ensure that clean rainwater continues
to flow into rivers, streams and other re-
charge features.  The quantity and qual-
ity of this recharge is important, be-
cause it replenishes groundwater impor-
tant to those in the Austin-San Antonio
corridor.  There is very real potential
that positive things landowners do for
the resource, in addition keeping the
landscape undeveloped and intact, will
be valued financially.  When individual
ecosystem services are priced and a mar-
ket develops, landowners will have new
potential income streams as an incentive
to keeping well-managed landscapes in-
tact.  When this happens, it could sig-
nificantly alter the way landowners
think about land values, land as an in-
vestment, and permanent decisions
about subdivision and development.

Most landowners, whether first-time or
long-time, are concerned about the health
and productivity of their land while they
own it.  Perhaps a smaller number think
about how their land will continue to
function after their ownership.  It is said
that many Native American cultures did
not recognize the concept of land owner-
ship when Europeans arrived.  These cul-

tures understood that the ecosystems they
lived in provided for their needs and
could not be owned in the same sense as
other possessions.  In their view, the land
was forever, and the duty of both the indi-
vidual and the culture was to respect what
the land provided and care for it during
their tenure.

Modern landowners who think about
the future of their lands and value them
above an appraisal’s bottom line have
similar concepts of respect and responsi-

bility.  We should all be thankful they do.
If the ecological systems cease to func-
tion, the clean water, clean air, abundant
wildlife and our natural landscapes will
disappear.   Landowners currently doing a
great job should be encouraged and re-
warded.  Those who want to do better
should be given whatever technical or fi-
nancial assistance society can provide.

Private landowners, take a bow and
keep up the good work.  We are all de-
pending on you!

Chopping rural land into ever-smaller subdivisions is common within driving distance
of the state’s metro areas, such as this development near San Antonio.  Large chunks of
unbroken habitat are becoming scarce in the eastern part of Texas, placing a premium

on land that remains unfragmented.


