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Some landowners now support controversial Ft. Hood buffer proposal
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A controversial proposal for a buffer zone around Fort Hood’s western side is now gaining ground among the very landowners who organized to denounce it last year.

Maj. Gen. James Simmons, the base’s deputy commanding general, has been meeting in recent weeks with Coryell County landowners about a proposed voluntary program to protect rural land from intensive development. The Army would essentially pay rural landowners not to develop major subdivisions or commercial developments.

Simmons has met with leaders of the property rights group Our Land Our Lives, which vehemently opposed the plan last year and called it a federal land grab orchestrated by environmental interests.

But in January, Simmons revealed details of the plan and assured landowners that the Army would not have direct access or control of their land. In his presentation then, he said the Army could pay up to $1,500 an acre to some landowners with 30-year contracts, or a reduced amount for shorter contracts.

Our Land Our Lives leaders say they are encouraged by their discussions with Simmons since then, and they might even join forces with him to advocate the plan, depending on the details. Don Russell, vice president of the group, said this could end up being the first effective military buffer zone program in the U.S.

“It’s being worked on rationally and cooperatively now,” he said. “Hopefully in a few months something can be laid out.”

He said Simmons’ approach has helped win over landowners who have had bad experiences with other Fort Hood officials in the past.

“I have a lot of respect for Gen. Simmons,” Russell said. “I feel like he’s doing an excellent job with a bad situation. He’s a person of honor who listens to landowners.”

Russell declined to say whether the buffer zone includes his own 800-acre ranch, which has been in his family since 1875.

Steve Manning, a Coryell County rancher who has been involved in regional conservation efforts, said the buffer zone proposal should find plenty of takers.

“There’s no doubt that plenty of landowners are ready to sign up,” said Manning, an early supporter of the idea. “I don’t think the Army is going to have any trouble with it.”
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