
State Rep. Eric Johnson of
Dallas is finalizing impor-
tant legislation to combat

the kinds of abusive real estate
practices used in poor neigh-
borhoods by Douglas T. “Chase”
Fonteno. The draft legislation
would punish those who make
dubious “adverse possession”
deed claims to occupy and sell
other people’s houses. 

Legislators around the state
should pay attention because
their constituents could become
the next victims of operators like
Fonteno. After writing a series of
columns on his abuses in south-
ern Dallas, I’ve turned up real
estate records in Houston and
San Antonio that indicate he was
up to the same questionable
activities there. 

Rightful homeowners had to
sue to get their homes back.
Good-faith purchasers emerged
feeling they had been misled after
discovering that Fonteno’s com-
panies had no legal title to prop-
erties for which they collected
mortgages. 

Whether it occurred in Dallas,
Houston, San Antonio or else-
where, the process rarely veered
from Fonteno’s formula. His
associates would comb the streets
of blighted neighborhoods and
search property records for signs
of abandoned houses. Without
contacting the true deed holders,
they would file paperwork de-
signed to create the appearance of
a legal claim to the property.
Then they would post signs of-
fering the houses for sale. 

Buyers, many of whom didn’t
speak English, thought they were
getting an affordable, albeit di-
lapidated, home cheaper than
they could rent. So they agreed to
high-interest mortgages on hous-
es that were actually overpriced.
The inscrutable term “adverse
possession” sometimes was in the
document, but often not. 

Fonteno asserted that occupa-
tion of the property gave his com-
panies the legal claim of owner-
ship, which was his basis for
selling other people’s houses
without their knowledge or con-
sent. Officials at the state and
local levels believe such activity
should be considered fraud. I’ve
documented more than 80 cases
in which he asserted such claims
in Dallas, plus at least 16 cases in
Harris and Bexar counties, be-
tween 2004 and 2014. 

Just as in Dallas, outraged
rightful homeowners in other
cities sometimes filed suit. The
heirs of Edwin Bushnell, for
example, sued Fonteno and his
associates in Houston in 2006,
alleging fraudulent transfer of
title after a Fonteno company
tried to sell a Bushnell house.
The Bushnells eventually got the
home back. 

Dallas Mayor Mike Rawlings,
Democratic lawmaker Johnson
and other officials say a more
effective deterrent is needed.
Johnson is proposing a bill that
would make such practices pun-
ishable under the Texas Decep-
tive Trade Practices Act.

The draft bill would extend
prosecutorial powers to city and
county attorneys and would
impose stiff civil fines of
$20,000 to $100,000 per vio-
lation. The statute of limitations
would run two years from the last
day that an alleged fraud oc-
curred. 

Fonteno’s companies continue
to claim and collect mortgage
payments on adverse possession
properties, including 17 southern

Dallas houses. Just nine months
ago, Fonteno associate Carver
Dan Peavy filed a Harris County
mortgage document on an ad-
verse possession house claimed
by Fonteno’s Saige Properties.

Harris County bears some of
the same scars as Dallas from
Fonteno’s real estate mayhem:
thousands of dollars in tax liens,
court-ordered demolitions and
foreclosures. Fonteno was ac-
cused of running out on a nearly
$500,000 office-suite lease bill
in a 75-story Houston building;
the resulting lawsuit never
reached trial. 

More than 50 residents
around Fonteno’s Candlelight
Trails condominiums protested
in 2008 when his company’s
derelict complex became a har-
bor for squatters and derelicts.
Then-Mayor Bill White champi-
oned a campaign that eventually
won the complex’s demolition.

Houston native Fonteno — a
felon for securities fraud — is the
stepson of a Harris County politi-
cal icon and former County Com-
missioner James Walton Fonte-
no, who died in 2008. Chase,
whose birth name is Douglas
Proctor, assumed the Fonteno
name. County records show no
evidence of James having adopt-
ed him.

Chase Fonteno isn’t the only
person who has abused adverse
possession laws. In 2006, Rich-
ard L. Nugent and business part-
ner Craig A. Davidson pleaded
guilty to felony theft in connec-
tion with an adverse possession
scheme involving more than 20
houses. A Harris County judge
sentenced them to 10 years’ pro-
bation and ordered them to pay
$248,521 in restitution. Court
records indicate the sentences
remain in effect despite the de-
fendants’ appeals and attempts
to have the conditions reduced.

One of the properties in Fon-
teno’s adverse possession port-
folio, at 4639 Galesburg in
Houston, is just down the street
from one of Nugent’s properties.

Victims shouldn’t have to
resort to costly civil lawsuits to
get restitution and justice in
cases like these. Local prosecu-
tors need legal authority and the
power to seek meaningful pun-
ishments. That’s why the Legisla-
ture needs to get on board when
Johnson introduces his bill.
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Halting an adverse
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Law needed because real estate abuses go beyond Dallas, Tod Robberson says
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The Candlelight Trails complex in Houston, a venture spearheaded by Douglas T. “Chase” Fonteno,
became a harbor for squatters and derelicts, leading neighbors to protest at City Hall in 2008.
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First, it was West Nile virus, which has
loomed for Dallas County in every
mosquito season since 2002. Now,

there is a new virus on our doorstep — chi-
kungunya. Like West Nile, chikungunya is
transmitted by mosquitoes.

Symptoms of the virus — fever, headache,
muscle pain, back pain and rash — usually
go away 7 to 10 days after onset. However,
severe joint pain can last weeks to months.
The disabling effects of chikungunya virus
can harm your long-term health.

The good news is there are things you can
do to reduce your risk.

Mosquitoes that carry chikungunya virus
are aggressive daytime biters and can be
found indoors and outdoors. Therefore,
precautions should be taken even while
you’re inside. First and foremost, you should
dump or treat standing water at your home
or business. That single act can keep mos-
quitoes from breeding. Wearing appropriate
clothing and insect repellent to avoid being
bitten is also important. When mosquitoes
are not able to bite, they cannot transmit the
virus from one person to the next.

Dallas County Health and Human Ser-
vices is your partner in mosquito control. We
employ a number of procedures to control
mosquito activity in Dallas County. Our
year-round surveillance allows us to mon-
itor the populations of mosquitoes and the
risk of the virus circulating in the communi-
ty. We will continue to push public informa-
tion through multiple channels so our citi-
zens maintain awareness. We will continue
to work with our cities to ensure the ongoing
protection of our citizens. Furthermore, our
relationship with the medical community
enables us to obtain beneficial information
about chikungunya cases we have encoun-
tered.

Dallas County has had 11cases of chi-
kungunya virus confirmed in travelers from
outside the United States. There have not
been any reports of cases acquired locally.
This means, as far as we know, mosquitoes
in Dallas County are not carrying chikungu-
nya virus. Our neighbors in other regions are
already experiencing local transmission. In
the Caribbean and South and Central Amer-
ica, there have been more than 1.2 million
suspected cases and more than 24,000
confirmed. The state of Florida reports 11
locally acquired cases. 

Dallas County residents traveling to those
regions should take precautions to prevent
catching the virus and bringing it home.

Everyone has a role in controlling the
spread of chikungunya virus.
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WE TV (formerly Women’s
Entertainment) debuted Sex
Box, and with its debut, yet

another television taboo is broken and
the television landscape forever altered
for the worse.

The premise behind Sex Box is that
couples are more open to discussing
problems in their relationship when
the bonding hormone oxytocin, re-
leased during sexual intercourse, is still
racing through their veins. To capital-
ize on those good feelings and the
openness promoted by sexual in-
timacy, the show’s producers place an
opaque, soundproof box on a stage in
front of a live studio audience, usher
the troubled couple into the box so
they can have sex, and then have them
talk to a panel of relationship experts
immediately after.

In a recent piece for Fox News, Dr.
Keith Ablow said the show is unlikely
to do anyone any real harm and may
actually help some people. We re-
spectfully disagree.

Will this exercise help the actual
couples involved? Doubtful. Whatever
openness might be promoted by the
release of oxytocin would probably be

undone by the fact that the participants
are talking about their intimacy issues
in front of a live audience with cameras
trained on them. Real therapy isn’t a
public spectacle, and it doesn’t take
place in an hour. Though the assembled
experts might indeed be licensed and
credentialed professionals, for the
purposes of this program, they are
serving as entertainers.

Will this exercise help couples at
home? Ablow argues: “As a psychiatrist,
Iknow that millions of Americans

never share their sexual disappoint-
ments or desires with their husbands or
wives — even after decades of marriage.
Maybe SexBox, initsownpeculiar way,
will get those folks talking to one anoth-
er.” 

There may indeed be a need for
married couples to discuss their rela-
tionship troubles more openly, but is
this show likely to encourage those
discussions? Also doubtful, considering
the way WE TV has been playing up the
shock-value aspects of the show, rather

watch Sex Box, the more imitators it
inspires, the more likely it will become
that children will be exposed to this or
similar content down the road.

Former FX programming chief
John Landgraf once described the TV
industry’s push for ever-more explicit
sexual content as an “arms race,” and
that’s exactly what it is. Boundary-
pushing shows like Sex Box encourage
other networks to match and then up
the ante, not because they are suc-
cessful, or because audiences respond
well, but because they can.

If helping couples really is WE TV’s
goal, there are better, more responsible,
more respectful, and less prurient ways
to go about it, and we hope they will. But
Sex Box isn’t going to do it.

Tim Winter is the

president of the Par-

ents Television Coun-

cil. Follow him on

Twitter at

@timwinterptc. 

Dr. Donald Hilton is a

neurosurgeon and

adjunct associate

professor at the Uni-

versity of Texas Health

Science Center at San Antonio and

serves on the board for the National

Center on Sexual Exploitation. Reach

him at dhiltonjr@sbcglobal.net.

than the value to couples. Their website
teases a “Let’s Get It On” trailer, and
featured couples include“an open
relationship with one partner wanting
to make their sex life even racier, in-
cluding S&M.”

All thisWE TV president Marc Juris
promotes as “bold, break-through-the-
clutter programming.” In other words,
“We’re doing this for shock value alone.”

As to harm, it’s true that this show
might not signal the collapse of Western
civilization (yet), but what it portends
for our culture is deeply troubling,
because the entertainment industry is
nothing if not unoriginal. C.S.I. isahit?
Let’s give viewers C.S.I. Miami,C.S.I.
New York,andC.S.I. Las Vegas, too!
Viewers liked Law&Order,sowhy not
also give them Law&Order: Criminal
Intent andLaw&Order: Special Vic-
tims Unit.Andnaked-themed reality
shows? Last year we saw the debut of at
least three.

How long will it be before the other
cable networks start introducing shows
featuring couples having sex? How long
after that before the sex is no longer
hidden from plain sight? And how long
after that before the broadcast net-
works start introducing similar con-
tent, claiming competition from cable
as their justification?

And even if, as WE TV’s defenders
claim, it is unlikely that children will

Idea that it helps people is
far-fetched, say Tim Winter
and Donald Hilton

Why is ‘Sex Box’ a bad idea? Let us count the ways

WE TV

Some defenders of Sex Box say it might be able to help couples with
intimacy problems, but WE TV has promoted the shock-value aspects.
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