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RLSA Restudy Public Meeting
Consensus Workshop
March 28, 2019, North Collier Regional Park, Exhibit Hall
15000 Livingston Rd., Naples, 34109


I 	Opening Remarks
[bookmark: _Hlk513448650]Speaker:  Kris Van Lengen, Collier County 
Mr. Van Lengen, Collier County Community Planning Manager, opened the meeting at approximately 6:05 p.m.  He stated that the agenda begins with a presentation from the Eastern Collier Property Owners group (ECPO), who represent the majority of landowners in the eastern Rural Lands Stewardship Area (RLSA).  He explained that Mitch Hutchcraft will present for ECPO and there will be time for a few questions, followed by Dr. Evans continued affinity diagramming.  For any item where consensus cannot be reached, the item is still important.  Such items constitute areas that need to be explored because of difference of opinion.
Mr. Van Lengen explained that after the public engagement workshops, staff will generate an analysis based on public comments, owner comments, and professional input which is planned to be ready for consideration by the Board of County Commissioners in June. 
Mr. Van Lengen noted that 170 people are on the email distribution list, and fifteen emails did not transmit.  Mr. Van Lengen asked the audience to please provide email addresses on the sign in sheets if they did not receive an email on Monday.
Mr. Van Lengen gave an update that Collier County staff is getting the data that underlies the Natural Resource Index (NRI) scores.  Staff has the composite scores.  Stantec has worked to provide the data, and the legal staff is working on how to provide the information publicly.
An audience member asked about the data for stewardship credits generally, and the data for restoration credits.  Mr. Van Lengen said the NRI value score includes restoration potential.  The stewardship credits and restoration credit information is resolved later in the process and is not part of this data set.
II 	Eastern Collier Land Owners Perspective
Speaker:  Mitch Hutchcraft, President, King Ranch 
Mr. Hutchcraft said it seemed some people haven’t had the benefit of working on this project from the very beginning, and that he wants to give an overview of the regulatory framework that makes the RLSA program what it is.  He suggested that all interested parties should have the same context for conversations moving forward.
Mr. Hutchcraft asserted that the RLSA program is a big picture tool that is innovative and incentive-based.  It is a planning program to protect habitat, protect land for agriculture, and promote sustainable growth and economic diversification in the rural areas.  A statutory legislative framework establishes these parameters.
Mr. Hutchcraft described that the effort started in 1999.  After discussions with the County, State, Governor and Cabinet, the RLSA program was adopted in 2002.  He said that the County’s original approach was to take away property rights, and the landowners opposed that.  The Governor and Cabinet said to come up with a better approach, and the program implemented in 2002 received broad support including non-governmental organizations such as the Florida Wildlife Federation, Collier Audubon, and The Conservancy.  It is based on data and analysis including land use, wildlife, wetlands, which drives how the program gets implemented.  He said it is incentive based and market oriented to protect owner interests and public interests through stewardship.  The program has unique Comprehensive Plan and Land Development Code (LDC) requirements. 
Mr. Hutchcraft described that the RLSA program is voluntary, and the landowners can participate or not participate.  If not participating, the base property rights are vested with landowners.  Through the RLSA program incentives encourage clustering development into a smaller footprint with greater densities and intensities.  The benefit to the public is larger preserves, concentration of open space and habitat connectivity.  In order to get participation in the program early, early entry bonuses and private restoration credits were made available.  It’s now an award-winning program.
Mr. Hutchcraft referred to Florida Statutes indicating that the RLSA program is a tool that furthers broad principles of rural sustainability, including restoration and maintenance of agriculture, identification and protection of ecosystems and habitats, and diversification of the economy through expansion and new employment opportunities.  He said that the intent is not just for setting aside the rural lands forever, but rather for maintaining the viability of agriculture in the economy.  He summarized that Florida Statutes recognize protection of private property rights in rural areas, and the statutes were modified to reference Collier County’s RLSA program and to recognize the program as compliant.
Mr. Hutchcraft displayed a map of the RLSA showing several property owners, all having different interests and having the choice to opt in or out of the program.  The program was designed to create credits, allowing two landowners to work together to achieve a better big picture outcome.  He said that if all owners don’t participate, then the outcome is diminished.  If all landowners participate, the result is maximum preservation and protection of agriculture going forward. 
Mr. Hutchcraft posed the question, why was the program set up the way that it is?  Before the RLSA program, if a property owner had wetlands or habitat, this was a devaluing effect.  The public desired preservation and protection of water resources and habitat, while the landowners want to protect property rights and values.  Mr. Hutchcraft argued that the program aligns the interests of the public and the landowner.  If the public wants more wetlands or wildlife conservation, the owner is credited for that either through value of the land or through a different currency such as density offered in the RLSA program.  The incentives are structured to align private property rights and property values with the interests of the public.  Mr. Hutchcraft explained that another option is public acquisition. The County, State or Water Management District could provide money for public land acquisition, however money and resources to acquire land for public acquisition is diminishing.  The protection of land without a cost to taxpayers is achieved through the use of development rights as currency for landowners to preserve habitat or cluster density.  
Mr. Hutchcraft said the regulatory framework involves how the credits are calculated.  The most environmentally sensitive areas with wetlands or wildlife habitat generate the highest scores and value, and those credits can be used to develop on lower value lands.  Mr. Hutchcraft displayed a sample calculation indicating how different levels of property rights can be removed to gain credits.
Mr. Hutchcraft displayed a map to show the effect of land use regulations before the RLSA program to portray how base rights could allow development to occur on what is currently open space, tomato fields, pasture, wetlands, etc.  By implementing the RLSA program, including the 5-year review recommendations, the likely outcome was displayed on a map showing that more land gets preserved or maintained for agriculture.  He highlighted that the financial ramifications include no costs to the public for land acquisition or maintenance. 
Mr. Hutchcraft said since 2002, 180,000 acres of private land has been rezoned to limit the land’s development potential to a clustered pattern.  He noted that most landowners in the RLSA are large landowners, and since 2002, no land has been subdivided into five-acre lots.  He said the benefit of the program is less rural sprawl, noting that total conservation land has grown to 50,000 acres which will be perpetually preserved and maintained at no cost to the public.
Mr. Hutchcraft added that some well-planned development has occurred. He said for every one acre developed, six to eight acres get set aside for preservation.  He stressed that landowners are making long-term decisions in reliance on the program, and when the 5-year review was performed and recommendations were proposed, those recommendations were supported at the time. 
In reference to the 50,000 areas preserved through the RLSA program, Mr. Hutchcraft said it is anticipated that 134,000 acres will be ultimately preserved at no cost to the public.  He described that the Ave Maria development of about 5,000 acres, with additional proposed development totaling 7,300 acres, has resulted in 50,000 acres of preserved lands, noting that these preserves provide for flowways, wildlife and habitat.  
Mr. Hutchcraft displayed calculations of the costs associated with preserved lands.  He said that the Conservation Collier program has preserved 4,000 acres with an average cost of over $25,000 per acre, and that Jim Beever of the Regional Planning Council identifies economic value to the public as $144 million annually.  He said the Lee County 2020 program saved 30,000 acres with an average cost of $12,000 per acre.  The RLSA program has already preserved almost 51,000 acres at zero acquisition costs.  With zero acquisition cost and zero maintenance cost, he said the value to the public of preserved RLSA lands is about $1 billion annually.  Considering the potential of 130,000 acres of preserve, the numbers become staggering.  He added that all the preserved land stays on the tax rolls, albeit that the values do go down.
Mr. Hutchcraft said the 5-year review effort was a result of original Comprehensive Plan policy to review the program and determine if it could work better.  It was a robust process involving a committee appointed by the Board of County Commissioners.  Significant consensus was reached on a few key components.  The County Commissioners ultimately accepted the Committee’s report but did not adopt it.
Mr. Hutchcraft summarized key recommendations from the 5-year review, including:
1.  Better incentives for protection of agricultural land.  
2. Better focus on land preservation for panther corridors that are more functional with incentivization.
3.  Cap on the number of credits and number of receiving acres.  Create a maximum development footprint of 45,000 acres.
4.  Add credits for panther corridors and agriculture.  
5.  Restoration credits should be capped.
Mr. Hutchcraft reported that the projections for the program today are:  92,000 acres of Stewardship Sending Area (SSA), 43,000 acres of Stewardship Receiving Area (SRA), and 43,800 acres not participating and still developing at the base density.  By adopting the 5-year review recommendations, he said that credits are recalibrated to account for agriculture credits, and there would be more agricultural use of the 43,800 acres that would not have participated previously. 
Mr. Hutchraft described that questions have been raised about economic impact assessments.  He said the Collier County LDC requires a review of economic impact of Stewardship Receiving Areas (SRAs) each time an application is submitted.  Rules are established for the evaluation.  He said that the Smart Growth America study does not follow the rules established by Collier County, and said if the study cannot be validated, it cannot be considered a valid study.  He argued that credit should be given to the landowners’ studies that comply with the rules. 
He concluded by noting that the landowners wanted to reach out and provide perspective, and that ECPO supports the adopted plan and supports the 5-year review recommendations.  He offered that the program aligns private and public interests, provides positive outcomes, maintains agriculture, and provides diversity in the economy.  He reiterated that for nearly two decades, landowners have acted on reliance on the program, stating that the program is law and landowners feel strongly about maintaining the program, and they continue making decisions in reliance on the program. 
Mr. Hutchcraft said that ECPO does not find it appropriate to consider additional changes until the 5-year review recommendations are done, and that now is time to move forward with the recommendations.  Afterwards, he said landowners will continue to work with the community to move forward.  
An audience member asked why the BOCC did not adopt the 5-year recommendations.  Mike Bosi, Collier County Planning and Zoning Director, said the cost to do the 5-year review recommendations could not be funded by the BOCC due to the recession. 
April Olson of The Conservancy said she has been involved in the RLSA program for twenty years, and she wants to set the record straight.  She said The Conservancy was in support of the RLSA program in 2002, but there was an understanding that it yielded 16,800 acres of development and an estimated build-out population of 87,000 people.  She said that tens of thousands of credits were put into the program just days before the program was adopted, and it was never disclosed to the public.  Instead of 16,000 acres, she said 45,000 acres, or 250% more development, is proposed.  She said this was not revealed until the 5-year review in 2008.  She said that the program as understood by The Conservancy in 2002 is not the program we have today.  She appealed for comments identifying flaws or inconsistencies found in the Smart Growth America report.  She stated that The Conservancy opposes the 5-year review, noting it was conducted ten years ago and is outdated.  She said the 2008 Wilson Miller calculations of the credits are still wrong, and now more lands are eligible for restoration.  
Dr. Evans offered that there is disagreement on this issue, and it is a fact that some topics will not achieve consensus.  She acknowledged that property owners and The Conservancy have different perspectives, which can be explored further.  Any issue identified as a non-consensus item can be captured as such and will not go away.
Another audience member expressed confusion from the presentation.  She said the presentation should have been at the beginning of the workshop series and not at the last meeting.  She summarized that she heard the landowners don’t want any changes and don’t plan to adhere to any changes.  She noted here impression that nothing was in place until the Commissioners adopt the plan.  She questioned what the point is of a 5-year review if nothing happens. 
Dr. Evans said the effort underway is a restudy; it is another effort to refine the program.  The audience member asked what the point is if there is not consensus?  Dr. Evans said the last 14 months have provided clarification of the policies.  Areas of consensus are visible and non-consensus areas are visible.  This process makes it clear where everyone is on the same page.  Where they are not in agreement, those issues can be identified and presented to the BOCC as topics needing further discussion or exploration.
An audience member asked if development rights are currently four units per acre, noting that other cities do not allow development in wetlands.  He added that he is concerned that no land is set aside for surface water.  Dr. Evans said he can offer a recommendation based on this concern, and it can be determined if consensus is reached for the recommendation during the affinity mapping exercise.  
An audience member asked if wetlands are developable lands.  Mr. Van Legnen said wetlands are very expensive and not easy to develop, noting it is not impossible to develop wetlands.  He advised that permits are needed, and there is a mitigation cost.  The designated Stewardship Sending Areas help toward preservation of wetlands and habitat.  
An audience member said there is no resolution on the number of credits, noting there are about 240,000 credits and about 58,000 credits are for restoration.  The definition for restoration is not well defined in the LDC. 
An audience member said that the statement presented declaring the acres set aside in the RLSA program cost the public nothing is not true.  The cost of infrastructure is roughly in the $90 million range for the road network, and there is additional cost for schools, fire stations, etc.  She stressed that there is a big cost to the public.  


III 	Affinity Mapping, continued from February 28, 2019 
Dr. Amanda Evans, Facilitator, Florida Gulf Coast University
Dr. Evans initiated the affinity mapping exercise for the topics of Towns & Villages, Land Management, Credits & Scoring, Environmental Protection, State Requirements and Other recommendations that did not align with the grouped topics.  (Topics mapped at the February 28th Workshop included Water, Agriculture, Taxpayer Impact, and some comments associated with Towns & Villages).  Dr. Evans identified by polling the audience whether a comment was supported by all audience members; if so, it was considered a consensus item and would be identified in staff’s white paper as such.  If a comment could not be supported or agreed to by all audience members, the comment was considered to be a non-consensus item, which meant the comment would be identified in staff’s white paper as a public comment needing further study, discussion or deliberation. 
At the close of the meeting around 8:10 p.m., Mr. Van Lengen asked for attendees to include their email addresses on sign in sheets so they will receive correspondence sent to the distribution email list group. 
[Photos were taken at the close of the meeting of the comments adhered to the boards.]
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